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1.	Introduction	
1.1	Making	Place	
	

[R]epresented	 and	 enacted	 –	 daily,	 monthly,	 seasonally,	 annually	 –	
places	and	their	meaning	are	continually	woven	into	the	fabric	of	so-

cial	 life,	 anchoring	 it	 to	 features	 of	 the	 landscape	 and	 blanketing	 it	

with	layers	of	significance	that	few	can	fail	to	appreciate.	Deliberately	

and	otherwise,	people	are	forever	presenting	each	other	with	cultur-

ally	mediated	images	of	where	and	how	they	dwell.	In	large	ways	and	

small,	 they	 are	 forever	 performing	 acts	 that	 reproduce	 and	 express	

their	 own	 sense	 of	 place	 –	 and	 also,	 inextricably,	 their	 own	 under-
standings	of	who	and	what	they	are.	(Basso	1996,	57)	

	

This	work	explores	notions	of	place	among	the	Santal,	a	tribal	society	of	Cen-

tral	 India.	 Based	 on	 fourteen	months	 of	 ethnographic	 fieldwork,	 it	 analyzes	

how	the	Santal	are	making	place	through	different	rituals.	This	analysis	rests	

on	the	premise	that	places	bear	culture-specific	meaning,	and	that	rituals	pre-

sent	one	of	 the	arenas	 in	which	 this	meaning	 is	both	expressed	and	created.	

Some	rituals	associate	a	specific	place	with	the	settlement	of	a	certain	group,	

hence	with	the	group’s	roots	in	this	place.	Others	contain	the	idea	of	a	sacred	

landscape	with	various	deities	located	in	mountains,	rivers	and	the	forest.	An-

other	cluster	of	rituals	discussed	in	this	work	shows	that	places	have	increas-

ingly	 come	 to	 play	 a	 role	 in	 Santal	 interactions	 with	 the	 state	 in	 the	 last	

decades.	Hence,	 for	 the	 Santal,	 the	 places	where	 their	 rituals	 are	 performed	

contain	 different	meanings,	 linked	 to	 a	 web	 of	 social,	 spiritual	 and	 political	

relations.	It	becomes	apparent	that	besides	being	local,	these	relations	trans-

cend	 the	particularities	of	place	and	are	continually	 connected	with	 the	out-

side.	

In	addition	 to	 rituals	articulating	specific	notions	of	place,	 they	can	also	

be	 regarded	 as	 creative	 domains	 in	 which	 places	 are	 ascribed	 meanings.	

Through	their	participation	in	ritual,	people	come	to	perceive	places	in	partic-

ular	ways.	They	come	to	associate	the	place	with	ritual	actions	and	the	sym-

bols	and	meanings	contained	in	these	actions.	In	this	context,	places	can	also	

receive	 new	meanings	 as	 ritual	 actors	 actively	 introduce	 these	meanings	 in	

the	ritual	context.	This	work,	in	sum,	discusses	the	dynamics	of	place	and	ritu-

als	as	they	unfold	in	Santal	society	today.	
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1.1.1	The	Santal	
The	Santal,	as	one	of	the	largest	tribal	societies	in	India,	number	more	than	6.5	

million.1	Their	Austroasiatic	language	differs	significantly	from	Hindi,	the	lin-

gua	franca	of	North	India,	which	belongs	to	the	Indo-European	language	fami-

ly.	 Besides	 the	 Santal,	 several	 other	 societies	 of	 Central	 and	 Eastern	 India	

speak	 a	 language	of	 the	 same	 language	 family,	 called	Munda	 languages	 (An-

derson	2008).2	The	question	of	 if	 and	how	 these	 societies	differ	 from	Hindu	

society	has	been	 the	 subject	of	 a	debate	outlined	 in	more	detail	 later	 in	 this	

introduction.		

In	short,	my	ethnographic	material	supports	the	argument	that	tribal	so-

ciety	is	structured	differently	from	caste	society.	Not	caste,	but	the	principles	

of	 affinity	 and	 seniority	 structure	 Santal	 society.	 Regarding	 religious	 views	

and	 practices	 one	 can	 detect	 further	 differences.	 Important	 Hindu	 concepts	

such	as	karma	 (retribution	 for	actions)	and	moksha	(liberation	 from	cycle	of	
rebirth)	play	no	role	for	the	Santal.	And	last,	Santal	ritual	practice	differs	from	

the	Hindu	one	in	that	it	almost	always	includes	animal	sacrifices,	so	that	a	dif-

ference	between	worship	(puja)	and	sacrifice	(bali),	as	Fuller	(1992,	83ff)	de-
scribes	 it	 for	 popular	 Hinduism,	 does	 not	 exist.	 The	 Santal	 carry	 out	 these	

sacrifices	 in	different	 locations,	 such	as	 in	sacred	groves,	 in	 the	 fields,	 in	 the	

forested	mountains	and	the	house.	

The	Santal	live	in	a	geographically	confined	area	in	central-eastern	India,	

predominantly	in	the	union	states	of	Bihar,	Jharkhand,	Odisha	and	West	Ben-

gal.	The	fieldwork,	upon	which	this	work	is	based,	was	carried	out	in	the	state	

																																																								
1	According	 to	 the	 Census	 of	 India	 2001	 (2011	 not	 yet	 available)	 there	 are	 6,469,600	 Santali	

speakers	in	India.	Census	data	on	Santali	speakers	are	the	only	numbers	available	to	me	on	the	
Santal	population,	although	I	am	aware	that	not	only	Santal	speak	Santali	in	certain	areas.	These	

census	data	should	be	understood	as	an	estimate,	as	 it	 is	difficult	 to	count	populations	spread	

over	a	territory	often	difficult	to	access.	(Cf.	“Distribution	of	the	21	Scheduled	Languages”,	2001	

Census,	

http://www.censusindia.gov.in/Census_Data_2001/Census_Data_Online/Language/parta.htm,	

accessed	October	5,	2015).	
2	The	 Munda	 languages	 are	 a	 group	 of	 Austroasiatic	 languages,	 which	 represent	 the	 most	

western	 linguistic	phylum	thereof.	The	pre-history	of	 the	Munda	 languages	remains	subject	 to	

debate,	but	there	is	consensus	that	other	Austroasiatic	subgroups	are	all	found	outside	of	India,	

to	 the	 east.	 In	 India	 Munda	 language	 speakers	 today	 mostly	 live	 in	 Odisha	 and	 Jharkhand,	

significant	numbers	further	live	in	the	states	of	Madya	Pradesh,	throughout	Chhattisgarh,	West	

Bengal,	 Uttar	 Pradesh,	 Andra	 Pradesh	 and	Maharashtra.	 Santali,	 and	 its	 close	 sister	 languages	

Mundari	 and	 Ho	 belong	 to	 the	 North	 Munda	 languages	 in	 India,	 otherwise	 also	 labeled	

Kherwarian.	 Smaller	 subgroups	 of	 Kherwarian	 are	 Turi,	 Asuri,	 Birhor,	 Bhumij,	 Korwa	 etc.	

Anderson	 gives	 a	 rather	 moderate	 estimate	 of	 Austroasiatic	 speakers	 in	 India	 of	 about	 ten	

million	(Anderson	2008,	1).	
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of	Jharkhand,	in	its	southeastern	district	of	East	Singhbhum	mainly	in	two	vil-

lages	located	in	Musabani	and	Ghatsila	block.	In	this	area	the	Santal	constitute	

the	dominant	majority	of	the	population,	living	in	close	symbiosis	with	artisan	

and	 other	 Hindu	 castes	 such	 as	 blacksmiths,	 potters,	 basket	 makers	 and	

weavers.	While	 the	 Santal	 are	 the	main	 landowners	 of	 the	 area,	 the	 artisan	

castes	generally	do	not	own	land,	 instead	they	provide	the	Santal	with	prod-

ucts	 for	 everyday	 and	 ritual	 use.	 Other	 tribal	 and	 gatherer-hunter	 societies	

such	as	Ho,	Munda,	Hill	Kharia	and	Birhor	reside	in	the	forested	hills	border-

ing	the	cultivated	Santal	lands.	The	region	I	focus	on	here	is	hence	character-

ized	by	ethnic	diversity,	which	will	play	a	crucial	role	 in	several	of	 the	ritual	

descriptions	in	the	following	chapters.		

The	term	“Santal”	was	given	to	the	Santal	by	others.	According	to	Bodding	

(2010,	5:	183-4)	the	term	is	most	probably	derived	from	Saontar,	which	was	

used	 by	 Bengali	 speakers	 when	 referring	 to	 the	 Santal	 living	 in	 the	 area	

around	Saont,	 located	in	today’s	Midnapore	District,	West	Bengal.	The	Santal	

refer	 to	 themselves	as	“men/humans”	(hor)	or	“sons	of	men”	(hor	hopon).	 In	
contrast	to	hor	stands	the	concept	of	diku,	a	term	used	by	several	of	the	tribal	
communities	of	Chotanagpur	and	Central	India	to	refer	to	outsiders.	The	term	

denotes	 those	who	 have	 exploited	 the	 Santal,	 specifically	 the	 landlords	 (za-
mindars),	but	also	refers	to	Brahmins,	Biharis	and	the	British	(Sinha,	Sen	and	
Panchbhai	1969).	It	excludes,	however,	all	those	artisan	communities	and	co-

residents	of	the	Santal,	a	topic	discussed	later	on	in	this	introduction.		

Different	 labels	 are	 used	 in	 ethnography	 and	 by	 the	 Santal	 to	 refer	 to	

themselves	as	 a	 type	of	 society.	The	 terms	 “tribe”,	 “adivasi”	 and	 “indigenous	
society”	each	have	their	own	historical	and	political	implications,	as	examined	

later	in	more	detail.	When	I	speak	of	“tribal	society”	I	refer	to	a	type	of	society	

of	a	certain	structure,	characterized	by	its	segmented,	generalized	and	auton-

omous3	character	 (Pfeffer	 2009,	 2014;	 Sahlins	 1968).	 Regarding	 the	 term	

“tribe”	 it	 is	 further	 significant	 to	 note	 that	 in	 India	many	 communities	 self-

identify	as	tribal	to	underline	their	difference	from	Hindu	society	and	because	

they	have	been	classified	by	the	government	as	a	Scheduled	Tribe	(ST)4	in	the	

																																																								
3	Tribal	 societies	 can	 be	 regarded	 as	 autonomous	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 function	without	 the	

central	 authority	 of	 a	 state	 and	 do	 not	 depend	 on	 or	 account	 to	 a	 larger	 society	 surrounding	

them,	such	as	peasants	do.	Their	autonomy	is	not	to	be	mistaken	for	isolation,	which	has	never	

been	the	case.		
4	The	term	Scheduled	Tribe	is	further	discussed	in	section	1.2.5.	
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context	 of	 an	 affirmative	 action	 program	 (Karlsson	 and	 Subba	 2006;	 Xaxa	

2005).5	

Since	colonial	times	the	Santal	have	been	described	extensively	in	ethno-

graphic	literature.	They	are	famous	especially	for	the	Santal	rebellion	in	1855	

(Andersen	2008;	Rottger-Hogan	1982),	led	by	two	brothers	named	Sidho	and	

Kanho	Murmu	 against	 the	 oppression	 by	 zamindars.	 A	 large	 part	 of	 the	 re-
maining	 literature	deals	with	 the	 Santal	 ritual	 cycle,	 especially	with	 the	 two	

main	 annual	 rituals	 baha,	 the	 spring	 flower	 festival	 and	 sohrae,	 the	 harvest	
festival.	The	Santal	today	do	consider	these	festivals	to	be	important,	however	

my	work	largely	omits	descriptions	of	them	and	instead	focuses	on	those	rites,	

which	have	received	less	or	no	attention	in	the	literature.	Instead	of	attempt-

ing	 to	 present	 the	 Santal	 ritual	 cycle,	 as	 others	 have	 done	 (cf.	 Carrin-Bouez	

1986;	 Troisi	 2000),	 my	 work	 discusses	 only	 some	 Santal	 rituals	 under	 the	

overall	topic	of	place.	

	

1.1.2	Focus	of	this	Work	
The	central	theme	of	this	work	has	emerged	from	ethnographic	fieldwork	car-

ried	out	in	different	Santal	villages.	My	initial	plan	was	to	study	one	particular	

ritual,	 a	 hunting	 rite,	 which	 some	 Santal	 ethnographies	 described,	 who	 con-

ducted	 fieldwork	 in	 the	 1940s	 (Archer	 2007,	 305ff)	 and	 the	 1970s	 (Carrin-

Bouez	1986,	84ff;	Troisi	2000,	146ff).	My	goal	was	to	take	this	ritual	as	a	win-

dow,	in	Geertz’	(1973,	113)	sense,	through	which	to	gain	access	to	several	do-

mains	of	Santal	culture.	The	idea	was	to	study	the	hunt	as	a	“total	social	 fact”	

(Mauss	2002, 100) in	 order	 to	 avoid	 prior	 categorizations	 of	 domains	 such	 as	
religion,	social	structure,	economy	and	law.	My	fieldwork	in	Santal	villages	did	

provide	 insight	 into	Santal	hunting	 rituals,	but	 I	 found	 these	 rituals	 linked	 to	

other	important	rites,	all	of	which	dealt	with	notions	of	place	in	different	ways.	

I	thus	broadened	the	scope	of	my	research	and	accommodated	different	topics	

that	emerged	as	relevant	during	my	fieldwork	in	the	framework	of	place.		

This	 work	 therefore	 focuses	 on	 different	 notions	 of	 place,	 especially	 as	

they	emerge	from	ritual	practice.	My	analysis	rests	on	rituals,	but	it	also	takes	

people’s	 statements,	 and	 other	 expressive	 forms	 such	 as	 song,	 narrative	 and	

myth	into	account.	At	the	same	time,	I	explore	how	these	notions	of	place	are	

formed	and	constantly	recreated	in	practice.	The	following	provides	some	ex-

																																																								
5	According	to	the	Census	of	India	2011,	the	ST	population	of	India	numbers	104.3	million,	8.6%	

of	the	total	population	of	the	country	(Ministry	of	Tribal	Affairs	Statistics	Division	2013,	2).		
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amples	 for	 Santal	 notions	 of	 place	 as	 I	 later	 discuss	 them	 in	 three	 separate	

chapters.	

	

1.1.3	Place	and	its	Different	Connotations	
When	 my	 Santal	 interlocutors	 spoke	 about	 their	 environment,	 they	 distin-

guished	 among	 the	 categories	 of	 forest,	 rice	 fields	 and	 village	 and	 associated	

these	with	varying	 levels	of	 relevance	at	different	 times	 throughout	 the	year.	

The	forest	often	carried	a	notion	of	ambivalence.	In	terms	of	livelihood	the	for-

est	provided	an	important	source	of	food	complementary	to	rice.	Women	con-

stantly	went	into	the	forest	to	collect	leaves	and	firewood,	wild	fruits	and	other	

forest	produce,	especially	from	March	until	the	beginning	of	the	rainy	season	in	

June.	 They	 saw	 their	 hour-long,	 collective	 journeys	 on	 foot	 into	 the	 forest	 as	

tiresome,	but	also	as	intense	times	of	socializing	with	other	women	in	a	place	

away	from	men.	They	spoke	with	awe	of	the	“beautiful	lush	green”	of	the	new	

sal	leaves	in	the	spring.	Moreover,	they	perceived	the	proximity	of	the	forest	as	
a	necessity	 for	many	of	 their	household	activities.	 In	one	village	 I	visited,	 the	

forest	was	almost	a	day’s	 journey	away	on	 foot.	This	made	 the	availability	of	

firewood	a	large	problem	and	meant	that	people	either	had	to	buy	firewood	or	

the	women	had	to	cover	long	distances	to	obtain	it.	

Besides	 the	 beauty	 of	 the	 forest,	 its	 inherent	 danger	 emerged	 from	 the	

many	conversations	I	had	with	people.	The	presence	of	wild	animals	and	dan-

gerous	deities	made	it	a	place	to	be	feared.	Several	narratives	and	songs,	per-

formed	 during	 the	 season	 of	 hunting	 rituals,	 describe	 the	 forest	 as	 a	 kind	 of	

“battlefield”	(tupun,	literally	“shooting	arrows	at	each	other”),	a	place	of	deadly	
encounters	 between	men	 and	wild	 animals.	 The	 sacrifices	 offered	during	 the	

hunting	rites	were	described	as	a	necessity	to	keep	the	danger	of	the	forest	at	

bay,	to	appease	its	deities	and	to	coax	them	into	providing	rain	for	the	ensuing	

rice	season.	Hence,	both	in	people’s	personal	perception	as	well	as	in	the	struc-

ture	of	ritual,	the	ambivalence	of	the	forest	played	a	pivotal	role.	In	ritual	this	

ambivalence	was	associated	with	fertility,	as	I	will	discuss	in	chapter	four	and	

five.
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Photo	1:	Landscape	around	Musabani.	Fallow	rice	fields	and	the	forested	mountains	

before	the	beginning	of	the	monsoon.		

	

During	the	time	of	rice	sowing	and	transplanting	between	May	and	July	and	the	

time	of	harvest	from	October	until	December,	various	rituals	articulate	that	the	

rice	fields	are	conceptually	linked	to	the	village	and	to	a	specific	social	group.	

The	female	deity	(Lukhi	Ayo,	“Mother	Lukhi”)	associated	with	rice	is	ceremoni-
ally	 brought	 out	 of	 the	most	 sacred	 space	 of	 the	 house,	 the	 ancestral	 shrine,	

into	the	fields,	where	she	resides	until	harvest.	The	close	connection	between	

the	social	 identity	of	a	group	and	the	 fields	 it	owns	 finds	particular	emphasis	

during	a	large	sacrificial	ritual	called	jom	sim,	which	I	portray	in	chapter	three.		
Another	notion	of	place	proved	crucial	for	the	Santal	I	met	outside	of	the	

village	context.	Santal	students	in	Ranchi,	Jharkhand’s	capital,	often	mentioned	

the	place	where	they	came	from.	They	spoke	of	“our	region”	(ale	disom).6	When	
meeting	other	Santal	for	the	first	time,	they	would	either	ask	about	the	other’s	

region	(disom)	or	their	village	(ato)	of	origin.	Although	they	were	living	in	Ran-
chi	most	of	 the	year,	 their	emotional	attachment	as	well	as	 their	sense	of	be-

longing	 seemed	 to	 remain	 with	 their	 native	 place,	 reflected	 in	 their	 regular	

visits	 to	 their	 villages	 in	 order	 to	 attend	 major	 festivals.	 The	 connection	 of	

place	and	social	identity	emerges	also	in	the	political	context	in	which	the	San-

tal	have	become	increasingly	active	in	the	last	fifty	years.	Chapter	five	discuss-

es	in	detail	how	Santal	political	movements	claim	different	places,	which	they	

regard	as	 culturally	 important,	 and	demand	protection	and	 support	 from	 the	

state	in	this	context.		

My	analysis	of	place	rests	on	the	assumption	that	place	 is	culturally	con-

structed.	 Hence,	 place	 does	 not	 carry	 intrinsic	meaning,	 but	 people	 attribute	

meaning	 to	 it.	 How	 does	 the	 ethnographer	 gain	 access	 to	 these	 local	 under-

standings	 of	 place?	 Besides	 spending	 time	 with	 the	 people,	 whose	 sense	 of	

																																																								
6	I	 provide	 the	 Santali	 in	 parentheses	 whenever	 possible.	 However,	 during	 my	 fieldwork	 I	

sometimes	 did	 not	 immediately	 note	 down	 the	 Santal	 term	 or	 only	 understood	 its	 rough	

meaning,	so	that	the	Santali	equivalent	to	my	English	translation	is	not	always	available.	
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place	one	wants	to	study,	as	Geertz	(1996,	260)	suggests,	I	propose	that	rituals	

offer	one	such	access	point	to	these	understandings.	In	the	rituals	discussed	in	

this	work,	Santal	actors	address	the	deities	located	in	their	environment.	They	

do	so	 in	specific	places,	which	they	deem	suitable	 for	 these	occasions.	By	un-

raveling	the	cultural	logic	behind	these	rituals,	certain	context-specific	under-

standings	of	place	emerge.	

	

1.1.4	The	Local	and	the	Global	
The	 study	 of	 place	 among	 the	 Santal	 is	 relevant	 especially	 today,	 because	 it	

combines	an	emphasis	of	locality	with	the	topic	of	globalization.	There	are	cul-

turally	specific	notions	of	place,	which	emerge	from	my	ethnographic	materi-

al.	But	in	several	cases	this	local	making	of	place	is	linked	to	global	discourses.	

As	 early	 as	 the	 1960s	Orans	 (1965)	 described	 Santal	 cultural	 politics	 in	 the	

city	of	Jamshedpur,	located	roughly	fifty	kilometers	north	of	my	fieldwork	ar-

ea.	Since	then,	Santal	political	activism	has	been	discussed	by	Gautam	(1977a,	

1977b)	and	Carrin	(2008,	2012,	2014).	My	fieldwork	complements	these	ex-

plorations	 and	 further	 underlines	 their	 point,	 that	 the	 Santal	 are	 one	 of	 the	

most	 politically	 active	 Scheduled	 Tribes	 of	 India.	 Concerning	 the	 study	 of	

place,	the	Santal	case	thus	dissolves	a	dichotomy	often	inherent	in	discussions	

of	place	in	the	social	sciences.	In	these	discussions,	globalization	and	the	ensu-

ing	mobility	of	people	and	ideas,	is	positioned	against	the	portrayal	of	people	

rooted	in	particular	places.	Appadurai	(1996)	has	brought	these	two	seeming-

ly	opposite	perspectives	 together	 in	his	view	of	globalization	as	a	 “localizing	

process”	 (17).	 The	 “production	 of	 locality”	 (178ff),	 he	 argues,	 has	 taken	 on	

new	dimensions	in	an	age	of	globalization.	These	dimensions	include	the	na-

tion	 state,	migration	 and	mass	media.	 The	 Santal	 case	 presents	 a	 particular	

spin	on	Appadurai’s	argument:	For	 the	Santal,	 rootedness	 in	place	continues	

to	matter	greatly,	and	 they	engage	 the	modalities	offered	by	globalization	 to	

assert	 their	connection	to	 these	places.7	This	supports	Appadurai’s	view	that	

places	are	relational,	 therefore	neither	bounded	nor	homogenous.	Places	are	

connected	through	people’s	movement	and	the	movement	of	ideas.	Globaliza-

tion,	 in	 the	Santal	 case,	has	enhanced	 the	claiming	of	place,	 rather	 than	ren-

dered	place	irrelevant.	

																																																								
7	Escobar	(2001,	159)	has	pointed	out	these	“subaltern	strategies	of	localization”	in	the	context	

of	an	ethno-ecological	movement	in	Columbia.		
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1.1.5	Bringing	together	Place	and	Ritual		
As	mentioned,	 the	 overall	 aim	 of	 this	work	 is	 to	 discuss	 different	 notions	 of	

place,	 studied	 through	 Santal	 rituals.	 In	 this	 regard	 I	 see	 place	 as	 culturally	

constructed,	because	places	receive	meaning	and	value	through	human	action	

in	the	world.	The	initial	argument	of	my	work	is	that	one	of	the	human	activi-

ties	representing,	as	well	as	generating	ideas	of	place,	is	ritual.		

My	approach	to	studying	place	in	this	work	is	two-fold.	First,	I	analyze	the	

different	notions	of	place,	which	can	be	distinguished	in	different	Santal	rituals.	

These	notions	belong	 to	 the	broader	 categories	of	 land,	 environment	 and	 re-

gion.	In	my	analysis	places	emerge	as	holistic,	which	means	that	they	comprise	

social,	political,	 religious	and	material	aspects.	This	 “propensity	 to	gather	 the	

physical,	social	and	mental”,	as	Knott	(2010,	36)	has	called	this	characteristic	

of	space,	offers	the	possibility	to	study	the	mentioned	aspects	in	their	relation-

al	dynamic.		

Besides	 discussing	 Santal	 notions	 of	 place,	 second,	 I	 take	 a	 look	 at	 how	

these	notions	of	place	are	created	 in	ritual	practice.	As	phenomenological	ap-

proaches	to	place	(Casey	1996;	 Ingold	2000)	have	argued,	perception	plays	a	

relevant	role	in	the	creation	of	notions	of	place.	Inspired	by	Kapferer’s	(1991,	

2004)	work,	I	posit	that	Santal	rituals	generate	notions	of	place,	because	rituals	

offer	different	possibilities	of	spatial	perception.	For	example,	people	come	to	

perceive	a	local	mountain	as	a	powerful	and	sacred	place	because	its	deity	an-

nually	receives	a	large	amount	of	sacrificed	animals.	In	this	regard	my	analysis	

pays	special	attention	to	symbols	and	spatial	movements	as	 forming	people’s	

perception	of	place.	Before	I	describe	and	analyze	Santal	notions	and	practices	

of	 place	 in	 the	 following	 chapters,	 the	 next	 section	 is	 meant	 to	 provide	 the	

reader	 with	 background	 information	 on	 the	 Santal	 as	 a	 society	 and	 on	 the	

fieldwork	area.	
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1.2	The	Santal	in	their	Social	and	Regional	Context	
1.2.1	On	Regional	Variations	
Although	 Troisi	 (2000,	 24)	 described	 the	 Santal	 as	 a	 “homogenous”	 society,	

several	 differences	 between	 Santal	 cultural	 practices	 in	 the	 different	 places,	

where	the	Santal	live	today,	are	worth	noting.	The	main	Santal	rituals	and	an-

nual	festivals	seem	to	be	celebrated	similarly	in	these	areas.	Nevertheless,	the	

various	 places	my	 fieldwork	 took	me,	 pointed	 to	 several	 economic,	 linguistic	

and	cultural	differences.		

My	 initial	plan,	after	studying	Santali	 in	Ranchi	at	 the	 Institute	 for	Tribal	

and	Regional	Languages,	was	to	find	a	fieldsite	in	the	Santal	Parganas,	located	

in	 the	 northeast	 of	 Jharkhand	 close	 to	 the	 city	 of	 Godda.	 Geographically	 this	

area	 is	 characterized	 by	 plains,	 where	 Santal	 villages	 are	 located,	 and	 the	

Rajmahal	Hills,	inhabited	by	the	Sauria	and	Mal	Paharia.8	From	1790	onwards	

Santal	 migrated	 here,	 as	 the	 economic	 pressure	 exercised	 by	 the	 zamindars	
under	the	British	revenue	system	grew	greater	in	other	areas.		

In	2005	 I	 had	volunteered	and	 taught	English	 at	 a	 school,	 run	by	 a	non-

governmental	organization	(NGO)	close	to	Godda.	In	2011,	I	hoped	to	find	ac-

cess	to	Santal	villages	through	these	connections.	Manju,	a	Santal	student	from	

the	district	 of	East	 Singhbhum,	 came	along	with	me	 to	 assist	me	 in	my	 field-

work.	Her	native	place	in	East	Singhbhum	and	Godda	are	about	350	kilometers	

apart.	 In	 the	 eyes	 of	many	 Santal	 I	met,	 the	 Santal	 Parganas	 are	 the	 cultural	

homeland	of	 the	 Santal.	 It	 is	 the	place	where	 the	 Santal	 rebellion	 took	place,	

and	 the	 place	 where	 Sidho	 and	 Kanho	Murmu,	 the	 leaders	 of	 this	 rebellion,	

were	born.	Different	from	East	Singhbhum,	people	in	the	Santal	Parganas	live	

almost	exclusively	from	agriculture.	Besides	the	Rajmahal	Coal	Mining	Project,	

there	 is	no	industry	 in	the	area.	When	we	arrived,	Manju	was	shocked	by	the	

poverty	 and	 the	 “remoteness”	 of	 this	 area.	 There	 were	 few	 paved	 roads,	 no	

electricity,	 unreliable	 cell	 phone	 coverage	 and	 in	 the	 hot	 season	 a	 recurring	

risk	of	drought.	We	visited	during	 the	 time	of	 the	Santal	 flower	 festival	baha.	

																																																								
8	The	 Paharia	 are	mentioned	 in	 the	 records	 of	 the	 British	 administration	 as	 highlanders	who	

regularly	 raided	 the	 plains.	 After	 several	 failed	 efforts	 to	 appease	 the	 Paharia,	 Augustus	

Cleveland,	collector	of	Bhagalpur,	created	special	administrative	conditions	for	the	Paharia:	they	

no	longer	were	to	pay	revenue	and	their	chiefs	could	rule	according	to	their	customary	law.	He	

further	paid	the	chiefs	 in	order	to	suppress	raids	 into	the	plains.	Cleveland’s	goal	was	to	make	

the	Paharia	settle	 in	 the	plains,	which,	however,	 they	were	not	 interested	 in.	Cleveland	named	

the	forested	plains	bordering	the	hills	Damin-i-koh,	“skirt	of	the	hills”,	where	later	Santal	settled	

in	large	numbers	(Andersen,	Carrin	and	Soren	2011,	9-13).	
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The	one	village	baha	 festival	we	attended,	Manju	quickly	disqualified	 as	 “not	
very	beautiful”.	It	was	not	as	elaborate	as	the	baha	festivals	she	was	used	to	in	
her	native	place.	Only	few	people	attended	the	event,	because	many	Santal	 in	

the	 area	 were	 Christians.	 Manju	 also	 noticed	 the	 different	 dialect	 of	 Santali	

people	 spoke	 there,	 sometimes	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 she	 could	 only	 understand	

very	 little.	All	 this	 led	her	 to	 the	conclusion	 that	 it	was	not	a	 suitable	area	 to	

study	 “Santal	 culture”.	 In	 her	 opinion	 East	 Singhbhum	was	much	more	 fit	 in	

that	regard.	

I	had	visited	Manju’s	native	place	in	East	Singhbhum	once	before,	and	had	

been	immediately	presented	with	what,	in	her	relatives’	view,	were	important	

aspects	of	 “Santal	 culture”.	They	 showed	me	several	 villages,	we	visited	 rela-

tives	and	attended	one	regional	baha	festival.	Because	access	to	people	and	to	
their	festivals	and	rituals	was	so	much	easier	here,	it	became	the	place	where	I	

spent	 the	majority	of	my	 fieldwork.	As	 I	only	gradually	 learned,	 the	Santal	 in	

this	area	are	especially	active	in	the	politics	of	 identity.	Several	people	in	this	

area	 are	 involved	 in	 a	 religious	 reform	 movement	 called	 All	 India	 Sarna	
Dhorom,	which	demands	political	support	for	Santal	cultural	aims	from	the	In-
dian	government.	Orans	(1965)	observed	these	tendencies	in	Jamshedpur,	the	

largest	town	of	East	Singhbhum,	already	in	the	1950s.	In	general,	this	political	

activism	 is	closely	related	 to	 industrialization	 in	 the	area,	as	chapter	 five	dis-

cusses	in	detail.	This	political	activism,	for	example,	seemed	absent	in	the	God-

da	area	of	the	Santal	Parganas.	

East	 Singhbhum	 is	 therefore	 the	 area	 my	 work	 discusses.	 It	 is	 the	 area	

where	I	learned	Santali	and	where	the	terms	I	use	in	my	work	stem	from.	Sev-

eral	words	 I	 had	 found	 in	Bodding’s	 (2010)	 Santali	 dictionary,	which	 he	 col-

lected	in	the	Santal	Parganas,	were	hardly	known	or	considered	old-fashioned	

in	the	area	of	my	fieldwork.	As	I	later	learned,	in	West	Bengal	another	dialect	of	

Santali	is	spoken,	one	mixed	with	many	Bengali	words.	Santals	in	this	area	are	

known	 to	have	a	 specific	way	of	being	especially	 indirect,	of	 “beating	around	

the	bush”	as	Ganesh	Murmu,	Santali	professor	in	Ranchi,	phrased	it.		

Although	Santal	social	structure	and	the	main	Santal	rituals	are	common	

to	all	Santal	populations	in	different	locations,	my	visits	to	the	Santal	Parganas,	

and	later	to	Santal	villages	of	West	Bengal	show	that	my	findings	cannot	easily	

be	generalized.	This	is,	for	example,	the	case	with	regard	to	certain	local	terms	

used	to	refer	to	parts	of	Santal	social	structure.	 In	chapter	three	I	discuss	the	

Santal	concept	of	local	line,	which	people	in	my	fieldwork	area	refer	to	as	gusti.	
In	 the	 Santal	 Parganas,	 the	 Santal	 seem	 to	 use	 the	word	khunt	to	 denote	 the	
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same	unit	instead	(Gausdal	1960).	The	particularities	of	my	findings	are	more-

over	especially	 linked	 to	 the	particularities	of	place.	Notions	of	place	and	 the	

rituals	through	which	I	discuss	these	notions,	are	to	be	understood	in	the	con-

text	of	a	specific	landscape.	The	Santal	I	visited	in	villages	in	West	Bengal,	out-

side	of	 Jhargram,	 lived	 in	a	 flat	 landscape	with	no	hills	 in	sight.	These	people	

had	only	heard	of	rituals	for	the	mountain	deities	called	buru	bonga,	which	part	
of	my	work	describes	for	the	Musabani/Ghatsila	area.		

Paying	heed	to	these	variations	from	one	area	to	another,	my	work	high-

lights	 Santal	 notions	 of	 place	 and	 the	 related	 ritual	 practice,	 specifically	 as	 I	

encountered	them	in	villages	in	the	southern	parts	of	East	Singhbhum	around	

the	 towns	of	Musabani	 and	Ghatsila.	Whenever	 I	 speak	of	 other	 areas	 this	 is	

mentioned,	because,	when	one	looks	closely,	describing	the	Santal	as	“homog-

enous”	is	a	bold	claim.		

	

1.2.2	The	Towns	of	Ghatsila	and	Musabani	–	“Reaching	the	Field”	
The	two	Santal	villages,	where	I	carried	out	fieldwork	between	2011	and	2013,	

were	located	close	to	the	towns	of	Ghatsila	and	Musabani,	in	the	district	of	East	

Singhbhum,	 Jharkhand.	Because	 these	 two	towns	are	 important	points	of	 ref-

erence	for	the	Santal	population	of	the	area,	I	shortly	describe	them	in	the	fol-

lowing.	 The	 villages	 where	 my	 fieldwork	 took	 place,	 were	 by	 no	 means	

“remote”,	 which	 is	 what	 many	 people	 in	 Indian	 cities	 associated	 with	 these	

places.	 A	 four-hour	 train	 ride	 connects	 Kolkata	 to	 Ghatsila	 station.	 Wet	 rice	

fields	and	palm	trees	characterize	the	flat	plains	of	West	Bengal.	Shortly	before	

reaching	Ghatsila,	upon	crossing	the	border	to	Jharkhand,	 forest	covered	hills	

arise.	 To	 the	 north	 lies	 the	 Dalma	 mountain	 range,	 to	 the	 southwest	 the	

Jadugoda-Musabani	 range.	 The	 tallest	 of	 these	 hills	 rise	 up	 to	 around	 seven	

hundred	meters.	East-Singhbhum	forms	the	southeastern	tip	of	Jharkhand,	its	

largest	town	being	the	industrial	town	of	Jamshedpur,	located	about	fifty	kilo-

meters	 northwest	 of	 Ghatsila.	 Therefore,	 in	 terms	 of	 access	 by	 means	 of	

transport,	 the	villages,	where	 I	carried	out	 fieldwork	were	not	 “remote”.	This	

accessibility,	 however,	 does	 not	 necessarily	 bridge	 the	 “social	 distance”	 be-

tween	rural	and	town	populations	in	the	area.	
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The	District	of	Singhbhum:	Recorded	History,	Population	and	

Landscape	
The	old	district	of	Singhbhum	has	been	divided	into	East	Singhbhum	(or	Purbi	

Singhbhum	 in	 Hindi),	 with	 its	 headquarters	 in	 Jamshedpur,	 and	 into	 West	

Singhbhum	with	its	headquarters	in	Chaibhasa	since	1990.9	Among	the	Sched-

uled	 Tribe	 population	 of	 East	 Singhbhum	 the	 Santal	 are	 the	most	 numerous	

(Bhatt	2002,	330),	whereas	in	West	Singhbhum	the	Ho	constitute	the	majority	

(354).	 Singhbhum	 derives	 its	 name,	 meaning	 “land	 of	 the	 Singhs”,	 from	 the	

Singh	Rajas	of	Porahat,	who	used	to	rule	over	its	north.	To	the	east	the	land	of	

the	Dhal	Rajas	(Dhalbhum)	bordered	the	Singh	Rajas’	territory	(O’Malley	1910,	

2).	The	Singh	Rajas	had	a	well-organized	bureaucracy	 in	place,	 among	which	

was	 the	 collection	 of	 land-tax	 and	 “other	 payments	 associated	with	 religious	

and	social	practices”	(Das	Gupta	2006,	80-81)	from	the	tribal	population.	

The	 Santal	 villages	 around	 Ghatsila,	 in	which	 part	 of	my	 fieldwork	 took	

place,	are	 located	north	of	 the	small	 town	of	Dhalbhumgarh.	O’Malley	 (1910)	

mentions	 the	 “great	 diversity	 of	 castes	 and	 tribes”	 in	 the	 area	 of	 Dhalbhum,	

inhabited	 by	 “Bhumij,	 Bhuiyas,	 the	 Santals,	 the	Kharias,	 and	 numerous	 other	

aboriginal	tribes	liv[ing]	in	close	juxtaposition	with	Brahmans,	Kayashts,	Dho-

bas,	 Napits,	 Kumhars,	 Kamars,	 and	 many	 other	 Hindu	 and	 semi-Hinduized	

castes”	 (57).	 Almost	 all	 the	 Santal	 found	 in	 Singhbhum	 district	 live	 in	

Dhalbhum,	which	O’Malley	considers	to	be	part	of	the	tract	in	which	the	Santal	

lived	before	their	exodus	to	the	Santal	Parganas.		

The	British	first	came	into	contact	with	the	Raja	of	Dhalbhum,	or	as	he	was	

then	called	“the	Raja	of	Ghatsila”	(27),	 in	1767.	Under	the	lead	of	John	Fergu-

son	British	troops	attempted	to	invade	Dhalbhum.	After	they	had	captured	the	

Raja,	they	installed	his	nephew	Jagannath	Dhal	in	his	place	and	made	the	latter	

promise	to	pay	yearly	revenue.	

O’Malley	 (1910,	 2)	 characterizes	 Singhbhum	 in	 the	 following	 way:	 “The	

district	 forms	part	of	 the	southern	fringe	of	 the	Chotanagpur	plateau	and	 is	a	

hilly	 upland	 tract	 containing	 hills	 alternating	 with	 valleys,	 steep	 forest-clad	

mountains,	 and,	 in	 the	 river	 basins,	 some	 stretches	 of	 comparatively	 level	 or	

undulating	country.”	The	area	described	in	my	work	forms	part	of	such	a	river	

basin	 formed	by	 the	 Subarnarekha	 river,	 from	which	 the	 “forest-clad”	moun-

tains	O’Malley	mentions	can	be	seen	in	the	distance.	Older	Santal	remember	a	

																																																								
9	Cf.	“West	Singhbhum	District	of	Jharkhand”	

	http://chaibasa.nic.in/Aboutthedist.html	(accessed	November	29,	2015).	
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time	when	there	was	still	much	more	forest	in	the	plains.	Today	official	statis-

tics	 indicate	 that	 33%	 of	 the	 district	 is	 still	 covered	 by	 forest.10	In	 conversa-

tions	about	hunting	rituals,	people	also	mentioned,	that	in	the	past	there	were	

tigers,	bears	and	many	more	wild	animals	in	the	forests.	East	Singhbhum	is	es-

pecially	rich	in	minerals,	of	which	mainly	copper	and	uranium	are	mined	in	the	

immediate	surroundings	of	Ghatsila	and	Musabani	(Bhatt	2002,	320).11	

	

	

	

	
Map	1:	Location	of	Jharkhand	in	India	
(Copyright	PlaneMad/Wikimedia12)	

	

																																																								
10	Cf.	“Purbi	Singhbhum	Jamshedpur”		

http://jamshedpur.nic.in/geoinfo.htm	(accessed	November	29,	2015).	
11	Cf.	also	“Jharkhand	Mineral	Reserves”:	

	http://www.jsmdc.in/mineral-reserve.php	(accessed	November	29,	2015).		
12	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jharkhand#/media/File:India_Jharkhand_locator_map.svg,		
accessed	December	12,	2015.	
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Map	2:	East	Singhbhum	district	of	Jharkhand.	Map	taken	from	Singh	(2003,	1),	adapted	
by	Lea	Schulte-Droesch.	

	

	
Map	3:	The	area	around	Ghatsila	and	Musabani.	Copyright	Nelles	Map	1:	1,5	Mio:	India	
East	(Special	maps:	Kolkata,	Khajuraho,	Varanasi)	(Munich:	Nelles	Verlag),	adapted	by	

Lea	Schulte-Droesch.	
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Ghatsila	
In	the	written	history	of	Singhbhum	the	town	of	Ghatsila	is	mentioned	due	to	

its	 temple	 of	 Rankini,	 the	 tutelary	 goddess	 of	 the	 Rajas	 of	 Dhalbhum.	 Every	

year	 in	 September	 a	 festival	 called	binde	porob	 took	 place,	 during	which	 the	
Raja	would	shoot	arrows	at	 two	buffalos	kept	 in	a	small	enclosure.	When	the	

buffalos	 could	 barely	 walk	 anymore,	 people	 would	 run	 in	 and	 hack	 them	 to	

pieces	with	their	axes.	According	to	Colonel	Dalton,	there	were	also	rumors	of	

human	sacrifices	to	Rankini	at	one	point	in	time.	The	zamindar	prohibited	the	
festival	of	binde	porob	in	1865	(O	Malley	1910,	214).	Today,	the	festival	seems	
to	 be	 taking	 place	 again,	 as	 people	mentioned	 a	 large	water	 buffalo	 sacrifice	

performed	at	the	temple.	

Ghatsila	is	located	on	the	Subarnarekha	river,	which	originates	near	Ran-

chi	flowing	southeast	into	the	Bay	of	Bengal.	The	river’s	banks	at	Ghatsila	are	

lined	with	piles	of	sediment	from	a	large	copper	smelting	plant	run	by	Hindu-

stan	 Copper	 Limited	 (HCL).	Many	 older	 Santal	men	 of	 the	 area	 had	 at	 some	

point	in	their	lives	found	employment	in	this	smelting	plant	or	the	nearby	cop-

per	mine	at	Surda,	mostly	working	as	manual	laborers	underground.	

The	town	of	Ghatsila,	according	to	the	Census	of	India	2011,	has	a	popula-

tion	 of	 40,624,	 of	which	 the	Census	 states,	 10.53%	belong	 to	 the	 category	 of	

Scheduled	Tribe	and	11.3%	to	Scheduled	Castes.13	Different	from	its	surround-

ing	villages,	which	are	mostly	inhabited	by	Scheduled	Tribes	such	as	the	Santal,	

Ho,	Munda	 and	 Birhor,	 Ghatsila	 hosts	 a	 rather	 diverse	 population	 of	 various	

Hindu	castes,	 Sikhs	and	Muslims.	Because	of	 its	 infrastructure	–	 its	 train	 sta-

tion,	banks,	several	small	shops,	markets,	gas	station,	government	block	office	

and	college	–	it	is	the	main	hub	of	the	area	and	a	place	to	which	the	rural	popu-

lation	comes	regularly.	Ghatsila	is	also	an	important	center	to	the	area’s	Santal	

population	for	other	reasons.	

First,	several	political	offices	are	held	by	Santal	in	this	town.	Baiju	Murmu,	

the	desh	pargana,	lives	in	Parwa,	a	Santal	quarter	of	Ghatsila.	The	desh	(Hindi)	
or	disom	(Santali)	pargana	is	by	custom	the	highest	political	office	of	the	Santal	
who	presides	over	a	large	region.	When	conflicts	cannot	be	solved	at	the	village	

level	 through	 the	manjhi	 or	 on	 a	 regional	 level	 through	 torop	parganas,	 they	
are	 brought	 to	 the	 desh	pargana.	 According	 to	 Baiju	 Murmu,	 he	 fulfills	 this	

																																																								
13	Cf.	“Ghatshila	Population	Census	2011”	

http://www.census2011.co.in/data/town/363618-ghatshila-jharkhand.html		

(accessed		November	20,	2015).	
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function	for	1,200	Santal	villages	of	East	Singhbhum.	Once	a	year	he	assembles	

village	headmen	in	a	large	town	hall,	built	by	him	for	this	purpose,	in	order	to	

discuss	whatever	issues	have	come	up	in	their	villages.	In	every	village	of	the	

area,	the	Santal	spoke	of	the	desh	pargana	as	an	important	guard	of	their	cus-
toms	and	suggested	to	me	that	I	discuss	whatever	questions	I	had	with	him.	He	

is	 further	 responsible	 for	 several	 material	 markers	 of	 Santal	 presence	 in	

Ghatsila.	 He	 has	 built	 a	 regional	 sacred	 grove	 (disom	 jaher)	 in	 Phuldangri,	
Ghatsila	and	a	large	statue	of	his	father,	who	held	his	position	as	desh	pargana	
before	him,	stands	on	the	side	of	National	Highway	33	running	past	the	town.		

Ghatsila’s	Member	of	Legislative	Assembly	 (MLA),	an	office	of	 the	 Indian	

Government,	is	further	held	by	a	Santal.	Ramdas	Soren	represents	the	political	

party	Jharkhand	Mukti	Morcha	(JMM).	He	is	donor	of	several	statues	of	Santal	

heroes	in	the	area.	He	is	 further	present	at	most	 large	Santal	 festivals	around	

Ghatsila.	Usually	he	is	accompanied	by	armed	bodyguards.		

Second,	Ghatsila	is	also	a	small	center	of	Santal	cultural	activity.	It	hosts	a	

Santali	bookstore,	which	sells	mostly	publications	of	Santali	books	in	the	Santal	

script	 Ol	 Chiki.14	Further,	 Ghatsila	 College	 offers	 a	 bachelor	 of	 arts	 in	 Santali	

linguistics.	

	

Musabani	
Musabani,	 with	 a	 population	 of	 31,03515,	 is	 located	 about	 fifteen	 kilometers	

southwest	of	Ghatsila	across	the	Subarnarekha	river.	In	1927	the	British	Com-

pany	 Indian	Copper	Cooperation	 (ICC)	 established	a	mine	 in	nearby	Surda,	 a	

crushing	 plant	 in	Musabani	 and	 a	 smelting	 plant	 in	Ghatsila.	 After	 closure	 in	

2003,	 the	mine	was	 reopened	 in	2007	by	 the	Australian-Indian	 joint	 venture	

India	Resources	 Limited	 (IRL).16	Employment	 opportunities	 in	 the	 copper	 in-

dustry	have	attracted	workers	 from	all	over	 India	as	well	as	 from	Nepal	over	

																																																								
14	Ol	Chiki	script	was	 invented	by	the	Santal	guru	Ragunath	Murmu	in	the	1930s.	 In	the	1940s	
Murmu	used	the	script	to	write	several	novels,	among	them	Bidhu	Chandan	and	Kherwar	Bir.	He	
claimed	the	script	to	be	of	divine	origin,	derived	from	the	physical	environment.	It	consists	of	30	

characters.	 Some	 letters,	 for	 example,	 resemble	 a	 plow,	 a	 mushroom	 or	 a	 swan.	 The	 script’s	

relevance	for	the	Santal	 today	 is	discussed	 in	more	detail	 in	chapter	five	(cf.	Carrin	2014;	Lotz	

2007).	
15	Cf.	“Musabani	Population	Census	2011”	

	http://www.census2011.co.in/data/town/363955-musabani-jharkhand.html	

	(accessed	November	29,	2015)	
16	Cf.	“Surda	Mine”,	India	Resources	Limited		
	http://www.indiaresources.com.au/projects/surda-copper-mine.html	

	(accessed	October	5,	2015).	
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the	years,	many	of	which	still	live	in	Musabani	today.	A	considerable	amount	of	

Santal	men	have	found	employment	in	the	mines	as	well.	Rather	large	cement	

houses	 are	 the	 visible	 result	 of	 their	 employment	 in	 the	 mines.	 The	 mining	

company	built	apartments,	 locally	called	“quarters”,	 for	 its	workers.	Although	

they	are	quite	dilapidated	 today,	 these	are	 rented	out	 for	 a	 small	 fee	 to	 local	

Santal,	who	often	also	have	houses	in	villages	of	the	area.	They	use	these	quar-

ters	as	a	place	to	stay	when	they	visit	town.	The	children	of	families	from	vil-

lages	without	functioning	schools,	also	occupy	some	of	the	quarters	in	order	to	

attend	school	in	Musabani.	

Compared	to	Ghatsila,	Musabani	is	much	more	characterized	by	the	pres-

ence	 of	 the	 area’s	adivasi	 population.	 Statues	 of	 the	 Santal	 heroes	 Sidho	 and	
Kanho	Murmu	 catch	 the	 visitor’s	 eye	 at	Musabani’s	 bus	 stand.	 Three	 times	 a	

week	a	local	market,	called	hat,	is	held.	Women	from	the	artisan	community	of	
weavers,	 called	 Mahali,	 sell	 their	 bamboo	 baskets,	 winnowing	 fans	 and	 rice	

beer	 strainers	here.	 Local	 Santal	 and	Kharia17	women,	 sell	 vegetables,	mahua	
liquor	and	rice	beer.	Members	of	the	potter	caste	(Kunkal)	sell	their	clay	prod-

ucts.	Market	 days	 are	 important	 occasions	 for	 villagers	 from	near	 and	 far	 to	

meet	and	reconnect.	The	various	shops	of	 the	bazaar,	 located	next	to	the	hat,	
offer	 everything	 the	 rural	 population	 needs	 from	 time	 to	 time:	 one	 can	 buy	

clothes,	even	“Santal	sarees”	and	“Santal	dhotis”18,	brass	pots	and	plates,	mostly	
given	as	wedding	gifts,	and	all	kinds	of	other	household	utensils.	Although	their	

mother	tongue	is	Hindi,	the	shopkeepers	often	understand	Santali.		

The	last	aspect	of	Musabani	to	be	mentioned	is	the	relatively	strong	pres-

ence	of	police	in	this	town.	The	Indian	government	has	stationed	members	of	

																																																								
17	The	 Kharia	 divide	 into	 three	 sections,	which	 differ	 in	 terms	 of	 culture,	 social	 structure	 and	

livelihood.	 The	 Hill	 Kharia	 live	 mostly	 close	 to	 the	 forested	 hills	 of	 Singhbhum	 district,	 in	
Midnapur	 and	 Bankura	 districts	 of	 West	 Bengal	 and	 in	 the	 Simlipal	 mountain	 range	 of	

Mayurbhanj	district	of	Odisha.	 In	 these	areas	 they	depend	heavily	on	 forest	products	 for	 their	

livelihood.	The	Dhelki	Kharia	live	further	south	in	Madya	Pradesh	(Rajgarh	district)	and	Odisha	

(Sundargarh	district).	Although	they	also	depend	on	the	forest,	they	differ	from	the	Hill	Kharia	in	

that	 they	 practice	 agriculture.	 The	 third	 section	 of	 the	 Kharia,	 the	 Dudh	 Kharia,	 live	 in	 the	

Chotanagpur	area,	mainly	in	Gumla	and	Simdega	subdivision	of	Ranchi	district.	Their	villages	are	

located	 in	 the	 plains,	 away	 from	 the	 forest	 and	many	 of	 them	 have	 converted	 to	 Christianity	

(Vidhyarthi	and	Upadhyay	1980,	11ff).	Whenever	I	speak	of	“Kharia”	in	this	work	I	refer	to	the	

Hill	Kharia.	
18	A	Santal	dhoti	 is	a	 type	of	cloth	men	wrap	around	their	waist.	 Its	pattern	usually	consists	of	
green	 or	 purple	 squares	 with	 white.	 The	 Santal	 saree	 has	 a	 similar	 pattern.	 Some	 people	

remarked	that	this	trend	had	come	from	Odisha,	seemingly	started	by	the	Santal	religious	reform	

movement	sarna	dhorom.	In	the	area	of	East	Singhhum	people	wear	these	clothes	today	during	
large	village	festivals	and	especially	as	an	identity	marker	at	political	events	outside	of	the	area,	

for	example	in	Ranchi.	A	picture	of	Santal	sarees	and	dhotis	can	be	found	in	chapter	five,	Photo	
38	and	39.		
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the	Central	Reserve	Police	Force	(CRPF)	in	Musabani	to	fight	Maoist	guerrillas	

called	Naxalites,	who	 are	 said	 to	 be	 located	 in	 the	 forested	hill	 ranges	 of	 the	

area.	 The	 Naxalites	 have	 received	 their	 name	 from	 the	 village	 Naxalbari	 in	

West	Bengal,	where	in	1967	local	peasants	led	a	violent	uprising	against	land-

lords	(Shah	and	Pettigrew	2009,	230).	Since	then	the	violence	exhibited	by	the	

movement	has	been	directed	mostly	at	representatives	and	institutions	of	the	

state	 as	 it	 spread	 over	 the	 geographically	 less	 accessible,	 mostly	 adivasi-
inhabited	 regions	of	Central	 India.	The	 Indian	 central	 and	 state	 governments	

began	defining	the	movement’s	activities	as	acts	of	terrorism	and	as	a	threat	to	

India’s	 internal	 security,	 countering	 it	 with	 increasingly	 brutal	 police	 force	

(paramilitary	troops,	Border	Security	Forces,	CRPF)	backed	up	by	acts	of	par-

liament	 (Prevention	of	Terrorism	Act	2002)	(Shah	2006,	298).	 In	spite	of	 the	

police’s	concern	about	my	security	in	the	villages	–	a	worry	not	shared	by	my	

Santal	 hosts	 –	 I	 only	 occasionally	 encountered	 evidence	of	 the	Naxalite	pres-

ence	in	the	region.	The	MCC	(Maoist	Communist	Centre),	a	branch	of	the	Naxal-

ites,	 regularly	 called	 strikes	 (bandh)	 for	 the	 Musabani/Ghatsila	 area,	 which	
closed	 down	 all	 shops	 and	 transportation.	 Even	 the	 local	 village	 shops	 kept	

their	doors	closed.	People	from	villages	located	close	to	the	forest	to	the	east	of	

Ghatsila	 reported	 of	 the	 Naxalites’	 demands	 for	 food	 and	 money.	 Because	 I	

could	have	only	studied	the	rumors	and	discourse	surrounding	the	movement	

and	because	I	was	generally	concerned	not	to	become	involved	with	this	topic,	

my	work	does	not	discuss	the	Naxalite	presence	in	the	area	any	further.19	

To	sum	up,	although	almost	all	Santal	in	the	area	live	in	villages,	both	Mu-

sabani	and	Ghatsila	represent	important	centers	of	trade	and	social	activity	to	

them.	As	the	remainder	of	my	work	mostly	portrays	villages	as	places	of	ritual	

activity,	the	following	provides	an	overview	over	the	structure	of	Santal	villag-

es.		

	

																																																								
19	For	information	on	the	Naxalite	movement	in	Jharkhand	see	Shah	(2006,	2010,	2011).	Based	

on	 her	 own	 ethnographic	 fieldwork	 south	 of	 Ranchi,	 Shah	 (2006)	 has,	 among	 other	 things,	

critically	examined	the	claim	that	 the	movement	 is	 led	and	supported	by	a	broad	base	of	poor	

adivasi.	She	traces	the	initial	spread	of	Naxalite	activity	in	Jharkhand	back	to	a	rural	elite,	which	
today	 also	 includes	 a	 small	 part	 of	 the	 local	 Scheduled	 Tribe	 population,	who	 emulate	 higher	

caste	behavior	and	strive	for	a	certain	type	of	modernity.	In	her	analysis,	poor	adivasi	are	further	
marginalized	by	higher	caste	values	that	play	a	role	 in	rules	 imposed	by	the	Naxalites,	such	as	

the	prohibition	of	home-brewed	alcohol	or	the	disapproval	of	gender-mixed	activity.		
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1.2.3	Santal	Villages	

Appearance	and	Structure	
There	is	an	expression	in	Santali,	which	describes	the	most	characteristic	fea-

ture	of	a	Santal	village,	 the	type	of	village	people	find	most	beautiful.	Rasi	ato	
(literally	“lined	village”)	denotes	a	neat,	joint	row	of	houses	to	the	left	and	right	

of	 the	village	street	(kulhi).	 In	some	cases,	 there	are	small	alleys	between	the	
houses.	 In	 other	 cases,	 usually	when	 two	brothers	 separate	 their	 households	

and	one	of	them	adds	another	house	to	the	ancestral	one,	the	houses	are	built	

wall	to	wall.		

	

	
Photo	2:	Santal	village	street	from	above.	

	
The	main	village	street	is	where	most	of	the	activity	of	the	village	takes	place.	

Here	people	sit	on	the	verandahs	(small	earthen	platforms	called	pinda),	 lean	
against	the	wall	of	their	houses	and	discuss	life.	Nothing	happening	in	the	vil-

lage	street	escapes	their	attention.	During	hot	summer	nights,	young	men	also	

sleep	on	 these	pindas	 in	 front	of	 their	houses	or	put	 their	beds	 in	 the	village	
street.	 In	 several	 Santal	 villages	 I	 visited	 in	 East	 Singhbhum,	 the	 Indian	 gov-

ernment	has	started	to	pave	village	streets	with	cement.	But	there	 is	also	op-

position	 to	 this	 effort.	 During	 the	 harvest	 festival	 sohrae	 wooden	 poles	 are	
driven	 into	 the	middle	 of	 the	 street	 in	 order	 to	 tie	 bulls	 or	water	 buffalos	 to	
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them.	As	this	 is	no	longer	possible	 in	villages	with	paved	streets,	some	Santal	

villages	 have	 decided	 against	 these	 government	 efforts	 and	 left	 their	 village	

streets	as	dirt	roads.		

Almost	 all	 Santal	 houses	 in	 the	 area	 are	 built	 of	 a	mixture	 of	mud,	 rice	

husks	and	cow	dung.	People	are	proud	of	the	clean	and	beautiful	image	of	their	

villages,	which	they	often	oppose	to	other	non-Santal	villages	of	the	area.	San-

tal	women	 invest	a	 lot	of	 time	maintaining	 this	neat	appearance,	 for	 instance	

by	sweeping	and	plastering	the	village	street	in	front	of	their	houses	with	cow	

dung	every	morning.	On	the	occasion	of	village	festivals	or	life-cycle	rituals,	the	

women	 also	 regularly	 repaint	 the	 outside	 walls	 of	 their	 houses.	 Often	 these	

paintings	 consist	of	broad	stripes	of	 colors	made	 from	different	 types	of	 soil,	

such	 as	 brown,	 white	 or	 red.	 Occasionally	 industrially-made	 colors	 like	 blue	

and	pink	are	used	to	paint	the	outside	walls	of	a	house.	Some	houses	also	fea-

ture	paintings	of	animals	or	landscapes.	The	women	further	think	of	other	in-

tricate	 patterns	 and	 ways	 to	 decorate	 their	 houses,	 such	 as	 little	 pieces	 of	

mirror	inserted	into	the	walls.		

Besides	 these	mud	houses,	 some	Santal	 villages	also	have	 the	occasional	

house	built	from	brick	or	concrete.	These	houses	have	only	been	constructed	in	

recent	years	with	money	some	Santal	men	have	made	in	the	local	mines,	or	in	

the	much-sought-after	public	sector	(railway,	government	offices,	banks).	

The	 center	of	 a	 Santal	 village	 consists	 of	 the	 village	dance	 ground	 called	

akhra,	 which	 is	 not	 always	 discernable	 as	 such	 by	 the	 outsider.	 It	 is	 often	 a	
space,	where	the	village	street	becomes	broader.	During	the	spring	flower	fes-

tival	baha	and	the	harvest	festival	sohrae	the	akhra	is	filled	with	people,	danc-
ing	in	lines	to	the	sound	of	drums	all	night	long.	In	many	villages	the	house	of	

the	village	headman	called	manjhi	is	located	close	to	the	akhra.	
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Photo	3:	The	village	dance	ground	(akhra),	decorated	for	the	harvest	festival	sohrae.	

	

	
Photo	4:	Dancing	in	the	village	dance	ground	during	the	night	after	the	harvest	festi-

val.		
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Village	Functionaries	
The	manjhi	 is	one	of	five	village	functionaries,	also	called	more	hor	(“five	peo-
ple”)	in	a	Santal	village.	These	functions	are	carried	out	by	men	only.	They	con-

sist	 of	 the	manjhi,	who	 fulfills	 special	 functions	 at	 social	 events,	 his	 assistant	
the	paranik,	the	naeke,	who	is	the	village	priest,	the	overseer	of	village	morale	
called	 jogmanjhi	 and	 finally	 the	godet,	 the	 village	messenger.	 The	 term	more	
hor	refers	to	these	five,	but	also	emphasizes	the	collectivity	of	all	villagers	who	
are	present	at	social	events.		

Most	 of	 the	 ethnographic	 literature	on	 the	 Santal	 (Archer	 2007,	 26;	 Cul-

shaw	2004,	 82;	Gautam	1977b,	89;	Troisi	 2000,	56ff)	 refers	 to	 the	manjhi	 as	
“village	headman”,	a	 term	I	will	equally	use	 for	 lack	of	a	better	alternative.	 It	

needs	to	be	emphasized,	however,	that	the	manjhi	is	no	headman	in	the	sense	
that	he	represents	a	central	authority	or	has	more	power	than	others	in	Santal	

society.	His	position	is	also	not	a	full-time	one	and	his	main	occupation	is	simi-

lar	to	the	ones	of	other	villagers.	I	encountered	manjhis	who	were	farmers	like	
most	other	 Santal	 villagers,	 others	were	 schoolteachers	 and	one	worked	 in	 a	

local	mine.		

The	manjhi’s	 position	 is	 hereditary,	 passed	 from	 father	 to	 son	 or	 from	
brother	 to	brother.	A	manjhi	 can	however	 lay	down	his	 office	 once	 a	 year	 in	
January	or	be	released	from	his	duties	by	the	village,	at	 the	occasion	of	magh	
bonga.	In	this	case	all	the	male	heads	of	household	elect	a	new	manjhi.	Through	
a	medium	 the	 decision	 is	 confirmed	with	 the	 deities.	 In	many	 villages	 of	 the	

area	the	manjhi	and	naeke	positions	were	filled	by	men	from	the	Hansda	and	
Murmu	clans.	People	explained,	that	these	clans	were	the	ones	who	had	found-

ed	the	respective	villages	and	the	offices	have	stayed	with	these	families	ever	

since.		

The	manjhi	fulfills	his,	often	ritual,	function	at	various	social	events,	many	
of	which	are	described	in	more	detail	in	the	course	of	this	work.	He,	for	exam-

ple,	attends	all	the	ritual	steps	leading	up	to	a	wedding	and	in	the	case	of	con-

flict	 he	 calls	 village	meetings,	 where	 he	 functions	 as	 a	mediator.	 In	 people’s	

opinions	 there	were	manjhis	who	 fulfilled	 their	 function	well	and	others	who	
neglected	many	 of	 their	 obligations.	 One	manjhi	 was,	 for	 example,	 quite	 old,	
weak	and	often	 too	drunk	 to	 attend	many	of	 the	events	he	was	 supposed	 to.	

But	 there	were	also	manjhis	 from	 large,	 influential	and	wealthy	 families,	who	
were	well	known	throughout	the	area.		
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Besides	 the	 manjhi,	 the	 other	 main	 village	 functionary	 is	 the	 village	 priest	
(naeke).	Similar	to	the	position	of	the	manjhi,	the	naeke	is	no	priest	in	the	sense	
of	a	full-time	position	or	a	special	authority.	On	various	occasions	throughout	

the	year	he	carries	out	the	ritual	activities	on	behalf	of	the	village.	These	usual-

ly	 take	 place	 in	 the	 sacred	 grove.	 His	 ritual	 tasks	 include,	 among	 others,	 the	

drawing	of	sacrificial	circles	(khond),	which	form	a	part	of	every	Santal	sacri-
fice.	The	outline	of	these	circles	is	made	with	rice	flour	(holong)	and	consecu-
tively	 sprinkled	with	 fenugreek.	 In	 the	midst	 of	 the	 circle	 the	 priest	 places	 a	

heap	 of	 crushed	 rice	 (adoa	caole)	 and	 applies	 an	 unequal	 number	 of	 sindur	
spots	around	it.	Once	the	sacrificial	animal	has	eaten	from	the	rice,	 it	 is	sacri-

ficed,	 its	blood	dripped	on	the	rice	and	the	head	placed	within	the	circle.	The	

naeke	thus	makes	offerings	to	the	deities	in	the	form	of	sacrifices	and	address-
es	and	communicates	with	the	gods	through	mediums.	Similar	to	the	manjhi’s	
position,	 the	 naeke’s	 is	 hereditary.	 Some	 naekes	 also	 function	 as	 shamans	
(ojhas)	 in	 the	 area.	 These	 are	 sought	 out	 by	 villagers	 to	 heal	 all	 kinds	 of	 ail-
ments	from	snakebites	to	witchcraft	accusations.20		

One	 last	 functionary	remains	 to	be	mentioned.	This	 is	 the	hunting	priest	

(dihuri),	who	 is	 in	 the	 strict	 sense	not	a	village	 functionary	 in	 that	he	carries	
out	the	hunting	(sendra	bonga)	and	mountain	ritual	(buru	bonga)	for	a	cluster	
of	villages.	The	rituals	he	performs	moreover	take	place	outside	of	Santal	vil-

lages,	adjacent	 to	or	 in	 the	 forest.	As	chapter	 four	will	discuss	 in	more	detail,	

the	dihuris	I	met	in	villages	around	Musabani	and	Ghatsila	were	(with	one	ex-
ception)	not	 Santal,	 but	 either	Hill	Kharia	 or	Munda.	These	 communities	 live	

close	to	or	in	the	forest.	They	carried	out	the	rituals	for	the	Santal.	The	Santal	

regarded	 non-Santal	 dihuris	 as	 especially	 suitable	 intermediaries	 between	
themselves	and	the	dangerous	forest	deities.	

To	conclude	this	section,	when	carrying	out	their	ritual	activities,	the	two	

main	 village	 functionaries	manjhi	 and	naeke	 do	 not	 act	 as	 singular,	 powerful	
authorities.	In	line	with	descriptions	of	other	segmentary,	acephalous	societies	

around	the	world	(Evans-Pritchard	and	Fortes	1940;	Middleton	and	Tait	1958)	

and	 in	Central	 India	 (Berger	2015a;	Hardenberg	2005),	Santal	 society	has	no	

																																																								
20	In	many	villages	in	the	area	of	my	fieldwork	one	could	find	an	ojha.	Some	were	especially	well	
known	 for	 their	 healing	 powers.	 Ojhas	 have	 a	 small	 shrine	 behind	 their	 house	 or	 in	 their	
courtyard.	Here	 they	 become	possessed	 by	 their	 tutelary	 spirit	 and	 the	 person	 treated	 brings	

offerings,	 often	 in	 the	 form	of	 animals.	 The	ojhas	 teach	 those	 interested	 the	 skill	 of	 becoming	
possessed	by	a	deity.	In	Santal	society	only	men	are	allowed	to	become	possessed.	Because	my	

two	respective	Santal	host	 families	disapproved	of	ojhas,	 I	 gathered	 little	 information	on	 their	
activities.	For	information	on	Santal	ojhas	see	Carrin-Bouez	(1986,	129ff).	
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“leaders”	 in	 the	 sense	 the	 terms	 “village	 headman”	 or	 “priest”	might	 initially	

suggest.	As	the	naeke,	for	example,	carries	out	the	ritual	steps	for	the	sacrifices	
at	 the	 spring	 flower	 festival,	 other	men	 surround	 him,	many	 of	 them	 village	

elders.	They	comment	on	his	activities	and	give	him	advice	on	how	to	perform	

the	 ritual	 correctly.	They	also	do	not	hesitate	 to	 joke	about	him	as	he	makes	

mistakes.	 When	 the	 manjhi	 ritually	 receives	 the	 bride’s	 delegation	 in	 the	
course	 of	 wedding	 arrangements,	 he	 does	 not	 do	 so	 alone,	 but	 other	 men	

murmur	along,	uttering	the	ritual	formula	with	one	collective	voice.	The	way	in	

which	 the	 functions	of	manjhi	 and	naeke	 are	 fulfilled,	never	alone	but	always	
with	 the	 involvement	 of	 others,	 represents	 the	 importance	 of	 collectivity	 in	

Santal	society.		

	

The	Santal	Sacred	Grove	(jaher)	
Another	significant	feature	of	each	Santal	village	is	its	sacred	grove	(jaher),	lo-
cated	just	outside	the	village.	As	the	sacred	grove	is	discussed	in	the	context	of	

the	spring	flower	festival	in	chapter	five,	only	a	short	description	will	follow.		

Older	 sacred	 groves	 in	 Santal	 villages	 consist	 of	 a	 cluster	 of	 trees,	most	

importantly	sal	and	mahua	trees.21	The	grove	is	a	patch	of	forest	left	uncut	by	
the	original	founders	of	the	village.	In	some	villages	today	these	groves	are	sur-

rounded	 by	 a	 stone	 wall,	 financed	 by	 government	 funds	 earmarked	 for	 the	

maintenance	of	adivasi	religious	sites.	In	general,	the	sacred	groves	in	the	area	
vary	considerably	in	their	appearance.	Some	contain	very	old,	 large	trees	and	

still	resemble	patches	of	forest.	Here	only	small,	inconspicuous	stones,	covered	

by	wooden	structures	represent	the	deities.	Other	sacred	groves	contain	con-

crete	shrines	or	even	walls	surrounding	the	entire	grove.		

	

																																																								
21	In	 this	 work	 I	 use	 the	 Hindi	 terms	 sal	 and	 mahua,	 because	 they	 are	 widely	 used	 in	 the	
literature	 on	 the	 Santal	 (Archer	 2007;	 Carrin-Bouez	 1986;	 Troisi	 2000).	 The	 sal	 tree	 (Shorea	
robusta)	 is	 called	 sarjom	 in	 Santali,	 the	 mahua	 tree	 (Madhuca	 longifolia)	 is	 referred	 to	 as	
matkom.		
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Photo	5:	An	old	village	sacred	grove.	
	

	
Photo	6:	Celebrations	during	the	flower	festival	(baha	porob)	in	a	newly	established	
sacred	grove	surrounded	by	a	wall.	The	shrine	for	the	deities	Marang	Buru	and	Jaher	

Ayo	is	located	on	the	right.		
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In	the	sacred	grove	the	following	benevolent	village	deities	reside,	represented	

by	 small	 stones	 at	 the	 foot	of	 trees:	Marang	Buru	(“the	great	mountain”),	 the	
supreme	god	of	 the	Santal,	 and	his	wife	 Jaher	Ayo	 (“the	mother	of	 the	 sacred	
grove”).	Along	with	them	one	finds	Moreko	Turuiko	(“the	five	six”),	a	deity	as-
sociated	with	hunting,	Manjhi	Haram,	the	ancestral	spirit	of	the	first	manjhi	of	
the	village	and	Pargana	Bonga,	the	ancestral	spirit	of	the	pargana.	Another	fe-
male	deity,	Gosae	Era,	is	said	to	be	married	to	Moreko	Turuiko	and	assumed	to	
be	 of	 blacksmith	 origin.	 Sometimes	 there	 are	 also	 representations	 of	 the	 re-

spective	hill	deities	(buru	bonga)	of	the	area.	Small	shrines	usually	surround	or	
cover	the	stone	representations	of	these	deities.	The	largest	festival	held	in	the	

grove	 is	 the	 spring	 flower	 festival.	 It	 is	 only	 at	 this	 time	 that	women	 are	 al-

lowed	 to	enter	and	dance	 in	 the	 sacred	grove.	At	other	 times	 throughout	 the	

year	it	remains	the	site	of	male	ritual	activity.		

	

1.2.4	Santal	Houses	
A	 house,	 as	 Carsten	 und	 Hugh-Jones	 (1995)	 show	 in	 their	 book	 About	 the	
House,	 comprises	material,	mental	and	social	aspects.	As	such	 it	offers	a	win-
dow	 into	 a	 given	 society’s	 worldview.	 Considering	 the	 appearance	 of	 Santal	

houses,	one	particular	characteristic	attracts	attention:	there	are	many,	neatly	

drawn	 boundaries	 between	 inside	 and	 outside,	 floors	 and	walls,	 garden	 and	

courtyard.	The	houses	are	skillfully	and	elaborately	painted	on	the	outside	and	

the	entrance	to	the	house	is	often	adorned.	This	points	to	a	particular	aesthetic	

sense	among	the	Santal	and	to	social	distinctions,	which	are	acted	out	within	

these	boundaries.		

Due	 to	 considerable	 differences	 of	 wealth	 between	 Santal	 households,	

houses	come	in	various	sizes	and	shapes.	There	are,	however,	common	struc-

tural	 features	 to	all	 these	houses	portrayed	 in	 the	 following.	Because	chapter	

three	discusses	Santal	social	structure,	such	as	who	 lives	 in	a	house,	 this	sec-

tion	is	restricted	to	giving	a	general	impression	of	the	material	appearance	and	

arrangement	of	Santal	houses	in	East	Singhbhum	district.	
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Photo	7:	A	Santal	house,	viewed	from	the	village	street,	freshly	painted	and	decorated	

before	a	wedding.		

	

As	 mentioned	 above,	 most	 Santal	 houses	 in	 the	 area	 are	 constructed	 out	 of	

mud	and	wooden	beams.	The	wood	used	for	the	beams	of	the	roof	is	mostly	sal,	
known	for	its	strength	and	long	lasting	quality.	The	roof	is	covered	with	bricks	

made	by	 local	 potters.	Only	 few	houses	 have	 thatched	 roofs.	 Throughout	 the	

year	these	types	of	mud	houses	require	a	lot	of	maintenance	work	as	the	rain	

dissolves	the	walls	and	dust	enters	through	the	ceilings.	Many	Santal	I	met	as-

sociated	this	type	of	housing	with	poverty,	and	the	women	especially	empha-

sized	the	tiresome	maintenance	work	these	houses	required.	They	sweep	the	

house,	courtyard	and	village	street	several	times	a	day.	Each	morning	they	also	

plaster	the	courtyard	with	cow	dung	and	water.	Although	many	people	would	

have	preferred	the	permanence	of	concrete	houses,	they	agreed	that	the	cool-

ness	of	their	mud	houses	offered	better	relief	from	the	extreme	temperatures	

reaching	up	to	forty-five	degrees	Celsius	in	the	summer.	Occasionally	one	finds	

concrete	houses	 in	Santal	villages.	Those,	who	have	found	employment	 in	the	

mining	 or	 public	 service	 sector,	 usually	 afford	 them.	 In	many	 cases,	 the	 con-

crete	part	of	the	house	is	added	to	the	older,	original	part	of	the	house.	Note-

worthy	to	me	was	further	that	even	the	cemented	floors	of	these	houses	were	

purified	daily	by	 the	women	with	 a	mixture	of	 cow	dung	 and	water.	 In	 Jhar-
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khand	Santal	houses	consist	of	only	one	floor,	while	in	West	Bengal	the	houses	

often	have	another	room	above	the	ground	level.		

The	most	remarkable	feature	of	Santal	houses	is	their	relative	closure	to-

wards	the	outside.	Only	a	long	wall	with	no	windows	faces	the	village	street.	A	

small	door	gives	access	to	the	inside.	To	the	right	and	left	of	the	door	the	hous-

es	usually	have	a	type	of	verandah	(pinda),	resembling	a	bench	running	along	
the	wall.	The	pinda	 is	 covered	by	 the	 roof	 and	distinguished	 from	 the	 rest	of	
the	wall	with	 a	 different	 color.	 Here,	mostly	 the	men	 spend	 time	 sitting	 and	

talking.	The	rest	of	life	takes	place	in	the	courtyards	and	inside	of	the	houses,	

shielded	from	passersbys’	views.		

	

	

Photo	8:	Guests	are	seated	in	the	courtyard	of	a	house.	The	men	to	the	left	are	sitting	
on	beds	(parkom)	used	at	night	for	sleeping.	

	

The	door	to	a	Santal	house	is	constructed	deliberately	 low,	so	that	one	has	to	

lower	one’s	head	in	order	to	“show	respect”	upon	entering,	as	people	say.	Old	

and	large	Santal	houses	often	have	a	completely	enclosed	courtyard	(raca)	on	
the	inside.	From	this	courtyard	several	doors	lead	to	the	different	rooms	of	the	

house.	These	rooms	have	usually	no	windows.	Other	houses	have	no	enclosed	

courtyards,	but	ones	behind	their	houses,	separated	from	the	garden	by	a	low	

wall.	 In	the	garden	people	grow	vegetables	during	the	monsoon,	such	as	corn	

and	different	 types	of	greens.	One	corner	of	 the	garden	 is	usually	 left	 for	dis-



Chapter	1	⎜Introduction	
	

	

	 29	

posing	 of	 whatever	 little	 a	 household	 cannot	 use	 anymore	 such	 as	 plastic	

wrappers	or	old	batteries.		

As	 mentioned,	 the	 size	 of	 Santal	 houses	 in	 the	 area	 varies.	 The	 largest	

houses	have	up	to	ten	rooms,	 the	small	houses	have	only	two.	All	 throughout	

the	year	the	courtyard	of	a	house	is	the	center	of	social	activity.	Relatives	and	

other	Santal	guests	are	seated	and	ritually	greeted	in	the	courtyard.	Especially	

in	 the	hot	 season,	 the	 courtyards	are	 the	place	where	people	 take	meals	 and	

sleep	at	night.	The	courtyard	is	also	an	important	place	for	the	performance	of	

the	wedding	and	funerary	rites.	As	portrayed	in	chapter	three	in	the	context	of	

Santal	social	structure,	courtyards	are	social	meeting	places,	where	visitors	are	

received	and	greeted	by	the	members	of	a	house.	They	are	places,	where	social	

relations	 are	 strengthened,	 such	 as	 is	 the	 case	during	many	 life-cycle	 rituals,	

when	guests	are	served	food	here	while	seated	in	long	rows	of	straw	bundles.		

The	entrance	to	a	house	usually	consists	of	a	sort	of	hallway,	leading	to	the	

courtyard.	 If	a	non-Santal	stranger	visits	 the	house,	 this	 is	where	he	or	she	 is	

usually	offered	a	seat	on	plastic	chairs	or	on	a	parkom,	a	bed	built	of	a	wooden	
frame	held	together	with	interwoven	strings.	Sometimes	cattle	or	water	buffa-

lo	occupy	one	corner	of	the	hallway,	in	other	cases	they	stay	in	a	separate	shed,	

or	room	of	the	house,	together	with	sheep,	goats	and	pigs.	This	shed	is	usually	

accessible	from	the	courtyard.	Chickens	are	left	to	roam	the	village	during	the	

day.	 In	 the	evening	 they	return	 to	 their	owners’	houses	and	sleep	under	bas-

kets	or	on	bamboo	sticks	hung	from	the	ceiling.	

In	every	Santal	house,	there	is	one	room,	in	which	the	ancestors	are	said	to	

dwell.	 This	 is	 called	marang	orak,	 literally	 meaning	 “senior	 room”.	 In	 many	
cases	this	room	simultaneously	 functions	as	the	kitchen.	The	ancestral	shrine	

(bhitar)	 then	 is	 situated	 in	 a	 corner	 of	 this	 room.	 Different	 from	 household	
shrines	 in	Hindu	houses,	 featuring	 colorful,	 decorated	pictures	 of	 deities	 and	

ancestors,	the	Santal	shrine	is	plain	and	simple.	It	consists	of	a	mud-plastered	

part	of	 the	 floor,	separated	off	 from	the	rest	of	 the	room	by	a	 low	wall	about	

one	meter	in	height.	A	very	low	ceiling	made	of	wooden	beams	(dhule),	so	that	
people	 can	 only	 enter	 it	 in	 a	 squatting	 position,	 covers	 the	bhitar.	 On	 top	 of	
these	beams	are	usually	large,	bamboo	baskets	(dilli)	containing	unhusked	rice.	
Sometimes	the	complete	rice	harvest	of	a	house	is	stored	here,	in	other	houses	

these	baskets	are	also	stored	in	other	rooms.	The	bhitar	is	the	most	sacred,	and	
intimate	part	of	a	Santal	house,	which	is	why	the	door	to	this	room	is	usually	

closed.	Only	members	of	the	household,	and	the	local	line	(gusti),	are	allowed	
to	enter.	Married	daughters	of	the	house	lose	their	right	to	enter	the	bhitar	up-
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on	marriage.	 On	 different	 ritual	 occasions	 throughout	 the	 year	 the	 ancestors	

are	 propitiated	 in	 the	 shrine.	 In	 this	 context	 the	 head	 of	 the	 household	 ad-

dresses	them	with	a	ritual	formula	while	offering	and	sharing	rice	beer	(handi)	
with	 them	 (for	more	 detail	 see	 chapter	 four).	When	 a	 new	 person	 joins	 the	

household,	through	marriage	or	birth,	he	or	she	is	ritually	initiated	in	the	bhi-
tar.		

Just	 as	 access	 to	 the	 ancestral	 shrine	 draws	 clear	 social	 distinctions,	 so	

does	access	to	the	kitchen,	and	more	generally	the	sharing	and	serving	of	food	

in	a	Santal	house.	Cooking	takes	place	on	a	hearth	in	the	kitchen	on	a	wood	fire,	

in	some	houses	also	on	coals	or	gas.	If	a	household	cooks	on	gas,	there	is	still	

always	a	hearth	in	which	a	wood	fire	can	burn.	Before	starting	the	fire	anew	in	

the	morning,	 the	women	of	 the	house	 clean	 away	 the	 left	 over	 coal	 from	 the	

previous	day	and	neatly	plaster	the	place	with	a	mixture	of	ash,	water	and	cow	

dung.	 People	 say	 that	 a	 deity,	 culha	bonga,	 dwells	 in	 the	 cooking	 hearth.	 In	
some	houses,	this	bonga	can	get	offended	if	the	woman	cooking	is	menstruat-
ing	or	if	a	non-Santal	were	to	cook	on	the	hearth.	As	said,	the	kitchen	often	is	in	

the	same	room	as	the	ancestral	shrine.	There	 is	only	sometimes	another	 fire-

place	in	the	corner	of	the	courtyard	under	the	roof,	where	cooking	takes	place	

when	 there	 are	 many	 visitors.	 In	 the	 kitchen,	 there	 are	 shelves,	 on	 which	

plates,	cups,	pitchers,	 ladles,	pots	and	pans	are	kept.	 In	 the	past	a	 family	was	

considered	wealthy,	 if	 they	 possessed	many	 brass	 plates	 and	water	 pitchers.	

Still	 today,	 these	are	given	as	wedding	gifts	to	a	couple.	Besides	clay	pots,	 for	

cooking	rice	or	making	rice	beer,	and	winnowing	fans,	 in	which	some	vegeta-

bles	are	stored,	there	is	no	furniture	in	the	kitchen.	Only	in	the	cities,	or	in	the	

above-mentioned	flats	 in	Musabani	did	the	Santal	 I	knew	possess	a	refrigera-

tor.	

Besides	the	kitchen,	all	other	rooms	in	a	house	are	used	for	sleeping,	stor-

ing	 possessions	 and	 keeping	 clothes.	 Although	 the	 order	 is	 flexible,	 each	

household	member	 usually	 has	 a	 certain	 room	where	 he	 or	 she	 sleeps.	 Only	

newly	married	couples	have	a	room	to	themselves,	elder	couples	tend	to	sleep	

either	separately	from	each	other	or	together	with	their	children.	Every	Santal	

household	usually	owns	beds	made	of	a	wooden	frame	with	strings	woven	in	

between	 (parkom).	At	night	 they	are	 covered	with	a	mat	 for	 sleeping,	during	
the	day	people	carry	them	into	the	courtyard	for	sitting.	Those	who	can	afford	

it,	also	own	wooden	beds,	covered	by	a	thin	mattress	or	just	a	sheet.	People’s	

clothes	are	stored	on	bamboo	poles	hung	from	the	ceiling	(anak),	some	wealth-
ier	 families	 also	 have	 metal	 closets.	 Every	 household	 usually	 owns	 a	 metal	
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chest,	in	which	clothes	or	other	valuables	can	be	locked	up.	In	rare	cases,	there	

is	a	TV	in	a	Santal	village	household	and	when	there	is	no	work	to	be	done	in	

the	fields,	the	many	people	crowd	together	to	watch	Hindi	movies	or	soap	op-

eras	and	occasionally	also	Santali	music	videos	on	DVD.	

While	the	kitchen	walls	are	kept	plain,	only	painted	by	earthen	colors,	all	

other	rooms	are	decorated.	In	most	houses	there	are	posters	of	Bollywood	ac-

tors,	 of	 Hindu	 deities,	 European-looking	 babies	 or	 landscapes	 on	 the	 walls.	

Many	 houses	 also	 had	 paintings	 of	 Santal	 heroes,	 such	 as	 Sidho	 and	 Kanho	

Murmu	or	Tilka	Manjhi,	armed	with	bow	and	arrow.	In	the	houses	of	members	

of	 the	 religious	 reform	movement	 sarna	dhorom,	 there	were	also	portraits	of	
Ragunath	Murmu,	the	inventor	of	the	Ol	Chiki	script,	and	of	Besnao	Murmu,	the	

founder	of	sarna	dhorom.		
As	elaborated	in	this	section,	different	rooms	of	the	house	are	accessible	to	

different	 types	 of	 people,	 indicating	 social	 proximity	 or	 distance.	 Different	

parts	 of	 the	 house	 and	 the	 boundaries	 between	 inside	 and	 outside,	 as	 they	

emerge	in	many	rituals	described	in	the	following	chapters,	play	a	relevant	role	

in	this	regard.	While	the	distinctions	discussed	in	my	work	mostly	concern	dif-

ferent	parts	of	Santal	society,	such	as	the	house,	the	local	line	or	affines,	there	

are	also	distinctions	drawn	between	Santal	and	other	communities	living	close	

to	the	Santal	in	this	area.	Different	degrees	of	symbiosis	characterize	the	rela-

tions	between	 these	groups	and	 the	Santal.	Their	perspectives	on	each	other	

and	their	drawing	of	social	boundaries	will	be	discussed	in	section	1.2.6.	First,	

the	next	section	introduces	the	more	general	terms	applied	to	and	used	by	the	

Santal	and	by	some	of	these	communities	in	self-designation.		

	

1.2.5	Contentious	Terms:	“Tribe”,	“Adivasi”	or	“Indigenous”?		
The	 terms	 “tribal”,	 “adivasi”	and	 “indigenous”	 each	 bear	 their	 own	 historical	
and	 political	 trajectory.	 In	 the	 course	 of	my	 fieldwork	 the	 Santal	 themselves	

often	evoked	these	labels	in	order	to	differentiate	themselves	from	others.	The	

discourse	surrounding	these	terms,	such	as	 that	 indigenous	people	are	“close	

to	nature”	or	have	a	specific	relationship	with	their	land,	also	played	a	role	in	

some	of	the	rituals	discussed	in	this	work.		

Identified	by	many	(Devalle	1992,	32;	Karlsson	and	Subba	2006,	4;	Shah	

2010,	13-14;	Wolf	and	Heidemann	2014,	5-8)	as	a	colonial	construct,	 “tribes”	

in	India	were	regarded	both	by	the	colonial	government	and	by	early	anthro-
pologists	 as	 communities	 apart	 from	 mainstream	 society,	 often	 living	 in	 re-
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mote	areas	of	India	and	subsequently	branded	as	“backward”.	Especially	in	ur-

ban	 India	one	encounters	 a	picture	of	 Indian	 tribes	 as	primitive,	 naïve,	 inno-

cent	or	 close	 to	nature	as	Skoda	 (2005,	49)	 rightly	points	out.	 In	 spite	of	 the	

term’s	 problematic	 derogatory	 connotations,	 it	 does	 carry	 analytical	 value	

from	a	sociological	perspective.	In	that	regard	a	“tribe”	is	to	be	understood	as	a	

type	of	society,	which	is	made	up	of	compounded	segments	“not	united	under	a	

sovereign	governing	authority”,	as	Sahlins	(1968,	vii)	formulated.	Sahlins	(16)	

displayed	 these	 different	 segments	 of	 tribal	 society	 in	 concentric	 circles,	 the	

innermost	 circle	 of	 which	 comprises	 the	 household,	 consecutively	 encom-

passed	by	 lineage,	village,	subtribe,	 tribe	and	an	intertribal	sector	on	the	out-

side.	He	 further	wrote	of	 the	“generalized	structure”	 (15)	of	a	 tribe,	 in	 that	 it	

often	 combines	domains	 such	as	 religion,	 law	or	 economy	 in	 a	 single	 institu-

tion.	 In	 a	 comparison	of	 tribal,	 hunter-gatherer	 and	peasant	 societies,	 Pfeffer	

(2002b)	 adds	 that	 tribal	 societies	 are	 acephalous,	 relatively	 autonomous,	

maintain	 an	 idea	 of	 a	 social	 totality	 and	 possess	 long-lasting,	 global	 social	

structures.22	Whenever	 I	make	 use	 of	 the	 term	 “tribal	 society”	 I	 do	 so	 in	 the	

sense	of	these	sociological	and	ideological	particularities,	which	all	character-

ize	the	Santal	as	a	type	of	society.		

In	spite	of	 its	colonial	background	and	derogatory	connotations	the	term	

“tribe”	remains	widely	used	in	Indian	media,	academia	and	by	the	people	des-

ignated	as	such	themselves.	According	to	Karlsson	and	Subba	(2006,	4)	some	

groups,	especially	in	Northeast	India,	self-identify	as	“tribal”,	asserting	a	collec-

tive	identity	differing	from	the	Hindu	population	of	India.	This	widespread	use	

of	the	term	in	India	is	closely	related	to	administrative	practice,	due	to	the	fact	

that	Scheduled	Tribes	(ST)	are	enshrined	in	the	Indian	Constitution.	The	crite-

ria	 applied	 to	 identify	 a	 Scheduled	 Tribe	 are	 vague,	 and	 include	 a	 “primitive	

way	of	 life,	remote	habitation	and	a	general	backwardness	 in	all	respects”,	as	

proposed	by	the	Commissioner	 for	Scheduled	Castes	and	Scheduled	Tribes	 in	

1951	 (Corbridge	 2000,	 69).	 The	 Constitution	 guarantees	 that	 members	 of	 a	

Scheduled	 Tribe	 are	 entitled	 to	 reserved	 seats	 in	 the	 fields	 of	 education,	 in	

electoral	 bodies	 and	 in	 the	 public	 sector.	 Especially	 the	 young	 and	 educated	

among	the	Santal	take	advantage	of	these	provisions	today.		

																																																								
22	In	 contrast,	 peasants	 form	 part	 of	 a	 larger	 society,	 both	 economically	 and	 ideologically,	

whereas	 gatherer-hunters	 possess	 an	 individualistic	 ideology,	 see	 themselves	 as	 part	 of	 the	

environment	and	do	without	elaborate	social	structures	(Berger	2015a,	49,	cf.	also	Wolf	1966	for	

peasants	and	Bird-Nurit	1990	for	gatherer-hunters).	
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Simultaneous	 to	 the	 creation	of	 the	 category	of	 Scheduled	Tribe,	 the	Govern-

ment	of	India	also	created	lists	of	Scheduled	Castes	(SC).	Those	were	communi-

ties,	 whose	 low	 ritual	 status,	 their	 “untouchability”,	 was	 understood	 to	 be	

related	to	their	economic	deprivation	(68).	In	the	early	1990s	the	category	of	

Other	Backward	Classes	 (OBC)	was	 added	 to	 the	 constitution	 in	 order	 to	 ex-

tend	positive	discrimination	to	“economically	backward	classes”.	With	this	ex-

tension	49,5%	of	government	jobs	in	India	are	reserved	for	SCs,	STs	and	OBCs	

(Kapila	2008,	124).	Communities	classified	as	SC	and	OBC	live	closely	together	

with	the	Santal	in	the	area	with	which	this	work	is	concerned.		

With	 regard	 to	 the	 government	 policies	 for	 STs,	 Corbridge	 (1988,	 2000)	

has	pointed	to	a	noteworthy	development:	Based	on	the	idea	that	tribal	society	

and	economy	is	undifferentiated,	the	Indian	state’s	reservation	system	has	ac-

tually	 furthered,	 albeit	 not	 started,	 economic	 differences	 between	 different	

parts	 of	 these	 societies.	 These	 different	 classes,	 especially	 the	 Santal	 middle	

class	to	which	many	political	activists	belong,	plays	a	significant	role	in	Santal	

cultural	politics	today.	These	people	organize	large	political	rituals,	such	as	the	

regional	flower	festival	portrayed	in	chapter	five.		

The	fact	that	new	communities	are	regularly	added	to	the	schedules	of	the	

constitution	 has	 led	 to	 a	 continued	 political	 struggle	 of	 those	 claiming	 to	 be	

worthy	of	inclusion.	The	Badaga	living	in	the	South	Indian	Nilgiri	Hills,	for	ex-

ample,	 argue	 that	 they	 were	 “forgotten”	 to	 be	 included	 in	 the	 list	 of	 STs.	

Through	large	political	rallies	and	the	handing	over	of	memoranda	they	engage	

in	what	Heidemann	 (2014,	98ff),	making	use	of	Cohn’s	 (1987,	228f)	 concept,	

describes	 as	 the	 “objectification	 of	 culture”	 in	 order	 to	 underline	 their	 de-

mands	 for	 inclusion.	Hence,	 the	designation	of	 a	 community	as	ST	 in	 India	 is	

more	a	political	issue,	than	that	it	adheres	to	sociological	criteria.		

Although	 the	Santal	 are	 recognized	as	ST,	 they	 continue	 to	exhibit	 a	 cul-

tural	essentialism,	which	needs	to	be	understood	in	this	political	context.	Sev-

eral	other	ST	communities	in	India,	such	as	the	Gonds	of	Chhattisgharh	(Prévôt	

2014)	or	the	Garo	of	Meghalaya	(De	Maaker	2013)	equally	demonstrate	their	

“tribal	culture”	in	stereotypical	ways	in	public	performances.	

In	contrast	to	the	term	“tribe”,	the	Santal	I	encountered	regularly	used	the	

term	“adivasi”	to	refer	to	themselves	as	a	type	of	society.	Adivasi	 is	a	political	
term,	coined	 in	 the	1930s,	 in	 the	Chotanagpur	region	of	 today’s	 Jharkhand.	 It	

claims	the	people	so	designated	are	the	original	inhabitants	of	India	(Hardiman	

1995,	13),	which	in	itself	is	a	highly	controversial	political	issue.	Hindu	nation-

alist	 movements	 argue	 that	 only	 Hindus	 are	 indigenous	 to	 India	 (Baviskar	
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2005,	mentioned	 in	Wolf	 and	Heidemann	 2014,	 10).	While	 Santal	 oral	 tradi-

tion,	with	 its	 narratives	 of	migration,	 raises	 doubts	 about	 such	 claims	 of	 the	

Santal,	as	adivasi,	being	the	first	inhabitants,	the	political	power	the	term	yields	
cannot	 be	 overlooked.	 The	 Jharkhand	 movement	 later	 discussed	 in	 chapter	

five,	is	a	prime	example	of	attracting	people	under	the	banner	of	being	adivasi.	
Similar	 to	 the	 term	Scheduled	Tribe,	adivasi	 is	not	a	sociological	 concept,	but	
very	much	open	to	definition	by	whomever	makes	use	of	it.	

Of	increasing	importance	in	rural	Jharkhand	is	the	term	“indigenous”.	It	is	

part	of	a	global	discourse	containing	the	idea	of	inhabiting	a	land	before	it	was	

invaded	or	colonized	by	a	 foreign	power	and	of	being	culturally	distinct	 from	

those	settlers	who	today	often	form	the	majority	(Karlsson	and	Subba	2006,	6).	

Greatly	fostered	by	UN	bodies	such	as	the	UN	Permanent	Forum	for	Indigenous	

Issues	 and	 the	 UN	 Declaration	 on	 the	 Rights	 of	 Indigenous	 Peoples	 (Merlan	

2009,	 304),	 the	 term	 remains	 contested	 in	 the	 Indian	 context	 (see	 Baviskar	

2006,	 35;	Béteille	 1998,	 19;	Karlsson	2006,	 52;	Xaxa	1999).	 In	 spite	 of	 these	

debates	about	the	suitability	of	the	term	in	India,	the	idea	of	being	indigenous	

is	prevalent	among	activists,	even	in	rural	areas	of	Jharkhand.	Members	of	the	

reform	 movement	 sarna	 dhorom,	 for	 example,	 repeatedly	 expressed	 to	 me	
their	wish	to	go	to	Geneva,	to	connect	with	other	indigenous	people	and	fight	

on	an	international	level	for	Santal	cultural	and	religious	rights	in	India.23	

While	 these	terms	are	part	of	 larger	discourses,	people	also	ascribe	 local	

meanings	 to	 them.	 In	 some	 areas	 of	 life,	 the	 boundaries	 suggested	 by	 these	

terms	 are	 of	 little	 significance.	 This	 is	most	 clearly	 the	 case	 in	 the	mountain	

rituals	(buru	bonga)	described	in	chapter	four.	This	ritual	unites	local	commu-
nities	labeled	as	ST,	SC	and	OBC	in	the	common	performance	of	a	large	sacrifi-

cial	 ritual.	 Concerning	 intermarriage	 and	 commensality,	 however,	 stricter	

social	 boundaries	 are	 drawn.	 The	 following	 section	 first	 shortly	 presents	 the	

general	debate	on	 the	difference	between	 tribes	and	castes	 in	 India	and	 then	

discusses	 a	 topic	 neglected	 by	 this	 debate,	 namely	 the	 different	 degrees	 of	

symbiosis,	which	many	tribal	societies	maintain	with	artisans	and	other	com-

munities	they	live	closely	together	with.	In	this	case	the	Santal	symbiosis	with	

some	of	their	neighbors	is	presented.		

																																																								
23	Among	other	things,	these	activists	demand	financial	support	from	the	government	to	further	

expand	the	teaching	of	the	institutionally	recognized	Santal	script	Ol	Chiki	in	schools	and	ask	for	

financial	renumeration	of	Santal	village	functionaries.	
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1.2.6	The	Santal	and	their	Neighbors		
As	mentioned	in	the	beginning	of	this	introduction,	the	debate	on	what	differ-

entiates	 tribal	 and	Hindu	 society	 in	 India	 has	 been	 going	 on	 for	 several	 dec-

ades.	 For	 Ghurye	 (1963),	 Indian	 tribal	 societies	 were	 backward	 Hindus	 and	

Dumont	and	Pocock	(1957,	8)	saw	these	“primitive	 ‘reserves’	 (…)	[as]	people	

who	 have	 lost	 contact”	 whereas	 Elwin	 (1964)	 and	 Bailey	 (1961)	 underlined	

their	 distinctive	 cultural	 traditions	 and	 social	 organization.	 These	 different	

perspectives	continue	 to	exist	until	 today.	There	are	scholars	who	emphasize	

the	 differences	 of	 Central	 Indian	 tribal	 societies	 from	 caste	 society	 (Berger	

2015a;	Hardenberg	2005;	Pfeffer	1982,	1997,	2000,	2014)	and	those,	who,	in-

stead	of	emphasizing	the	differences,	speak	of	a	tribe-caste	continuum	taking	a	

historical	perspective	(Eschmann	1978;	Schnepel	2002).24	Moreover,	the	ques-

tion	 of	 the	 distinctness	 of	 Indian	 tribal	 societies	 remains	 a	 political	 issue	 in	

light	of	Hindu	nationalist	efforts	 to	equate	 India	with	Hinduism	(Skoda	2005,	

50).	 Throughout	 this	work	 it	will	 become	 apparent	 that	 certain	 defining	 fea-

tures	indeed	differentiate	Santal	society	from	Hindu	society.	Among	these	are	

Santal	social	order	as	principally	structured	by	agnation	and	affinity	and	Santal	

ritual	practice,	consisting	 foremost	of	animal	sacrifices,	which	are	carried	out	

by	 Santal	 ritual	 specialists.25	Remarkably,	 this	 debate	 has	 neglected	 a	 large	

number	of	people	classified	as	SC	and	OBC	by	the	Indian	administration.	This	

seems	to	be	due	to	the	fact	that	members	of	these	communities,	were	consid-

ered	to	be	outside	of	the	Hindu	caste	system.	The	literature	on	tribal	societies	

in	 Central	 India	 has	 similarly	 attributed	 little	 attention	 to	 these	 SC	 and	 OBC	

communities	and	 to	 the	ritual,	economic	and	social	 integration	 they	maintain	

with	their	tribal	neighbors.	Santal	ethnographies	only	shortly	mention	the	oth-

er	communities	living	with	the	Santal	(Archer	2007,	83;	Culshaw	2004,	16-19)	

and	 only	 hint	 at	 Santal	 involvement	 in	 the	 hook-swinging	 festival	 (Carrin-

Bouez	1986,	24)	or	the	blacksmiths’	participation	in	and	contribution	to	Santal	

village	festivals	(Troisi	2000,	48).		

Pfeffer	(1997,	2004)	addresses	this	existing	void	in	the	literature	and	out-

lines	 the	pattern	of	 organic	 relations	 and	 shared	 ideas	between	 the	different	

																																																								
24	For	a	detailed	summary	of	the	debate	on	the	differences	between	caste	and	tribe	in	India	see	

Skoda	(2005,	49-60).	
25	This	does	not	mean	 that	 the	Santal	have	not	borrowed	cultural	 traits	 from	Hindu	society	or	

vice	versa.	There	are	indeed	elements,	which	can	be	found	both	in	Hindu	and	tribal	societies	in	

India,	but	this	in	itself	should	not	lead	to	the	conclusion	that	both	adhere	to	the	same	worldview.	

For	a	critical	discussion	of	the	concept	of	Hinduization	see	Hardenberg	(2010).	
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ST,	SC	and	OBC	of	highland	Odisha,	all	of	whom	he	includes	in	the	term	“tribal	

society”	 (2004,	 440).26	In	 this	 context	 he	 speaks	 of	 the	 (SC)	 “clients”	 of	 the	

“landholding	tribes”	(1997,	7),	the	former	supplying	the	latter	with	all	kinds	of	

goods	 and	 services,	 meanwhile	 acting	 as	 intermediaries	 between	 tribal	 and	

plains	culture.	Berger	(2002)	provides	more	ethnographic	detail	on	what	Pfef-

fer	(1997,	16f)	calls	the	“Koraput	complex”,	in	which	all	inhabitants	of	the	area	

form	part	of	one	social	system.	They,	for	example,	share	the	same	clan	catego-

ries	and	marriage	preferences	(Berger	2002,	58).	Berger	further	writes	that	all	

the	non-ST	groups	of	the	Gadaba	villages	he	studied	take	part	in	collective	vil-

lage	 rituals	 and	 make	 offerings	 to	 the	 earth	 goddess.	 The	 Dombo	 (weavers,	

musicians,	 traders),	 Goudo	 (herders)	 and	 Kamar	 (blacksmiths),	 for	 example,	

also	contribute	to	the	financing	of	sacrificial	animals,	give	rice	for	the	cooking	

of	the	sacrificial	meal	and	share	part	of	the	meal	with	the	Gadaba	at	the	spring	

festival	chait	porbo	(83,	88).		
In	Pfeffer’s	(1997,	13)	view	another	aspect	of	the	relations	between	tribal	

patrons	 and	 their	 clients	 is	 that	 the	 former	 function	as	 “communicators	with	

the	 divine”	 and	 the	 latter	 as	 “communicators	 with	 human	 beings”.	 In	 this	

scheme	 the	 clients,	 as	 mediators	 with	 the	 outside,	 i.e.	 the	 people	 from	 the	

plains	 of	 Odisha,	 guarantee	 the	 continued	 pure	 status	 of	 their	 patrons.	 This	

scheme	 is	most	discernible	 among	 the	Dongria	Kond,	who	 live	 together	with	

their	Dombo	clients	in	the	steep	Niamgiri	hills	(Hardenberg	2005,	52ff,	401ff)	

of	 Odisha.	 The	 Dombo	 are	 the	 ones	 travelling	 down	 the	 hills	 to	 the	markets	

held	 in	 the	plains,	 in	order	 to	 supply	 the	Dongria	with,	 for	example,	buffalos.	

These	 are	 sacrificed	 at	 the	 grand	 buffalo	 sacrifice	 (meriah)	 to	 the	 earth	 god-
dess.	 Hardenberg	 (2005,	 126,	 128ff,	 503ff)	 however	 modifies	 Pfeffer’s	 strict	

distinction	and	shows	that	the	Dombo	are	in	fact	also	involved	in	some	rituals	

as	communicators	with	the	divine.	

In	the	following,	I	extend	the	discussion	begun	by	Pfeffer,	Berger	and	Har-

denberg	in	Odisha	to	the	case	of	the	Santal	and	their	neighbors	 in	the	area	of	

East	Singhbhum.	My	treatment	of	the	topic	cannot	claim	to	be	a	comprehensive	

analysis,	 because	my	 research	 focus	 lay	 elsewhere,	 but,	 what	 I	 could	 gather,	

points	 to	 noteworthy	 similarities	 to	 the	 situation	 in	 Koraput.	 My	 discussion	

																																																								
26	To	my	knowledge	no	other	ethnographies	on	larger	STs,	such	as	the	Munda	or	the	Ho,	analyze	

the	interactions	and	possibly	shared	ideology	of	these	societies	with	other	communities	they	live	

together	with.	A	comparison	of	these	constellations	with	the	Santal	one	should	prove	especially	

relevant,	 because	of	 the	 linguistic	 and	 cultural	 affinities	of	 the	Munda	and	Ho	with	 the	Santal.	

Reichel’s	(forthcoming)	PhD	dissertation	on	the	Ho	of	West	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	will	include	a	

discussion	of	this	topic.		
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begins	with	status	hierarchies	between	the	different	communities	of	the	area,	a	

finding	 similarly	 pointed	 to	 by	 the	 above-mentioned	 authors	 (Berger	 2002;	

Hardenberg	2005,	75ff;	Pfeffer	1997).	Thereafter	I	portray	three	different	arti-

san	 communities,	 who	 live	with	 the	 Santal.	 In	 the	 conclusion,	 I	 compare	 the	

client-patron	relations	in	East	Singhbhum	to	the	ones	in	Odisha.	

	

On	Status	Differences	between	Senior	and	Junior	Communities	
As	subsequent	chapters	show,	all	Santal	social	units,	 including	the	deities,	are	

far	from	equal,	but	instead	are	part	of	a	status	order	of	seniority.	There	are	jun-

ior	 (hudin,	 “small,	 younger”)	 and	 senior	 (marang,	 “big,	 large,	 elder”)	 Santal	
clans	and	 local	 lines,	 just	as	 there	are	those	kin	who	are	 junior	or	senior	 to	a	

Santal	individual.	A	person	is	always	conscious	of	his	or	her	position	in	this	or-

der,	which	becomes	most	clearly	visible	in	the	different	forms	of	greeting	jun-

ior	 or	 senior	 relatives.	 The	 same,	 however	 less	 clear,	 order	 of	 seniority	

characterizes	 the	 different	 communities	 of	 the	 area	 around	 Musabani	 and	

Ghatsila.		

The	Santal	rarely	explicitly	mention	this	status	hierarchy	between	differ-

ent	communities.27	It	first	became	apparent	to	me	during	the	symbolic	actions	

of	rituals.	In	the	hunting	ritual,	the	hunting	priest	(dihuri)	belongs	to	the	com-
munity	of	Hill	Kharia.	While	performing	his	ritual	task	for	the	Santal,	his	hands	

are	tied	together	with	the	bark	of	a	sal	tree.	When	the	ritual	is	completed,	he	is	
symbolically	 shot	 with	 an	 arrow	 and,	 in	 some	 cases,	 hung	 up	 on	 a	 wooden	

stick,	 just	as	prey	is	hung	after	a	successful	hunt.	Santal	later	explained	to	me	

that	they	make	use	of	a	Kharia	dihuri,	because	his	community	lives	in	the	for-
est,	 like	 animals,	 and	 knows	 the	 forest	 deities	well.	Many	 other	 statements	 I	

encountered	in	the	following	months	associated	the	Kharia	with	the	forest	and	

articulated	their	lower	status.		

Only	during	the	later	phase	of	my	fieldwork,	when	asking	my	close	Santal	

contacts	about	their	opinion	of	other	communities	in	the	area,	did	I	encounter	

the	aforementioned	model	of	seniority.	“The	Kharia	are	a	‘small’	(hudin)	com-
munity	(jati)”,	they	would	say,	and	the	Santal	were	“bigger”	(marang)	than	the	
Kharia.	Following	Pfeffer	(1997,	14),	 I	 translate	the	Santal	expressions	of	ma-
rang	 (big/elder)	 and	 hudin	 (small/younger)	 as	 “senior”	 and	 “junior”.	 Subse-

																																																								
27	Skoda	 (2005,	 103)	 made	 similar	 observations	 among	 the	 Aghria.	 He	 writes	 that	 people	

consider	 hierarchy	 between	 different	 communities	 a	 sensitive	 topic	 and	 therefore	 seldom	

verbally	express	it,	especially	not	when	members	of	another	community	are	present.	
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quently	the	main	communities	who	live	in	the	same	area	as	the	Santal	in	villag-

es	around	Ghatsila	and	Musabani	are	shortly	introduced,	for	many	of	them	will	

reappear	throughout	the	remainder	of	 this	work.	28	Although	the	Santal	never	

articulated	 a	 clear-cut	 hierarchy,	 there	 was	 common	 ground	 to	 their	 state-

ments	about	the	other	communities	as	well	as	a	pattern	of	economic	and	ritual	

involvement.		

For	an	overview,	I	distinguish	four	levels:	first,	those	senior	to	the	Santal	

(Kurmi/Mahatos)	 second,	 the	 Santal	 themselves	 (and	 possibly	 on	 the	 same	

level	the	Ho),	third,	those	artisans	who	are	junior	to	the	Santal	but	with	whom	

the	Santal	maintain	 interdependent	 relationships	 (blacksmiths,	weavers,	bas-

ket	 makers,	 potters)	 and	 then	 fourth,	 the	 lowest	 ones	 in	 the	 hierarchy,	 the	

hunter-gatherer	communities	(Birhor,	Hill	Kharia).		

Only	occasionally	would	 the	 Santal	 point	 out	 that	 another	 community	of	

the	area	was	senior	to	them.	This	could	be	due	to	the	fact	that	the	Santal	clearly	

form	the	majority	in	the	area	and	also	own	most	of	the	land.	The	possession	of	

land	is	a	relevant	marker	of	senior	status	in	their	eyes,	because	it	partly	indi-

cates	 that	 the	Santal	were	 the	 first	ones	 to	arrive	 in	 the	area,	clear	 the	 forest	

and	 establish	 fields.	 In	 later	 settlements,	 the	 ownership	 of	 land	 was	 legally	

fixed.	 The	 Santal	 are	 aware	 that	 they	 are	 considered	 lower	 in	 status	 than	

Brahmans,	but	encounters	and	interactions	with	the	latter	are	so	rare	that	this	

seems	almost	irrelevant	to	the	Santal	living	in	villages.	Only	the	younger	Santal,	

who	 leave	 to	 live	 in	other	places	 for	 their	studies	or	work,	occasionally	men-

tioned	to	me	that	higher	castes	regard	them	as	“untouchable”.	

	

The	Kurmi/Mahatos		
Most	 clearly	 expressed	 to	me	was	 the	 seniority	 of	 the	 Kurmi29		 in	 the	 state-

ment,	that	a	marriage	with	a	Kurmi	“would	make	the	Santal	gods	happy.	In	part	

of	the	ethnographic	literature	the	Kurmi	are	considered	to	be	superior	to	and	

the	 “elder	 brothers”	 of	 the	 Santal	 (Culshaw	 2004,	 18;	 R.	 Parkin	 1992,	 97).	

																																																								
28	My	 description	 here	 is	 restricted	 to	 the	 communities,	 with	 whom	 I	 witnessed	 most	 Santal	

interaction	 and	 who	 are	 numerous.	 There	 are,	 for	 example,	 very	 few	 Dom	 basket	 makers	 or	

Ghasi	(midwives,	musicians)	as	well	as	Muchi	leatherworkers.	Because	these	communities	are	so	

small,	I	exclude	them	from	my	description.	
29	The	name	of	this	caste	is	used	inconsistently	in	the	literature.	The	Santal	spoke	of	the	Kurmi	

caste,	members	of	which	bear	 the	surname	Mahato.	Culshaw	(2004,	18)	writes	of	 them	as	 the	

“Kurmi	or	Mahato”.	Gopal	and	Mukhopadhyay	(2008,	600)	mention	as	other	possible	surnames	

of	 this	 caste	 also	 Prasad,	 Sinha,	 Singh,	 Lal,	 Dayal	 and	 Mandal.	 Carrin-Bouez	 (1986,	 20)	

differentiates	between	the	Kurmi	as	agriculturalists	and	the	“Mahto”	as	agriculturalists	of	lower	

status	than	the	former.	
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Kurmi,	who	 live	 in	 villages	 east	 of	 Ghatsila	 towards	West	 Bengal,	 are	mostly	

landowners.	The	government	lists	them	as	Other	Backward	Classes.30	In	recent	

years	 the	Kurmi	 have	 demanded	 to	 be	 classified	 as	 a	 Scheduled	Tribe	 in	 the	

state	 of	 Jharkhand,	 claiming	 that	 this	 was	 their	 original	 status	 until	 1932	

(Thaker	 and	 Jenamani	 2014).	 Bouez	 (1985,	 111-12,	 mentioned	 in	 R.	 Parkin	

1992,	97)	writes	of	occasional	marriages	between	Santal	men	and	Kurmi	girls	

in	Odisha’s	districts	of	Keonjhar	and	Mayurbhanj.	In	his	Tribal	History	of	East-
ern	India	Dalton	(1973,	317)	mentions	 the	Kurmis	as	occupying	a	 “high	posi-
tion	 amongst	 Hindus	 of	 the	 Sudra	 caste”31,	 who	 in	 Chota	 Nagpur	 “appear	 to	

have	obtained	a	footing	among	the	aboriginal	tribes	at	a	very	remote	period.”	

Dalton	 (318)	 remarks	 that	many	 ritual	 practices	of	 the	Kurmi	have	no	 scrip-

tural	 background	 in	 the	 Puranas,	 but	 resemble	 tribal	 practices.	 Several	 ele-

ments	 of	 his	 description	 of	 Kurmi	 wedding	 rites,	 indeed,	 resemble	 Santal	

practice,	i.e.	the	marriage	of	the	bridegroom	to	a	mango	tree	and	the	bride	to	a	

mahua	 tree	as	well	as	 the	enacted	hostile	encounter	between	 the	bride’s	and	
groom’s	parties.	Most	striking	in	the	ritual	interaction	between	Kurmi	and	San-

tal	 in	 the	 area	 of	 East	 Singhbhum	 is	 the	 mountain	 ritual	 (buru	bonga)	 por-
trayed	in	chapter	four.	At	this	occasion,	during	the	beginning	of	the	monsoon	in	

July,	the	local	mountain	god	at	Gotasile	Buru	receives	numerous	goats	as	sacri-
fice	by	all	 the	villages	of	his	area.	Many	of	 those	villages	are	Santal	ones.	The	

priests,	who	organize	and	carry	out	the	event,	are	Kurmi.	This	joint	sacrificial	

action	 by	 the	 different	 communities	 of	 the	 area,	 suggests,	 at	 least	 in	 part	 a	

shared	worldview.	

	

																																																								
30	Cf.	“Central	List	of	OBCs”,	National	Commission	for	Backward	Classes:		
	http://www.ncbc.nic.in/User_Panel/CentralListStateView.aspx		

(accessed	October	6,	2015).	
31	Sudra	(or	Shudras)	represent	the	 lowest	of	 the	four	“classes”	or	varnas	of	Hindu	society,	 the	
highest	 being	 the	 Brahmans	 (priests),	 followed	 by	 the	 Kshatrias	 (kings	 and	 soldiers)	 and	

Vaishyas	(farmers,	cattle	herders,	tradesmen).	In	the	varna	system	the	Shudras’	duties	consist	of	
services	to	the	other	three	classes	(Fuller	1992,	12).		
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The	Santal	and	Ho	
The	Ho	 are	 another	 (ST)	 community	 living	 in	 a	 few,	 scattered	 villages	 in	 the	

area.32	Most	of	them	own	land	and	live	from	wet	rice	cultivation,	although	they	

seem	to	own	much	less	land	than	the	Santal.	Around	Musabani	the	Ho	live	to-

wards	the	hills	 in	separate	villages	from	the	Santal.	They	live	close	to	the	for-

est,	 and	 are	 considerably	 poorer	 than	 the	 Santal	 of	 the	 area.	 I	 could	 never	

witness	any	articulation	of	hierarchy	with	regard	to	the	Ho	and	the	Santal	usu-

ally	described	the	Ho	as	“like	the	Santal”.	Their	language	is	so	similar	to	Santali	

that	both	groups	can	understand	each	other.	The	Santal	further	saw	their	simi-

larity	with	 the	Ho	 underlined	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 the	Ho	 also	worship	 in	 sacred	

groves.		

I	once	came	across	the	statement,	that	the	Santal	and	Ho,	together	with	the	

Munda,	 were	 of	 common	 origin	 and	 that	 this	 community	 carried	 the	 name	

Kherwar.	Bodding	(2010,	1:	 ix)	cites	the	same	idea	from	Santal	tradition:	“We	
and	 the	 Mundas,	 the	 Birhor,	 the	 Kurmbis,	 etc.	 were	 called	 by	 the	 name	 of	

Kharwar”.33	This	possible	lack	of	differentiation	expressed	in	the	term	Kherwar	
could	be	one	explanation	why	the	Santal	did	not	articulate	a	hierarchy	between	

them	 and	 the	Ho,	 although	 further	 research	 is	 needed	 to	 shed	more	 light	 on	

Santal	relations	with	the	Ho	in	the	area.	

	

The	Artisans:	Blacksmiths,	Weavers,	Basket	Makers	and	Potters	
The	closest	economic,	ritual	and	everyday	interactions	exist	between	the	San-

tal	 and	 different	 artisans.	 These	 are	 the	 communities	 Pfeffer	 (1997,	 7)	 calls	

“clients”.	They	engage	in	trade,	frequently	crossing	boundaries	between	differ-

ent	communities,	and	provide	their	patrons	with	several	products	for	everyday	

and	ritual	use.	Usually	they	sell	their	manufactured	goods	at	local	village	mar-

kets	(hat)	or	bring	them	directly	to	people’s	houses.	Administrative	categories	

																																																								
32	Few	ethnographies	on	the	Ho	exist	up	to	date.	Among	these	few	focusing	exclusively	on	the	Ho	

are	Majumdar	(1950)	and	Yorke	(1976).	Verardo	(2003)	has	written	about	the	Ho	and	Munda	of	

West	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	and	Bouez	(1985)	about	Santal	and	Ho	in	Majurbhanj,	Odisha.	Das	

Gupta	 (2011)	 further	 presents	 a	 historic	 account	 of	 the	 Ho	 and	 the	 British	 Raj.	 Eva	 Reichel	

(unpublished)	 is	currently	working	on	her	PhD	dissertation	on	Ho	ritual	and	society,	based	on	

long-term	ethnographic	fieldwork	in	West	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand.	
33	Today	the	term	Kherwar	or	Kherwal	is	used	by	some	Santal	 in	the	area,	as	well	as	in	Santali	

literature	 to	 refer	 only	 to	 the	 Santal.	 Educated	 Santal	men	 often	 told	me	 to	 consult	 the	 book	

Kherwar	bongso	dhorom	puthi	(“The	book	of	Kherwar	religion”)	written	in	Santali	using	Bengali	
script	 by	Ramdas	Tudu.	 In	 accordance	with	 this	 restricted	meaning	 of	 the	 term,	 Troisi	 (2000,	

255)	 describes	 the	 term	 Kharwar	 as	 being	 the	 ancient	 name	 of	 the	 Santal	 associated	 with	 a	
golden	era	in	their	history.	
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draw	different	boundaries	than	my	grouping	together	of	artisans	suggests:	The	

blacksmiths	and	potters	are	classified	as	OBC,	the	weavers	as	SC	and	the	basket	

makers	as	ST	in	the	state	of	Jharkhand.	Because	three	of	these	communities	are	

portrayed	in	detail	below,	only	a	short	characterization	follows.		

In	many	Santal	villages	one	finds	a	few	houses	of	the	blacksmith	communi-

ty,	 locally	called	Kamar.	Their	surname	in	the	area	 is	Kamarkar.	 In	Kantasola,	

their	mother	 tongue	was	Bengali,	 but	 some	 of	 the	 household	members	were	

fluent	in	Santali	as	well.	They	supply	the	Santal	with	an	array	of	iron	products	

such	as	iron	plowshares,	iron	bangles	for	married	women,	blades,	arrowheads	

etc.	Similar	to	the	Kamar,	the	Mahali	basket	makers	maintain	a	close	relation-

ship	 to	 the	 Santal.	Besides	baskets	 for	 rice	 storage,	 the	Mahali	 also	manufac-

ture	 winnowing	 fans	 and	 rice	 beer	 strainers.	 Remarkable	 about	 this	

community	 is	 that	 they	claim	to	observe	 the	same	rituals	and	 festivals	as	 the	

Santal.	 They	 are	 also	 fluent	 in	 Santali	 and	 Bengali.	 In	 contrast	 to	 these	 two	

communities,	 the	 resident	weavers	 of	Kantasola,	 locally	 called	Pere,	 have	 re-

cently	given	up	their	profession	due	to	the	fact	that	they	cannot	compete	with	

the	cheap	clothes	sold	at	markets	and	in	cities.	They	seem	to	be	making	a	living	

mostly	from	the	manufacture	of	fish	traps,	which	they	sell	to	middlemen.		

Another	 highly	 visible	 artisan	 community	 of	 the	 area	 are	 the	 potters	

(Kunkal).	They	make	clay	pots	(handi)	used	for	brewing	rice	beer,	cooking	or	
storing	water.	They	also	make	clay	roof	tiles.	The	potters	only	live	in	a	few	vil-

lages	 in	 the	 area,	 often	 in	 clusters	 of	 several	 houses.	My	 Santal	 interlocutors	

agreed	that	all	these	artisan	communities	were	junior	to	the	Santal.	An	indica-

tor	of	their	lower	status	was,	for	example,	the	fact	that	the	Santal	would	gener-

ally	not	accept	food	from	them	nor	encourage	intermarrying.	

With	a	few	exceptions	these	client	communities	do	not	own	land	in	the	ar-

ea.	 Some	of	 them	 lease	 fields,	while	 others	make	 a	 living	 selling	 handcrafted	

goods.	Between	 the	Santal	 and	 the	blacksmiths	 there	exists	 a	 traditional	 sys-

tem	of	payment	in	kind	called	borton.		
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Gatherer-Hunters	of	the	Area:	Hill	Kharia	and	Birhor34	
The	 Santal	 derive	 considerable	 pride	 from	 their	 position	 as	 cultivators	 and	

landowners	in	the	area.	Most	households	subsist	completely	on	the	annual	rice	

harvest	 from	 their	 fields.	 The	 Santal’s	 higher	 status	 vis-à-vis	 two	 other	 com-

munities,	 who	 are	 both	 classified	 as	 ST,	was	 often	 articulated	 by	 the	 latter’s	

proximity	to	the	forest	and	lack	of	practiced	rice	cultivation.	Santal	mythology	

presents	 hunting	 and	 gathering	 as	 the	 initial	 activities	 of	 the	 first	 Santal	 on	

earth,	but	then	speaks	of	a	development	towards	cultivation.	The	idea	seems	to	

be	one	of	a	 social	 evolution	 from	hunting	and	gathering	 to	 cultivating,	 a	 step	

the	Hill	Kharia	and	Birhor	of	the	area	have	not	taken.		

Apart	 from	their	 involvement	 in	 the	hook-swinging	 festival,	 I	did	not	en-

counter	any	interaction	between	the	Santal	living	in	the	plains	around	Ghatsila	

and	 the	 Birhor.	 The	 Birhor	 live	 in	 the	 forested	 hill	 ranges	 north	 of	 Ghatsila.	

Possibly	there	is	more	interaction	between	Santal	 living	in	these	hills	and	the	

Birhor.	In	the	past	the	Birhor	were	peripatetic,	and	the	Santal	are	keen	to	point	

out	that	the	Birhor	do	not	live	in	real	houses.	Only	recently	has	the	government	

built	 houses	 for	 them	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 Indira	 Awaas35	development	

scheme.	 They	 live	 from	 selling	 wood	 and	 other	 products	 procured	 from	 the	

forest	and	make	and	sell	ropes	from	creepers	they	collect	in	the	forest.	

The	Hill	Kharia36	live	mostly	in	the	hills	west	of	Musabani	and	in	the	hills	

northeast	 of	 Ghatsila	 bordering	West	 Bengal.	 Both	 these	 areas	 are	 predomi-

nantly	covered	by	 forest.	One	 frequently	sees	Kharia	women	balancing	heavy	

loads	 of	 firewood	 on	 their	 heads,	 to	 be	 sold	 at	 local	 markets.	 The	 Kharia’s	

																																																								
34	Remarkably	little	has	been	published	on	the	Hill	Kharia	and	Birhor.	Among	the	most	detailed	

anthropological	publications	are	the	volumes	authored	by	Sarat	Chandra	Roy	on	the	Kharia	(Roy	

1937)	and	the	Birhor	(Roy	1925).	Vidyarthi	and	Upadhyay	(1980)	conducted	a	re-study	of	 the	
three	sections	of	Hill,	Dhelki	and	Dudh	Kharia	described	by	Roy.	The	resulting,	rather	superficial	

and	 unsystematic	 ethnography	 suggests,	 that	 interviews	 rather	 than	 long-term	 participant	

observation	 were	 the	 primary	 source	 of	 information.	 For	 a	 more	 recent,	 publication	 on	 the	

Birhor	 focused	 on	 the	 critical	 assessment	 of	 their	 colonial	 and	 post-colonial	 construction	 as	 a	

“tribe”	 see	 Schleiter	 (2008).	 Thorough	 contemporary	 descriptions,	 based	 on	 long-term	

ethnographic	fieldwork,	of	Kharia	and	Birhor	social	structure	and	socio-cosmic	ideas	are	lacking	

up	to	date.		
35	This	 scheme	 is	 named	 after	 the	 late	 Prime	Minister	 Indira	 Gandhi	 and	 is	meant	 to	 provide	

houses	 to	 certain	ST/SC	communities	 in	 the	below-poverty-line	 category	 in	 rural	 areas.	 In	 the	

Musabani/Ghatsila	 area	 these	 stone	 houses	 consist	 of	 one	 room	 covered	 by	 an	 asbestos	 roof.	

Besides	 the	Birhor,	some	Hill	Kharia	of	 the	area	have	received	such	houses.	Cf.	 “Guidelines	 for	

Indira	Awaas	Yojani	(IAY)”:	

http://iay.nic.in/netiay/IAY	revised	guidelines	july	2013.pdf		

(accessed	December	10,	2015)	
36	A	portrait	of	a	Hill	Kharia	man	who	functions	as	hunting	priest	for	the	Santal	is	presented	in	

chapter	four.		
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closeness	to	the	forest,	both	in	terms	of	livelihood	and	habitat	makes	them	ide-

al	mediators	with	the	forest	deities	in	the	eyes	of	the	Santal.	This	is	the	reason	

why	 there	 are	mostly	 Kharia	 ritual	 specialists,	who	 carry	 out	 Santal	 hunting	

(sendra)	and	mountain	rituals	(buru	bonga),	around	Musabani.	“They	know	the	
forest	deities	[addressed	in	these	rituals]	well”,	the	Santal	men	involved	in	the-

se	rituals	told	me.	But	the	Kharia	proximity	to	the	forest	also	leads	to	derogato-

ry	statements	among	the	Santal:	If	a	child	is	wearing	dirty	clothes,	people	say	

“You	 look	 like	 a	 Kharia	 today”,	 or	 if	 someone	 had	 not	 bathed	 for	 a	while	 he	

would	 say	 “I	 feel	 like	 a	Kharia”.	The	Kharia	 are	 good	hunters,	 the	 Santal	 say,	

because	the	animals	cannot	recognize	them	as	humans.		

In	conclusion,	proximity	to	the	forest	and	land	ownership	are	relevant	in-

dicators	of	a	community’s	position	in	the	local	order	of	seniority.	In	the	follow-

ing,	three	artisan	communities	of	the	area	are	described	in	more	detail	because	

they	represent	the	communities	who	are	most	closely	integrated	with	the	San-

tal.		

	

Portraits	of	Three	Different	Artisan	Communities:	Blacksmiths,	

Basket	Makers	and	Weavers	
The	Blacksmith	Community	(Kamar)	

In	many	Santal	villages	in	the	area	one	finds	a	few	Kamar	houses,	usually	locat-

ed	at	the	edge	of	the	village.	In	Kantasola	the	two	Kamar	houses	were	located	

at	the	entrance	to	the	hamlet	of	Damudih.	Throughout	the	day	one	of	the	men	

was	sitting	in	front	of	the	house	manufacturing	iron	products	over	a	small	fire.	

In	my	conversation	with	the	wife	of	the	house	–	she	spoke	Santali	fluently,	but	

she	 spoke	Bengali	with	 the	members	 of	 her	 household	 –	 she	mentioned	 that	

she	and	her	husband	had	come	to	this	place	only	recently	for	work.	The	mother	

of	the	house	worked	in	the	construction	of	a	large	nearby	canal,	built	to	supply	

water	 from	the	Chandil	water	reservoir.	Her	household	supplies	the	Santal	of	

the	area	with	iron	products,	but	her	husband	also	works	as	a	blacksmith	in	the	

city	 of	 Jamshedpur	 during	 the	 week.	When	 they	make,	 for	 example,	 an	 iron	

bangle	for	a	Santal	bride	they	have	to	observe	rules	of	purity	such	as	taking	a	

bath	and	fasting.		

Today	the	Kamar	do	receive	money	for	their	services,	but	there	is	also	an	

institutionalized	payment	 in	 kind.	This	 system	 is	 called	borton.	 At	 the	 end	of	
the	rice	harvest,	before	the	festival	of	sakrat	in	January,	each	Santal	household	
that	 owns	 and	 uses	 a	 plow	 (the	 plowshare	 of	which	 is	made	 by	 the	 Kamar)	
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gives	 forty	paele37	of	rice	paddy	(huru)	 to	each	Kamar	 family.	People	say	 that	
borton	cannot	include	money.38	On	the	occasion	of	other	Santal	 festivals,	such	
as	the	spring	flower	festival	baha	or	the	harvest	festival	sohrae,	the	Kamar	go	
from	one	Santal	house	 to	another	and	receive	husked	rice	 (caole),	oil,	onions	
and	garlic.	Each	household	 is	 free	to	give	however	much	 it	wants.	These	con-

tributions	are	differentiated	from	borton.39		
When	 asked	 about	 their	 festivals	 (puja),	 the	Kamar	made	 special	mention	 of	
the	Hindu	 festival	Durga	Puja.	 They	 go	 to	Hindu	 temples	 (mandir)	 in	 nearby	
villages.	Whenever	my	Santal	host	family	spoke	of	the	Kamar,	they	insisted	that	

the	Kamar	were	not	“Hindu”,	which	is	probably	due	to	their	close	interactions	

with	the	Santal	and	their	involvement	in	some	Santal	ritual	practices.		

I	encountered	such	Kamar	 involvement	 in	Santal	 rituals	on	several	occa-

sions.	 Some	 Santal	 villages	 carry	 out	 a	 cattle	 sacrifice	 (jaher	dangri)	 in	 their	
sacred	grove	at	 irregular	 intervals	during	which	every	household	contributes	

money	 to	 the	purchase	of	 the	 sacrificial	 animals.	 The	Kamar	 residents	 of	 the	

village	equally	contributed,	although	they	did	not	consume	any	of	the	beef	after	

the	sacrifice.	

At	the	occasion	of	a	hunting	ritual	there	was	a	young	Kamar	man	who	at-

tended	the	sacrifices	to	the	hunting	god	and	partook	in	the	subsequent	meal	of	

sacrificial	food	(sore).	The	local	Kamar	also	participate	in	the	annual	goat	sacri-
fices	 to	Kopat	Pat,	 the	mountain	deity	worshipped	by	eleven	villages	 close	 to	
Musabani.	Because	 the	Kamar	 cultivate	 fields	 in	 the	vicinity	of	 the	mountain,	

they	 contribute	 to	 the	purchase	 of	 a	 goat	 and	 also	participate	 in	 the	 ensuing	

sacrificial	 meal.40	During	 the	 hunting	 festivals	 in	 this	 area	 songs	 and	 stories	

called	singrai	are	performed	in	Santali	by	groups	of	men.	Most	of	these	men	are	
Santal,	but	people	said	that	there	were	also	Kharia,	Pere	(weavers)	and	Kamar,	

																																																								
37	Paele	is	a	metal	pot	used	for	the	measuring	of	rice.	It	measures	about	half	a	kilo.	
38	The	only	other	community	the	Santal	give	borton	to	are	the	Kharia,	although	this	seems	to	be	
only	to	the	household	of	the	Kharia	hunting	priest	(dihuri)	as	remuneration	for	his	ritual	tasks.	
He	receives	unhusked	rice	from	the	villages	for	which	he	carries	out	the	ritual.		
39	Berger	 (2002,	 72ff)	 mentions	 a	 similar	 system	 called	 pholoi	 or	 birti	 among	 the	 Gadaba	 of	
Koraput	District	in	Odisha.	There,	however,	not	only	do	the	blacksmiths,	but	also	cattle	herders,	

potters	 and	 musicians	 of	 the	 village	 receive	 this	 remuneration	 in	 kind.	 In	 return,	 these	

communities	contribute	to	offerings	to	the	earth	goddess	before	the	harvest.	I	am	not	aware	of	

any	such	return	contributions	to	the	Santal	deities	by	the	artisans.	
40	As	a	woman	and	as	an	outsider	I	was	not	allowed	to	participate	in	the	sacrificial	meal.	For	this	

reason	 I	 can	 give	 no	 information	 on	 the	 exact	 distribution	 of	 the	 sacrificial	 meat,	 nor	 on	 the	

spatial	order	of	the	sacrificial	meal.	It	is	possible	that	the	Kamar	eat	separately	from	the	Santal	

and	only	receive	a	certain	part	of	the	sacrificial	animal	(e.g.	part	of	the	body	and	no	head	meat)	

as	Berger	(2002,	83f)	describes	it	for	a	Gadaba	village	ritual	in	Koraput	district,	Odisha.		
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who	 perform	 singrai.	 They	 sing	 in	 Santali	 and	 know	 Santali	 stories	 and	my-
thology.	Although	all	this	information	was	collected	mostly	from	conversations	

with	Santal,	and	more	research	on	the	Kamar	in	the	region	would	be	necessary	

for	generalizations,	it	does	point	to	the	Kamar	as	one	of	the	communities	most	

closely	integrated	with	the	Santal.		

	

The	Weavers	(Pere)	

In	Kantasola	village	there	are	eight	houses	belonging	to	the	weavers,	who	are	

locally	called	Pere.	Their	family	name	in	the	area	is	Patar.41	In	this	village	they	

have	given	up	their	weaving	activity	due	to	market	competition.	Instead,	they	

now	make	a	living	by	selling	fish	traps	made	from	bamboo	sticks.	They	also	run	

other	small	business	activities:	one	man	repairs	bicycles;	another	has	started	a	

small	 auto	 business	 driving	 villagers	 between	 Ghatsila	 town	 and	 the	 village	

several	times	a	day.		

The	Pere	bicycle	repairer	is	well	informed	about	village	happenings.	In	his	

family	he	speaks	Bengali,	but	with	the	Santal	he	speaks	Santali,	“because	this	is	

Santal	country”,	he	explained	to	me.	Asked	when	his	ancestors	had	come	to	this	

village,	 he	 remarked:	 “They	did	not	 tell	me.	We	 are	 of	 this	 place.	 The	people	

here	cannot	tell	you	when	they	came	here.”	His	family	owns	very	few	fields,	he	

told	me,	because	his	forefathers	sold	part	of	the	fields	in	the	past.	

Like	 the	 blacksmiths,	 he	mentioned	 local	Hindu	 festivals	 as	 the	 ones	 his	

family	celebrates,	among	them	Durga	Puja	and	Kali	Puja.	His	community	goes	
to	the	temples	in	the	area,	and	for	their	weddings	or	funerals	Brahmans	come	

to	their	houses	to	carry	out	the	rituals.	

Most	of	the	weavers	in	the	area	have	given	up	their	traditional	occupation.	

For	their	weddings,	however,	the	Santal	do	make	use	of	a	type	of	cloth	woven	

by	the	Pere	 living	 in	Chakulia	 town.	This	cloth	 is	part	of	 the	bridewealth	(go-
nong)42	given	by	the	groom’s	party	to	the	bride’s	side	before	or	after	the	wed-
ding	ceremony.	The	Santal	call	it	kanda	lungri,	which	refers	to	three	long	saree-
like	pieces	of	cloth	made	of	white	cotton	dyed	yellow	with	turmeric	by	Santal	

women.	They	are	given	to	three	different	female	relatives	of	the	bride.	To	sum	

																																																								
41	The	 People	 of	 India,	 Bihar	 Including	 Jharkhand	 (Vol.	 XVI	 Part	 2)	 volume,	 prepared	 by	 the	
Anthropological	Survey	of	India,	mentions	the	Patra	as	weavers	of	Oriya	origin,	who	are	mainly	

concentrated	in	Singhbhum	(Bagchi	2008,	772).	Neither	this	publication,	nor	the	official	lists	of	

the	Government	of	India	mention	their	administrative	classification.	The	Santal	told	me	that	the	

Pere	are	classified	as	SC.		
42	See	chapter	three	for	more	detail	of	the	content	of	the	bridewealth.	
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up,	 although	 the	 economic	 integration	 in	 terms	 of	 artisan	 products	 between	

Santal	and	Pere	of	the	area	has	declined	in	recent	years,	in	the	ritual	sphere	it	

is	still	important.	

	

The	Basket	Makers	(Mahali)	

The	(ST)	Mahali	only	live	in	some	villages	of	the	area.	To	the	outsider	they	are	

difficult	to	discern	from	the	Santal,	because	they	speak	Santali	 in	their	homes	

and	 some	 of	 them	 even	 carry	 Santali	 clan	 names	 such	 as	 Murmu,	 Soren	 or	

Mardi.	 Others	 use	Mahali	 as	 their	 family	 name	 as	well.	 Robert	 Parkin	 (1992,	

97)	mentions	 them	as	an	offshoot	of	 the	Santal,	a	view	I	equally	encountered	

during	my	fieldwork.	People	described	them	as	a	community	of	Santal,	which	

separated	 from	the	Santal	 for	unknown	reasons.	The	Mahali	who	 live	around	

Ghatsila	 and	Musabani	mostly	 do	 not	 own	 land,	 some	 of	 them	 lease	 land	 for	

cultivation,	 others	 live	 completely	 from	 their	 bamboo	 work.	 They	 sell	 their	

products	 of	 bamboo	 baskets,	 winnowing	 fans	 and	 rice	 beer	 strainers	 on	 the	

village	markets	or	bring	them	directly	to	people’s	homes.	For	Santal	weddings	

the	Mahali	make	a	large,	 low	basket	called	daore,	 in	which	the	bride	is	seated	
during	part	of	the	wedding	ritual.	For	its	manufacture	the	Mahali	observe	the	

same	rules	of	purity	as	mentioned	above	in	the	case	of	the	Kamar.	

	

	

Photo	9:	A	Mahali	woman	selling	baskets,	winnowing	fans	and	rice	beer	strainers	
(from	right	to	left)	at	a	weekly	market	(hat).		
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When	I	visited	a	Mahali	family	in	the	neighboring	village,	who	was	well	known	

to	my	Santal	host	family,	the	male	head	of	their	household	requested	me	to	ad-

dress	him	as	kaka	(FyB).	He	and	my	host	family	were	ato	segey,	“village	kin”,	he	
specified.	 He	was	 junior	 to	my	 Santal	 father.	 Besides	 their	 occupation,	 I	 had	

trouble	 differentiating	 the	Mahali	 from	 the	 Santal.	 My	 interlocutor	 informed	

me	that	they	observed	all	the	Santal	festivals,	worshipped	in	the	sacred	grove	

and	 ate	 the	 sacrificial	 food	 in	 the	 grove	 together	with	 the	 Santal.	 He	 further	

stated	that	the	Mahali	neither	go	to	the	temple,	nor	make	use	of	Brahmans	for	

their	rituals.	 In	all	his	statements	he	underlined	their	commonalities	with	the	

Santal.	 Taking	me	 into	 his	 house,	 which	was	 considerably	 poorer	 than	most	

Santal	houses	 in	 the	area,	he	 showed	me	 their	 ancestral	 shrine	 (bhitar).	 Like	
the	ones	in	Santal	houses,	it	was	separated	from	the	rest	of	the	room	by	a	low	

earthen	wall	 and	 covered	with	wooden	 logs.	Only	 the	 entrance	 to	 the	 shrine	

was	wider	than	was	the	case	in	Santal	houses.		

With	regard	to	commensality	and	 intermarriage,	however,	 the	 lower	sta-

tus	of	the	Mahali	becomes	apparent.	Santal	do	not	like	to	eat	in	Mahali	houses,	

people	told	me.	If	a	Mahali	ate	in	a	Santal	house,	Santal	wives	would	not	clean	

his	or	her	plate	afterwards.	Both	Santal	and	Mahali	emphasize,	that	they	do	not	

intermarry,	 although	 the	 Santal	 indicate	 that	 the	Mahali	would	 like	 to	marry	

with	the	Santal.		

The	Mahali	differ	 from	the	Kamar	and	Pere	 in	 that	 they	do	not	celebrate	

any	local	Hindu	festivals,	nor	do	they	make	use	of	Brahman	services.	Therefore,	

it	would	 be	misleading	 to	 speak	 of	 them	as	 an	 artisan	 “caste”.	 The	 Santal	 do	

however	 group	 the	 Mahali	 together	 with	 the	 other	 two	 when	 they	 speak	 of	

communities	junior	to	themselves,	because	the	Mahali	live	as	artisans	and	pro-

vide	the	Santal	with	products	for	everyday	and	ritual	use.		

	

Comparing	Inter-Community	Relations	among	the	Santal,	Dongria	

Kond	and	Gadaba	
As	 shown,	 the	 Santal	 in	 Ghatsila	 and	 Musabani	 block	 maintain	 different	 de-

grees	of	social	and	ritual	integration	with	other	OBC,	SC	and	ST	communities	of	

their	area.	For	the	sake	of	regional	comparison,	 in	the	following	I	address	the	

similarities	and	differences	between	this	constellation	in	East	Singhbhum	and	

the	one	in	highland	Odisha.		

Whereas	 the	Dongria	Kond	only	 live	 together	with	 the	Dombo,	 the	 com-

plexity	of	the	situation	in	Koraput	is	similar	to	the	one	in	East	Singhbhum.	Like	
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the	Gadaba,	the	Santal	 live	closely	together	with	several	artisan	communities,	

one	difference	being	that	there	are	no	musicians,	liquor	distillers	and	herders	

in	the	Santal	villages	I	stayed	in.		

Although	I	could	not	gather	any	information	on	common	clan	categories	or	

other	 common	 social	 institutions,	 the	 general	 status	 ranking	 of	 communities	

according	to	the	criterion	of	seniority	can	equally	be	found	among	the	Santal	of	

East	Singhbhum.	This	model	 includes	the	Kurmi	caste	as	senior	 to	 the	Santal,	

their	 artisan	 clients	 as	 junior	 and	 the	 gatherer-hunter	 ST	 of	 Hill	 Kharia	 and	

Birhor	 as	 the	most	 junior	 in	 the	 local	 hierarchy.	 A	model	 of	 “siblingship”,	 as	

Pfeffer	 (1997,	 13-14;	 2002,	 215)	 found	 among	 many	 other	 Central	 Indian	

tribes	such	as	the	Gadaba	and	the	Porja	or	the	Bhuyian	and	Juang,	was	not	ar-

ticulated	to	me	by	the	Santal.	The	Santal	myth	of	creation	further	does	not	es-

tablish	 a	 hierarchy	 between	 the	 different	 communities	 of	 the	 area	 as	 found	

among	the	Kond	(Hardenberg	2005,	75f).	

With	 regard	 to	 ritual	 integration,	 Pfeffer’s	 (1997,	 13)	 general	 scheme	 of	

tribal	“communicators	with	the	divine”	and	client	“communicators	with	human	

beings”	applies	in	East	Singhbhum	only	in	the	sense	that	the	artisan	clients	do	

act	as	traders	with	the	outside;	an	activity	the	Santal	do	not	engage	in.	The	San-

tal	 do	 not	 have	 an	 earth	 goddess	 similar	 to	 that	 of	 the	 Dongria	 Kond	 or	 the	

Gadaba,	who	receives	offerings	 from	all	 communities	of	 the	village.	However,	

jaher	dangri,	the	occasional	cattle	and	buffalo	sacrifice	to	the	mother	of	the	sa-
cred	grove,	Jaher	Ayo,	could	be	regarded	as	a	counterpart	to	the	collective	Gad-
aba	and	Dongria	village	rituals	at	the	shrine	of	the	earth	goddess.	Jaher	dangri	
involves	the	whole	village,	including	e.g.	the	Kamar	clients,	in	a	sacrifice	spon-

sored	by	all.	In	addition,	the	regional	mountain	and	hunting	rituals	discussed	in	

chapter	 four	 show	 that	 the	Santal	also	make	use	of	 “communicators	with	 the	

divine”	of	lower	(Kharia)	or	higher	(Kurmi)	status,	who	act	as	ritual	specialists	

in	these	grand	sacrifices.	Lastly,	different	 from	the	Gadaba	or	Dongria	clients,	

several	of	the	Santal	clients,	such	as	the	Kamar	or	Pere,	go	to	temples	and	make	

use	 of	 Brahman	 priests	 in	 their	 life-cycle	 rituals.	 In	 this	 regard,	 these	 Santal	

clients	have	their	own,	Brahman	“communicators	with	the	divine”.	

Remarkable	concerning	economic	relations	between	 the	Santal	and	 their	

clients,	 is	 that	 a	 similar	 system	 of	 payment	 in	 kind	 exists	 in	 both	 East	

Singhbhum	and	Koraput.	The	pholoi	or	birti	system	of	Koraput	includes	paddy	
or	millet	given	by	each	household	of	a	village	to	a	group	or	person	in	exchange	

for	its	services	(Berger	2002,	72f).	Whereas	the	Gadaba	give	pholoi	to	various	
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artisans,	the	Santal	give	its	equivalent	(borton)	only	to	the	blacksmiths	and	the	
Kharia	hunting	priest.		

In	 conclusion,	 further	 generalizations	 about	 Santal	 relations	 with	 other	

communities	 in	East	Singhbhum	are	 in	need	of	more	 long-term	ethnographic	

research.	A	 joint	research	project	with	ethnographers	 living	among	 these	dif-

ferent	communities	in	the	same	area	would	be	necessary	to	shed	light	on	this	

relevant	 topic.	 Especially	 the	 mountain	 rituals	 (buru	 bonga)	 should	 be	 ana-
lyzed	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 non-Santal	 communities	 in	 addition	 to	my	

discussion	thereof	from	a	Santal	perspective.		

	

	

1.3	The	Santal	in	Existing	Literature		
Santal	culture	and	society	has	been	described	extensively	 in	ethnographic	 lit-

erature.43	Because	 a	 full	 review	 of	 this	 literature	 is	 not	 intended	 here,	 in	 the	

following	 I	 assess	 the	 main	 publications	 on	 the	 Santal	 and	 discuss	 how	 my	

work	addresses	some	of	the	shortcomings	in	the	literature.	The	anthropologi-

cal	 literature	on	the	Santal	can	be	categorized	 into	three	broad	strands.	First,	

there	 are	 works	mainly	 on	 Santal	 folklore	 and	 social	 structure,	 authored	 by	

colonial	administrators	and	missionaries.	The	second	strand	of	the	literature	is	

concerned	with	the	Santal	ritual	cycle,	symbolism	in	ritual	and	social	structure.	

Third,	and	this	is	the	predominant	trend	in	the	last	decades,	there	are	publica-

tions	dealing	with	Santal	 identity	and	political	activism.44	My	work	addresses	

the	gaps	remaining	in	the	literature	by	providing	the	first	discussion	of	Santal	

																																																								
43	In	his	annotated	bibliography	Troisi	(1976,	7)	mentions	57	books	and	226	articles	published	
exclusively	on	 the	Santal	up	until	1975.	Since	 then	numerous	publications	have	been	added	to	

this	list.	
44	Those	are	the	three	broad	strands	relevant	for	my	work.	As	a	fourth	strand	of	literature,	there	

are	historical	perspectives	on	 the	Santal,	 especially	on	 the	Santal	 rebellion	of	1855	 (Andersen	

2008;	Datta	1940;	Rottger-Hogan	1982;	Rycroft	 2011).	Because	my	work	has	 a	 contemporary	

focus	 and	 only	 mentions	 Santal	 history	 sporadically,	 I	 have	 omitted	 a	 discussion	 of	 this	

literature.	 As	 a	 fifth	 strand	 in	 the	 literature	 there	 is	 a	 growing	 body	 of	 literature	 written	 by	

Santal	themselves	in	Santali	(for	a	short	overview	cf.	Carrin	2014,	86ff).	In	the	villages,	where	I	

carried	 out	 fieldwork,	 the	 most	 well	 known	 Santali	 publications	 were	 those	 authored	 by	

Ragunath	 Murmu,	 the	 inventor	 of	 the	 Ol	 Chiki	 script	 (for	 a	 list	 of	 Murmu’s	 publications	 cf.	

Mahapatra	 1986,	 163f).	 These	 books,	 for	 example	 the	 novels	Bidu	Chandan	 and	Kherwar	Bir,	
were	 often	 part	 of	 the	 rituals	 performed	 by	 the	 sarna	 movement.	 Besides	 these	 publications	
there	are	others	written	by	Santal,	who	are	organized	in	the	Santal	Writers’	Association.	Because	

most	 of	 these	 books	 are	written	 in	 Ol	 Chiki,	 their	 readership	 is	 restricted	 to	 a	 small	 circle	 of	

Santal	who	are	able	to	read	this	script.	The	local	use,	circulation	and	reception	of	printed	Santali	

literature	remain	topics	for	further	research.		
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notions	of	place,	by	presenting	rituals	previously	not	discussed	in	the	literature	

and	by	contextualizing	Santal	political	activism.		

	

1.3.1	Colonial	and	Missionary	Sources	
The	 first	 descriptions	 of	 the	 Santal	 appear	 in	 reports	written	 by	 colonial	 ad-

ministrators.45	The	 richest	 contribution	 in	 terms	 of	 ethnographic	 detail	 by	 a	

colonial	administrator	was	made	by	W.G.	Archer	(1984,	2007)	who	served	be-

tween	1942	and	1946	first	as	Deputy	Commissioner	and	then	as	Special	Officer	

of	the	Judicial	Department	in	the	Santal	Parganas.	His	description	of	the	annual	
hunting	 ritual	 in	The	Hill	of	Flutes	(2007,	305ff)	 led	 to	my	 initial	 focus	on	 the	
hunt,	because	as	a	 “total	 social	 fact”	 comprising	social,	 religious	and	 legal	as-

pects	it	presented	a	suitably	broad	starting	point.	Although	Archer’s	discussion	

of	Santal	narrative,	 song	and	ritual	contains	several	problematic	 functionalist	

explanations,	the	ethnographic	detail	it	provides	is	remarkable.	In	comparison	

with	my	own	findings,	it	is	noteworthy	that	some	Santal	rituals,	such	as	the	an-

nual	 hunt	 (305ff)	 or	 the	 flower	 festival	 (237ff)	 are	 being	 carried	 out	 in	 such	

similar	fashion	today.		

Besides	 colonial	 officials,	 several	 Christian	 missionaries	 have	 authored	

publications	on	 the	Santal	 (for	example	Bodding	1924,	1940,	2001;	Campbell	

1891;	Culshaw	2004;	Gausdal	1953,	1960).	The	most	well	known	among	them	

was	 the	Norwegian	Lutheran	missionary	P.	O.	Bodding.	Most	valuable	 for	my	

work	 has	 been	 Bodding’s	 (2010)	 five	 volume	 Santali-English	 dictionary,	 first	

published	between	1932	and	1936,	containing	sophisticated	explanations	and	

important	 contextualizations	 of	 Santali	 terms.	 Moreover,	 Bodding	 (191646,	

1924,	1940)	compiled	a	vast	collection	of	Santal	folklore	and	custom	with	the	

help	of	Sagram	Murmu,	a	Santal	man,	who	wrote	down	Santali	 stories	 in	Ro-

man	script	 for	him.47	Bodding’s	work	and	his	collaboration	with	Sagram	Mur-

mu	 can	 be	 indirectly	 linked	 to	 the	 contemporary	 political	 activism	 of	 the	

Santal,	 which	 I	 discuss	 in	 chapter	 five.	 According	 to	 Andersen	 (2014,	 261f)	

Bodding’s	work	can	be	understood	as	the	beginning	point	in	the	written	docu-

																																																								
45	Cf.	for	example	Man	(1989),	Hunter	(1868),	Dalton	(1973)	and	Risley	(1891).	
46	This	 publication	 titled	 The	 Traditions	 and	 Institutions	 of	 the	 Santal	 is	 a	 translation	 of	 the	
Santali	publication	of	Horkoren	Mare	Hapramko	reak	Katha	 (The	Book	of	 the	Ancestors),	which	
was	originally	compiled	by	Bodding’s	predecessor	Lars	Olsen	Skrefsud.		
47	A	 translation	 of	 several	 stories	 from	 these	manuscripts	 of	 Bodding’s	 collection,	 archived	 in	

Oslo,	has	been	published	by	Andersen,	Carrin	and	Soren	(2011)	under	the	title	From	Fire	Rain	to	
Rebellion.	
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mentation	of	Santal	custom	by	Santal	authors	and	the	formation	of	a	Santal	lin-

guistic	 identity.	 Bodding’s	 publications	 were	 included	 in	 the	 large	 body	 of	

printed	Santali	 literature,	which	backed	up	political	 claims	ultimately	 leading	

to	Santali	being	recognized	as	an	official	Indian	language	in	2003.		

Another	missionary	author	 to	be	named	here	 is	 the	Norwegian	 Johannes	

Gausdal.	His	work	presents	the	most	exhaustive	discussion	of	what	he	calls	the	

“ancestral	and	sacrificial	clans”	of	the	Santal	(Gausdal	1953,	1960)	to	date.	His	

differentiation	between	the	abstract	category	of	clan,	and	the	ritual	unit	of	sac-

rificial	clan	(which	I	call	“local	line”	in	my	work),	remains	the	most	important	

contribution	to	understanding	this	aspect	of	Santal	social	structure.	Gausdal’s	

work	 is	 to	be	 valued	 for	 its	 extensive	 collection	of	 sacrificial	 clan	names	 and	

the	narratives	of	their	formation.	It,	however,	 lacks	descriptions	of	the	rituals	

performed	by	these	sacrificial	clans.	Several	authors	(Gautam	1977b,	85;	Orans	

1965,	 11;	 Somers	 1977,	 88)	 have	 underlined	 the	 secrecy	 surrounding	 these	

ritual	activities.	Hence,	they	write	of	not	having	been	able	to	participate	in	the-

se	events	or	only	present	a	short	description	thereof,	most	likely	obtained	from	

Santal	informants	(Carrin-Bouez	1986,	76;	Culshaw	2004,	73;	Troisi	2000,	89).	

In	sum,	a	discussion	of	these	Santal	local	lines	from	a	practice-perspective	has	

been	missing	 in	 the	 literature.	My	work	 fills	 this	 void	 by	presenting	 the	 first	

comprehensive	description	of	jom	sim	bonga,	one	of	the	rituals	performed	by	a	
local	line.	This	focus	on	practice	comes	close	to	the	Santal	way	of	conceptualiz-

ing	these	social	units,	as	those	“who	sacrifice	in	the	same	sacrificial	circle”	(mit	
khond	re	bonga).	
	

1.3.2	The	Santal	Ritual	Cycle		
Following	 the	 work	 of	 missionaries	 and	 colonial	 administrators,	 the	 second	

strand	in	the	literature	on	the	Santal	consists	of	several	ethnographies	written	

by	 anthropologists.	 These	 deal	 foremost	with	 the	 Santal	 ritual	 cycle	 (Carrin-

Bouez	1986;	Troisi	2000)	or	kinship	and	social	structure	(Bouez	1985;	Kochar	

1970).	In	addition,	the	topic	of	cultural	change	has	been	a	constant	companion	

to	the	anthropological	study	of	Santal	society	(Datta-Majumder	1956;	Somers	

1977).		

From	within	this	direction	of	literature,	Carrin-Bouez’	(1986)	book	was	a	

relevant,	 recent	 source	on	Santal	 ritual	 and	 symbolism	as	 I	prepared	 for	 and	

worked	through	the	material	from	my	own	fieldwork.	In	addition	to	discussing	

the	complementarity	of	male	and	female	contained	in	the	symbolism	of	flower	
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and	 bone	 (65ff)	 in	 Santal	 mortuary	 rites,	 she	 extensively	 portrays	 the	 three	

Santal	 festivals	baha,	 sohrae	 and	karam	 (91ff).	 For	my	 initial	 focus	 on	 Santal	
hunting	rituals,	her	short	discussion	thereof	(84-88)	provided	an	inspiration	to	

further	research	this	topic.	My	discussion	adds	ethnographic	detail	to	and	con-

textualizes	her	description.	I	further	provide	an	understanding	of	the	ritual	in	

terms	of	the	social	and	spatial	units	involved,	its	relation	to	other	Santal	rituals	

and	its	aim	from	a	Santal	perspective.		

Due	 to	 the	 existence	 of	 detailed	 discussions	 of	 Santal	 seasonal	 and	 life-

cycle	 rituals	 (Carrin-Bouez	1986;	 Culshaw	2004;	 Troisi	 2000)	my	work	does	

not	present	yet	another	account	of	Santal	rituals	throughout	the	year.	Instead	it	

aims	to	fill	the	gaps	left	by	the	literature	by	presenting	several	rituals	previous-

ly	 not	 described	 therein	 and	 by	 portraying	 those	 only	 shortly	mentioned	 by	

others	in	a	detailed	and	contextualized	manner.		

	

1.3.3	Santal	Identity	and	Political	Activism	
In	 the	 last	decades,	 the	dominant	 trend	 in	 the	 literature	has	been	to	 focus	on	

the	 question	 of	 identity	 and	 political	 activism	 of	 the	 Santal.	 This	 can	 be	 at-

tributed	 to	 the	 fact	 that,	 in	 comparison	with	other	 Indian	 tribal	 societies,	 the	

Santal	have	been	especially	active	in	fighting	for	cultural	and	linguistic	recogni-

tion	in	the	country’s	political	arena.		

As	early	as	 the	1960s,	Orans	discussed	how	Santal	 industrial	workers	of	

Jhamshedpur	 emphasized	 their	 non-Hindu	 identity	 and	 became	 organized	 in	

the	Jharkhand	Party	(Orans	1965,	93ff).	 In	comparison,	 	my	own	fieldwork	in	

the	same	district	 shows	 that	many	of	 the	 topics	he	addressed	have	remained	

relevant:	Educated	Santal	continue	to	emphasize	sarna	religion	as	the	religion	
of	 their	 society	 (106);	 followers	 of	 Ragunath	 Murmu’s	 cultural	 organization	

(113ff)48	organize	many	events	in	the	area;	and	even	the	question	of	the	stand-

ardization	of	Santal	rituals	(118)	is	still	being	discussed	in	Santal	villages	and	

within	the	sarna	movement.	In	general,	Orans’	work	underlines	the	argument	I	
make	in	chapter	five,	namely	that	industrialization	has	in	some	ways	provided	

the	context	 for	Santal	political	activism.	While	Orans’	(1965,	123	ff)	 theory	of	

the	“rank	concession	syndrome”	saw	the	Santal	conceding	higher	rank	to	Hin-

dus	while	simultaneously	adapting	certain	Hindu	practices	to	elevate	their	own	

																																																								
48	For	more	background	information	on	Ragunath	Murmu’s	invention	of	the	script	Ol	Chiki	and	

the	 activities	 of	 his	 movement	 in	 Mayurbhanj,	 Odisha	 see	 Mahapatra	 (1979,	 1986)	 and	 Lotz	

(2007).	
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position,	later	authors	emphasized	the	explicit	striving	of	the	Santal	for	a	sepa-

rate	identity.		

In	this	context	Gautam	(1977a)	coined	the	term	“Santalization”	in	contrast	

to	Sanskritization.49	Gautam	acknowledged	that	 the	Santal	have	adopted	vari-

ous	elements	of	Hindu	practice,	but	that	their	aim	in	doing	so	is	not	to	become	

Hindu	but	to	“strengthen	the	solidarity	of	their	community”	(371).	In	order	to	

foster	 this	 solidarity,	 the	 author	 argues	 that	 the	 Santal	make	 use	 of	modern	

means,	such	as	political	parties,	elections,	means	of	communication	or	educa-

tion.	Although	Gautam	solved	the	question	of	Sanskritization	among	the	Santal	

in	 a	 convincing	 way,	 the	more	 basic	 question	 of	 the	 Santals’	 status	 vis-à-vis	

Hindu	society	still	remains.	The	case	of	the	regional	Santal	flower	festival,	dis-

cussed	 in	 chapter	 five	 and	 elsewhere	 in	 a	 separate	 article	 (Schulte-Droesch	

2014),	shows,	that	the	Santal	are	selective	in	their	public	portrayal	of	their	dis-

tinct	identity.	During	the	ritual	they	emphasize	their	close	relationship	to	“na-

ture”	 represented	 by	 the	 sacred	 grove	 or	 the	 egalitarianism	 symbolized	 by	

Santal	 traditional	 dance.	Other	 elements,	 such	 as	 animal	 sacrifices	 or	 alcohol	

consumption	receive	much	less	attention,	possibly	because	they	would	be	dis-

approved	of	by	mainstream	Hindu	society.		

Orans’	and	Gautam’s	 interest	 in	Santal	 identity	and	political	activism	has	

been	 continued	 by	 the	 French	 anthropologist	 Marine	 Carrin	 in	 recent	 years.	

Different	to	her	above-mentioned,	early	structuralist	work	on	Santal	ritual,	her	

more	 contemporary	 publications	 focus,	 among	 other	 things,	 on	 “subaltern	

agency”	(Carrin	2012),	“indigenous	knowledge”	(Carrin	2014;	forthcoming)	or	

“the	Santal	intellectual	agenda”	(Carrin	2014).	Concerning	Santal	identity,	Car-

rin	(2012,	204ff)	locates	its	beginnings	in	the	Santal	rebellion	of	1855	as	well	

as	 the	 documentation	 of	 Santal	 custom	 and	 narrative	 initiated	 by	 Christian	

missionaries.	The	assertion	of	this	identity,	she	argues,	has	in	the	last	decades	

taken	on	new	forms,	expressed	in	the	invention	and	use	of	the	Santal	script	Ol	

Chiki,	village	theater,	Santal	 involvement	in	the	Jharkhand	movement	and	the	

emphasis	 on	 sarna	 dhorom,	 as	 a	 pan-adivasi	 religion.	 Carrin’s	 (2012,	 212f;	
1991,	 30ff)	 short	 portrayals	 of	 the	 political	 background	 of	 the	 sarna	dhorom	
movement	 have	 helped	 me	 to	 contextualize	 my	 own	 encounter	 with	 this	

movement	in	the	Santal	villages	around	Musabani.	In	addition	to	the	phenom-

ena	 she	 portrays,	 my	 work	 presents	 a	 view	 of	 the	 sarna	 dhorom	 movement	

																																																								
49	Gautam	 provides	 more	 ethnographic	 detail	 in	 support	 of	 his	 argument	 in	 his	 unpublished	

dissertation	titled	In	Search	of	an	Identity.	A	Case	of	the	Santal	of	Northern	India	(1977b).		
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from	a	rural	perspective.	I	further	discuss	the	disagreements	and	conflict	that	

accompany	the	movement’s	activities	 in	Santal	villages.	This	shows	the	cleav-

ages	 between	 the	 often	 educated,	 and	 city-based	members	 of	 the	movement	

and	 those	 Santal	 villagers	 not	 involved	 in	 political	 and	 cultural	 activism.	 In	

sum,	besides	its	relative	lack	of	ethnographic	context,	the	recent,	exclusive	dis-

cussion	of	 the	 Santal	 in	 the	 literature	under	 the	 topic	 of	 identity	 assertion	 is	

problematic	in	that	it	provides	a	one-sided	view	of	contemporary	Santal	socie-

ty.	This	inevitably	has	led	to	a	neglect	of	other	topics,	which	equally	hold	rele-

vance	in	Santal	villages.	Among	these	are	several	of	the	rituals	I	discuss	in	my	

work.		

In	conclusion,	my	work	opens	up	new	perspectives	in	three	ways.	First,	it	

presents	 the	 first	discussion	of	Santal	notions	of	place.	Second,	 it	provides	an	

analysis	of	 those	Santal	rituals,	which	have	not	yet,	or	only	superficially	been	

described	in	the	literature	to	date.	Among	those	are	the	annual	hunting	ritual	

(sendra	bonga),	rituals	for	the	mountain	deities	(buru	bonga),	a	sacrificial	ritual	
of	 the	 local	 line	 (jom	sim	bonga)	 and	 the	 regional	 flower	 festival	 (disom	baha	
bonga).	 This	 shows	 that	 rituals	 continue	 to	 be	 of	 great	 importance	 in	 Santal	
society,	although	the	dominant,	recent	trend	in	the	literature	focusing	on	San-

tal	 political	 activism	might	 suggest	 otherwise.	 Third,	 my	 work	 complements	

previous	short	descriptions	of	 the	Santal	 reform	movement	sarna	dhorom,	by	
providing	more	ethnographic	detail	of	the	practices	and	the	conflicts	surround-

ing	the	movement	in	the	village	context.	

	

	

1.4	Fieldwork	Situation	and	Methodology		
1.4.1	Why	Participant	Observation?	
The	 ethnographic	 fieldwork	 in	 India,	 upon	 which	 this	 work	 is	 based,	 lasted	

fourteen	months	and	took	place	over	 three	separate	stays	between	2011	and	

2013.50	Participant	observation,	as	established	by	Malinowski	 (1984),	 formed	

the	core	of	my	methodology,	complemented	by	mostly	informal	interviews	and	

conversations.	This	meant	that	I	 lived	with	a	Santal	 family	in	a	village	and	at-

tempted	to	participate	 in	as	many	of	their	everyday	activities	as	possible.	Be-

cause	my	research	focused	on	Santal	rituals,	I	made	a	concerted	effort	to	attend	

these	events	whenever	possible.		

																																																								
50	The	 first	stage	 lasted	 from	January	 to	May	2011,	 the	second	one	 from	October	2011	to	 June	

2012	and	the	last	one	took	place	from	May	until	July	2013.	
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In	spite	of	some	of	its	disadvantages,	participant	observation	remains	the	cen-

tral	method	of	anthropology.	The	method’s	weaknesses,	for	example,	 lie	in	its	

lack	 of	 representativeness,	 the	 difficulty	 to	 verify	 its	 results,	 its	 time-

consuming	character,	lack	of	standardization	and	its	relative	negligence	of	his-

torical	 processes	 (Spittler	 2001,	 3-5).	 The	 general	 association	 of	 participant	

observation	with	doing	fieldwork	in	a	specific	locality,	has	become	more	prob-

lematic	 in	a	globalizing	world,	defined	by	mobility,	heterogeneity	and	change	

(cf.	Appadurai	1991;	Gupta	and	Ferguson	1997).	In	their	edited	volume	Faubi-

on	and	Marcus	(2009)	therefore	discuss	how	fieldwork’s	basic	premises	could	

be	rethought	in	such	a	time	of	transition.		

In	addition,	 it	 is	relevant	to	reflect	on	the	relation	between	the	two	com-

ponents	of	 the	methodology	 itself	 in	each	 research	making	use	of	participant	

observation.	The	point	that	participant	observation	is	an	“oxymoron”	in	that	it	

requires	 the	 researcher	 to	 be	 involved	 in	 an	 activity	 and	 simultaneously	 ob-

serve	 it	 in	 a	detached	way,	 has	been	made	 repeatedly	 (De	Walt	 and	De	Walt	

2002,	 23).	While	 these	 inherent	methodological	 tensions	 cannot	 be	 resolved,	

each	author	can	render	transparent,	how	he	or	she	practiced	participation	and	
observation.	 In	 the	 following	 I	 therefore	 reflect	 on	 the	 strong	 points	 of	 the	

method	in	the	context	of	my	research	and	discuss	some	of	 its	 limits	 in	subse-

quent	sections.	

Long-term	participant	observation	proved	to	be	the	most	fruitful	method-

ology	 in	order	to	gain	an	understanding	of	Santal	rituals	and	notions	of	place	

for	several	reasons.	First,	as	I	came	to	know	it,	Santal	“religion”	consists	fore-

most	of	action.	People	make	offerings	to	deities,	sacrifice,	arrange	ritual	ingre-

dients,	 become	 possessed,	 dance	 and	 sing.	 The	 relative	 lack	 of	 abstraction	

made	 observing	 ritual	 actions	 and	 then	 later	 discussing	 them	 a	 much	 more	

suitable	 approach	 than,	 for	 example,	 only	 conducting	 interviews.	 This	 corre-

sponds	 to	 the	 artificiality	 of	 the	 interview	 situation	 mentioned	 by	 Spittler	

(2001,	7f)	and	the	advantage	of,	as	I	practiced	it,	combining	observation	with	

conversations.	In	addition,	as	Bloch	(1998,	7)	points	out,	“much	of	knowledge	

is	 fundamentally	 non-linguistic”,	 but	 instead	 formed	by	 experience	 and	prac-

tice	 in	 the	 external	 world.	 Similarly,	 Santal	 ritual	 knowledge	 was	 practiced	

more	than	it	was	talked	about.	And	even	if	people	described	their	activities,	not	

all	aspects	of	this	practice	could	be	talked	about,	because	naming	or	even	men-
tioning	deities	was	taboo.	Participant	observation	therefore	was	imperative	to	

understanding	Santal	ritual.	For	example,	only	by	observing	and	later	enquir-

ing	 about	 the	 pattern	 of	 sacrificial	 circles	 drawn	 on	 the	 ground	 during	 the	
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hunting	ritual,	could	I	understand	that	the	circles	correspond	to	different	dei-

ties	 located	in	the	immediate	environment.	In	their	previous	descriptions,	my	

interlocutors	had	not	mentioned	such,	to	them,	seemingly	trivial	details.	

A	second	reason	why	participant	observation	was	so	relevant	during	my	

fieldwork	 is	 the	 Santals’	marginal	 status	 vis-à-vis	 higher	 Hindu	 castes.	Many	

Santal	are	aware	of	the	aspects	of	their	culture,	which	are	regarded	negatively	

by	 high-caste	 Hindus.	 Hence,	 at	 first	 the	 Santal	 surely	 would	 not	 have	men-

tioned	practices	 such	 as	 cattle	 sacrifice	 and	beef	 consumption	 to	 an	outsider	

like	me	in	an	interview.	In	some	cases,	people	even	seemed	insecure	to	reveal	

their	 general	 sacrificial	 practices	 (of	 chickens	 or	 goats)	 to	 me	 as	 a	 (in	 their	

eyes)	high	status	outsider.	Such	information	only	became	accessible	to	me	by	

building	up	relationships	with	people	and	by	 living	with	 them	so	 that	 I	could	

hear	about	and	witness	these	activities	in	the	context	of	everyday	interactions.	

Depending	 on	 the	 context,	 observation	was	 the	 only	methodological	 op-

tion	 available	 to	 me.	 Only	 men	 perform	 Santal	 rituals	 outside	 of	 the	 house,	

hence	as	a	woman	I	could	only	observe	and	not	participate	in	the	sense	of	ac-

tively	 becoming	 involved	 in	 these	 events.	 I	 could	 therefore	 not	 acquire	

knowledge	 through	 practice	 in	 these	 contexts.	 But	 my	 attendance	 of	 these	

events	allowed	me	to	experience	some	of	their	sensuous	qualities.	I	did	for	ex-

ample	sense	the	excitement	arising	during	the	slaughter	of	numerous	goats	at	

jom	sim	bonga	 described	 in	 chapter	 three.	 Witnessing	 the	 excitement	 of	 the	
masses	 of	 people	 attending	 the	 festival	 of	 the	 local	mountain	 god	Kanhai	Sol	
and	 seeing	 the	 “seat”	 of	 the	mountain	deity,	 a	 steep,	 rocky	 slope	where	hun-

dreds	of	goats	were	sacrificed,	I	was	able	to	perceive	the	alleged	power	of	the	

deity.	 My	 possibilities	 for	 participation,	 in	 turn,	 were	much	 greater	 in	 other	

contexts.	I	could,	for	example,	easily	participate	in	the	dances	practiced	during	

various	rituals	(i.e.	the	flower	festival	described	in	chapter	five)	and	in	the	so-

cializing	 accompanying	 all	 life-cycle	 rituals.	 Participation	 also	 goes	 beyond	

mere	physical	participation	and	extends	to	the	realm	of	social	proximity	(Spit-

tler	2001,	19).	Forming	friendships	and	sharing	life,	albeit	for	a	comparatively	

short	time,	was	therefore	also	a	component	of	participation,	which	enabled	me	

to	understand	people’s	life-world.		

In	the	following	I	present	several	additional	components	of	my	methodol-

ogy.	First,	I	discuss	the	question	of	gaining	access	to	the	events	I	was	interested	

in	 researching.	 This	 involved	 learning	 Santali,	 finding	 a	 fieldsite	 and	 gaining	

permission	to	attend	rituals.	It	also	reveals	some	of	the	limits	to	my	participa-

tion	in	certain	rituals.	Second,	I	describe	how	I	collected	information	by	record-
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ing	interviews	and	songs	and	how	I	worked	with	my	research	assistant.	There-

after	 I	discuss	my	 integration	 in	Santal	 society.	Lastly,	paying	heed	 to	 the	 re-

flexive	turn	in	the	field	of	anthropology,	initiated	by	revealing	accounts	of	the	

fieldwork	 experience	 (cf.	 for	 example	 Bowen	 1954;	 Briggs	 1970;	 Rabinow	

1977),	followed	later	by	reflections	on	the	process	of	writing	ethnographic	text	

(Clifford	and	Marcus	1986)	or	on	traumatic	incidents	in	the	field	as	a	venue	for	

“understanding”	 (Rosaldo	2000),	 I	examine	which	aspects	of	myself	were	 the	

most	important	filters	through	which	I	perceived	the	topics	being	studied.	This	

reflexivity,	and	my	entire	methodology	discussion,	 is	meant	 to	 render	 the	re-

search	process	transparent,	enabling	the	reader	to	assess	its	quality	

	

1.4.2	Gaining	Access:	Language,	Fieldsite,	Permission	to	Attend	

Rituals	
The	goal	 of	my	 first	 stay	of	 four	months,	 from	 January	2011	until	May	2011,	

was	to	begin	learning	Santali	and	to	find	a	fieldsite	in	a	rural	area	of	Jharkhand.	

I	spent	two	of	these	four	months	in	Ranchi,	Jharkhand’s	capital	where	the	De-

partment	of	Tribal	and	Regional	Languages	at	Ranchi	University	is	located	and	

had	 been	 recommended	 to	me	 for	 studying	 Santali.	 One	 of	 the	 department’s	

Santali	professors,	Ganesh	Murmu,	himself	a	Santal,	arranged	accommodation	

for	me	in	a	girls’	hostel.	Here	I	shared	a	room	with	Manju,	a	young	Santal	wom-

an,	who	was	 at	 the	 time	about	 to	 complete	her	MA	 in	 Santali	 linguistics.	Alt-

hough	 my	 later	 stay	 in	 a	 Santal	 village	 proved	 more	 effective	 for	 learning	

Santali,	my	first	 interactions	with	the	department’s	students	and	staff	 in	Ran-

chi,	at	this	stage	taking	place	in	Hindi,	provided	a	first	important	introduction	

to	the	language.		

During	these	two	months	in	Ranchi	I	could	further	establish	valuable	rela-

tionships	 with	 the	 department’s	 Santal	 students,	 most	 of	 whom	 were	 from	

Jharkhand’s	East	Singhbhum	district.	During	my	 later	 fieldwork	 in	 this	area	 I	

was	 able	 to	 visit	 several	 of	 these	 students’	 native	 villages	 and	 some	 of	 them	

provided	important	contacts	for	my	study	of	rituals	in	the	vicinity	of	their	vil-

lages.	Additionally,	the	time	in	Ranchi	also	gave	me	a	glimpse	into	adivasi	cul-
tural	 politics	 in	 the	 state	 of	 Jharkhand.	 The	 most	 prominent	 event	 in	 this	

regard	was	the	pan-adivasi	spring	festival,	Sarhul,	which	I	witnessed	in	Ranchi	
in	April	2011.		

As	mentioned	in	the	beginning	of	this	chapter,	after	a	short	attempt	to	find	

a	 fieldsite	 in	the	Santal	Parganas	 in	the	north	of	 Jharkhand,	 I	decided	to	relo-
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cate	my	fieldwork	to	the	district	of	East	Singhbhum	instead.	Manju	had	taken	

me	there	previously	on	a	short	visit	to	her	mother’s	brother’s	house,	located	in	

a	village	close	to	the	town	of	Musabani.	Through	this	family	I	was	introduced	to	

a	 Santal	 reform	movement,	 which	 had	 specific	 ideas	 of	 “Santal	 culture”.	 The	

men	 of	 the	 family	were	 active	members	 of	 the	movement	 and	 thus	 eager	 to	

take	me	along	to	several	different	events.	When	I	arrived	together	with	Manju	

in	March	2011,	the	spring	flower	festivals	(baha)	were	being	held	in	different	
villages.	 Just	 as	we	 reached	Ghatsila	 by	 train,	 her	 “brothers”	 picked	 us	 up	 to	

take	us	to	the	largest	regional	spring	flower	festival	(disom	baha)	at	Surda.	
In	 the	 following	 two	months,	and	 then	upon	my	second	visit	 for	another	

five	months,	I	lived	with	this	family	in	a	hamlet	of	a	large	village	of	about	800	

people,	which	I	here	call	Sarjomburu.	The	main	members	of	the	household	 in	

which	 I	 lived	were	an	elderly	 couple	around	sixty	years	old.	Out	of	 their	 five	

children,	only	the	youngest	son,	aged	sixteen,	still	lived	in	their	household.	The	

other	children	were	either	working	or	studying	 in	different	cities.	These	sons	

and	 the	only	daughter	married	 in	a	village	close	 to	Ghatsila,	however,	visited	

frequently.	 The	 eldest	 son	 was	 enlisted	 in	 the	 Indian	 army	 and	 stationed	 in	

Kashmir.	His	new	wife	had	recently	moved	to	the	house.	The	family	had	moved	

to	 Sarjomburu	 from	 the	 father’s	 native	 village	 in	 the	 vicinity	 of	 Ghatsila,	 be-

cause	he	had	found	work	in	the	copper	crushing	plant	in	Musabani.	This	family	

was	 comparatively	 wealthy,	 because	 two	 of	 the	 sons	 were	 in	 salaried	 jobs.	

They	 further	 owned	 enough	 land	 to	 supply	 their	 own	 rice	 needs	 throughout	

the	year.	Similar	to	another	Santal	family,	with	whom	I	stayed	later,	this	family	

refused	to	take	money	from	me	for	the	accommodation	and	meals	they	provid-

ed.	But	they	accepted	gifts	and	vegetables	I	brought	from	the	local	market.	

In	these	initial	days	in	the	village	I	mostly	joined	people	in	their	everyday	

activities,	such	as	going	to	the	market,	cooking,	meeting	neighbors	and	visiting	

relatives.	 On	 some	 occasions	 I	 carried	 out	 and	 recorded	 interviews	 with	

Manju’s	assistance.	Some	of	them	were	about	the	annual	hunting	ritual,	others	

were	recordings	of	songs	or	stories.	I	attempted	to	translate	some	of	these	re-

cordings	together	with	Manju,	but	her	role	as	a	young	woman	in	the	household	

where	we	stayed	left	little	time	besides	her	everyday	chores.	At	about	the	same	

time	I	met	Pitamber,	a	young	Santal	man	who	was	an	acquaintance	of	my	host	

brother.	His	native	place	was	Sonagoda,	a	neighboring	village.	He	spoke	Eng-

lish	 exceptionally	well	 compared	 to	 other	 young	 people	 of	 the	 area	 and	was	

eager	to	practice	it.	With	his	help,	I	translated	and	discussed	most	of	these	first	

recordings,	which	at	the	same	time	also	helped	my	language	skills.	
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After	a	gap	of	four	months	I	returned	to	Sarjomburu	again	in	October	2011.	It	

was	the	time	of	the	rice	harvest	and	the	occasion	of	the	Santal	harvest	festival	

sohrae.	In	the	following	months	I	was	able	to	attend	several	rituals	taking	place	
in	different	villages,	extending	my	networks	further.	However,	the	membership	

of	my	host	family	in	the	religious	reform	movement	sarna	dhorom	became	in-
creasingly	 problematic	 for	 my	 work.51	Their	 social	 network	 was	 closely	 knit	

around	the	movement’s	activities,	to	which	they	frequently	took	me.	But	their	

disapproval	 of	many	other	 village	practices,	 especially	 the	 rice	 beer	 drinking	

which	accompanied	almost	every	 social	village	event,	 restricted	my	access	 to	

these	 activities.	 The	more	 time	 I	 spent	 in	 this	 family,	 and	 the	 larger	my	net-

work	of	social	contacts	grew,	the	more	I	became	aware	of	the	rift	between	sar-
na	and	non-sarna	members.	They	further	disapproved	of	several	of	the	topics	I	
was	interested	in,	most	of	which	were	related	to	the	domain	of	the	forest.52	For	

example,	 the	men	performing	songs	and	stories	(singrai	seren)	at	 the	hunting	
festivals,	were	“liars”	in	the	eyes	of	my	sarna	host	family,	because	they	“did	not	
tell	true	stories	about	the	gods”.53	My	host	family’s	clear	idea	of	what	was	“true	

Santal	 religion”	 paired	 with	 a	 rather	 authoritarian	 attitude	 typical	 for	 this	

movement	 made	 it	 difficult	 for	 me	 to	 study	 any	 other	 Santal	 activities	 than	

those	 they	 approved	 of.	 In	 spite	 of	 their	 generous	 attitude	 to	 include	me	 in	

their	sarna	activities,	 I	 felt	 increasingly	restricted.	My	attempts	to	become	in-
dependent	of	 their	social	 involvements,	 in	 turn,	worried	them	greatly	as	 they	

felt	 the	responsibility	 to	accompany	me.	This	was	also	related	 to	 their	 rather	

protective	attitude	towards	the	young	women	in	their	household.		

When	the	opportunity	arose,	I	therefore	took	the	chance	to	move	in	with	

another	family	not	 involved	in	the	sarna	movement.	They	were	related	to	my	
first	host	family	and	my	host	brothers	had	previously	taken	me	to	meet	them	at	

the	 time	of	 the	harvest	 festival.	Their	village,	Damudih	was	 located	about	 fif-

teen	 kilometers	 from	 Ghatsila,	 a	 one-hour	 journey	 by	 bus	 and	 auto	 from	

Sarjomburu.	Damudih	consists	of	twenty	Santal	houses,	but	was	located	close	

to	 the	 large	 village	 of	 Kantasola	 with	 about	 one	 thousand	 inhabitants.	 This	

																																																								
51	The	background	and	values	of	the	movement	are	discussed	extensively	in	chapter	five.		
52	Because	 many	 of	 the	 sarna	 members	 are	 comparatively	 wealthy	 and	 educated	 they	 often	
regarded	the	forest	as	“backward”.	
53	This	statement	can	be	understood	in	the	context	of	the	sarna	movement’s	rejection	of	alcohol	
consumption	and	their	emphasis	of	standardized	ritual	practice,	which	they	see	as	the	practice	

of	 “true	 religion”.	 During	 and	 before	 the	 performance	 of	 the	 hunting	 songs,	 the	 singrai	 men	
usually	drink	rice	beer	and	compose	their	songs	and	stories	themselves	instead	of	making	use	of	

a	written	repertoire.		
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household	consisted	of	a	young	man	(age	around	37),	whom	I	was	to	address	

as	“elder	brother”	(dada)	and	his	wife	(age	around	33),	whom	I	addressed	as	
“elder	brother’s	wife”	(hili).	Their	teenage	son	had	just	moved	to	his	mother’s	
brother’s	house	 in	 Jamtara,	a	 town	in	the	north	of	 Jharkhand,	so	that	 they	of-

fered	me	his	room	to	stay.	

Different	from	my	first	host	family,	this	family	was	actively	involved	in	vil-

lage	affairs	and	their	house	was	always	open	to	 frequent	visitors.	Hili	was	an	
elected	 member	 of	 the	 village	 panchayat.	 Dada	 had	 just	 become	 the	 village	
headman	(manjhi)	of	Damudih	in	2012.	In	this	village	dada	and	hili	addressed	
most	of	 the	senior	men	as	 father’s	younger	brother	 (kaka).	 In	contrast	 to	 the	
female	household	members	of	my	first	host	family,	my	hili	in	the	second	family	
was	remarkably	independent,	accompanied	me	to	many	places	and	introduced	

me	to	her	large	network	of	kin	and	friends.		

The	remaining	three	months	of	my	fieldwork	I	spent	in	Damudih.	When	I	

returned	a	year	later	in	2013	for	ten	weeks	between	May	and	July,	I	was	again	

based	 here,	 but	 also	 spent	 time	 in	 Sarjomburu	 and	 Pitamber’s	 native	 village	

Sonagoda	 at	 the	 occasion	 of	 his	 wedding.	 Hence,	 although	 I	 was	 generally	

based	in	two	villages,	my	fieldwork	was	characterized	by	mobility.	I	often	went	

to	where	 those	 rituals	 I	was	 interested	 in	 took	place.	The	hunting	 rituals,	 for	

example,	were	mostly	held	 in	villages	around	Musabani,	because	of	 these	vil-

lages’	proximity	to	the	forested	hills.	But	during	several	other	occasions,	such	

as	 the	 ritual	 for	 the	mountain	 god	Kanhai	Sol	 or	 the	 recordings	 of	 the	 ritual	
narrative	 jom	sim	binti,	 I	 could	 rely	 on	 the	 network	 of	 Santali	 students	 from	
Ranchi	to	accommodate	me	in	their	native	villages.	Only	through	my	relatively	

frequent	visits	to	these	different	places	was	I	able	to	detect	regional	structures,	

such	as	the	village	federations	organization	the	hunting	(sendra)	or	mountain	
god	(buru	bonga)	rituals	discussed	in	chapter	four.	

Access	 to	a	 fieldsite	and	access	 to	any	kind	of	 information	therefore	cru-

cially	depended	on	the	people	I	knew.	This	was	even	more	the	case	regarding	

access	to	rituals.	I	was	able	to	attend	these	events	only	because	either	someone	

from	my	host	families,	Manju	or	Pitamber	accompanied	me.	Once,	at	the	end	of	

my	 second	 stay	 of	 eight	months,	 I	went	 together	with	Pitamber	 to	 a	 hunting	

ritual	close	to	his	native	village.	The	ritual	specialist	had	been	informed	that	we	

wanted	to	attend.	But	some	of	the	other	men	seemed	uncomfortable	with	my	

presence.	They	told	Pitamber	that	they	were	afraid	that	maybe	I	would	report	

them	to	the	police,	because	they	sacrificed	animals.	But	he	explained	to	them	

that	 I	was	 interested	 in	Santal	 culture	and	 that	 I	would	write	a	book,	 so	 that	
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people	 in	 other	 countries	 could	 learn	 about	 it.	 After	 his	 explanation	 they	

seemed	 pleased	 and	 gave	 me	 permission	 to	 stay.	 His	 friendly	 and	 engaging	

ways	provided	many	other	possibilities	on	countless	occasions.	Even	when	my	

later	ability	to	speak	Santali	opened	up	many	doors,	his	local	negotiation	skills	

always	went	further.		

There	were	 also	 those	 ritual	 occasions	 I	was	 not	 allowed	 to	 attend.	 The	

denial	 of	my	attendance	was	always	articulated	 in	 a	non-confrontational	 and	

evasive	way.	One	of	the	rituals	for	which	this	was	the	case,	was	tandi	bonga,	a	
sacrificial	 ritual	 restricted	 to	 a	 close-knit	 social	 unit	 of	 brothers	 called	 gusti.	
Tandi	bonga	 includes	 goat	 and	 chicken	 sacrifices	 in	 the	 fallow	 rice	 fields	 be-
longing	to	the	most	senior	member	of	the	gusti.	Only	the	male	members	of	the	
gusti	and	their	affinal	relatives	attend	this	event.	But	Pitamber	and	his	 father	
had	assured	me	that	I	could	attend	their	tandi	bonga	taking	place	in	June	2013.	
On	the	morning	when	we	were	supposed	to	leave	for	the	field	where	the	ritual	

was	to	take	place	at	 five	a.m.,	Pitamber	and	the	other	men	of	the	family	were	

suddenly	gone,	without	 taking	me.	Apparently	 they	 felt	uncomfortable	 telling	

me	directly	that	other	members	of	his	gusti	had	not	granted	their	permission	
for	my	attendance.	They	later	explained	that	this	was	related	to	my	gender,	but	

also	to	the	fact	that	not	even	a	member	of	another	gusti	was	allowed	to	be	pre-
sent	at	this	ritual.	On	several	other	occasions	when	I	was	not	allowed	to	attend,	

I	could	send	my	camera	along	with	one	of	the	participants	and	later	discussed	

the	pictures	with	the	involved	ritual	specialist.54		

	

1.4.3	On	Interviews,	Songs	and	Working	with	a	Research	Assistant		
In	 general,	my	methodology	 for	 collecting	 information	 consisted	of	 attending	

and	documenting	rituals	and	of	conducting	some	 formal,	but	mostly	 informal	

interviews.	 Chronologically	 I	 began	with	 interviews,	which	 then	 gave	me	 in-

formation,	 for	example,	about	different	 types	of	hunting	rituals.	My	very	 first	

interview	on	the	topic	of	hunting	took	place	 in	Ranchi,	where	Ganesh	Murmu	

had	organized	a	meeting	with	Dalapati	Murmu,	an	elderly	Santal	man	who	had	

worked	 for	 the	 Anthropological	 Survey	 of	 India	 in	 the	 Chotanagpur	 region.	

During	my	fieldwork	in	villages	I	realized	that	only	certain	types	of	informants	

felt	comfortable	with	such	a	formal	interview	situation	and	the	recoding	there-

of.	They	were	usually	men	involved	in	some	kind	of	political	activism,	who	fre-

																																																								
54	I	did	so	 for	 the	cattle	 sacrifice	 in	 the	sacred	grove	 (jaher	dangri),	mentioned	 in	chapter	 five,	
and	the	ritual	for	the	mountain	god	Kopat	Pat	(buru	bonga)	described	in	chapter	four.		
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quently	 interacted	 with	 outsiders.	When	 I	 switched	 on	my	 recording	 device	

these	men	 then	gave	 a	 sort	 of	 speech	on	 “Santal	 customs”.	Although	 some	of	

these	interviews	did	lead	to	important	themes	I	could	follow,	much	of	the	oth-

er,	 more	 valuable	 information	 I	 gathered	 stemmed	 from	 conversations	 with	

people	 I	 knew	well.	 I	 refrained	 from	 recording	 those,	 because	 it	would	 have	

created	an	artificial	atmosphere,	and	instead	took	notes	shortly	after.		

In	addition	 to	 formal	 interviews	 I	also	 recorded	songs.	Many	Santal	men	

and	women	 are	 accustomed	 to	 performing	 songs	 in	 front	 of	 others.	 At	many	

first	encounters	with	a	group	of	people	they	often	asked	me	to	sing	a	song	from	

my	country.	Usually	some	of	the	women	would	then	reciprocate	with	a	Santali	

song.	People	would	often	directly	request	me	to	record	these	songs.	Especially	

during	the	time	of	hunting	festivals,	which	was	the	season	to	perform	a	genre	

of	songs	mixed	with	narrative	called	singrai,	 I	 collected	many	recordings.	To-
gether	 with	 Pitamber	 I	 then	 transcribed	 and	 translated	 this	 material,	 which	

again	revealed	themes	I	could	further	explore.55		

Throughout	my	fieldwork	Pitamber	proved	to	be	an	excellent	“assistant”,	

although	he	would	surely	feel	uncomfortable	with	this	title.	In	his	eyes,	he	was	

“helping”	me	 as	 a	 friend	 and	 a	 brother,	 instead	 of	 “working	 for	me”.	 This	 of	

course	 granted	 him	 the	 independence	 he	 seemed	 interested	 in	 maintaining.	

During	my	 first	 two	 fieldwork	 trips	he	 lived	 in	 the	nearby	 town	of	Musabani,	

where	his	 family	had	 rented	a	 “quarter”	 in	 the	old	 company	 flats	of	 the	 local	

copper	mine.	At	 that	 time	he	had	 completed	his	BA	 in	English	 literature	 and	

was	studying	for	competitive	examinations	for	the	public	and	railway	sector.56	

During	my	 third	 stay	 in	 2013	 he	 had	 begun	working	 in	 a	 government	 job	 in	

Gwalior,	but	was	visiting	East	Singhbhum	for	almost	 four	weeks	 for	his	wed-

ding	 and	 related	 rituals.	 At	 first	 I	 sometimes	 carried	 out	 interviews	 together	

																																																								
55	In	total	I	recorded	161	audio	files	and	videos	of	songs	and	interviews.	I	translated	73	of	these	

recordings	 into	 English	 and	 transcribed	 51	 of	 these	 translations.	 The	 songs	 include	 hunting	

songs/stories	 (singrai	seren),	 songs	 sung	 during	 the	 flower	 and	 harvest	 festival	 (baha/sohrae	
seren),	songs	sung	during	the	transplanting	of	rice	seedlings	(rohoy	seren)	and	songs	sung	by	the	
women	 during	 a	 part	 of	 the	 wedding	 ritual	 (bala	kuri	 seren).	 Some	 transcriptions	 of	 hunting	
songs	are	included	in	chapter	four.	The	other	three	mentioned	types	of	songs	equally	play	a	role	

in	chapter	four,	but	no	transcriptions	are	included.		
56	Candidates	 for	 public	 jobs	 in	 the	 banking,	 railway	 and	 government	 sector	 are	 recruited	

through	 so-called	 competitive	 exams.	 There	 is	 usually	 a	 minimum	 qualification	 such	 as	

completion	 of	 10th	grade,	 BA	 or	 MA	 required	 for	 the	 taking	 of	 such	 an	 exam.	 Because	 of	 the	

Indian	 government’s	 affirmative	 action	 policies,	 there	 are	 no	 examination	 fees	 or	 public	

transportation	 costs	 to	 the	 exams	 for	members	 belonging	 to	 a	 Scheduled	 Tribe	 or	 Scheduled	

Caste.	Many	educated	young	Santal	I	knew	took	tuition	classes	to	prepare	for	these	exams.	They	

often	 studied	 for	 these	 exams	 for	 years	 and	 travelled	 to	 various	 Indian	 cities	 to	participate	 in	

these	exams	before	they	qualified	and	were	assigned	a	much-desired	public	sector	job.		
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with	Pitamber	–	he	would	translate	my	questions	into	Santali	–	and	we	consec-

utively	translated	these	recordings	into	English.	Later	during	my	fieldwork,	he	

helped	me	understand	those	parts	of	the	recordings,	which	I	had	trouble	with	

or	explained	unknown	cultural	concepts	to	me.	Our	work	together	was	unfor-

tunately	always	sporadic,	as	he	never	lived	in	the	same	village	with	me	and	had	

many	other	social	(and	later	professional)	obligations.	But	the	fact	that	he	was	

not	 always	 available	 also	 forced	 me	 to	 learn	 Santali,	 because	 no	 one	 else	

around	 me	 spoke	 English,	 and	 my	 Santali	 soon	 surpassed	 my	 rudimentary	

Hindi.	After	about	six	months	I	could	carry	out	interviews	and	conversations	in	

Santali	 and	 understand	 almost	 everything	 people	 said.	 Besides	 his	 English	

skills,	Pitamber’s	interest	in	his	own	culture	was	a	great	asset	to	our	work	to-

gether.	He	never	seemed	bored	of	the	material	and	understood	well	what	I	was	

seeking	to	study.	Sometimes	I	realized	that	he	saw	himself	as	my	teacher,	as	he	

quizzed	 me	 on	 words	 and	 concepts	 we	 had	 discussed	 previously	 and	 repri-

manded	me,	if	I	failed	to	remember	them.	

Although	I	attempted	to	work	with	Pitamber	full-time	and	pay	him	for	his	

work,	he	refused	 this	arrangement.	 In	 fact,	he	became	very	upset	whenever	 I	

brought	 up	 the	 issue	 of	 paying	 him	 for	 his	 work.	 Giving	 him	 money,	 as	 he	

phrased	it,	was	“buying	his	knowledge”.	As	a	way	out	of	this	dilemma,	I	found	

out	that	he	did	accept	money	indirectly,	when	I	hid	an	envelope	in	his	bag	and	

told	him	about	it	once	he	had	already	left.	Similar	to	both	of	my	host	families,	

he	never	saw	our	relationship	as	a	professional	one,	and	for	our	kinship	rela-

tion	 (he	 usually	 avoided	 my	 name	 or	 addressed	 me	 as	 dai,	 “elder	 sister”)	 a	
money	transaction	was	inappropriate	from	his	perspective.		

Once	I	had	moved	into	my	second	host	family	in	Damudih,	my	hili	helped	
me	comprehend	my	recordings	whenever	Pitamber	was	not	available.	As	she	

spoke	no	English,	she	usually	paraphrased	those	parts	I	had	difficulties	under-

standing	 in	 Santali.	 Her	 ability	 to	 speak	 with	 whatever	 Santali	 vocabulary	 I	

knew	and	find	examples	so	that	I	could	learn	new	words	and	concepts	was	re-

markable.	

In	sum,	throughout	my	fieldwork	my	methodology	always	included	inter-

views,	conversations	and	participant	observation.	With	time	I	found	out	about	

relevant	rituals	and	tried	to	gather	 information	about	their	 location	and	date.	

Most	 people	 I	 knew	 possessed	 cell	 phones,	 so	 that	 I	 could	 also	 be	 informed	

about	events	in	those	villages	where	I	was	not	present.	During	rituals	I	noted	

down	every	detail	 I	 could	observe	 in	my	notebook	and	most	of	 the	 time	also	

took	pictures	or	videos,	which	later	helped	to	complement	my	notes.		
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1.4.4.	Integration	
Ever	 since	 Malinowski	 established	 participant	 observation	 as	 the	 central	

method	of	 anthropology,	 the	 integration	of	 the	ethnographer	 into	 the	 society	

she	 or	 he	 studies	 has	 been	 discussed	 as	 an	 important	 component	 of	 the	 re-

search	 process	 itself.	 Similar	 to	 other	 ethnographers’	 experiences	 (cf.	 for	 ex-

ample	Berger	2015a,	531ff)	my	own	 integration	 into	Santal	 society	oscillated	

between	different	degrees	 thereof,	depending	on	 the	situation	and	people	 in-

volved.	Integration	was	not	only	my	desire	as	I	sought	to	be	accepted,	but	also	

my	hosts’,	as	they	tried	to	come	to	terms	with	this	stranger	who	had	arrived	in	

their	midst.		

One	of	 the	 initial	 and	enduring	 indicators	of	my	 integration	was	 the	 fact	

that	people	used	Santali	kinship	terms	to	address	me.	The	parents	in	my	first	

Santal	host	family	initially	addressed	me	as	mai	(young	girl)	and	after	a	while	
as	beti	(daughter).57	Mai	 is	 a	 general	 term	 to	 address	 a	 girl	 junior	 to	 oneself,	
and	 is	 clearly	 not	 as	 endearing	 as	 beti.	 I	 was	 regularly	 addressed	 as	mai	 by	
people	who	seemed	to	know	me,	as	 I	walked	through	other	Santal	villages	of	

the	area.	At	first,	some	elder	women	of	Sarjomburu,	also	called	me	diku	mai58,	
which	to	me	at	the	time	clearly	indicated	the	ambivalence	of	my	status.		

Outside	 of	 the	 context	 of	 kinship,	 other	 factors,	 such	 as	 my	 status	 as	 a	

married	 woman,	 participating	 in	 collective	 eating	 and	 drinking	 and	 my	 lan-

guage	skills	influenced	my	integration.	All	married	Santal	women	wear	special	

types	of	bangles:	the	Santal	sign	for	a	married	woman	is	an	iron	bangle	(merhet	
sakom)	 worn	 on	 the	 left	 wrist,	 but	most	 of	 these	women	 also	wear	 a	 red,	 a	
golden	and	a	white	bangle	on	each	arm.59	This	is	originally	the	Bengali	way	of	

indicating	marital	status,	 today	practiced	 in	many	rural	and	some	urban	con-

texts.	Although	I	could	never	completely	get	rid	of	my	feminist	 inclinations	in	

that	it	bothered	me	greatly	that	only	women	wear	signs	of	being	married,	I	de-

cided	to	wear	all	of	these	bangles.	The	effect	was	astonishing.	Wherever	I	ap-

peared,	people	would	 immediately	 see	 that	 I	was	married,	 and	ask	about	my	

																																																								
57	Because	I	had	first	stayed	with	the	host	family	in	Sarjomburu,	I	was	generally	perceived	as	the	

daughter	of	this	house.	This	brought	with	it	a	whole	range	of	other	kin,	whom	I	was	to	address	

with	the	kinship	term	that	being	the	daughter	of	this	family	implicated.	Only	Pitamber’s	family	

did	not	associate	me	with	my	Sarjomburu	family	and	classified	me	as	their	own	daughter.	
58	As	mentioned	in	the	beginning	of	this	 introduction,	diku	 is	the	term	used	by	many	adivasi	 in	
Central	India	to	refer	to	higher	caste	Hindus	or,	in	the	past,	the	British.	Historically,	dikus	were	
those	who	exploited	adivasi	and	in	general	are	not	to	be	trusted.		
59	The	 white	 bangle	 is	 made	 from	 a	 white	 conch	 shell,	 in	 Bengali/Sanskrit	 called	 shankha.	
Because	this	is	quite	expensive	many	women	wear	a	plastic	replacement.		
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husband	 and	 if	 we	 had	 children.	 Although	 my	 married	 status	 created	 much	

confusion,	 the	 biggest	 issue	 being	 that	 I	moved	 around	 so	 freely	without	my	

husband,	 it	 offered	 a	 connecting	 point	 between	me	 and	 people	 I	met	 for	 the	

first	time.	My	husband	visited	twice	for	a	total	of	three	months,	but	for	the	ma-

jority	of	my	fieldwork	my	bangles	were	the	most	visible	proof	of	his	existence.	

From	my	 perspective,	wearing	 bangles	was	 a	 huge	 step	 towards	 integration,	

but	 I	 was	 repeatedly	 confronted	 with	 demands	 to	 appear	 even	 more	 like	 a	

married	woman	by	putting	vermillion	on	my	hair	parting	and	wearing	a	saree.	

When	I	occasionally	did	so,	people	were	extremely	pleased.		

Another	 contributing	 factor	 to	my	 integration	was	 the	 fact	 that	 I	 ate	 the	

food	the	Santal	offered	me.	Commensality	is	one	of	the	main	indicators	of	social	

belonging	in	India,	so	that	my	participation	carried	the	message	that	I	did	not	

see	myself	as	superior	in	status	to	the	Santal.	High-caste	Hindus,	for	example,	

would	 not	 accept	 food	 from	 the	 Santal.	 Although	 the	 Santal	 occasionally	 did	

offer	 food	 or	 drinks	 to	members	 of	 local	 artisan	 castes,	 they	 never	 did	 so	 to	

Hindus	who	came	from	the	cities.	But	it	was	not	only	that	I	ate	with	the	Santal,	
but	also	what	 I	ate.	People’s	 initial	assumption	was	 that	my	 food	preferences	
must	 be	 those	 of	 high-caste	 Hindus.	 To	 their	 great	 surprise,	 however,	 I	 also	

admitted	 to	 eating	 beef	 and	 pork	 in	my	 home	 country,	 and	 locally	 ate	 other	

kinds	of	Santal	specialties	such	as	red	ant	chutney	(muc	arak)	and	water	rice	
(dak	mari).	 Another	 factor	 contributing	 to	 my	 integration	 was	 that	 I	 joined	
people	in	drinking	rice	beer	during	social	events.	Rice	beer	is	a	sacred	as	well	

as	 a	 highly	 social	 drink	 in	 Santal	 society,	 and	my	participation	 seemed	 to	 be	

interpreted	in	terms	of	my	acceptance	of	Santal	sociality.	

The	third	relevant	contribution	to	my	integration	was	my	increasing	abil-

ity	 to	 communicate	 in	 Santali,	 which	was	 especially	 the	 case	 during	 the	 last	

stage	of	my	fieldwork.	Once,	I	went	to	a	hunting	ritual	together	with	Pitamber	

about	which	we	had	only	heard.	We	had	no	local	contacts	there.	Upon	our	arri-

val	I	asked	in	Santali,	if	we	could	see	the	ritual	and	the	man	I	addressed	was	so	

impressed	that	he	made	our	attendance	possible.	People	in	general	highly	ap-

preciated	my	efforts	to	learn	their	language	and	sometimes	contrasted	it	with	

the	 inability	 of	many	 others,	 for	 example	Hindu	 castes,	who	 had	 lived	 in	 the	

area	for	generations.		

The	fact	that	I,	in	many	ways,	seemingly	appeared,	ate	and	talked	like	any-

one	else	led	to	some	astonishing	situations.	These	indicated	to	me	that	my	in-

tegration	had	come	a	long	way.	In	the	last	stages	of	my	fieldwork	it	happened	

several	 times	that	during	weddings	of	a	person	with	whom	I	maintained	“fic-
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tive”	 kinship	 relations,	 elderly	people	would	 ask	me:	 “How	are	we	 related	 to	

each	other?”	(Alang	do	cele	segey	kanalang?).	At	first	I	assumed	that	they	were	
joking,	 but	 they	 were	 seriously	 trying	 to	 locate	 me	 in	 their	 network	 of	 kin.	

Hence,	especially	in	the	intimate	context	of	kinship,	I	seemed	to	have	reached	a	

deeper	level	of	integration.		

Therefore,	in	some	ways	there	clearly	was	a	progression	towards	increas-

ing	integration	in	the	course	of	my	fieldwork,	but	there	were	always	occasions	

which	made	me	acutely	aware	of	my	difference.	I	regularly	felt	exhausted	from	

the	density	of	social	life	and	needed	time	to	withdraw,	be	it	in	my	own	room	or	

on	 short	 trips	 to	 Ranchi	 or	 Kolkata.	 My	 hosts,	 however,	 never	 sought	 to	 be	

alone	but	enjoyed	life	most	in	large	groups.	All	other,	even	physical	needs	like	

sleep	and	hunger,	were	secondary	to	the	demand	to	socialize.	On	several	occa-

sions	my	behavior	must	have	been	extremely	 rude,	 as	 I	did	not	always	 come	

out	 of	my	 room	 to	 greet	 every	 guest	 that	 appeared	 at	 our	 doorstep	 or	 left	 a	

large	social	gathering	just	because	I	was	tired.	The	intensity	of	their	social	life	

was	 surely	 the	 strongest,	 but	 nevertheless	 only	 one	 among	 many	 points	 in	

which	I	felt	estranged	from	my	hosts.	There	was	further	my	difficulty	to	“effec-

tively”	 follow	my	 research	 interests	 in	 light	 of	 people’s	 unreliability	 and	 the	

little	importance	they	placed	on	appointments.	Another	issue	was	people’s	dif-

ferent	 concepts	of	 illness,	which	 I	experienced	as	particularly	emotionally	 in-

tense	in	the	event	of	a	young	neighbor’s	death.		

Finally,	my	departure	illustrated	once	more	the	tension	between	my	social	

integration,	my	research	and	my	country	of	origin.	Especially	the	women	and	

children	 reacted	 to	 my	 nearing	 departure	 by	 crowding	 around	 me	 and	 not	

leaving	my	 side.	My	 elderly	mother	 and	 other	women	 of	 her	 age	 spent	 their	

afternoon	nap	on	the	ground	in	front	of	my	room,	while	the	children	watched	

and	 interfered	 in	my	packing	activities.	The	younger	women	of	 the	neighbor-

hood	sat	in	the	courtyard	chatting,	comparing	my	departure	to	death,	because,	

as	they	phrased	it,	who	knew	if	we	would	see	each	other	again?	And	they	were	

right,	in	that	I	could	only	vaguely	specify	when	I	would	visit	next.	But	the	pres-

sure	coming	 from	the	 fact	 that	 this	was	my	 last	stay	 in	 the	context	of	 this	re-

search	 project,	 also	 made	 me	 aware	 that	 my	 status	 had	 always	 been	

ambivalent:	I	had	become	attached	to	many	people,	but	I	was	also	a	researcher.	

This	meant,	that	on	these	last	days,	I	especially	felt	the	need	to	collect	last	bits	

of	 information.	 So,	 during	 the	 last	 afternoon	 and	 evening,	 I	 hurriedly	 tran-

scribed	two	songs	with	hili,	and	went	to	the	village	once	more	to	meet	with	a	
member	of	the	panchayat	who	provided	me	with	exact	numbers	of	the	village	
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population.	 Lastly,	my	 departure	 also	 once	 again	 revealed	 the	 gap	 of	wealth	

and	power	between	our	worlds,	because	I	would	be	the	one	deciding	when	we	

would	see	each	other	again,	the	one	deciding	when	to	call.	

	

1.4.5	Gender	and	Ascribed	Social	Status	
“Ethnographic	 truths”,	 as	Clifford	 (1986,	7)	pointed	out	 in	his	much-cited	es-

say,	“are	[…]	inherently	partial”.	This	section	is	intended	to	shine	light	on	two	
aspects,	which	have	contributed	to	the	partiality	and	bias	of	my	ethnographic	

material.	The	first	one	is	my	gender,	which	greatly	influenced	my	access	to	rit-

uals,	 the	second	one	 is	my	status	as	a	European.	This	reflection	 in	 itself	 is,	of	

course,	partial	because	there	surely	are	many	factors	I	am	not	conscious	of.		

Santal	 religious	 practice	 is	 almost	 exclusively	 a	male	 affair.	 In	 the	 context	 of	

village	 rituals,	 the	 ritual	 specialists	are	men,	and	women	do	not	attend	ritual	

sacrifice.	Female	dancing	and	singing	is	an	essential	component	of	some	rituals	

(for	example	the	spring	flower	festival),	but	making	offerings	to	the	deities	 is	

restricted	to	men.	Women	are	considerably	more	involved	in	life-cycle	rituals,	

such	as	weddings	and	funerals,	but	in	these	contexts,	too,	the	interaction	with	

the	ancestors	 is	 a	male	activity.	Because	 I	was	 interested	 in	Santal	 ritual,	my	

gender	was	always	an	issue.	When	I	first	uttered	my	interest	in	Santal	hunting	

rituals,	my	 Santal	 contacts	 in	Ranchi	warned	me	 that	 this	was	 an	 impossible	

research	 topic	 for	 a	 woman.60	Throughout	 my	 fieldwork,	 however,	 I	 learned	

that	there	were	more	nuances	to	Santal	gender	roles	and	my	own	status	in	this	

society	than	these	comments	led	me	to	assume.		

One	 reoccurring	 issue	was	 the	 fact	 that	 I	 was	 a	 young	woman	 between	

twenty-seven	and	 twenty-nine	years	old,	who	had	 come	 to	 India	on	her	own	

and	was,	in	the	eyes	of	many,	in	need	of	(male)	protection.	The	positive	aspect	

of	 this	was,	 that	 I	 was	 perceived	 as	 relatively	 harmless.	 Due	 to	my	 ascribed	

vulnerability	I	always	had	company,	which	greatly	facilitated	my	social	integra-

tion.	More	difficult,	however,	was	 that	 this	 initially	meant	 that	usually	one	of	

my	host	brothers	accompanied	me,	so	that	I	was	seldom	free	to	choose	where	I	

went.	When	I	could	not	bear	these	constant	male	chaperones	any	more,	I	went	

																																																								
60	When	planning	my	research,	I	assumed	that,	even	if	in	the	worst	case	I	could	not	attend	any	of	

the	 hunting	 rites,	 I	 could	 research	 the	 female	 counterpart	 to	 the	 male	 ritual	 activities.	 Otten	

(2002)	had,	 for	example,	described	 for	 the	Desia	chait	porbo,	 a	hunting	 festival	of	Odisha,	 that	
the	women	possessed	 a	 higher	 status	while	 the	men	were	 away	 hunting.	 They	made	 obscene	

jokes,	occupied	male	spaces	in	the	village	and	drove	the	man	away	with	the	reminder	to	return	

with	large	prey.		
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for	walks	or	bicycle	rides	by	myself.	These	small	excursions	worried	my	 first	

host	 family	 and	 also	 led	 to	 conflicts.	 But	 with	 time	 I	 found	more	 diplomatic	

ways	to	solve	the	tension	between	what	they	perceived	as	their	responsibility	

to	 protect	 and	 my	 need	 for	 mobility.	 I,	 for	 example,	 joined	 other	 women	 in	

their	activities	or	found	less	authoritarian,	younger	men	or	children	to	accom-

pany	me	to	the	places	I	wanted	to	go.	And	the	more	people	I	knew	in	the	area,	

the	freer	I	became	in	my	movements.		

In	 spite	 of	 the	 difficulty	 these	 experiences	 posed,	 they	 nevertheless	 re-

vealed	several	aspects	of	women’s	gender	roles	in	Santal	society.	One	was	that	

the	ideas	related	to	gender	change	throughout	a	person’s	life	course.61	Young,	

often	newly	married	women	without	children	are	most	confined	to	the	house.	

Because	 they	 tend	 to	 feel	uncomfortable	 in	 their	new	role	 in	 their	husband’s	

house,	they	regularly	return	to	their	native	place	and	no	one	can	be	sure	when	

they	return	again.	As	I	observed,	both	a	young	wife’s	husband	and	her	parents-

in-law	 tend	 to	 restrict	 her	movements	 outside	 of	 the	 house.	 Besides	 the	 fact	

that	I	was	a	foreigner	and	therefore	in	need	of	company,	it	seems	that	my	first	

host	family	treated	me	like	other	young,	married	women.	A	wife’s	attachment	

to	her	husband’s	house	becomes	more	secure	once	she	bears	children,	so	that	

the	 perceived	 need	 to	 protect	 this	 new	 member	 of	 the	 house	 seems	 to	 de-

crease.	In	old	age	many	restrictions	for	women	dissolve.	Decency	becomes	ir-

relevant,	 so	 that	 elderly	 women	 do	 not	 worry	 about	 exposing	 their	 breasts.	

Moreover,	elderly	women	(and	men)	in	Santal	society	carry	out	extremely	hard	

physical	work	such	as	walking	long	distances	for	the	collection	of	firewood	or	

herding	animals.	This	kind	of	work	demands	their	mobility.		

Besides	a	woman’s	age,	her	personality	and	the	structure	of	her	family	fur-

ther	 relativize	 strict	 gender	 roles.	 One	 of	 the	 reasons	 I	 felt	 particularly	 com-

fortable	 in	 my	 second	 host	 family,	 was	 my	 hili’s	 relative	 freedom	 to	 move	
outside	 of	 the	 house.	 This	 was	 related	 to	 her	 confidence,	 possibly	 her	 stub-

																																																								
61	Sarah	 Lamb’s	 (2000)	 work	 on	 gender	 and	 ageing	 in	 rural	 (high-caste	 Hindu)	West	 Bengal	

discusses	exactly	this	point	and	has	helped	me	make	sense	of	my	own	material.	Her	ethnography	

shows	 in	 much	 detail	 that	 women	 in	 their	 reproductive	 age	 are	 considered	 to	 be	 the	 most	

vulnerable	in	terms	of	pollution.	Young	women’s	bodies	are	considered	to	be	more	“open”	than	

those	 of	men	 as	 different	 substances	 –	 during	 sexual	 intercourse,	 menstruation,	 child-birth	 –	

enter	 and	 leave	 their	 bodies.	 Lamb	posits	 that	 because	 of	 their	 close	 bodily	 involvement	with	

members	of	their	household,	these	young	women	can	easily	pass	pollution	on	to	others,	which	is	

why	 their	 purity	 is	 most	 guarded.	 Although	 there	 are	 differences	 between	 Hindu	 and	 tribal	

concepts	 of	 purity,	 which	 are	 worth	 exploring	 elsewhere,	 similarities	 exist	 between	 Lamb’s	

findings	and	my	Santal	material.	Santal	young	wives,	for	example,	should	not	clean	the	plates	of	

non-Santal,	who	ate	in	their	house.	Older	women	or	the	men	of	the	house	take	on	this	possibly	

polluting	task.		
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bornness	as	well	as	her	husband’s	personality.	For	some	other	Santal	women	

their	structural	position	in	their	household	required	their	involvement	outside	

of	their	homes,	for	example	if	their	husbands	were	ill	or	had	passed	away.		

Besides	the	fact	that	my	gender	influenced	my	freedom	to	move	outside	of	

the	houses	where	I	stayed,	it	further,	as	mentioned	above,	had	an	impact	on	my	

access	to	Santal	rituals.	On	the	one	hand	there	clearly	were	ritual	activities	in	

which	I	was	not	allowed	to	participate.	One	of	them	was	the	eating	of	sacrificial	

food	 (sore)	 after	 a	 sacrifice.	 Other	 occasions	were	 the	 nightly	 singrai	 perfor-
mances	during	the	hunting	festivals,	which	include	obscene	songs	and	stories.	

The	men	always	made	it	clear	that	these	were	not	made	for	women’s	ears.	But	

on	the	other	hand,	there	were	several	instances	where	my	gender	proved	to	be	

less	restrictive	than	initially	assumed.	Although	women	do	not	attend	the	hunt-

ing	rituals	described	in	chapter	four,	I	was	allowed	to	observe	several	of	these	

events.	My	assistant	Pitamber’s	company	and	the	fact	that	I	had	explained	my	

interest	 to	 the	 respective	 ritual	 specialist	 in	 each	 case	 facilitated	my	 access.	

During	the	ritual	 the	participants	clearly	 instructed	me	where	I	was	to	stand,	

and	which	ritual	space	was	off	limits	to	me.	In	addition,	regarding	my	access	to	

male	rituals,	my	gender	seemed	not	to	be	the	only	deciding	factor.	In	the	con-

text	of	one	hunting	ritual	 the	desh	pargana	gave	me	and	my	husband	permis-
sion	to	attend,	but	denied	it	to	one	of	my	female	Santal	friends	who	was	equally	

interested	 in	attending.	My	research	 interests,	my	foreign	origin	and	my	will-

ingness	to	speak	Santali,	for	example,	must	have	been	more	important	compo-

nents	of	my	identity	than	my	gender	in	this	context.	In	conclusion,	throughout	

my	 fieldwork	my	gender	 clearly	 influenced	my	 research	 results	 in	 that	 it	 im-

posed	restrictions	in	terms	of	mobility	or	access.	My	gender-related	experienc-

es,	 however,	 also	 generated	 knowledge	 in	 previously	 unexpected	 ways	 and	

revealed	several	nuances	of	gender	in	Santal	society.		

The	second	aspect	of	my	self	 in	 the	 fieldwork	situation	worthy	of	 reflec-

tion	 is	 the	 social	 status	 ascribed	 to	me	as	 a	European.	Although	 I	 always	 felt	

uncomfortable	with	the	relatively	high	status	this	afforded	me,	it	facilitated	my	

research	 in	 some	ways.	 The	 Santals’	mostly	 positive	 reaction	 to	my	 research	

interests	as	well	as	my	integration	attempts	must	be	seen	in	the	context	of	lo-

cal	status	hierarchies,	in	which	the	Santal	in	some	regards	occupy	a	lower	posi-

tion.	Especially	those	Santal	who	regularly	interact	with	high-caste	Hindus	are	

generally	 aware	of	 this	 inferior	position.	They	were	proud	 that	 someone	 like	

me,	someone	of	high	status	 in	 their	eyes,	was	willing	 to	 live	with	 them,	 learn	

their	language	and	be	interested	in	their	culture.	Further,	in	the	context	of	San-
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tal	cultural	politics	described	in	chapter	 five,	my	research	was	welcomed	and	

connected	to	the	hope	to	make	the	Santal	cause	known	to	a	wider	public	on	an	

international	level.	These	positive	effects	of	my	high	social	status	decreased	in	

Santal	circles,	where	formal	education,	interaction	with	outsiders	and	cultural	

politics	 played	 a	 marginal	 role.	 This	 was	 often	 the	 case	 in	 villages	 far	 away	

from	towns,	where	people	initially	“felt	shy/ashamed”	(lajao)62	about	interact-
ing	with	me	and	were	concerned	about	how	to	feed	or	accommodate	me.	I	was	

able	 to	 overcome	 some	 of	 these	 restrictions	 related	 to	 my	 social	 status	 by	

speaking	the	language	and	showing	my	ability	to	live	under	simple	conditions.		

Other	restrictions,	however,	remained.	Many	Santal,	for	example,	assumed	

that	I	was	incapable	of	physical	exercise,	which	in	rural	India	is	associated	with	

poverty.	Whenever	I	walked	longer	distances,	people	reacted	with	amusement.	

My	 host	 brothers,	 who	 went	 everywhere	 by	 motorbike,	 felt	 slightly	 embar-

rassed	 that	 I	 sometimes	 chose	 to	walk	 instead	 of	 ride	with	 them.	They	must	

have	considered	it	inappropriate	for	someone	of	my	status	to	walk.	Because	of	

this	 picture	 that	 people	 maintained	 of	 me,	 I	 was,	 for	 example,	 never	 taken	

along	to	the	surely	strenuous	trips	some	women	undertook	to	collect	firewood.	

Certain	parts	of	the	forest	were	further	inaccessible	to	me	for	another	reason:	

the	 forested	hills	 around	Ghatsila	 serve	 as	 a	 hiding	 place	 for	Naxalite	 rebels.	

They	are	locally	known	to	regularly	demand	food	and	money	from	the	villages	

close	to	the	forest.	My	hosts	therefore	advised	me	not	to	go	to	these	areas	as,	in	

their	 opinion,	 the	Naxalites	would	 surely	 demand	money	 from	 someone	 like	

me.	My	ascribed	 social	 status	was	 therefore	 another	 factor,	which	 influenced	

my	access	to	certain	domains	of	Santal	life.	Some	male,	or	forest-related	activi-

ties	 that	 were	 not	 accessible	 to	 me	 through	 participant	 observation,	 I	 could	

consequently	 only	 explore	 in	 conversations	 with	 people.	 In	 turn,	 other	 do-

mains,	such	as	Santal	political	activism	were	particularly	accessible	because	of	

my	high	social	status.	

This	 section	 dedicated	 to	methodology	 has	 addressed	 several	 subjective	

processes	which	have	contributed	to	the	ethnographic	results	presented	in	this	

work.	 After	 my	 second,	 eight-month-stay	 in	 Jharkhand	 and	 upon	 working	

through	my	ethnographic	material,	place	appeared	as	a	central	theme	to	many	

																																																								
62	The	 Santal	 concept	 of	 lajao,	 which	 could	 vaguely	 be	 translated	 as	 “shame”,	 “shyness”	 or	
“insecurity”,	 comprises	 a	 broad	 range	 of	 feelings	 in	 an	 equally	 broad	 amount	 of	 contexts.	 In	

general,	 it	 seemed	 to	 me	 that	 people	 spoke	 of	 feeling	 lajao	 whenever	 they	 were	 in	 a	 social	
encounter	that	they	had	not	much	experience	with.	People,	for	example,	felt	lajao	when	they	first	
met	their	new	in-laws	in	the	context	of	marriage	rituals,	or	when	they	first	met	me.		
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of	the	rituals	I	had	studied.	The	following	chapter	therefore	addresses	the	the-

oretical	 angle	 from	which	 I	 analyze	my	 ethnographic	material.	 This	 includes,	

my	focus	on	notions	of	place	and	place-making	as	well	as	my	view	of	ritual	as	

both	representing	and	creating	notions	of	place.		

	

	

1.5	Outline	of	Chapters	
After	 having	 outlined	 the	 social	 and	 regional	 context	 of	 the	 Santal	 and	 my	

methodology	in	this	introduction	and	consecutively	addressing	my	theoretical	

foundation	in	the	second	chapter,	each	subsequent	chapter	deals	with	the	spe-

cific	Santal	notions	of	place	in	the	sense	of	land,	environment	and	region.		

Chapter	three	revolves	around	the	core	theme	of	relatedness	and	how	its	

performance	is	linked	to	different	notions	of	place.	Affinity	and	agnation	as	the	

structuring	principles	of	 Santal	 society	 are	 created	 through	 the	 ritual	 actions	

portrayed	 in	 this	 chapter.	 These	 actions	 give	 meaning	 to	 different	 places	 in	

which	they	are	performed.	The	first	part	of	the	chapter	portrays	a	large	sacrifi-

cial	ritual	called	jom	sim	bonga.	It	takes	place	in	the	field	belonging	to	the	eld-
est,	 “most	 senior”	 person	 of	 a	 specific	 social	 unit	 of	 brothers,	 the	 local	 line	

(gusti).	This	land	and	the	village	nearby	are	understood	as	the	place,	where	the	
ancestors	first	settled	(mul	gadi).	The	ritual	articulates	and	commemorates	the	
rootedness	of	the	local	line	in	their	land.	Various	aesthetic	forms,	such	as	ritual	

symbols,	 the	 effervescence	 of	 a	 bloody	 sacrifice	 and	 spatial	 divisions,	 shape	

participants’	perceptions	of	this	place	and	their	relatedness	to	each	other.	The	

second	 part	 of	 the	 chapter	 discusses	 the	 transformations	 in	 relatedness	

brought	about	by	Santal	wedding	rituals.	The	ambiguous	relationship	of	affini-

ty	 is	 converted	 into	 the	more	 secure	 one	 of	 in-laws	 through	 ritual	 greetings,	

mutual	 feeding,	and	sacrifice.	Spatial	movements	play	a	significant	role	 in	the	

different	parts	of	 the	wedding	 rites,	 as	 they	move	 the	new	 in-laws	 into	more	

and	more	intimate	spaces	of	the	groom’s	house.		

Chapter	 four	discusses	Santal	notions	of	 the	environment	with	 regard	 to	

the	forest	and	the	cultivated	rice	fields.	The	most	characteristic	feature	of	San-

tal	 perceptions	 of	 the	 environment	 is	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 sacred	 landscape	 as	 an	

abode	of	different	deities.	Once	a	year	a	specific	number	of	villages	offers	sacri-

fices	to	the	hunting	god,	asking	for	protection	from	wild	animals	and	for	rain.	

The	danger	of	the	forest	finds	expression	in	the	veiled	language	of	these	rituals	

as	well	as	in	the	songs	and	stories	performed	during	the	hunting	festival.	One	
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month	later	other	regional	units	unite	in	joint	sacrifices	to	the	local	mountain	

gods	(buru	bonga).	These	rituals	are	officiated	by	other	communities	living	to-
gether	with	the	Santal	in	the	same	area.	Both	hunting	and	mountain	rites	gen-

erate	 notions	 of	 place,	 which	 comprise	 deities,	 people	 and	 landscape.	 The	

holistic	characteristics	of	place	are	particularly	strong	in	this	context.	Another	

part	 of	 this	 chapter	 portrays	 different	 rituals	 pertaining	 to	 the	 cultivation	 of	

rice	fields.	These	are	associated	with	the	patriline.	The	spatial	proximity	of	rice	

seeds	and	ancestors	is	one	indicator	of	this	association.	Viewed	as	a	whole	the	

totality	of	rituals	discussed	in	this	chapter	articulates	the	stark	distinction,	but	

simultaneous	 interrelation	 of	 forest	 and	 fields.	 The	 timing	 of	 hunting	 and	

mountain	rites	makes	this	especially	clear:	their	explicit	goal	is	to	ask	the	dei-

ties	for	rain	in	order	to	flood	the	fields	and	nourish	the	young	rice	seedlings.		

In	 chapter	 five	 Santal	 notions	 of	 place	prove	 to	be	most	 open	 to	 the	dy-

namics	 of	 modernity.	 The	 concept	 of	 region	 (disom)	 emerges	 from	 the	 new	
versions	of	Santal	flower	festivals	discussed	in	this	chapter.	In	the	last	decades	

wealthy	and	politically	powerful	Santal	men	have	built	regional	sacred	groves,	

as	 the	places	where	 these	 festivals	are	held	 today.	These	 festivals	differ	 from	

the	village	flower	festivals	in	significant	ways	and	it	is	my	argument	that	they	

are	closely	related	to	Santal	 identity	articulation.	 I	relate	this	change	 in	ritual	

practice	to	the	historical	events	of	industrialization,	the	recognition	politics	of	

the	 Indian	government	and	 the	 Jharkhand	movement.	Through	 such	 symbols	

as	 dance,	 newly	 built	 sacred	 groves	 and	 statues	 of	 Santal	 heroes	 placed	

throughout	 the	 area,	 the	 Santal	 claim	 the	 region	 as	 their	 place	 of	 belonging.	

The	second	part	of	 this	 chapter	 introduces	 the	Santal	 religious	 reform	move-

ment	sarna	dhorom.	Members	of	 this	movement	are	active	 in	propagating	the	
allegedly	correct	practice	of	Santal	rituals.	They	are	also	frequently	involved	in	

placing	 political	 demands	 before	 the	 Indian	 government,	 requesting	 among	

other	 things	 the	 recognition	 of	 their	 “religion	 of	 the	 sacred	 grove”	 (sarna	
dhorom).	 Their	 claims	 gain	 legitimacy	 through	 their	 strategic	 connection	 to	
wider	discourses	of	environmentalism	and	indigeneity.	The	local	rituals	of	this	

movement	 create	 a	 network	 of	 places	 and	 form	 the	 notion	 of	 a	 region.	 The	

movement’s	political	activities,	however,	expand	well	beyond	this	locality	and	

show	that	the	Santal	are	also	making	place	on	a	national	and	global	level.	
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2.	Theoretical	Approach	
2.1	Place	
2.1.1	Analytical	Angles	on	Place:	Notions	of	Place	and	Practices	of	

Place-Making	
In	my	work	I	approach	the	study	of	place	from	two	interrelated	angles.	Fore-

most	I	am	interested	in	Santal	notions	of	place.	As	Massey	(2002,	294)	states,	

place	 is	 nothing	 neutral,	 with	 “essential	 characteristics,	 which	 somehow	

grow[s]	 out	 of	 the	 soil”.	 Instead,	 people	 attribute	meaning	 to	 the	places	 they	

live	in.	The	forest,	the	mountains	and	the	rice	fields,	for	example,	carry	cultur-

ally	specific	meaning	for	the	Santal.	Hence,	I	focus	on	how	place	is	represented.	

One	chapter	of	this	work	deals	with	people’s	ideas	of	land	and	the	roots	their	

social	group	has	 in	this	 land.	 In	this	context	the	 link	between	social	structure	

and	land	emerges	as	an	important	element.	In	another	chapter	I	discuss	Santal	

perceptions	of	 the	 forested	mountains	and	 the	rice	 fields,	 the	 latter	 receiving	

fertility	from	the	untamed,	dangerous	sphere	of	the	forest.	The	last	chapter	ex-

plores	notions	of	region	and	how	the	region	is	being	claimed	in	a	political	con-

text.		

Taking	 inspiration	from	Wagner’s	(2013)	analysis	of	Gaddi	ways	of	mak-

ing	place	 in	 the	 Indian	Himalaya,	 I	connect	 these	Santal	notions	of	place	with	

an	explicit	focus	on	practice.	Accordingly,	I	complement	these	notions	with	the	

practice	of	how	they	come	into	being.	This	leans,	in	part,	on	a	phenomenologi-

cal	approach	to	place	and	the	concept	of	a	place-world	as	“a	world	that	is	not	

only	perceived	or	conceived	but	also	actively	lived	and	receptively	experienced”	
(Casey	2001,	687,	mentioned	 in	Wagner	2013,	5).	 In	other	words,	notions	of	

place	do	not	merely	exist,	but	are	created	and	maintained	by	people	 through	

their	activities.	This	view	is	reflected	in	the	term	“making	place”.		

The	 emphasis	 on	 practice,	which	 I	 pursue	 in	 this	work,	 also	 arose	 from	

methodological	considerations	related	to	my	ethnographic	fieldwork.	My	over-

all	 approach	 to	 studying	 Santal	 ritual	 practice	 was	 fed	 by	 the	 following	 as-

sumption:	By	choosing	an	observable	object	of	study,	an	activity	set	apart	from	

the	mundaneness	of	the	everyday,	rituals	would	offer	a	fruitful	point	of	access	

to	 cultural	 ideas.	 In	 this	work	 I	 have	 focused	on	notions	of	place	 as	 a	 frame-

work	 for	 several	 other,	 related	 ideas	 emerging	 from	 ritual	 practice.	 The	 as-

sumption	 that	 rituals	 influence	 perception	 and	 create	 cultural	 ideas	 is	
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especially	 present	 in	 a	 body	 of	 literature	 studying	 rituals	 as	 performance,	

which	I	will	later	discuss	in	more	detail.	

At	 this	 point	 a	 short	 clarification	of	my	use	of	 the	 terms	 “notion”,	 “idea”	

and	“concept”	is	necessary.	I	use	the	term	“notion”	in	this	work	in	the	Merriam	
Webster’s	 Online	 Dictionary’s	definition	 as	 “conception	 of	 something	 known,	
experienced	 or	 imagined”	 and	 an	 “inclusive	 general	 concept”.63	In	 some	 con-

texts	I	use	the	term	“idea”	as	a	synonym	for	“notion”.	The	Oxford	Thesaurus	of	
English	 (Waite	2009,	 434)	presents	 a	 closer	discussion	of	 the	differences	be-
tween	notion,	idea	and	concept.	It	states	that	“idea”	has	the	widest	range	of	all	

three,	whereas	a	 “concept”	 is	more	 fully	and	consciously	worked	out	 than	an	

idea.	A	 “notion”	 is	 “generally	 vaguer	 and	more	 tentatively	held	 than	an	 idea”	

(434).	This	vagueness	 implicit	 in	 the	 term	“notion”	comes	close	 to	my	ethno-

graphic	findings	on	the	topic	of	place	among	the	Santal.	Santal	notions	of	place,	

such	 as	 “place	 of	 origin”	 (mul	gadi)	 or	 “region”	 (torop,	disom)	 are	 clearly	 not	
formally	worked	out	concepts.	My	discussion	of	and	presented	understanding	

of	 the	 terms	has	 emerged	 from	observations	of	 ritual	 practice	 and	 later	 con-

versations	with	people	about	 themes	 inherent	and	 related	 to	 these	practices.	

Although	 there	 was	 incongruence	 in	 people’s	 explanations,	 there	 were	 also	

shared	 understandings.	While	 attempting	 to	 not	 gloss	 over	 negotiations	 and	

differing	understandings,	my	work	 is	centrally	concerned	with	collective,	cul-

turally	specific	notions	of	place.	Some	aspects	of	these	notions	I	inferred	from	

context,	which	means	that	people	were	not	necessarily	conscious	of	them.		

After	giving	a	short	background	on	the	spatial	turn	in	the	social	sciences	in	

the	following,	the	remainder	of	this	section	discusses	the	different	components	

of	the	study	of	place,	which	feature	prominently	in	my	work.	First,	I	discuss	the	

relationship	between	religion	and	space/place.	Second,	I	highlight	my	general	

understanding	of	place	as	connected	to	other	places	through	relationships	and	

hence	the	fact	that	places	have	porous	boundaries.	Third,	I	discuss	the	connec-

tions	between	globalization	and	claims	to	place	brought	forth	by	the	Santal	and	

other	indigenous	peoples	worldwide.	Fourth,	I	discuss	how	the	dichotomy	be-

tween	nature	and	society	has	been	regarded	as	problematic	both	in	anthropol-

ogy	and	religious	studies,	so	that	fifth,	a	focus	on	cultural	practice,	arising	out	

of	phenomenological	approaches	to	place,	proves	most	suitable	for	my	study	of	

Santal	notions	of	place.	

																																																								
63	Definition	available	at	http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/notion	

	(accessed	November	25,	2015).	
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2.1.2	The	Spatial	Turn	in	the	Social	Sciences	
Throughout	 the	 history	 of	 Western	 philosophy,	 from	 Plato	 to	 Descartes	 to	

Leibnitz,	the	topic	of	place	was	attributed	a	marginal	role.	Space,	seen	as	abso-

lute	and	universal	was	given	preference	over	the	boundedness	of	place	(Esco-

bar	 2001,	 142f).	 Only	 within	 the	 phenomenology	 of	 Heidegger	 (1975)	 and	

Merleau-Ponty	(1962)	has	place	come	to	receive	more	attention.	The	philoso-

pher	 Edward	 Casey	 (1996),	 working	 in	 this	 phenomenological	 tradition,	 de-

mands	 heightened	 attention	 to	 the	 topic	 of	 place,	 especially	 in	 the	 social	

sciences.	For	him	place	comes	before	space	 in	human	experience.	Are	people	

not	 inevitably	bound	up	 in	places,	does	their	embodied	perception	not	create	

reality	 in	the	first	place,	he	asks.	“To	live”,	he	writes,	“is	to	 live	 locally,	and	to	

know	is	first	of	all	to	know	the	places	one	is	in”	(Casey	1996,	18).	

Only	since	roughly	the	1990s	has	his	demand	partially	been	fulfilled	by	a	

spatial	turn	in	the	social	sciences	and	humanities,	which	gives	due	attention	to	

the	 primacy	 of	 embodied	 action	 in	 places	 (Casey	 1996,	 20;	Warf	 2009).	 This	

spatial	 turn	 can	 be	 linked	 to	 the	 growing	 importance	 of	 globalization,	which	

has	 drawn	 attention	 to	 the	 movements	 of	 people	 and	 information	 through	

space	 (Appadurai	 1996).	On	 the	 one	 hand,	 place	 and	 locality,	 as	 for	 example	

Dirlik	(1999,	168)	deplores,	have	been	attributed	marginal	status	in	“the	age	of	

Global	Capitalism”	and	in	the	context	of	the	“modernizing	nation	state”.	While	

on	 the	 other	 hand,	 globalization	 has	 also	 provided	 a	 platform	 for	 claims	 to	

place,	as	the	global	indigenous	movement	shows	(Castree	2004;	Escobar	2001).	

Although	 the	 local	 is	 still	 too	 often	 radically	 opposed	 to	 the	 global,	 as	 Dirlik	

(1999,	151)	criticizes,	many	cases	in	fact	show	that	both	are	intertwined.	Ap-

padurai	(1996,	178ff)	emphasizes	both	the	local	and	the	global	“production	of	

locality”	in	this	regard.	Others	have	pointed	out	that	modern	phenomena,	often	

brought	by	globalization,	are	put	to	local	ends	in	various	ways,	a	phenomenon	

Sahlins	 (1999)	 has	 called	 the	 “indigenization	 of	 modernity”.	 That	 being	 the	

case,	a	mere	opposition	of	local	and	global	hence	does	not	reflect	the	realities	

on	the	ground	in	the	contemporary	world.	

Although	 one	 part	 of	 my	 work	 deals	 with	 globalization	 and	 the	 related	

claiming	 of	 place,	 it	 further	 takes	 inspiration	 from	 detailed	 anthropological	

writings	on	how	place	 is	made	and	perceived	 in	various	societies	around	 the	

world.	Since	 the	1990s	several	ethnographic	accounts	have	provided	 insights	

into	 Australian	 Aborigines’	 conceptualizations	 of	 person	 and	 place	 (Myers	

1991)	or	the	relation	between	social	identity	and	spatial	practice	in	the	Indian	
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Himalaya	(Wagner	2013).	Two	edited	volumes	further	gave	accounts	of	“sens-

es	of	place”	 in	Native	North	American	 societies	 and	Papua	New	Guinea	 (Feld	

and	Basso	1996)	as	well	as	cultural	perceptions	of	the	landscape	covering	such	

diverse	 places	 as	 Amazonia,	 Madagascar,	 Israel	 and	 Mongolia	 (Hirsch	 and	

O’Hanlon	2003).	Most	 importantly	 these	works	communicate,	 that,	 in	spite	of	

the	“globalization	craze	of	recent	years”	(Escobar	2001,	141),	place	continues	

to	matter	in	culture-specific	ways.	In	the	following,	I	bring	up	the	cornerstones	

in	 the	discussion	on	place,	which	are	relevant	 for	my	analysis	of	understand-

ings	of	place	among	the	Santal.		

	

2.1.3	The	Spatiality	of	Religion	
The	above-mentioned	spatial	turn	has	made	its	impact	felt	not	only	in	anthro-

pology,	but	also	in	the	field	of	religious	studies.	As	Knott	(2010,	29)	notes,	be-

fore	the	1990s	the	interest	in	religion	and	place	was	often	limited	to	the	topic	

of	sacred	space,	exemplified	 in	 the	works	of	Smith	(1978),	Eliade	(1959)	and	

Van	der	Leuuw	(1933).	After	the	1990s,	a	renewed	interest	in	the	study	of	reli-

gion,	space	and	place	has	arisen	across	disciplinary	boundaries.	In	this	context	

the	 contributions	 of	 two	 authors	 are	 particularly	 apposite	 as	 they	 resonate	

with	and	pose	important	questions	to	my	material.	Among	these	is	Kim	Knott’s	

(2013)	spatial	methodology	for	the	study	of	religion,	which	addresses	the	ho-

lism	 of	 place,	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 characteristics	 of	 notions	 of	 place	

among	 the	 Santal.	 Second,	 there	 is	 Hervieu-Léger’s	 (2002)	 discussion	 of	 the	

changed	relationship	between	religion	and	space	in	modernity,	which	has	pre-

sented	an	important	perspective	on	the	relations	to	place	maintained	by	a	San-

tal	religious	reform	movement	discussed	in	chapter	five.	

Unlike	many	works	 in	the	 field	of	 the	geography	of	religion	(for	an	over-

view	cf.	Kong	2010),	Knott’s	work	on	space	and	religion	explores	various	as-

pects	 of	 space	 and	 aims	 explicitly	 at	 theorizing	 it.	 Initially	 her	 work	 was	

grounded	in	an	interest	to	study	religion	from	a	local	perspective,	for	example	

in	 the	context	of	 the	Community	Religions	Project	 in	 the	city	of	Leeds	 (Knott	

1998).	The	particularities	of	 locality,	 she	emphasized,	 “invited	new	questions	

(...)	 to	 those	associated	with	the	World	Religions	perspective”	(2009,	159).	 In	

later	articles	(Knott	2008,	2009,	2010)	and	especially	in	her	book	The	Location	
of	Religion	(2013,	59ff)	she	then	develops	a	spatial	methodology	to	study	reli-
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gion,	 in	which	she	views	space64	both	as	a	medium	to	study	religion	and	as	a	

method	that	provides	analytical	tools.	

Besides	the	fact	that	my	work	studies	religion	in	a	particular	context,	the	

Santal	one,	her	discussion	of	space	resonates	with	my	work	in	that	it	addresses	

one	of	the	main	characteristics	of	Santal	notions	of	place.	I	refer	to	this	as	the	

“holism	of	place”,	whereas	Knott	(2008,	1109;	2009,	156)	speaks	of	 the	“pro-

pensity	 to	 gather”.	 Leaning	 on	 Lefebvre	 (1991)	 Knott	 specifies	 that	 spaces	

gather	 “physical,	 social	 and	 mental	 dimensions”	 (2013,	 35-58),	 but	 she	 also	

points	 to	 different	 “properties”	 of	 space	 such	 as	 the	 time	 flowing	 through	 it	

(diachronic),	the	relationships	that	constitute	space	(synchronic)	and	the	hier-

archies	of	power	contained	within.	In	Knott’s	opinion,	the	“propensity	to	gath-

er”	 is	 the	 reason	 why	 the	 spatial	 methodology	 she	 develops	 opens	 up	 new	

perspectives	 in	 the	 study	 of	 religion.	 Religion	 can	 then	 be	 studied	 in	 context	

and	 in	 its	place	 “vis-à-vis	other	 social,	 cultural,	 economic	and	political	 forces,	

relationships	and	phenomena”	(2009,	156).65		

Knott’s	work	is	 further	relevant	 for	my	analysis,	because	it	brings	up	the	

problem	of	the	definition	of	religion.	In	her	view,	taking	place	as	a	medium	to	

study	religion	is	a	(partial)	solution	to	this	problem	in	that	it	avoids	a	prior	def-

inition	of	religion.	She	finds	this	definition	particularly	problematic	because	of	

the	 pitfalls	 of	 defining	 religion	 as	 opposed	 to	 “the	 secular”	 (2013,	 59-93).66	

While	 this	distinction	 is	highly	specific	 to	Western	modernity,	 I	 share	Knott’s	

wider	methodological	 concern	of	defining	 religion	prior	 to	empirically	 study-

ing	it.	For	the	design	of	my	research	I	have	chosen	to	focus	on	ritual,	as	a	prac-

tice-based	component	of	“religion”.	My	approach	differs	from	Knott’s	 in	that	I	

take	ritual	as	a	medium	to	study	place,	whereas	Knott	takes	space	as	a	medium	

to	study	religion.	The	result	of	our	analyses	is,	however,	not	altogether	differ-

ent	in	that	we	end	up	with	various	domains	of	life	(among	them	“religion”)	that	

are	related	to	each	other	and	contained	in	place.		

While	Knott	was	hence	concerned	with	dimensions	of	space	and	the	study	

of	religion	through	space,	which	will	be	fleshed	out	in	my	work	with	material	

from	a	particular	cultural	context,	Hervieu-Léger	(2002)	adds	another	perspec-

																																																								
64	In	her	work	Knott	mostly	prefers	the	term	“space”	to	“place”.	She	discusses	the	particularity	

associated	 with	 the	 term	 “place”	 without	 explicitely	 spelling	 out	 the	 reasons	 for	 her	 use	 of	

“space”	instead	(cf.	Knott	2013,	29-34).	
65	Knott	takes	her	interest	in	relationships	from	Doreen	Massey’s	(1993a,b,	1994)	work,	part	of	

which	I	discuss	in	the	next	section.	
66	Instead	 she	prefers	 to	 think	 about	 the	 religious	 and	 the	 secular	 as	 located	 in	 one	 relational	

field,	or,	leaning	on	Jantzen	(1998,	8),	as	two	sides	of	a	coin	(Knott	2013,	77).	
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tive.	 She	 considers	 the	 relationships	 between	 religion,	 space	 and	 (religious)	

community	–	more	precisely	 the	changes	 that	accompany	 these	 relationships	

in	the	context	of	modernity.	For	the	sake	of	her	argument	she	makes	use	of	the	

two	 ideal-types	 of	 “church-type	 religious	 spatiality”	 (101),	 characterized	 by	

close	links	between	religious	community	and	territory	and	“sect-type	religious	

spatiality”	(102),	in	which	voluntary	groups	of	individuals	share	the	same	faith	

but	do	not	maintain	a	close	relationship	with	territory	anymore.	At	first	sight	

this	scheme	seems	rather	simplistic,	but	 the	author	then	asserts	 that	 the	ten-

sions	 between	 “territorialization”	 and	 “deterritorialization”	 come	 in	 different	

configurations	in	religious	modernity	(103).	As	case	in	point	she	refers	to	the	

phenomenon	of	 transnational	 religion.	For	example,	 in	 the	 case	of	 the	Orisha	

religion,	Dianteill	(2002)	shows	how	its	relation	to	territory	in	the	Oyo	empire	

of	West	Africa	was	 first	 uprooted	when	being	 taken	 to	Cuba	 and	 then	 to	 the	

United	States	and	later	reterritorialized	in	these	new	places.	The	importance	of	

spatial	strategies	and	new	links	to	the	space	where	a	religious	community	set-

tles	is	equally	underlined	by	Knibbe	(2010)	in	her	work	on	transnational	Nige-

rian	Pentecostalism.		

Santal	religious	practice	and	ritual	can	hardly	be	compared	to	the	transna-

tional	mobility	 of	 Pentecostalism,	 but	 Hervieu-Léger	 raises	 important	 points	

for	thinking	about	change	in	Santal	ritual	and	“religion”.	This	is	of	significance	

especially	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 Santal	 religious	 reform	 movement	 (sarna	
movement)	discussed	in	chapter	five.	The	intricate	connection	of	Santal	rituals	

to	particular	places	such	as	the	ancestral	shrine,	a	particular	mountain	as	seat	

of	a	deity	or	the	“place	of	origin”	of	a	specific	local	group,	takes	on	a	different	

shape	in	the	religious	activities	of	the	sarna	movement.	
	

2.1.4	Relationships	that	Constitute	Place	
Arising	 out	 of	 a	 criticism	 of	 classical	 anthropological	 studies	 of	 homogenous	

societies	 rooted	 in	 bounded	 geographical	 places	 (cf.	 Appadurai	 1996;	 Gupta	

and	Ferguson	1992),	 contemporary	writings	 on	 the	 topic	 of	 place	 emphasize	

the	relationships	that	constitute	places.	The	cultural	geographer	Doreen	Mas-

sey	 (2002,	 294)	 has	 written	 about	 “place	 as	 meeting	 place:	 different	 stories	

coming	 together	 and,	 to	 one	degree	 or	 another,	 becoming	 entangled.”	 In	 this	

context	she	underlines	the	fact	that	places	are	made	up	of	their	relations	with	

elsewhere.	Her	concept	of	“meeting	place”	brings	up	two	points.	
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First,	places	are	not	closed	containers,	but	have	porous	boundaries	(Casey	

1996,	42)	and	they	are	constituted	by	 their	 linkages	 to	 the	wider	world.	This	

view	has	by	now	been	established	as	commonplace	by	many	authors	working	

on	the	topic	of	place	(cf.	Amin	2002,	391;	Appadurai	1996,	178ff;	Castree	2004,	

134).	This	openness	of	place	should,	as	Massey	(1993c,	144)	mentions,	not	be	

regarded	only	as	a	modern	phenomenon.	Places,	not	 even	 the	 seemingly	 “re-

mote”	hills	some	Santal	villages	are	located	in,	have	never	been	isolated.	These	

villages	have	been	influenced	by	the	colonial	policy	of	the	British,	which	greatly	

restricted	 their	 access	 to	 the	 forest.	 Even	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 Santal	 are	 living	

there	 today,	 is	 a	 result	 of	 their	migration	 to	 this	 very	 place,	 a	 topic	 chapter	

three	will	deal	with	in	more	detail	as	it	discusses	Santal	mythology	and	its	rela-

tion	 to	 contemporary	notions	of	place.	The	 linkages	of	Santal	places	with	 the	

wider	world	have,	however,	intensified	since	the	colonial	period.	Especially	the	

last	 chapter	 of	 this	 work,	 focusing	 on	 Santal	 regional	 politics,	 takes	 up	 this	

point.	Santal	ways	of	place-making,	the	way	they	claim	their	region	for	example,	

can	be	connected	to	different	historical	developments.	Among	them	are	indus-

trialization	 and	 the	 affirmative	 action	 programs	 of	 the	 Indian	 government,	

which	have	 led	 to	 the	 formation	of	 a	Santal	 elite	actively	 involved	 in	 cultural	

politics.	Their	ways	of	making	place	 increasingly	 involve	global	 ideas	of	what	

constitutes	an	 indigenous	 identity.	Through	networks,	which	people	maintain	

with	these	“other”	contexts,	local	practices	and	political	claims	are	continually	

being	reshaped.	

Massey’s	 second	 point	 contained	 in	 her	 idea	 of	 “meeting	 places”	 is	 the	

multivocality	 of	 place.	 In	 an	 article	 titled	Empowering	Place:	Multilocality	and	
Multivocality,	 Rodman	 (1992)	 underlines	 the	 importance	 of	 this	 view	 for	 the	
anthropological	discussion	of	place.	Both	authors	emphasize	that	different	ac-

tors	are	constantly	negotiating	different	notions	of	one	and	the	same	place.	In	a	

similar	 vein,	my	work	 shows	 that	 there	 are	 no	 homogenous	 views	 on	 place:	

Various	ethnic	groups	of	the	area	under	study	view	their	region	quite	different-

ly,	 and	 the	 same	 holds	 true	 for	 Santal	 from	 different	 socio-economic	 back-

grounds.	 For	 the	 young,	 educated	 Santal	 man	 working	 in	 a	 public	 bank,	 the	

forest	stands	for	the	“backwardness”	of	his	community.	For	many	women,	who	

collect	firewood	from	the	forest,	or	the	Santal	healer	(ojha),	who	makes	use	of	
many	different	forest	plants,	it	constitutes	an	important	resource.	In	my	work	I	

portray	these	different	notions	and	negotiations	of	place	as	articulated	by	dif-

ferent	 actors	 of	 Santal	 society.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 I	 maintain	 that	 there	 are	

common	 cultural	 notions	 of	 place	 in	 Santal	 society.	 These	 emerge	 from	 the	
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multitude	of	voices	and	practices.	But	they	are	also	expressed	in	ritual	practice,	

in	 people’s	 explanations	 of	 this	 practice	 and	 in	 stories	 and	 songs.	 I	 hope	 to	

show	that	there	are	specifically	Santal	notions	of	place,	but	that	these	are	not	
always	coherent	and	not	immune	to	change.	Notions	and	practices	of	place	are	

thus	constituted	by	both	cultural	structure	and	individual	agency.	

In	the	analysis	of	Santal	notions	of	place	a	third	point	is	pivotal:	Places	are	

made	up	 of	 relationships,	which	 do	not	 only	 exist	 between	humans,	 but	 also	

between	people	and	deities.	As	abodes	of	deities,	places	contain	meaning.	The	

ancestral	 shrine,	 for	example,	 is	 the	most	 intimate	place	of	 the	house.	Sacred	

mountains	are	respected	for	their	powerful	deities	and	the	forest	is	feared	for	

the	 unpredictable	 behavior	 of	 its	 gods.	 The	 relationships	 of	 ritual	 exchange	

people	maintain	with	 these	deities	 cannot	be	 separated	 from	 the	way	people	

relate	 to	 these	places	 themselves.	Among	 the	different	 actions	bringing	 forth	

and	maintaining	relationships	with	place,	I	attribute	a	particular	significance	to	

rituals.	As	rituals	are	always	performed	in	specific	places,	in	houses,	fields	and	

the	forest	for	example,	they	express	and	generate	ideas	about	these	places	and	

are	the	prior	means	of	maintaining	relationships	with	them.	

Kin	relations	between	people	play	a	significant	role	in	the	study	of	place	in	

addition	 to	 the	 relations	 between	 people,	 deities	 and	 place.	 Wagner	 (2013,	

65ff)	 speaks	of	 the	visits	between	Gaddi	 relatives	 living	 in	different	places	as	

“acts	of	‘doing’	kinship,	as	acts	of	making	place”	(79).	As	these	visits	guide	peo-

ple	 through	the	 landscape,	 they	perceive	and	speak	of	places	 in	 terms	of	kin-

ship.	 Instead	of	using	the	name	of	a	village,	 they	speak	of	“mother’s	brother’s	

house”,	to	the	extent	that	people	and	place	form	a	unity.	Chapter	three	of	this	

work	discusses	exactly	this	holism	of	spatial	notions	when	portraying	the	en-

tanglement	of	kin,	their	deity	and	their	land.	Their	places	are	further	connected	

by	marital	 relations,	which	are	 ideally	 established	between	different	 villages.	

These	relations	between	different	kin	and	their	places	are	maintained	by	par-

ticipating	in	each	other’s	rituals.	Kinship,	as	Wagner	(2013,	79)	emphasizes	it	

in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Gaddi,	 is	 valid	 and	 key	 to	 understanding	 Santal	 notions	 of	

place.	

	

2.1.5	Globalization,	Culturalism	and	the	Politics	of	Identity	
As	mentioned	above,	the	spatial	turn	in	the	social	sciences	can	be	attributed	to	

the	 increasing	 importance	 of	 globalization,	 which	 has	 brought	 the	 study	 of	

place	 to	 the	attention	of	 scholars	 in	 these	 fields.	When	studying	place	among	
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the	Santal	 the	 topic	of	globalization	also	deserves	attention.	 It,	however,	pre-

sents	itself	in	specific	connections	to	other	topics,	namely	those	of	cultural	re-

vival	in	the	wake	of	globalizing	forces	and	the	politics	of	identity.		

In	recent	years	a	view	of	globalization	as	defined	by	the	deterritorialization	of	

culture,	 brought	 about	 by	 transnational	 flows	 (Appadurai	 1996;	 Inda	 and	

Rosaldo	 2008,	 12-15)	 has	 gained	 considerable	 ground.	 Escobar	 (2001,	 141)	

has	criticized	the	asymmetry	in	these	discourses	of	globalization.	The	focus	on	

mobility	and	flows	of	people,	ideas	and	culture	should	not	lead	to	the	assump-

tion	 that	 place	 has	 become	 less	 important	 for	 everyone,	 but	 that	 in	 the	 con-

temporary	 world	 spaces	 re-emerge	 as	 “domains	 of	 alterity	 and	 resistance”	

(141),	as	he	shows	 in	 the	case	of	an	ethno-ecological	movement	 in	Columbia.	

For	the	Santal,	too,	globalization	has	served	as	an	instrument	to	strengthen	lo-

cal	claims	to	place.	It	has	led	to	an	increase	in	Santal	cultural	politics.	This	pat-

tern	resonates	with	the	strategies	of	other	indigenous	people	around	the	world.		

These	political	strategies	are	related	to	the	fact	that	many	of	these	groups	

articulate	a	 close	 connection	between	 their	 social	 identity	and	 the	place	 they	

live	in.	They	evoke	belonging	to	and	origin	in	a	certain	territory	(Merlan	2009,	

304).	What	Escobar	(2001,	149)	describes	as	strategies	of	“defensive	localiza-

tion”	fits	this	picture	well:	in	recent	years	many	indigenous	groups	have	made	

use	of	global	 structures	 to	assert	 their	 right	 to	place.	Especially	 in	 the	 Indian	

context,	with	its	history	of	constitutional	minority	protection,	these	strategies	

of	 localization	 are	being	presented	 in	 cultural	 terms.	 In	 a	 long	 struggle	 to	be	

recognized	as	a	Scheduled	Tribe,	a	section	of	the	Gaddi	population	of	Himachal	

Pradesh,	for	example,	has	emphasized	their	uniqueness	as	a	pastoralist,	egali-

tarian	community	 in	contrast	to	their	caste	Hindu	neighbors.	They	have	done	

so	 in	 order	 to	 assert	 their	 demand	 of	 being	 included	 in	 the	 schedules	 of	 the	

state	(Kapila	2008).	Like	the	Gaddi,	many	tribal	groups	in	India	argue	that	it	is	

their	culture	that	sets	them	apart	from	others.	Their	culture	in	the	end	qualifies	

them	 for	 the	 Indian	 state’s	 recognition	 policies,	 and	 justifies	 their	 autonomy	

over	 “their	 place”	 (cf.	 Baviskar	 1995;	 Subba	 and	 Karlsson	 2006;	 De	 Maaker	

2013).		

One	example	of	this	Santal	type	of	culturalism	takes	shape	during	the	re-

gional	spring	 flower	 festival	(disom	baha)	as	 I	argue	 in	chapter	 five.	 In	recent	
decades	this	festival	has	come	to	be	celebrated	in	large	sacred	groves	especial-

ly	built	 for	 the	occasion.	Local	media	 replicate	 the	 images	of	 the	dancing,	na-

ture-worshipping	 tribal,	 which	 Santal	 activists	 aim	 to	 portray	 during	 the	

festival.	 These	 large	 rituals	 form	 part	 of	 a	 row	 of	 Santal	 activist	 politics,	 the	
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most	 prominent	 protagonist	 in	 the	 area	 of	 my	 fieldwork	 being	 the	 sarna	
movement.	 This	 movement	 takes	 the	 politics	 of	 place	 to	 a	 national	 level	 by	

regularly	 submitting	 memoranda	 to	 the	 Indian	 government	 where	 they	 de-

mand,	 among	 other	 things,	 protection	 of	 and	 financial	 support	 for	 Santal	 sa-

cred	 places.	 In	 their	 publications	 they	 also	 occasionally	 make	 reference	 to	

global	discourses	such	as	ideas	of	indigeneity	and	the	environmentally	friendly	

practices	of	indigenous	people.	Politics,	“religion”,	identity	and	place	are	close-

ly	 intertwined	 in	all	 these	examples.	The	Santal	case	shows	that	globalization	

takes	 on	 specific	 local	 shapes	 of	which	 culturalism	 is	 a	 constant	 companion.	

This	supports	the	point	made	by	several	scholars	(Appadurai	1996,	17;	Tsing	

2005)	that	globalization	does	not	necessarily	lead	to	cultural	homogeneity,	but	

that	there	are	“multiple	modernities”	(Eisenstadt	2000)	or,	as	Sahlins	(1999,	x)	

assessed,	 that	 an	 “indigenization	 of	 modernity”	 is	 taking	 place	 all	 over	 the	

world.	

	

2.1.6	“Nature”	and	the	Environment	in	Anthropology	and	Religious	

Studies	
Another	relevant	dimension	of	place	as	 I	discuss	 it	 in	 this	work	 is	 “nature”,	a	

term	I	will	later	replace	with	“environment”.	How	do	the	Santal	conceptualize	

their	 environment?	 How	 do	 they	 relate	 to	 it	 and	 what	 distinctions	 do	 they	

draw?	These	are	some	of	the	questions	I	aim	to	answer.	In	the	regional	rituals	I	

later	 discuss,	 some	 Santal	 actors	 link	 their	 society’s	 relationship	 to	 the	 envi-

ronment	explicitly	 to	 their	 “religion”,	which	they	call	sarna	dhorom	 (“the	reli-
gion	of	the	sacred	grove”).	Although	these	claims	are	particular	to	the	regional,	

political	and	historical	position	of	the	Santal	in	India	and	East	Singhbhum,	they	

invoke	broader	 issues	discussed	both	 in	 the	 field	of	 religious	 studies	and	an-

thropology.	These	pertain	to	the	nexus	of	religion,	nature	and	culture,	and	the	

problem	of	definition	especially	with	regard	to	the	concept	of	nature.		

	

“Religion”	and	the	Alleged	Environmentalism	of	Indigenous	People	
In	recent	years,	one	of	the	contexts	in	which	the	relationship	between	religion,	

nature	 and	 culture	has	been	discussed	 is	 the	 Journal	for	the	Study	of	Religion,	
Nature	and	Culture.	On	the	one	hand	some	of	the	contributors’	aspirations	have	
been	 rather	 normative	 as	 they	were	mainly	 interested	 in	 religion’s	 contribu-

tion	to	environmental	sustainability.	In	a	similar	vein,	as	Dietzel	(2014)	assess-
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es,	works	on	Earth	Spirituality,	Gaian	theory	(Lovelock	1979)	or	Deep	Ecology	

(Naess	1993)	“represent	new	religious	movements	in	and	of	themselves”	(61).	

Von	Stuckrad	(2007)	has	suggested	that	 these	normative	perspectives	can	be	

regarded	as	scholarly	data,	meaning	they	themselves	contain	constructions	of	

nature	worth	studying.	Although	 the	contribution	of	 religion	 to	 sustainability	

could	 be	 an	 important	 one,	 this	 perspective	 is	 not	 one	 I	wish	 to	 take	 in	 this	

work.	

The	 mentioned	 environmental	 ethicists	 and	 parts	 of	 the	 environmental	

movement	in	general,	however,	have	created	a	discourse	in	which	some	Santal	

political	activists	have	begun	locating	themselves.	This	pertains	to	the	image	of	

indigenous	or	small-scale	societies	as	environmentally	benign	and	to	an	inter-

est	 in	 religions	 that	 contain	 such	 oneness	 with	 nature	 (Taylor	 2005,	 1373).	

Critical	voices	have	called	this	environmental	friendliness	of	indigenous	socie-

ties	 a	 “myth”,	which	needs	 to	 be	 dismantled	 by	 first	 of	 all	 differentiating	 be-

tween	the	practices	and	the	ideology	of	such	societies	(Milton	1998,	87).	Milton	

has	cautioned	that	living	in	a	sustainable	way	must	not	be	related	to	a	society’s	

belief	 systems	 or	 ideology,	 but	 that	 societies	 can	 live	 sustainably	 simply	 be-

cause	 of	 small	 population	 numbers	 or	 low	 material	 requirements	 (87).	 An-

thropologists	 working	 on	 indigenous,	 environmentalist	 movements	 and	

political	 activism	 in	 India	 (cf.	 Baviskar	 1995,	 1997;	 Shah	 2010)	 have	 raised	

similar	points	about	the	alleged	environmentally	friendly	cultural	practices	of	

adivasi.	My	later	discussion	of	the	environmental	claims	made	by	Santal	activ-
ists	will	engage	with	this	debate.		

	

The	Problems	of	a	Nature/Culture	Dichotomy	
The	question	of	how	nature	is	to	be	understood	and	how	it	is	conceptualized	in	

different	 social	 and	 historical	 contexts	 has	 been	 debated	 extensively	 in	 the	

humanities	and	social	sciences.	As	a	result,	nature	has	come	to	be	regarded	as	

culturally	constructed,	as	neither	opposed	to	nor	apart	 from	culture	(cf.	Ellen	

1996;	Haraway	2008;	Feldt	2012;	Von	Stuckrad	2007).	

Broadly	speaking,	 this	perspective	has	emerged	out	of	discussions	of	na-

ture	from	two	angles.	First,	there	is	the	assertion	that	Western	concepts	of	na-

ture	 have	 always	 been	 heterogeneous	 and	 have	 changed	 throughout	 history.	

As	Lloyd	(2005)	has	shown	for	Greek	antiquity,	for	example,	different	concepts	

of	nature	existed	from	one	philosophical	tradition	to	the	next,	and	these	in	turn	

differed	from	the	commoner’s	view	of	nature.	Regarding	historical	changes,	in	
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the	European	Middle	Ages,	as	Pálsson	(1996,	65)	writes,	there	was	no	radical	

separation	between	nature	and	society.	A	man	thought	of	himself	as	embedded	

in	the	world,	therefore	he	was	not	in	a	position	to	perceive	himself	apart	from	

nature.	This	stands	in	contrast	to	one	of	the	widespread	views	held	in	contem-

porary	times	in	Western	societies,	namely	that	nature	is	to	be	understood	as	a	

space	outside	of	human	activity,	as	“the	other”	of	society	(Ellen	1996,	7).	In	ad-

dition,	not	only	 throughout	history	but	equally	 today,	 the	content	of	 the	con-

cept	of	nature	is	multivalent.	Latour	(1993,	2004),	for	example,	has	discussed	

the	constructed,	often	ambivalent,	use	of	the	term	nature	in	modern	science.	

The	second	direction,	out	of	which	a	deconstruction	of	the	nature/culture	

dichotomy	 developed,	 was	 ethnographic	 studies.	 For	 many	 decades	 this	 di-

chotomy	had	remained	a	 “central	dogma	 in	anthropology”	 (Descola	and	Páls-

son	1996,	2),	which	provided	a	set	of	analytical	 tools	 for	approaches	 ranging	

from	 ecological	 adaptation	 of	 cultures	 (cf.	 Steward	 1977)	 to	 Lévi-Strauss	

(1964)	 structural	 analysis	 of	myth.	 Ethnographic	 studies	 of	 societies	 such	 as	

the	gatherer-hunter	Nayaka	of	 India	 (Bird-David	1992)	or	 the	Kubo	speakers	

of	 Papua	New	Guinea	 (Dwyer	1996)	have	 contributed	 to	questioning	 this	 di-

chotomy	and	the	universality	of	 the	Western	concept	of	 “nature”,	understood	

as	opposed	to	society	and	culture.67	In	both	these	societies,	the	authors	argue,	

there	 is	 no	 domain	 distinct	 enough	 from	human	 society	 to	 deserve	 the	 label	

“nature”,	 instead	 their	 world	 is	 an	 “integrated	 whole”	 (Milton	 1998,	 92)	 in	

which	the	same	principles	structure	interactions	between	people	and	between	

people	 and,	 for	 example,	 the	 forest.	 For	 the	Nayaka	 this	 principle	 is	 sharing,	

and	they	expect	the	forest	to	share	with	them	just	as	they	expect	fellow	Nayaka	

to	do	so	(Bird-David	1990,	195).		

As	von	Stuckrad	(2007,	41)	rightly	suggested,	the	task	of	defining	“nature”	

should	not	be	our	main	concern	as	scholars.	Instead,	he	points	out,	the	cultural	

processes	that	produce	various	concepts	of	nature	or	the	historical	context	in-

volved	 in	such	productions	prove	 to	be	much	more	 insightful	 topics	of	study.	

However,	 researching	 these	 processes	 outside	 of	 Western	 societies	 necessi-

																																																								
67	These	 anthropological	 demands	 for	 questioning	 the	 universality	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 nature	

neglect	the	pluralistic	understandings	of	the	term	even	in	the	Western	context.	As	Milton	(1998,	

93f)	writes,	instead	they	seem	to	focus	only	on	one	definition	of	nature	as	opposed	to	society,	as	

a	 place	 where	 humans	 do	 not	 belong.	 Ellen	 (1996,	 3-10,	 mentioned	 in	 Milton	 1998,	 94)	 has	

introduced	 three	 general	 concepts	 and	 uses	 of	 the	 term	 nature,	 which	 are	 simultaneously	

present	in	Western	society	and,	for	example,	in	gatherer-hunter	societies.	These	include	first,	the	

“thinginess	of	nature”	(4),	nature	as	a	category	for	things	(which	might	include	humans),	second	

the	“otherness	of	nature”	(7),	a	space	which	is	not	human,	and	third	“nature	as	essence”,	such	as	

contained	in	the	concept	of	“human	nature”.	
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tates	a	somewhat	pre-conceived	idea	of	what	one	is	interested	in	studying.	Ra-

ther	 than	 looking	 for	 some	 kind	 of	 equivalent	 to	 “nature”	 in	 the	 Santal	

worldview,	I	make	use	of	the	term	“environment”	in	Ingold’s	(1993,	31)	under-

standing	of	“that	which	surrounds”.68	Different	from	the	complex	cultural	bag-

gage	 the	 term	 “nature”	 carries,	 the	 term	 environment	 makes	 no	 other	

distinction	 than	 the	 one	 between	 the	 surroundings	 and	 that,	 which	 is	 sur-

rounded.69		

My	 analysis	 of	 how	 the	 Santal	 conceptualize	 their	 environment	 takes	 its	

starting	 point	 in	 the	 distinctions	 of	 different	 spheres	 and	 entities,	which	 the	

Santal	make	in	their	environment.	It	was	these	distinctions,	most	prominently	

the	one	between	forest	and	fields	that	brought	me	to	the	topic	of	the	environ-

ment	in	the	first	place.	The	alterity	the	Santal	associate	with	the	forest	and	the	

perceived	 lack	 of	 control	 of	 this	 domain	 is	 reminiscent	 of	 associations	made	

with	wilderness	(Feldt	2012,	6;	Schjødt	2012,	183)	and	returns	us	to	the	ques-

tion	as	to	whether	the	Santal	 indeed	might	distinguish	between	society	and	a	

part	of	their	environment,	a	“nature”,	where	humans	do	not	belong.		

This	 leads	 to	 the	question	of	what	kind	of	 relationships	 the	Santal	main-

tain	with	the	forest	and	the	fields.	From	a	Santal	perspective,	the	environment	

is	 inhabited	by	different	entities	such	as	deities	and	other	 local	communities,	

who	in	turn	are	often	associated	with	the	sphere	of	forest	or	fields.	In	line	with	

the	above-presented	view	of	places	as	consisting	of	relationships,	it	is	the	con-

nections	 between	 the	 different	 entities	 and	 spheres,	 established	 and	 main-

tained	in	ritual,	that	prove	to	be	more	crucial	than	their	opposition.	

	

2.1.7	Studying	Place	in	Practice:	Phenomenological	Approaches	to	

Place	
One	consequence	of	the	previously	discussed	need	to	view	nature	and	culture	

as	 interconnected,	 is	 the	 focus	 on	 the	 continual	 engagement	 of	 humans	with	

																																																								
68	In	 addition,	 there	 exists	 another,	 more	 global,	 connotation	 of	 the	 term	 “environment”,	

referring	to	the	earth	as	a	whole.	This	 is	the	connotation	it	carries	mostly	in	the	context	of	the	

environmentalist	movement	 (Milton	1998,	 88).	My	usage	only	 refers	 to	 the	 environment	 on	 a	

local	level,	namely	the	immediate	surroundings	of	the	Santal.		
69	While	Rappaport	(1967,	22),	who	helped	to	establish	the	field	of	cultural	ecology,	already	then	

used	the	term	“environment”,	he	still	attributed	oppositions	to	 it.	He	speaks	of	an	“operational	

environment”	 (ibid.),	 a	 material	 one;	 and	 a	 “cognized	 environment”	 (ibid.),	 a	 culturally	

constructed	one,	and	so	ignores	that	this	differentiation	itself	is	problematic.	
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their	environment.	This	has	 implications	 for	 the	study	of	place,	because	 it	re-

minds	us	that	notions	of	place	are	linked	to	processes	of	human	perception.	

The	 argument	 that	 people’s	 bodily	 and	 perceptual	 engagements	 in	 the	

world	both	generate	and	are	 influenced	by	cultural	representations	has	espe-

cially	been	brought	forth	by	Ingold	(1996,	2000).70	As	mentioned,	in	his	study	

of	the	environment,	Ingold’s	(2000)	main	objective	is	to	overcome	the	dualism	

inherent	 in	many	cognitivist	accounts	of	perception,	which	assume	that	 there	

is	 a	 reality	 “out	 there”,	 one	might	 call	 this	 “nature”,	which	 is	 only	 to	 be	 per-

ceived	by	humans	through	the	medium	of	cultural	representations.	According	

to	 him	 such	 a	 cognitivist	 bias	 can	 be	 detected	 throughout	 the	 history	 of	 an-

thropology	 in	both	British	social	anthropology	and	American	cultural	anthro-

pology:	both	these	traditions	attribute	greater	importance	to	the	mind	and	the	

cultural	 representations	 or	 systems	 related	 to	 it	 than	 they	 do	 to	 bodily	 en-

gagements	with	the	world	(157-160).	His	negative	evaluation	of	such	a	West-

ern	 dualistic	 ontology	 stems	 from	 the	 ethnography	 of	 gatherer-hunter	

perceptions	of	the	environment.	Taking	their	non-dualistic	worldview	serious-

ly	should	lead	to	a	radical	questioning	of	our	own	view	of	perception,	namely	

that	 “apprehending	 the	world	 is	 not	 a	matter	 of	 construction,	 but	 of	 engage-

ment”	 (42).	 Through	 their	 practical	 activities,	 people	 can	 acquire	 direct	

knowledge	of	their	environment,	in	this	view,	one	cannot	separate	perception	

and	cultural	representation.		

My	focus	on	Santal	ritual	as	practical	activity,	which	offers	the	possibility	

for	 perceptions	 of	 place,	 aims	 to	 take	 Ingold’s	 reminder	 serious,	 namely	 to	

view	 embodied	 practice	 as	 inseparable	 from	 cultural	 ideas.	 This	 perspective	

resonates	with	 a	 Santal	 perspective	 and	matches	well,	 how	 the	 Santal	 speak	

about	places.	In	Santal	society	a	coherent	and	systematic	corpus	of	ideas	is	dif-

ficult	to	find	in	relation	to	any	topic.	Instead,	cultural	ideas	and	classifications	

are	expressed	contextually,	especially	in	embodied	ritual	practice	and	in	narra-

tives	and	songs	performed	in	the	context	of	these	rituals.	For	this	reason,	ritu-

als	and	practical	activities	in	general	presented	a	good	starting	point	during	my	

fieldwork	for	the	study	of	ideas	related	to	them.	

																																																								
70	Ingold’s	 emphasis	 on	 practice	 is	 to	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 context	 of	 a	 certain	 current	 in	 the	 social	

sciences,	in	which	Pierre	Bourdieu	(1977)	can	be	regarded	as	the	most	influential.	His	aim	is	to	

mediate	between	 the	 two	positions	of	 “subjectivism”,	people’s	practice,	 perception,	 intentions,	

and	 “objectivism”,	 for	example	 laws,	 systems	or	 structures,	which	are	 rather	 independent	of	 a	

person’s	subjectivity	(Schwingel	2005,	41).	The	dualism	between	cognitive	representations	and	

practice,	criticized	by	Ingold,	is	inherent	in	the	differentiation	Bourdieu	makes	at	first.	Bourdieu	

then	brings	these	two	perspectives	together	through	the	concept	of	habitus	(72).	
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2.2	Ritual	
The	aim	of	this	work	is	to	explore	Santal	notions	of	place	as	they	find	expres-

sion	in	ritual	practice.	This	second	part	of	my	theoretical	chapter	is	intended	to	
outline	 the	 cornerstones	 of	 how	 I	 aim	 to	 study	 ritual	 in	 this	 work.	 My	 first,	

overarching	question	is,	what	kind	of	notions	of	place	can	be	distinguished	in	

Santal	rituals.	As	a	result,	this	work	discusses	place	under	the	headings	of	land,	

environment	and	region	in	three	chapters.		

As	previously	mentioned,	one	 important	point	emerging	 from	my	ethno-

graphic	material	is	the	holism	of	place-related	ideas.	Place	is	always	articulated	

as	closely	related	to,	or	in	fact	comprising,	other	entities	such	as	social	groups	

or	deities.	For	 this	 reason,	place	can	be	seen	as	a	 “total	 social	 fact”	 in	Mauss’	

(2002, 100f.)	 sense.	 Chapter	 three,	 for	 example,	 describes	 a	 sacrificial	 ritual	
called	jom	sim	bonga	in	the	course	of	which	forty	goats	are	slaughtered.	It	takes	
place	on	the	land	of	the	eldest,	most	senior	member	of	a	specific	social	unit	of	

brothers,	 the	 local	 line	 (gusti).	 These	 brothers	 offer	 a	 part	 of	 the	 sacrificial	
meat	to	their	deity	by	burying	it	in	the	ground.	Many	of	the	symbolic	actions	of	

the	 ritual	 thus	 draw	 connections	 between	 different	 entities,	 in	 this	 case	 be-

tween	land,	a	group	of	brothers	and	their	deity.	This	holism	holds	equally	true	

for	all	other	rituals	discussed	in	this	work,	although	the	connected	entities	dif-

fer.	 Each	 chapter	 discusses	 in	 detail	 different	 spatial	 concepts	 and	 the	net	 of	

connections	they	contain.		

My	 second	aim,	 in	addition	 to	portraying	different	notions	of	place,	 is	 to	

analyze	how	these	notions	are	created	in	ritual.	By	recognizing	that	Santal	rit-

uals	 establish	 connections	 between	 different	 entities,	 I	 make	 use	 of	 another	

assumption	of	ritual,	namely	that	rituals	have	effects.	As	people	participate	in	

the	 above-mentioned	 sacrificial	 ritual	 jom	 sim	bonga,	 they	 are	 connected	 to	
their	kin,	they	experience	the	involved	deity	as	powerful	and,	as	a	result,	asso-

ciate	 the	 ritual	 place	 with	 all	 these	 ideas.	 This	 means,	 that	 place	 is	 made	
through	the	different	rituals	I	discuss,	as	the	title	of	my	work	indicates.		

With	regard	to	how	notions	of	place	are	created	in	Santal	ritual,	I	especial-

ly	 focus	on	 the	role	of	perception	 therein.	 I	 argue	 that	people’s	perception	of	

place	is	influenced	by	the	cultural	activities	they	participate	in,	one	of	which	is	

ritual.	In	ritual,	perception	is	formed	in	a	certain	way,	as	Kapferer	(1991,	2004)	

has	shown	in	his	analysis	of	Sinhalese	exorcism	rites.	For	the	Santal,	the	power	

of	the	mountain	god,	and	the	significance	of	the	place	where	he	is	located,	for	

example,	 is	 indicated	 by	 the	 large	 amount	 of	 sacrificial	 animals	 the	 ritual	 in-
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cludes.	People	 speak	of	 this	place	with	awe,	and	underline	 the	danger	of	 this	

deity	–	conveyed	in	the	fact	that	only	once	a	year	the	deity	allows	people	to	ap-

proach	 its	 sacred	 seat.	Other	 examples	 of	 the	 effect	 ritual	 action	has	 on	peo-

ple’s	perception	of	place	are	the	parts	of	the	wedding	rite	that	are	performed	in	

the	 ancestral	 shrine.	 The	 secrecy	 and	 intimacy	 of	 this	 place	 is	 underlined	 by	

the	fact	that	only	members	of	the	house	are	allowed	to	enter	during	the	ritual.	

This	 is	ultimately	 the	 last	place,	which	 the	new	bride	reaches.	Therefore,	one	

could	say	that	people’s	perception	of	place	is	partly	a	result	of	their	participa-

tion	 in	 ritual	 practice.	 In	 my	 analysis	 I	 identify	 two	 elements	 in	 particular,	

namely	spatial	movements	and	ritual	symbols	that	 influence	people’s	percep-

tion	of	place	as	formed	in	ritual.		

Spatial	movements	 in	Santal	 ritual	 include	both	people’s	movements,	 to-

gether	with	 ritual	 objects,	 towards	 the	 ritual	 location,	 as	well	 as	movements	

taking	place	within	the	ritual	itself.	For	example,	people	move	from	one	place	

to	another.	They	travel	from	the	village	where	they	have	settled	to	their	“place	

of	origin”	 in	order	to	attend	 jom	sim	bonga.	They	bring	sacrificial	animals	and	
other	 objects	 necessary	 for	 the	 ritual.	 These	 objects	 are	 assigned	 specific,	

meaningful	places	as	the	ritual	unfolds.	Numerous	other	examples	discussed	in	

this	work,	 such	 as	wedding	 rituals	 or	 annual	 hunting	 rituals,	 involve	 similar	

movements	of	people	and	objects	 through	space.	How	do	these	spatial	move-

ments	contribute	to	the	creation	of	place	in	Santal	ritual?	Because	the	objects	

and	people	involved	in	each	of	the	described	rituals	differ,	the	aim	and	effect	of	

these	movements	differs	as	well.		

Another	important	element	in	all	the	rituals	I	discuss	is	the	symbolism	in-

volved.	 In	my	 understanding,	 symbols	 take	 different	 forms,	 such	 as	material	

objects,	dance	or	language.	In	my	discussion	I	make	use	of	Rappaport’s	(1979,	

1999)	 differentiation	 between	 symbols	 and	 indices	 and	his	 stance	 that	 these	

two	contribute	to	the	transmission	of	different	messages	in	ritual.		

In	some	Santal	rituals	the	symbols	are	especially	eye-catching,	such	as	the	

two	types	of	flowers	brought	from	the	forest	into	the	village	during	the	spring	

flower	 festival,	 the	different	 types	of	 clothes	worn	by	different	people	during	

jom	sim	bonga	or	the	veiled	language	spoken	with	the	hunting	deity.	Exploring	
the	meaning	 that	 people	 attribute	 to	 these	 symbols	 is	 an	 important	 step	 to-

wards	understanding	the	ritual	as	a	whole.	 In	each	chapter	 I	 therefore	take	a	

closer	look	at	the	role	and	the	meaning	of	the	symbols	in	the	respective	ritual.	

In	my	view	symbols	do	not	only	transmit	messages,	but	their	arrangement	and	
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use	in	ritual	also	influence	people’s	perception	and	therefore	contribute	to	the	

creation	of	notions	of	place.		

In	the	following	I	shortly	portray	my	initial,	necessarily	broad	understand-

ing	of	ritual,	with	which	I	began	my	ethnographic	fieldwork.	Grasping	the	San-

tal	understanding	of	ritual	was	an	important	step	towards	a	sensitive	study	of	

this	topic	in	Santal	society.		

	

2.2.1	Defining	Ritual:	Interactions	between	Ritual	Studies	and	San-

tal	Concepts	
The	 question	 of	 how	 to	 define	 its	 subject	matter	 has	 been	 a	 recurring	 issue	

throughout	 the	 study	 of	 ritual.	 Due	 to	 a	 broad	 range	 of	 definitions	 and	 disa-

greement	on	 the	 term,	Goody	 (1977)	 in	his	polemic	article	Against	Ritual,	re-
garded	the	concept	of	ritual	itself	as	analytically	useless.	Instead	of	taking	such	

drastic	measures,	 Jan	Snoek	 (2006,	4f)	has	viewed	rituals	as	 “polythetic	 clas-

ses”.	This	means	that	there	is	a	wide	range	of	characteristics	that	contribute	to	

making	an	activity	a	ritual.	But	every	activity	understood	as	ritual	would	only	

need	to	contain	some	of	these	characteristics.	In	that	sense,	Michaels	(2003,	4f)	

gives	an	overview	over	the	least	contested	qualities	of	ritual	in	the	field	of	ritu-

al	 studies.	According	 to	him	rituals	are	embodied,	prescribed,	efficacious	and	

transformative,	 they	 have	 a	 marked	 beginning	 (“framing”)	 and	 they	 achieve	

some	kind	of	deference,	i.e.	they	have	sacralizing	effects.71	Another	path	to	ap-

proaching	the	question	of	definition	has	been	to	enter	the	field	with	a	working	

definition	of	ritual,	and	then	carefully	explore	indigenous	concepts	in	their	sim-

ilarity	and	difference	 to	 this	definition	 (cf.	Huesken	and	Brosius	2010;	Staus-

berg	2006).	

My	understanding	of	what	constituted	“ritual”	as	I	began	my	ethnographic	

fieldwork	was	partly	 influenced	by	what	 I	had	read	 in	older	Santal	ethnogra-

phies.	This	literature	especially	mentioned	the	large	annual	celebrations	of	the	

Santal	(baha,	sohrae),	but	also	smaller	rituals	throughout	the	year.	I	first	gath-
ered	information	in	interviews	on	the	annual	hunting	ritual	as	a	starting	point	

of	my	analysis.	In	addition,	I	also	paid	particular	attention	to	those	prescribed,	

seasonal,	 repetitive	 activities	 that	 involved	 several	 people	 and	were	directed	

towards	their	different	deities.	My	interest	in	what	I	understood	as	rituals,	was,	

however,	 not	 difficult	 to	 communicate,	 because	 it	matched	 people’s	 own	 un-

																																																								
71	Grimes	 (2014,	 195f)	 includes	 similar	 characteristics	 in	 his	 short	 definition	 of	 ritual	 as	

“embodied,	condensed	and	prescribed	enactment.“		



Chapter	2	⎜Theoretical	Approach	
	

	

	 90	

derstanding	of	extraordinary	events	that	stood	apart	from	every-day	activities.	

When	my	hosts	understood	that	I	was	interested	in	“culture”,	 they	pointed	to	

these	events.		

Santali	 differentiates	 between	 several	 concepts	 to	 refer	 to	 those	 special	

occasions.	The	 term	porob	 denotes	 large	 festivals,	which	 consist	of	many	dif-
ferent	activities.	These	events	often	involve	big	crowds	and	usually	last	several	

days.	Baha	porob,	the	Santal	flower	festival,	is	such	an	event,	which	takes	place	
in	each	Santal	village.	The	different	smaller	components	of	this	festival	are	an-

imal	sacrifices	in	the	sacred	grove,	dances,	possession,	a	ritual	hunt	etc.	Many	

of	 these	 occasions	 are	 public,	 but	 on	 a	 household	 level	 people	 additionally	

share	rice	beer	and	liquor	with	their	ancestors	in	the	ancestral	shrine	of	their	

houses.	One	could	also	describe	the	term	porob	as	a	“ritual	complex”	made	up	
of	various	ritual	activities.	

The	most	 relevant	 indigenous	category	 for	my	research	on	Santal	 rituals	

was	bonga.	Santali	only	vaguely	differentiates	between	noun	and	verb	(Ghosh	
2008,	11)	and	bonga	both	is	the	general	noun	for	Santal	deities	as	well	as	the	
verb	for	addressing	these	deities.	The	verb	bonga	always	includes	an	offering	
to	the	gods.	This	offering	usually	consists	of	animal	sacrifices	to	all	deities,	with	

the	occasional	exception	when	ancestors	are	addressed	in	the	ancestral	shrine.	

The	 type	of	 sacrificial	 animal	offered	 to	each	god	 is	prescribed:	For	example,	

the	 supreme	god	of	 the	Santal	Marang	Buru	 receives	a	white	 rooster	or	male	
goat	and	his	wife	Jaher	Ayo	receives	a	brown	pullet.	These	animal	sacrifices	are	
governed	by	a	strict	set	of	rules	regarding	their	performance	and	the	arrange-

ment	of	different	components.	Although	the	various	sacrificial	rituals	differ	in	

some	 of	 their	 components,	 there	 is	 a	 common	 scheme	 to	 them	 consisting,	

among	other	things,	of	drawing	sacrificial	circles	(khond)72	and	placing	crushed	
rice	 (adoa	caole)	as	well	as	 the	head	of	 the	sacrificed	animal	 inside	 these	cir-
cles.	 This	 scheme	 will	 become	 more	 apparent	 throughout	 this	 work.	 When	

asked	 about	 the	 reasoning	 behind	 ritual	 action,	 people	 often	 referred	 to	 an	

overall	order	called	niam.	Niam	 can	be	 translated	as	 “custom”	or	as	 “the	way	
things	 should	 be”	 and	 concerns	 all	 aspects	 of	 life,	 be	 it	 ritual	 practice,	 social	

order	or	culinary	habits.	Sometimes	my	Santal	interlocutors	paraphrased	niam	
as	“the	way	our	forefathers	have	brought	it	to	us”	(hapramko	aguykiako).	A	vio-
lation	 of	 niam	 upsets	 the	 Santal	 deities,	 who	 consecutively	 have	 to	 be	 ap-
peased.	Although,	 from	the	perspective	of	many	Santal	 I	 spoke	 to,	niam	often	

																																																								
72	For	a	picture	of	a	sacrificial	circle	see	Photo	13	in	the	following	chapter.	
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appeared	 to	be	 set	 in	 stone,	negotiations	and	disagreement	about	 its	 content	

did	 exist.	 Especially	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 religious	 reform	 movement	 sarna	
dhorom,	discussed	in	chapter	five,	the	practice	of	“true”	(sari)	niam	is	a	serious	
matter.		

The	word	bonga	 also	 refers	 to	offerings	made	 to	 the	ancestors	 (hapram-
ko).	These	offerings	consist	of	rice	beer	and	cooked	food	(such	as	neem	rice)	in	
the	ancestral	shrine	(bhitar)	of	a	Santal	house.	In	this	context	the	emphasis	is	
on	sharing,	expressed	in	the	invocation	“together	we	eat	and	drink”	(saonte	nu	
le	jom	ale)	uttered	at	this	occasion.	The	verb	bonga	therefore	comprises	differ-
ent	 types	 of	 offering	made	 to	 the	 deities,	 in	 which	 an	 exchange	 takes	 place.	

People	make	offerings	in	order	to	make	a	request	to	a	deity.	In	other	words,	the	

exchange	is	characterized	by	reciprocity.		

Recognizing	 the	 idea	 of	 exchange	 as	 fundamental	 to	 Santal	 offerings	

means	that	bonga	activities	always	have	a	certain	aim,	which	ritual	actors	can	
usually	articulate.	This	aim	is	expressed	in	a	ritual	invocation	called	bakher	in	
which	 the	 ritual	 specialist	 and	 participants	 collectively	 address	 the	 deity	 be-

fore	the	sacrifice.	Although	the	content	of	the	invocation	is	the	same,	each	ritu-

al	 participant	 formulates	 it	 differently,	 so	 that	 the	 bystander	 can	 often	 only	

hear	 a	 simultaneous,	 collective	 murmuring.73	The	 participants	 explained	 af-

terwards,	 that	 they	 ask	 the	mountain	 god	 (buru	bonga)	 and	 the	 hunting	 god	
(sendra	bonga)	for	rain	and	the	protection	from	wild	animals,	or	the	ancestors	
(hapramko)	for	protection	from	disease	and	the	well-being	of	the	house	in	ex-
change	 for	 the	offerings	made.	Thus,	 the	concept	of	bakher	 comprises	the	de-
sired	efficacy	of	each	bonga	activity.		

Another	category	of	special	occasions,	which	could	be	included	in	the	gen-

eral	notion	of	ritual,	is	pata.	The	English	equivalent	to	pata	is	“fair”	(Hindi	me-
la).	 The	 hook	 swinging	 festival,	 for	 example,	 is	 a	 pata.	 But	 there	 is	 also	 a	
hunting	fair	(sendra	pata),	and	Tusu	pata,	a	festival	in	honor	of	the	Bengali	dei-
																																																								
73	I	repeatedly	attempted	to	record	bakher,	for	example	during	the	flower	festival	or	during	the	
hunting	 ritual,	 but	 due	 to	 the	 collective	 character	 of	 these	 invocations	 the	 recordings	 were	

unintelligible.	In	addition	the	ritual	specialists	felt	uncomfortable	reciting	these	invocations	out	

of	context,	so	that	a	 later	recording	was	impossible.	Only	during	the	ritual	sowing	of	rice	(erok	
mut)	was	I	able	to	record	and	transcribe	a	bakher	to	the	ancestors	of	the	ancestral	shrine	from	
an	 old	 neighbor,	 whom	 I	 knew	well	 (see	 chapter	 four,	 4.2.1).	 Regarding	my	 difficulty	 to	 gain	

access	to	Santal	bakher,	it	is	remarkable	that	Mahapatra	(1986,	122ff)	presents	the	content	of	six	
different	 bakher,	 which	 he	 describes	 as	 “ritual	 invocation	 songs”,	 in	 his	 appendix.	 In	 my	
experience	the	Santal	bakher	possess	a	certain	degree	of	variation,	which	his	presentation	does	
not	 mention.	 I	 encountered	 this	 standardization	 of	 bakher,	 which	Mahapatra	 presents,	 in	 the	
context	of	a	Santal	religious	reform	movement	(sarna	movement),	which	made	use	of	the	bakher	
versions	published	by	Ragunath	Murmu	in	a	booklet	written	in	Ol	Chiki.	
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ty	Tusu.	Fairs	are	attended	by	 large	crowds	and	they	always	 include	dancing,	

drumming	 and	different	 stalls	 selling	 sweets,	 rice	beer	 and	 toys	 for	 children.	

They	usually	involve	all	caste	and	tribal	communities	of	a	region	with	varying	

degrees	 of	 participation.	Patas	 sometimes	 follow	bonga	 activities,	 but	 do	 not	
necessarily	have	to	include	them.	Those	Santal	with	a	narrow	view	on	“Santal	

tradition”,	such	as	members	of	the	sarna	movement,	did	not	include	most	patas	
in	this	tradition.	And	indeed,	only	the	hunting	festival	includes	offerings	to	San-

tal	 deities,	 all	 other	 forms	 of	 worship	 during	 patas	 are	 carried	 out	 by	 other	
ethnic	communities	of	the	region.	

The	rituals	I	describe	in	the	following	chapters	include	activities	the	Santal	

conceptualize	as	bonga	and	porob.	To	my	knowledge	there	 is	no	overarching,	
indigenous	category	for	such	life-cycle	rituals	as	weddings	(bapla)	or	second-
ary	 funerals	 (bhandan).	 Instead,	people	use	 the	specific	 term	 for	 these	activi-
ties.	 In	 conclusion,	 my	 use	 of	 the	 term	 ritual	 comprises	 different	 Santal	

categories:	it	includes	foremost	the	category	of	bonga,	for	which	I	use	the	Eng-
lish	 term	“worship”,	 in	 the	sense	of	 “make	offerings”.	But	my	use	of	 the	 term	

ritual	also	includes	festivals	(porob)	and	different	rituals	belonging	to	the	larg-
er	ritual	complex	of	a	wedding	as	an	example	for	a	life-cycle	ritual	connecting	

both	people	and	places.	

With	 regard	 to	Michaels’	 (2003)	 overview	of	 least	 contested	 qualities	 of	

ritual,	 the	Santal	 conceptualization	of	 ritual	 agrees	with	all	of	 these	qualities,	

but	 especially	 emphasizes	 embodiment,	 prescription,	 efficacy	 and	 deference.	

Michaels’	first	criterion,	the	embodiment	of	ritual,	comes	to	the	forefront	in	the	

Santal	case	especially	with	regard	 to	 the	arrangement	of	 ritual	space	and	hu-

man	movements	within.	In	addition,	Santal	ritual	 is	prescribed;	it	 is	governed	

by	the	all-encompassing	order	of	niam.	Further,	each	Santal	ritual	has	a	stated	
aim	expressed	in	the	ritual	invocation	called	bakher.	In	that	sense,	from	a	San-
tal	perspective,	rituals	aim	to	have	effects	and	in	several	cases	they	are	geared	

towards	transformation,	 for	example	 in	 life-cycle	rituals.	Clearly	the	most	 im-

portant	 aspect	 of	 ritual	 from	 a	 Santal	 perspective	 is	 that	 of	 deference	 in	 the	

sense	of	veneration	and	worship.	This	notion	 is	contained	 in	 the	 term	bonga.	
Bonga	activities	most	significantly	include	offerings,	in	the	form	of	animal	sac-
rifices	and/or	rice	beer.	In	that	sense	ritual	is	one	of	the	most	important	means	

for	humans	to	maintain	a	reciprocal	relationship	with	different	deities.		

Any	attempt	to	 find	a	common	set	of	criteria	underlying	ritual	 inevitably	

has	to	be	broad.	Although	my	outline	has	shown	that	this	set	of	criteria	can	be	

detected	even	in	a	Santal	understanding	of	ritual,	these	abstract	points	need	to	
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be	given	culture-specific	meaning.	In	the	course	of	the	following	chapters	many	

examples	of	Santal	rituals	aim	to	add	more	detail	to	this	–	up	to	now	–	rather	

abstract	discussion.	

Before	proceeding	 to	outline	 the	 fundamental	 assumptions	of	 ritual,	 it	 is	

necessary	to	shortly	clarify	my	own	terminology	in	this	regard.	In	my	writing	I	

make	use	of	Grimes’	understanding	of	ritual	as	referring	to	“the	general	idea	of	

which	a	rite,	or	a	ritual,	is	a	specific	instance”	(Grimes	2014,	192).	As	such	“rit-

ual”	does	not	exist	in	reality,	whereas	“a	ritual”	or	“rituals”	are	enacted	in	spe-
cific	places	and	times.	When	I	refer	to	these	concrete	events	I	usually	give	an	

example	and	mention	the	Santali	term	for	this	event.	

	

2.2.2	Viewing	Ritual	as	Representation:	Santal	Notions	of	Place	as	

Articulated	in	Ritual		
The	first	overall	aim	of	my	work	is	to	portray	different	notions	of	place	through	

the	study	of	Santal	rituals.	Secondly,	 I	explore	how	place	 is	made	in	ritual	ac-

tion	by	the	Santal.	Both	of	these	analytical	angles	developed	from	my	empirical	

material,	but	have	also	been	inspired	by	theoretical	perspectives	in	the	field	of	

ritual	studies.		

My	 choice	 to	 make	 Santal	 ritual	 the	 focus	 of	 my	 research	 was	 already	

based	on	certain	assumptions	of	 ritual.	 I	 assumed	 that	 rituals	 in	general,	 and	

the	hunting	rituals	in	particular,	would	offer	a	window,	through	which	cultural	

concepts	could	be	studied.	 It	was	my	hypothesis,	 that	the	hunting	ritual	 in	all	

its	aspects	could	provide	information	about	Santal	conceptions	of	the	forest	or	

of	wild	animals.	In	that	sense,	one	of	the	premises	underlying	my	approach	to	

ritual	 was,	 that	 rituals	 give	 access	 to	 cultural	 concepts.	 My	 interest	 in	 ritual	

matched	the	importance	that	the	Santal	attribute	to	these	special	occasions.	As	

mentioned,	 the	Santal	 themselves	often	saw	their	“culture”	contained	and	ex-

pressed	in	these	events.		

One	of	the	first	to	formulate	the	stance	that	ritual	expresses	or	represents	

ideas	and	beliefs	was	Émile	Durkheim	(cf.	for	example	Bell	2009,	41;	Kapferer	

2004,	37;	Rao	2006,	144)	although	his	understanding	of	ritual	is	certainly	not	

restricted	to	this	perspective.	His	main	argument	concerning	ritual	in	The	Ele-
mentary	Forms	of	Religious	Life	(1969)	is	that	the	collective	emotion	generated	
in	 ritual,	 its	 “effervescence”	 (218),	 gives	 rise	 to	 religious	 ideas	 (cf.	 Berger	

2015b).	This	point	attributes	great	importance	to	society	as	the	origin	of	reli-

gious	 representations.	The	 religion	of	 the	Australian	Aborigines	 serves	as	his	
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case	 in	point,	wherein	the	totemic	“emblem”	represents	the	social	 in	material	

form.	 In	his	 text	he	highlights	 formulaic	ritual	movements	and	views	them	as	

symbolizing	 corresponding	 representations	 (231).	With	 this	 he	 suggests	 that	

the	ritual	context	renders	religious	and	social	forces	visible.	These	representa-

tions,	 however,	 do	 not	 represent	 reality	 in	 an	 objective	 way.	 Rather,	 they	

“transfigure”	this	reality	“because	in	the	process	of	representing	things	to	itself	

society	 projects	 both	 value	 and	 meaning	 onto	 them”	 (Hatch	 1973,	 177).	 In	

Durkheim’s	(1968,	236)	view	religion	brings	about	this	transfiguration	of	reali-

ty.	 I	will	 later	come	back	to	the	 idea	of	transfiguration	again	 in	the	context	of	

my	argument	concerning	people’s	perception	of	place	as	partly	formed	in	ritu-

al.	

My	approach	to	taking	Santal	ritual	as	a	“window”	(Bell	1992,	28)	through	

which	to	gain	access	to	notions	of	place,	further	takes	inspiration	from	Clifford	

Geertz	(1972),	who	most	poignantly	 formulated	this	 idea	 in	his	article	on	the	

Balinese	cockfight.	According	to	him	the	cockfight	“is	a	Balinese	reading	of	Ba-

linese	 experience,	 a	 story	 they	 tell	 themselves	 about	 themselves”	 (1972,	 26).	

As	Balinese	men	send	their	cocks	to	fight	against	each	other	and	as	they	bet	on	

others’	 cocks,	 they	enter	 into	a	hierarchical	display	of	 status	 rivalries.	 In	 this	

article	Geertz	formulates	the	paradigm	of	his	interpretive	approach,	in	that	he	

likens	the	analysis	of	cultural	forms	to	“penetrating	a	literary	text”	(26).	Like	a	

text,	 the	 cockfight	 displays	 central	 themes	 of	 Balinese	 society,	 mostly	 to	 the	

Balinese	themselves.	But	Geertz	(1972,	29)	also	argues	that	the	anthropologist	

is	able	to	read	the	culture	of	people	over	their	shoulder,	 indirectly	suggesting	

ritual	to	be	one	such	point	of	access.	Hence,	ritual	communicates	cultural	ideas	

both	to	its	participants	and	to	the	outside	observer.		

	

2.2.3	Viewing	Ritual	as	Performance:	Santal	Practices	of	Place-

Making	
In	 their	 analyses	 Geertz	 and	 Durkheim	 complement	 ritual’s	 communicative	

function	 with	 yet	 another	 aspect,	 that	 is	 ritual’s	 generating	 potential.	 For	

Durkheim	 society	 becomes	 aware	 of	 itself	 in	 collective	 action.	 The	 efferves-

cence	generated	in	the	midst	of	this	action	gives	rise	to	the	concept	of	the	sa-

cred.	 Geertz’	 essay	Religion	as	a	Cultural	System	 (1973,	 126ff)	 takes	 a	 similar	
direction	 through	 his	 concepts	 of	 ethos	 and	worldview.	 Ethos	 can	 be	 under-

stood	 as	 containing	 action-oriented,	 emotional,	 moral	 aspects,	 whereas	

worldview	includes	 ideas	of	order,	structure	and	thought.	 In	ritual,	according	
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to	the	author,	those	two	are	fused	together.	In	other	words,	by	participating	in	

ritual,	people	experience	the	cosmic	order	as	true	and	real.		

While	exploring	the	different	cultural	meanings	of	place,	my	ethnographic	ma-

terial	similarly	points	to	the	importance	of	the	creative	potential	of	ritual.	The	

manner	 in	 which	 my	 interlocutors	 spoke	 of	 different	 spatial	 notions	 often	

evoked	ritual	practice.	For	example,	the	concept	of	“region”	(torop),	was	relat-
ed	to	the	common	ritual	sacrifice	carried	out	by	a	specific	number	of	villages.	If	

I	asked	a	group	of	people	which	villages	belonged	to	their	torop,	they	would	list	
them	on	the	basis	of	their	involvement	in	this	specific	ritual.	The	same	goes	for	

the	Santal	notion	of	“place	of	origin”	(mul	gadi).	To	me	the	meaning	of	this	no-
tion	emerged	 from	ritual	practice,	 in	 this	case	a	 large	collective	goat	sacrifice	

called	 jom	sim	bonga.	Whenever	I	asked	different	people	about	their	mul	gadi,	
they	 employed	 this	 practice-oriented	 logic	 and	 said:	 “Our	mul	gadi	 is	 in	 Jam-
buni,	because	that	is	where	we	celebrate	jom	sim	bonga.”74	The	idea	inherent	in	
such	thinking	is	that	rituals	not	only	represent,	but	simultaneously	create	cul-

tural	concepts.	

This	Santal	perspective	resonates	with	performative	approaches	to	ritual,	

which	focus	on	the	enactment	of	cultural	categories	in	practice.	Originating	in	

linguistics	(Austin	1962;	Searle	1969)	and	theater	studies	(Schechner	and	Ap-

pel	 1990;	 Turner	 1982),	 performative	 views	 of	 ritual	 give	 primacy	 to	 action	

over	structure.	They	emphasize	that	people	produce	cultural	meaning	through	

bodily	 gestures,	 symbols,	 spatial	 arrangements	 and	words.	 Studying	 ritual	 as	

performance	means	regarding	ritual	as	a	process	or	an	event	that	“does”	some-

thing,	one	that	has	an	effect	(Bell	1997,	73).	In	his	work	on	the	Kaluli	of	Papua	

New	 Guinea	 Schieffelin	 (1985)	 presents	 an	 ethnographic	 example	 of	 such	 a	

performative	 view	on	 ritual.	 In	 the	 context	 of	Kaluli	 spirit	 séances	he	under-

lines	the	interactive	side	of	the	whole	event,	during	which	members	of	the	au-

dience	converse	with	the	spirits	and	join	their	songs.	The	author	argues	that	in	

these	 dialogues	 people	 construct	 a	 certain	 view	 of	 reality.	 This	 is	 further	

achieved	by	 the	dramaturgical	means	of	 the	séance,	which	does	not	only	dis-

cuss,	for	example,	the	activities	of	witches	but	presents	them	as	real	by	build-

ing	 up	 an	 alertness	 to	 surrounding	 noises	 (719).	 He	 asserts	 that	 there	 is	 a	

“continuing	interaction	between	what	people	already	know	of	spirits	from	oral	

tradition,	everyday	conversation	and	remembered	(and	reported)	séances,	and	

whatever	new	experience	occurs	in	the	present	séance	performance”	(720).		

																																																								
74	Ale	mul	gadi	Jambuni	re	menaa,	hante	jom	sim	bonga	manaoale.		
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As	discussed	above,	 the	performative	view	matches	 the	way	the	Santal	speak	

about	notions	of	place,	namely	with	reference	to	ritual	practice.	But	how	exact-

ly	can	we	theoretically	grasp	the	creation	of	place	in	ritual	practice?	In	the	fol-

lowing	 I	 argue	 that	 the	 aesthetics	 of	 ritual	 in	 the	 form	of	 spatial	movements	

and	ritual	symbols	shape	people’s	perception	in	significant	ways.		

	

Perception	and	Aesthetics	in	the	Practice	of	Ritual		
In	the	context	of	Sinhalese	exorcism	rites,	Kapferer	(1991,	1997)	points	to	the	

particular	role	of	aesthetics,	namely	music,	song,	dance	and	comic	drama	in	the	

ordering	and	transformation	of	a	participant’s	experience.	In	his	view	the	aim	

of	 exorcism	 is	 to	 alter	 the	 experiential	 condition	of	 the	patient	 and	 to	 return	

him	 to	 a	 normal	 conception	 of	 the	world.	 The	 process	 of	 the	 ritual	 itself	 re-

builds	the	cosmic	hierarchy	in	which	demons	are	subordinate	to	the	divine.	For	

example,	 at	 first	 the	 ritual	 displays	 similar	 forms	of	music	 and	dance	 for	 the	

demonic	 and	 the	 divine,	 suggesting	 their	 likeness,	 before	 subordinating	 the	

demonic	to	the	divine	by	way	of	comedy	(Kapferer	1991,	325-329).		

His	 general	 argument	 that	 rituals	 bring	 about	 a	 transformation	 is	 highly	

specific	to	healing	rites,	because	they	possess	the	clear	aim	of	curing	a	patient.	

However,	his	focus	on	perception	can	equally	be	extended	to	the	case	of	Santal	

ritual,	in	that	the	aesthetic	experience	offered	by	ritual	structures	people’s	per-

ception	of	place.	This	resonates	with	 the	above-mentioned	phenomenological	

approaches	 to	 place	 (Casey	 1996;	 Ingold	 2000),	 which	 assert	 that	 ideas	 of	

place	or	the	environment	are	constituted	in	the	act	of	perception.	For	example,	

among	 the	 Santal	 land,	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 “place	 of	 origin”,	 is	 perceived	 as	 such	

during	the	goat	sacrifice	jom	sim	bonga	organized	in	this	place.	The	spatial	ar-
rangement	of	 the	 ritual	 and	 its	 symbolism	offer	different	possibilities	of	per-

ception	to	the	participants.	Hence,	people’s	perception	is	formed	in	the	course	

of	ritual.	In	this	context	Durkheim’s	concept	of	transfiguration	is	an	important	

reminder	that	people	experience	and	perceive	place	in	a	particularly	meaning-

ful	and	value-laden	way	during	ritual.		

My	perspective	of	ritual	as	 influencing	people’s	perception	should	not	be	

understood	in	a	deterministic	or	static	way.	Surely	the	structure	offered	by	rit-

ual	 interacts	 with	 participants’	 existing	 knowledge,	 leaving	 room	 for	 differ-

ences	in	perception.	In	addition,	the	structure	of	ritual	 itself	can	be	subject	to	

change,	as	the	development	of	the	Santal	village	flower	festival	into	a	regional,	

political	event	discussed	 in	chapter	 five,	 shows.	Because	my	emphasis	 lies	on	
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spatial	movements	and	symbolism	within	ritual	and	 their	contribution	 to	 the	

creation	of	place,	 the	 following	sections	discuss	how	I	understand	and	aim	to	

study	these	two	elements.	

	

Types	of	Spatial	Movements	and	the	Transformation	of	Social	

Status	
Santal	 rituals	 are	 replete	 with	 different	 types	 of	 movements	 through	 space.	

One	 of	 these	movements	 is	 directed	 towards	 the	 location	 in	which	 the	 ritual	

takes	place.	People	and	material	objects	 travel	 from	one	place	 to	another	 for	

ritual	 occasions.	 For	 example,	 the	 annual	mountain	god	 festival	 (buru	bonga)	
brings	together	people	from	several	adjacent	villages.	Each	village	contributes	

a	sacrificial	animal.	 In	chapter	 four	 I	argue	 that	people’s	movements	 towards	

this	ritual	center	articulate	and	create	the	notion	of	a	region.	Furthermore,	rit-

uals	 include	 movements	 within	 the	 space	 demarcated	 by	 the	 ritual	 itself:	

Boundaries	 are	 drawn,	 to	 be	 crossed	 only	 by	 certain	 people	 and	 certain	 ob-

jects.	The	goat	sacrifice	jom	sim	bonga	discussed	in	chapter	three,	for	example,	
contains	many	spatial	divisions	that	contain	meaning.	The	inner	sacrificial	cir-

cle	is	to	be	entered	only	by	the	agnates	who	organize	the	ritual,	and	only	their	

sacrificial	animals’	heads	are	placed	 in	 this	 inner	ritual	space.	Many	more	ex-

amples	of	Santal	rituals	show,	as	David	Parkin	(1992,	12)	has	rightly	pointed	

out,	that	bodily	movements	through	space	are	principal	features	of	ritual.	This	

leads	Parkin	to	the	general	view	that	ritual	can	be	defined	as	“formulaic	spati-

ality”,	which	he	understands	as	“the	capacity	to	create	and	act	through	idioms	

of	 passage,	 movement,	 including	 exchange,	 journey,	 axis,	 concentricism,	 and	

up-and-down	directions”	(18).	For	Parkin	this	“directionality”	(16)	of	ritual	as	

such	bears	 creative	potential.	My	analysis	 is	particularly	 interested	 in	 the	 ef-

fects	 of	 these	 ritual	 movements	 and	 in	 their	 contribution	 to	 the	 making	 of	

place.		

One	of	the	first	authors	noting	the	importance	of	movements	and	their	ef-

fect	within	 ritual	was	Arnold	 van	Gennep	 (2004)	 in	his	well-known	work	on	

rites	of	passage.	The	rituals	he	describes	all	bring	about	a	change	of	social	sta-

tus.	Van	Gennep	sees	these	rituals	as	consisting	of	the	three	stages	of	separa-

tion,	transition	and	incorporation,	each	of	which	has	its	corresponding	location	

or	physical	movement.	Particularly	the	crossing	of	physical	boundaries	such	as	

walking	over	a	doorstep,	or	crossing	through	a	gate	is	a	crucial	feature	of	many	

of	 the	rites	he	describes.	His	examples	suggest	 that	 the	spatial	movements	 in	
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ritual	function	as	an	analogy,	meaning	that	the	transformation	of	status	is	akin	

to	 the	 movement	 through	 space.	 For	 example,	 as	 a	 child	 in	 China	 passes	

through	a	bamboo	gate	built	up	 in	the	house,	 it	symbolically	 leaves	a	danger-

ous	 world	 and	 enters	 a	 more	 fortunate	 one	 (57f).	 The	 movement	 of	 people	

from	one	place	to	another	hence	can	be	understood,	in	Bell’s	(2009,	36)	words	

as	“a	common	way	both	to	signal	and	to	effect	a	change	in	social	status.”		

Van	Gennep’s	view	of	ritual	movements	offers	a	valuable	understanding	of	

especially	 the	wedding	 rituals	 I	 discuss	 in	 chapter	 three.	 Here	 the	 bride	 and	

groom’s	 change	 in	 status	 is	 in	 part	 brought	 about	 by	 the	meaningful	 places,	

through	which	they	pass	during	the	ritual.	Ultimately,	their	ritual	passage	ends	

in	the	ancestral	shrine	of	the	groom’s	house,	which	the	bride	is	allowed	to	en-

ter	from	then	on.	The	effect	of	ritual	movements	in	the	Santal	wedding	rites	is	

in	that	sense	that	they	help	to	achieve	the	aim	of	the	ritual,	which	is	a	change	in	

social	status.	But	parallel	to	establishing	new	relationships,	these	rites	of	pas-

sage	 ascribe	meaning	 to	 places.	 After	 the	 ritual,	 for	 example,	 the	 groom	 can	

now	 speak	 of	 his	 “in-law’s	 place”	 (naihar).	 We	 can	 therefore	 extend	 Van	
Gennep’s	argument	and	suggest	that	place	also	receives	meaning	through	ritu-

al	action,	so	that	ultimately,	place	and	ritual	can	be	regarded	as	mutually	con-

stitutive.	

	

Spatial	Movements	as	Connecting	Places	and	People	
One	of	the	most	prominent	effects	of	spatial	movements	related	to	Santal	ritual	

is	that	these	movements	establish	connections	between	different	entities.	Gen-

erally,	all	these	rituals	connect	people	and	places.	But	in	some	cases	these	enti-

ties	are	more	abstract,	 such	as	when	 the	political	 rallies	of	 the	 sarna	dhorom	
movement	connect	certain	regions	with	the	state.		

A	 relevant	 perspective	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 spatial	 movements	 for	 the	

creation	of	 place	has	 been	brought	 forth	by	 Feldhaus	 (2003)	 in	 her	work	on	

Hindu	pilgrimage	in	the	state	of	Maharashtra.	Her	main	argument	concerns	the	

creation	of	 a	 region,	 in	which	places	 are	 connected	when	people,	 deities	 and	

ritual	 objects	move	 from	one	 location	 to	 another.	 In	 her	 understanding	 a	 re-

gion	is	an	area,	which	has	coherence	and	meaning	to	people.	Region,	as	the	title	

of	 her	work	 indicates,	 is	 a	 set	 of	 connected	 places	 (5).	Most	 relevant	 for	my	

Santal	material	is	her	argument	that	“people	bring	regions	into	being	by	mov-

ing	across	 the	 landscape”	 (211).	Feldhaus	bases	 this	argument	 in	part	on	 the	

detailed	example	of	a	 large	pilgrimage	to	Shingnapur	temple	 in	southwestern	
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Maharashtra,	performed	in	honor	of	Shiva.	For	this	festival	pilgrims	bring	wa-

ter	in	hundreds	of	vessels	attached	to	a	pole	(kavad).	This	pole	is	ritually	wor-
shipped	 the	days	prior	 to	 and	during	 the	pilgrimage.	 Some	of	 the	kavads	 are	
brought	by	 individual	households,	 others	by	whole	villages	or	 clusters	of	 vil-

lages.	 Ideally	 the	water	 in	 the	kavads	 comes	 from	various	rivers	near	 the	pil-
grims’	homes.	People	then	pour	the	water	on	the	linga	 in	the	temple,	in	order	
to	cool	the	god.	Feldhaus	(2003,	71-8)	concludes	that	regions	of	various	sizes	

are	enacted	during	the	pilgrimage:	there	are,	for	example,	five	villages	that	col-

lectively	send	a	kavad	to	the	temple	and	whose	residents	speak	of	their	villages	
forming	a	region,	if	only	for	the	sake	of	the	festival.	Ultimately,	she	argues	that	

the	 largest	one	of	 these	 regions	dramatized	 in	 the	pilgrimage	 is	Maharashtra	

itself,	as	different	places	within	this	larger	“unified	whole”	(85)	send	kavads	to	
the	temple	at	Shingnapur.		

Feldhaus’	 discussion	 of	 spatial	 movements	 of	 people	 and	 ritual	 objects	

across	the	landscape	and	her	focus	on	the	connections	these	movements	estab-

lish	proves	 fruitful	 for	an	understanding	of	 several	of	 the	Santal	 rituals	 I	dis-

cuss.	 The	 most	 prominent	 parallel	 to	 her	 work	 exists	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	

mountain	rituals	(buru	bonga)	portrayed	in	chapter	four.	At	this	annual	event	
different	numbers	of	villages	contribute	sacrificial	animals	to	a	large	collective	

sacrifice	 during	which	 the	mountain	 deity	 is	 asked	 to	 provide	 rain	 and	well-

being	 for	 the	region.	Similar	 to	 the	Shingnapur	pilgrimage	discussed	by	Feld-

haus,	the	buru	bonga	ritual	connects	different	places	and	people	and	enacts	the	
idea	of	a	region.	Remarkable	is	that	in	contrast	to	Feldhaus’	example,	the	Santal	

have	 a	 specific,	 abstract	 term	 for	 the	 “region”	 (torop)	which	 is	 enacted	 here.	
When	answering	my	questions	about	the	geographical	extent	of	these	regions,	

my	Santal	interlocutors	would	explicitly	point	to	the	collective	buru	bonga	rit-
uals,	which	these	regions	organize.	They	would	say:	“Our	Dampara	torop	con-
sists	of	forty	villages.	We	offer	forty	goats	to	the	buru	bonga	at	Dampara	garh	
(place).”75		

To	conclude,	inspired	by	Feldhaus,	the	chapters	of	my	work	discuss	in	de-

tail	 how	 the	 spatial	 movements	 related	 to	 ritual,	 connect	 places	 into	 such	

meaningful	 spatial	 units	 as	 a	 region.	More	 explicitly	 than	 Feldhaus,	 I	 further	

take	a	look	at	other	entities,	which	these	movements	connect.	I	argue	that	ritu-

al	movements	bring	together	people,	deities,	ritual	objects	and	places.	This	ties	

																																																								
75	Ale	Dampara	torop	re	chalis	atoko	menakoa.	Buru	bonga	re	ale	chalis	bodako	emale,	Dampara	
gar	re.	
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back	 into	 the	holism,	which	characterizes	Santal	understandings	of	place.	For	

example,	some	ritual	movements	of	the	Santal	flower	festival	connect	the	for-

est	 and	 the	 village,	 or	 the	 movements	 of	 the	 rice	 sowing	 ritual	 connect	 the	

house	and	the	fields.	Connections	are	thus	made	on	different	levels,	comprising	

various	spatial	and	social	entities.		

The	previous	examples	of	ritual	movements	from	van	Gennep’s,	Feldhaus’	

and	my	Santal	material,	show	that	these	movements	can	have	a	symbolic	func-

tion	 in	 themselves.	 Van	 Gennep’s	 example	 of	 a	 child	 initiation	 rite	 in	 China,	

passing	through	a	gate	can	be	understood	as	entering	another	 life	phase.	 In	a	

similar	manner,	the	Santal	bride’s	movements	in	the	wedding	ritual	communi-

cate	her	passing	into	a	new	social	status.		

Other	 than	 spatial	 movements	 having	 a	 symbolic	 function,	 they	 further	

contain	symbols	that	contribute	to	their	effect.	The	kavads	in	Feldhaus	example	
serve	as	a	case	in	point,	as	the	creation	of	a	region	through	pilgrimage	is	partly	

brought	about	by	these	symbols.	Because	the	kavads	represent	different	villag-
es	and	carry	 the	water	of	 rivers	near	 these	villages,	Feldhaus	argues	 that	 the	

pilgrimage	connects	places	and	creates	the	idea	of	a	region.		

What	differentiates	spatial	movements	from	symbols,	in	my	view,	is	their	

directionality.	Movements	lead	from	one	place	to	another,	which	is	why	in	my	

analysis	I	have	placed	emphasis	on	the	connections	they	establish.	Movements	

have	a	beginning	and	an	end,	they	lead	somewhere,	and	therefore	they	usually	

have	 effects.	 Unless	 symbols	 take	 on	 the	 shape	 of	movements,	 they	 lack	 this	

directionality.	As	symbols	form	important	elements	in	Santal	rituals	in	general	

and	because	as	such	they	contribute	to	the	making	of	place,	 in	the	following	I	

address	my	analytical	perspective	on	symbols.		

	

Symbols	in	Santal	Ritual	as	Communicating	and	Generating	Notions	

of	Place	
Several	different	symbols	appear	in	the	Santal	rituals	discussed	in	the	follow-

ing	chapters:	A	carved,	wooden	pole	set	in	the	ground	on	the	occasion	of	a	goat	

sacrifice,	sal	and	mahua	flowers	placed	in	front	of	the	sacrificial	circles	during	
the	flower	festival	and	the	veiled	language	spoken	between	ritual	participants	

and	the	Santal	hunting	god	are	just	some	examples.	I	argue	that	these	symbols	

and	their	use	and	position	in	different	rituals	represent	and	create	certain	no-

tions	 of	 place.	 For	 example,	 the	wooden	pole	 put	 in	 the	 ground	 represents	 a	

group	of	brothers	and	marks	the	place	of	the	ritual	as	belonging	to	them.	Thus,	
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the	symbol	in	itself	carries	meaning	and	communicates	something,	to	the	out-

sider	and	to	the	ritual	participants.	

For	the	sake	of	analytical	precision,	in	the	following	I	first	specify	my	un-

derstanding	of	the	term	“symbol”	and,	leaning	on	Rappaport	(1979,	1999),	dif-

ferentiate	 it	 from	 the	 terms	 “index”	 and	 “icon”.	 In	 the	 context	 of	 his	 general	

understanding	 of	 ritual	 as	 a	 form	 of	 communication,	 Rappaport	 argues	 that	

symbols	and	indices	each	transmit	different	types	of	messages.	In	addition,	his	

expanded	 understanding	 of	 communication	 includes	 its	 performative	 side	 in	

that	 for	him,	communication	both	says	and	does	something.	Related	 to	 this,	 I	

discuss	below	how	Rappaport’s	view	of	ritual	as	constituting	a	cultural	order	

and	 fusing	 this	 order	with	 an	 individual’s	 understanding	 can	 be	 extended	 to	

the	topic	of	place.	A	shared	understanding	of	a	symbol’s	meaning	is	in	this	con-

text	no	prerequisite	for	ritual	symbols	to	have	an	effect.	Their	structural	posi-

tion	in	ritual,	or	their	use	at	emotionally	intense	times	(Keesing	2012,	425),	can	

contribute	 to	 this	 effect	 and	 influence	how	people	 come	 to	perceive	place.	 In	

that	way	ritual	action	generates	shared	understandings	of	place	and	is	then	in	

hindsight	also	evoked	as	a	point	of	reference.	For	example,	as	I	encountered	it	

among	 the	Santal,	 “people	of	one	house”	spoke	of	 their	 “place	of	origin”	 (mul	
gadi)	as	 the	place	where	every	 few	years	 they	come	 together	 to	perform	 jom	
sim	bonga.	

	
Symbols,	Indices,	Icons	and	the	Types	of	Messages	They	Transmit	
What	are	symbols?	Put	simply,	symbols	stand	for,	refer	to	or	represent	some-

thing	else.	They	stand	in	a	specific	relation	to	that	which	they	signify.	As	Rap-

paport,	 leaning	 on	 Peirce	 (1960,	 143ff)	 understands	 it,	 a	 symbol	 is	 a	 type	 of	

sign	“associated	by	law	or	convention	with	that	which	it	signifies”	(Rappaport	

1979,	 180).	 The	wooden	pole,	which	 appears	 in	 the	 Santal	 goat	 sacrifice,	 for	

example,	is	associated	with	a	specific	social	unit	referred	to	as	gusti.	This	asso-
ciation	is	only	founded	on	convention,	because	there	are	no	inherent	qualities	

that	connect	 these	 two.	Another	 type	of	 sign	are	 icons,	 “which	share	sensible	

formal	characteristics	with	that	which	they	signify”	(180).	A	map,	a	stick	figure	

(Robbins	2001,	594)	or	 the	statues	of	Santal	heroes	described	 in	chapter	 five	

are	 examples	 of	 icons.	 The	 third	 type	 of	 sign,	 states	 Rappaport,	 leaning	 on	

Peirce,	are	indices	which	are	“affected	by	that	which	they	signify”	(1979,	180).	

A	 rash	 is	 an	 index	 for	 measles,	 a	 dark	 cloud	 is	 an	 index	 for	 rain,	 the	 large	
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amount	of	sacrificial	animals	offered	to	a	specific	Santal	god	is	to	many	Santal	

an	index	of	that	god’s	power.		

All	 three	 signs	 therefore	 have	 referents,	 although	 their	 difference	 lies	 in	

how	they	are	associated	with	these	referents.	The	referent	can	be	a	notion,	for	

example	a	notion	of	place,	a	concept	or	an	idea.	In	the	Santal	rituals	discussed	

in	the	course	of	this	work,	the	wooden	pole	mentioned	above	can	refer	to	the	

concept	of	gusti,	turmeric-dyed,	yellow	clothes	can	refer	to	the	concept	of	affin-
ity,	 the	Santal	way	of	dancing	can	refer	to	 ideas	of	 inclusiveness	and	joy	(ras-
ka).		

The	differentiation	between	symbol,	icon	and	sign	is	important	because,	as	

Rappaport	(1979,	179-183;	1999,	52ff)	convincingly	argues,	it	is	related	to	the	

type	of	message	communicated	in	ritual.	He	states	that	by	making	use	of	indi-

ces,	ritual	transmits	messages	about	the	current	state	of	the	ritual	participants.	

In	his	 later	work	on	ritual	and	religion	Rappaport	(1999,	69)	calls	these	mes-

sages	“self-referential”.	Leaning	on	speech	act	theory,	he	gives	room	to	the	ef-

fect	 of	 these	 indexical	messages	 as	 well,	 noting	 that	 they	 do	 not	merely	 say	

something,	 but	 also	 transform	 the	 state	 of	 the	 performer,	 as	 do	 for	 example	

initiation	 rites	 (107).	 This	 applies	 to	 parts	 of	 the	 Santal	 wedding	 ritual,	 in	

which	the	spatial	movements	of	bride	and	groom	can	be	understood	as	indices	

as	well	as	means	of	transformation	of	their	social	status.		

Rappaport	differentiates	indexical	messages	from	what	he	calls	“canonical	

messages”	 (52ff),	 which	 are	 transmitted	 through	 symbols.	 The	 canonical,	 in	

Rappaport’s	(53)	words	“represents	the	general,	enduring	or	even	eternal	as-

pects	of	universal	orders”.	They	are	more	abstract	in	character,	as	for	example	
the	idea	of	fertility	inherent	in	the	symbol	of	sal	and	mahua	flowers	in	the	San-
tal	 flower	 festival.	 Within	 the	 larger	 frame	 of	 his	 ritual	 theory,	 Rappaport	

(1979,	 193;	 1999,	 119ff)	 argues	 that	 the	 core	 indexical	message	 that	 partici-

pants	 transmit	 in	 ritual	 is	 their	 acceptance	 of	 the	 ritual	 order.	 They	 publicly	

indicate	 to	 others	 that	 they	 accept	 what	 they	 perform	 and	 their	 subsequent	

behavior	will	be	judged	accordingly	(1999,	123).	In	this	way	morality	is	estab-

lished	in	ritual,	and	ritual	becomes	“the	basic	social	act”	(137).	The	acceptance	

of	 the	order	performed	 in	ritual	 is	at	 first	only	public,	not	necessarily	accom-

panied	by	belief.	This	public	acceptance,	Rappaport	(380ff)	argues,	is	however	

complemented	by	the	performer’s	 inner	acceptance	generated	and	confirmed	

in	 the	 course	 of	 ritual.	 Rappaport	 speaks	 of	 a	 “numinous	 experience”	 (378),	

being	affective	rather	than	rational,	which	arises	from	communitarian	rituals.		
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In	sum,	Rappaport’s	work	on	ritual	is	valuable	in	several	ways	for	my	analysis	

of	Santal	notions	of	place	and	practices	of	place-making.	First,	his	general	view	

of	ritual	as	both	communicating	and	constituting	meaning	or	an	order	has	al-

ready	been	discussed	previously	as	the	main	assumption	underlying	my	study	

of	 ritual.	 Second,	Rappaport	 joins	order	 and	practice,	 the	 social	 and	 the	 indi-

vidual	 in	 his	 view	on	 ritual	 (cf.	 Lambek	2004,	 2).	He	 acknowledges	 a	 ritual’s	

canonical	messages,	referring	to	an	enduring	order,	but	also	its	indexical	ones,	

concerned	with	 the	 performers’	 current	 states.	 By	 introducing	 the	 notion	 of	

acceptance	 in	 its	 public	 and	private	 aspects,	 he	brings	 together	 the	 social	 ef-

fects	of	ritual	and	an	individual	person’s	experience	of	ritual.	Inspired	by	Kap-

ferer,	 this	 is	 where	 I	 speak	 of	 the	 perception	 of	 place	which	 is	 generated	 in	

ritual,	 assuming	 that	 in	 spite	 of	 variations,	 shared	 understandings	 of	 place	

emerge	from	people’s	participation	in	ritual.	Lastly,	Rappaport	provides	a	pre-

cise	 analytical	 vocabulary	with	which	 to	discuss	 the	 contribution	of	 symbols,	

indices	and	icons	to	the	making	of	place	among	the	Santal.	In	that	context	it	is	

relevant	 to	note	 that	each	of	 these	 three	 types	of	signs	carries	different	 func-

tions	and	is	more	prevalent	in	some	contexts	than	in	others.	As	an	illustration,	I	

argue	 that	 in	 contexts	 of	 contestation	 (in	 rituals	 organized	 by	 a	 religious	 re-

form	movement,	 in	 rituals	 oriented	 towards	 non-Santal	 such	 as	 the	 regional	

flower	festival)	indices	are	more	suitable	than	symbols,	because	their	relation	

to	that	which	they	signify	is	more	direct	and	therefore	enhances	their	efficacy.		

In	this	regard	the	topic	of	change	and	the	transformation	of	ritual	commu-

nication	 comes	 into	 the	picture.	As	Rappaport	 generally	 focuses	more	on	 co-

herence	and	continuity	(Lambek	2004,	248),	he	has	little	to	say	about	change	

in	 ritual.	 Instead,	 he	 emphasizes	 that	 rituals	 are	 centrally	 concerned	 with	

changelessness,	 both	 in	 its	 form	 characterized	 by	 recurrence	 and	 its	 content	

often	dealing	with	the	triumph	of	vitality	(Rappaport	1999,	230-233).		

While	 change	 is	 not	 central	 to	my	 discussion	 of	 Santal	 ritual,	 the	 ethno-

graphic	 material	 discussed	 in	 chapter	 five	 brings	 up	 the	 topic	 of	 transfor-

mations	of	ritual	meaning	and	related	notions	of	place.	This	context	will	show	

that	symbols	need	not	necessarily	be	associated	with	permanence	and	invari-

ance.	First,	old	symbols	can	become	imbued	with	new	meanings.	In	the	case	of	

the	regional	flower	festival,	Santal	political	activists	have	fashioned	the	Santal	

sacred	grove	into	a	symbol	representing	the	ecological	sustainability	of	Santal	

culture.	This	case	 illustrates	 that	symbols	need	to	be	understood	 in	 their	his-

torical	and	political	context.	Further,	new	symbols	can	be	introduced	into	ritual	

contexts,	such	as	books	written	in	the	Santali	script	Ol	Chiki,	so	that	additional	



Chapter	2	⎜Theoretical	Approach	
	

	

	 104	

messages	become	part	of	the	ritual.	Hence	symbols	can	be	invested	with	new	

meanings	or	employed	strategically	by	 ritual	organizers	 to	 communicate	cer-

tain	messages.	This	points	to	the	possibility	of	new	notions	of	place	being	cre-

ated	 in	 ritual	 practice.	 These	 dynamics	 of	 place	 making	 are	 therefore	 also	

related	to	the	dynamics	of	symbols	and	indices	in	ritual	contexts.		

	

The	Meanings	and	Effects	of	Symbols	
So	 far	 the	 discussion	 on	 ritual	 symbols,	 indices	 and	 icons,	 leaning	 on	 Rap-

paport,	has	shown	that	their	communicative	aspects	and	efficacy	are	intricately	

connected.	In	this	section	I	intend	to	outline,	how	I	studied	and	approached	the	

meaning	of	Santal	ritual	symbols	and	how	I	understand	their	efficacy	related	to	

the	creation	of	(notions	of)	place.		

During	my	fieldwork	I	approached	the	meaning	of,	for	example	ritual	symbols	

in	much	the	same	way	as	Turner	(1967,	20)	suggested,	namely	by	taking	into	

account	the	appearance	of	the	symbol,	by	collecting	interpretations	of	special-

ists	 and	 ritual	 participants	 and	 by	 trying	 to	 understand	 the	 symbol	 from	 a	

structural	perspective.	These	different	perspectives	show	that	there	are	differ-

ent	types	or	levels	of	symbolic	meaning.	First,	there	is	the	meaning	consciously	

attributed	by	people	to	a	symbol.	For	example,	several	Santal	elders	described	

the	wooden	pole	set	in	the	ground	during	jom	sim	bonga	as	representing	a	cer-
tain	group	of	Hansdas	(a	Santal	clan).	This	type	of	meaning	is	neither	shared	by	

nor	 accessible	 to	 all	 ritual	 participants.	 Keesing	 (2012)	 aptly	 points	 out	 that	

this	conscious	knowledge	of	the	meaning	of	ritual	symbols	is	distributed	une-

venly	among	experts	and	laymen.	There	is	thus	often	a	multitude	of	meanings	

attached	to	a	symbol.	Second,	there	is	the	structural	meaning	of	a	symbol	that	

can	be	understood	from	its	context	or	from	its	relation	to	other	symbols.	This	

is	 the	 type	 of	meaning,	which	 ritual	 participants	 often	 cannot	 articulate.	 For	

example,	 in	 the	context	of	 the	Santal	 flower	 festival	 the	use	of	sal	and	mahua	
flowers	 points	 to	 the	 complementarity	 of	male	 and	 female,	 which	 in	 a	more	

abstract	sense	points	to	the	theme	of	fertility,	which	reappears	throughout	the	

festival.	 I	 came	 to	 this	 conclusion,	 because	people	offer	 sal	 flowers	 to	 a	male	
deity	and	mahua	ones	 to	a	 female	one	during	 this	event.	None	of	my	 inform-
ants,	however,	would	have	ever	explained	the	meaning	of	these	flowers	in	such	

abstract	terms.	In	the	three	following	chapters	I	show	that	these	different	lev-

els	of	a	 symbol’s	meaning,	 together	with	 its	 role	and	use	 in	 ritual,	 give	 infor-

mation	about	Santal	notions	of	place.		
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Complementing	this	communicative	aspect	of	ritual	symbols,	 I	 take	particular	

interest	in	their	effect.	More	specifically	I	ask,	how	ritual	symbols	contribute	to	

the	making	of	place.	This	effect	can	be	 independent	 from	the	meaning,	which	

ritual	participants	attribute	to	symbols.	If,	during	the	Santal	jom	sim	bonga,	two	
different	categories	of	relatives	wear	different	types	of	clothes	and	are	barred	

from	entering	the	inner	sacrificial	circle,	it	is	not	necessary	for	participants	to	

understand	 or	 be	 able	 to	 articulate	 the	meaning	 of	 the	 clothes	 or	 the	 spatial	

symbolism.	 The	 structure	 of	 this	 symbolism	 presents	 certain	 associations	 to	

the	ritual	participants:	a	specific	group	of	participants,	the	people	of	one	house,	

wear	the	same	color	of	clothes,	their	ancestral	symbol,	a	wooden	pole,	is	placed	

in	the	ground.	The	heads	of	the	sacrificial	animals	brought	by	them	are	placed	

in	one	sacrificial	circle,	part	of	the	meat	is	buried	in	the	ground.	Another	group	

of	 participants,	 their	 affines,	 are	 dressed	 in	 different	 types	 of	 clothes,	 they	

bring	castrated	goats	to	be	sacrificed.	The	affines	are	not	permitted	to	enter	the	

sacrificial	circle.	Even	if	people	cannot	explain	the	symbolism	of	the	ritual,	 its	

structure	differentiates	agnates	and	affines	and	 links	 the	agnates	 to	 the	place	

and	the	land	on	which	this	ritual	takes	place.	The	structure	is	sufficient	to	gen-

erate	a	certain	experience	and	perception	of	society	and	place	among	the	ritual	

participants.	This	refers	back	to	Kapferer’s	 (1991,	1997)	argument	presented	

above,	which	locates	the	generating	potential	of	ritual	in	the	different	percep-

tual	possibilities	offered	by	its	aesthetics.		

To	conclude,	 in	 this	 chapter	 I	discussed	 the	basic	premises	on	which	my	

study	of	Santal	ritual	and	place	is	based.	Foremost	my	analytical	starting	point	

is	that	notions	of	place	are	culturally	constructed.	It	is	then	my	argument	that	

the	creation	and	attribution	of	meaning	to	places	happens	during	ritual	prac-

tice.	My	understanding	of	ritual	in	this	work	is	two-fold:	On	the	one	hand	I	re-

gard	 ritual	 as	 articulating	 cultural	 concepts	 and	 ideas,	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 I	

recognize	 ritual’s	 idea-generating	potential.	 For	 the	 sake	of	my	 specific	 focus	

on	place	this	means	that	ritual	both	articulates	and	creates	different	Santal	no-

tions	of	place.	Concerning	the	second	point	 I	highlight	 the	 importance	of	per-

ception	 in	 this	 “making	 of	 place”	 and	 propose	 that	 people’s	 perception	 is	

shaped	 in	 distinct	 ways	 during	 their	 participation	 in	 ritual.	 In	 the	 following	

chapters	I	focus	on	two	crucial	elements	in	this	generative	process,	namely	the	

spatial	movements	and	symbols	that	appear	in	the	rituals	I	discuss.	After	hav-

ing	 so	 far	 discussed	 the	 Santal	 in	 their	 social	 and	 regional	 context,	my	 field-

work	situation	and	methodology	as	well	as	the	theoretical	foundations	of	this	



Chapter	2	⎜Theoretical	Approach	
	

	

	 106	

work,	 each	 subsequent	 chapter	 deals	 now	with	 the	 specific	 Santal	 notions	 of	

place	in	the	sense	of	land,	environment	and	region.	
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3.	The	Connections	between	Land	and	Social						

Structure	
	

But	 the	 performative	modes	 to	 kinship	 known	 to	 anthropology	 (…)	

are	indefinitely	many,	in	as	much	as	they	are	predicated	on	particular	

cultural	logics	of	relatedness.	(Sahlins	2011,	5)	

	

This	 chapter	 deals	with	 relatedness	 in	 Santal	 society	 and	 how	 its	 practice	 is	

linked	 to	different	notions	of	 place.	 In	 Sahlins’	 sense,	 I	 see	 one	of	 the	 crucial	

modes	of	performing	relatedness	in	ritual	practice.	Different	rituals	constitute	

different	 types	 of	 relatedness	 and	 different	 notions	 of	 place,	 as	 this	 chapter	

shows.	 For	 example,	 “people	 of	 one	 house”	 (mit	orak	hor),	 a	 close	 group	 of	
“brothers”	(boeha)	come	together	every	few	years	to	celebrate	 jom	sim	bonga,	
a	 large	 goat	 sacrifice	 offered	 to	 their	 common	deity.	 The	 ritual	 is	 held	 in	 the	

fields	close	to	their	“place	of	origin”	(mul	gadi).	After	the	sacrifice,	the	“people	
of	 one	 house”	 invite	 their	 affinal	 relatives	 (pera),	 those	 with	 whom	 they	 al-
ready	maintain	 or	 could	 establish	marital	 relations.	 Together	 they	 eat,	 drink	

and	socialize	until	late	at	night.		

This	differentiation	of	society	into	agnates,	“own”,	and	affines,	“others”,	is	

a	common	structuring	principle	of	several	Central	Indian	societies.	Therefore,	

in	 addition	 to	 jom	sim	bonga,	 this	 chapter	 portrays	 Santal	wedding	 rites,	 the	
core	ritual	 for	constituting	affinal	relatedness.	The	different	steps	of	the	wed-

ding	ceremony,	such	as	the	handing	over	of	the	bridewealth	(gonong),	the	ap-
plication	of	vermillion	(sindur)	by	the	groom	to	the	bride,	the	ritual	greeting	of	
the	 new	 in-laws	 (bala	nepel),	 and	 the	 feeding	 of	 the	 couple	 by	 the	 groom’s	
mother	are	all	 carried	out	 in	specific	places.	Like	 jom	sim	bonga,	 the	wedding	
rites	therefore	equally	articulate	and	create	distinctly	valued	notions	of	place.	

In	rituals	people	cross	and	enter	different	spaces.	As	new	relatives	ritually	pass	

the	 threshold	of	a	house,	or	 the	entrance	 to	 the	room	of	 the	ancestral	shrine,	

they	are	brought	into	closer	relationships	with	the	house’s	inhabitants.		

These	examples	articulate	that	first,	ritual	and	place	are	mutually	constitu-

tive	and	that	second,	the	spatial	and	the	social	are	closely	intertwined.	After	a	

short	outline	of	the	shifting	focus	in	kinship	studies	from	abstract	classification	

to	 the	 practice	 of	 kinship	 below,	 this	 chapter	 is	 intended	 to	 give	 insight	 into	
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notions	of	place,	specifically	related	to	land,	places	of	origin	and	the	house,	and	

the	close	connection	between	these	places	and	Santal	notions	of	relatedness.	

	

The	Turn	of	Kinship	Studies	
From	its	very	beginnings	the	study	of	kinship	was	formative	to	the	discipline	of	

anthropology.	In	an	article	on	categories	of	relatedness	in	a	Central	Indian	so-

ciety,	Hardenberg	(2009,	62)	pinpointed	the	turn	in	kinship	studies	away	from	

a	 focus	 on	descent,	 genealogy,	 rules	 and	 structures	 in	 the	work	 of	 Schneider	

(1968,	1972,	1984),	Needham	(1971,	1974)	and	Kuper	 (1982,	2005).	Schnei-

der	(1972)	saw	his	predecessors’	and	contemporaries’	biggest	mistake	in	their	

genealogical,	and	ultimately	biological,	reckoning	of	kinship.	 In	a	similar	vein,	

Kuper	(1982)	and	Leach	(1961a)	criticized	the	universalism	of	descent-based	

models,	largely	developed	in	the	African	context.	Kuper	(1982,	92)	saw	lineage	

models	neither	representing	folk	models	nor	organizing	political	or	economic	

activities	in	these	societies,	but	instead	only	serving	modern	notions	of	primi-

tive	 societies.	 Based	 on	 his	 study	 of	 Pul	 Eliya,	 a	 Sri	 Lankan	 village,	 Leach	

(1961a,	 7	mentioned	 in	 Kuper	 2005,	 175)	 showed	 that	 “locality	 rather	 than	

descent	 forms	 the	 basis	 of	 corporate	 grouping”.	 As	 I	 will	 discuss	 in	 section	

3.1.4,	this	turn	away	from	the	concept	of	unilineal	descent	is	also	relevant	for	

my	material	on	the	Santal.	In	tribal	Central	India,	in	general,	genealogical	reck-

oning	 is	 of	 little	 importance	 and	 another	 focus	 is	more	 adequate	 in	 order	 to	

understand	local	constructions	of	relatedness.	

As	Hardenberg	(2009,	62ff)	discusses,	after	a	decline	in	popularity	of	kin-

ship	 studies	 in	 the	 1980s	 and	 1990s	 new	 approaches	 revitalized	 the	 field.	

Among	 them	 was	 an	 edited	 volume	 on	 house-based	 societies	 (Carsten	 and	

Hugh-Jones	1995,	mentioned	in	Hardenberg	2009,	63)	aiming	to	overcome	the	

previously	strong	emphasis	on	genealogy,	rules	and	structures.	In	a	later	publi-

cation	Carsten	(2000,	4)	preferred	the	term	“relatedness”	to	“kinship”,	“in	or-

der	to	signal	an	openness	to	 indigenous	idioms	of	being	related	rather	than	a	

reliance	 on	 pre-given	 definitions	 or	 previous	 versions”.	 She	 insisted	 that	 an	

understanding	of	other	people’s	relatedness	must	start	from	their	conceptions.	

In	her	analysis	of	Malay	relatedness,	she	emphasizes	process	and	shows	how	

this	relatedness	gradually	evolves	through	common	food	consumption	and	the	

sharing	of	a	house	and	hearth	(Carsten	1995).		

The	above	outlined	developments	within	kinship	studies	are	relevant	 for	

my	work	 in	several	aspects.	 I	agree	with	Hardenberg	(2009,	64)	 that,	despite	

the	demise	of	more	classical	kinship	studies,	both	formal	aspects	of	classifica-
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tions	and	 the	experiential,	 practical	 side	of	kinship	 should	 continue	 to	play	a	

role	in	understanding	the	social	system	of	a	society.	I	therefore	introduce	basic	

coordinates	of	Santal	social	organization	in	the	first	part	of	this	chapter.	I	have,	

however,	still	chosen	to	discuss	these	coordinates	from	a	practice-perspective,	

because	to	me	as	a	researcher	it	was	especially	during	ritual	practice	that	so-

cial	roles	and	classifications	emerged.	Most	importantly,	my	informants	equally	

referred	back	to	these	events	in	order	to	answer	my	more	abstract	questions.	

For	example,	when	I	asked	my	neighbor:	“Was	that	man	from	Muruguti	village	

your	gusti	(local	line)?	Is	he	originally	from	your	village?”,	he	answered:	“Yes,	I	
think	so.	Last	year	he	came	here	to	our	 jom	sim	bonga.”	Carsten’s	(2000)	sug-
gestion,	 to	 start	 from	 local	 practice	 in	 the	 analysis	 of	 relatedness,	 resonates	
with	these	statements.	The	standpoint	from	which	this	chapter	departs,	takes	

inspiration	from	Hardenberg’s	(2009,	83)	view	that	“rituals	are	a	means	of	so-

cial	 classification.”	 Before	 presenting	 two	 such	 rituals,	 the	 following	 section	

first	introduces	the	most	important	structuring	principles	of	Santal	society	and	

consecutively	discusses	social	categories	and	groups	from	largest	to	smallest.	

	
	

3.1	Cornerstones	of	Santal	Social	Classification	
3.1.1	Of	Brothers	and	“Guests”	

Brothers	
At	the	base	of	Santal	social	structure	lies	a	simple	binary	system,	one	in	which	

the	Santal	divide	their	society	into	“own”	and	“other”.	As	section	3.1.4	discuss-

es	there	is	little	agreement	among	previous	Santal	ethnographers	on	the	local	

terms	for	this	opposition.	The	Santal	I	encountered	in	the	East	Singhbhum	area	

used	 the	 term	 “brothers”	 (boeha)	 for	 those	 people	 “of	 one	 house”	 (mit	orak	
hor)	in	some	contexts	but	often	they	just	spoke	of	“our	people”	(ale	hor)	or	“our	
gusti”	 (ale	gusti).76	All	 of	 these	 connotations	 of	 brotherhood	 are	 discussed	 in	
further	detail	in	the	course	of	this	section.	Those	classified	as	brothers	(boeha)	
cannot	 intermarry,	 that	 is	 they	 cannot	 marry	 each	 other’s	 sisters	 or	 daugh-

ters.77	Brothers	 are	 also	 bound	 together	 in	 the	 obligation	 to	 propitiate	 their	

																																																								
76	The	 term	gusti	 seems	 to	be	 specific	 for	 the	East	 Singbhum	Santal	 area,	 possibly	 a	 loanword	
taken	 from	 Bengali	 and	 bestowed	 with	 its	 own	 meaning	 by	 the	 Santal.	 None	 of	 the	 Santal	

ethnographies,	most	of	them	about	the	northern	Santal,	mention	it.		
77	The	 term	 boeha	 has	 male	 connotations,	 but	 includes	 women	 as	 well.	 Women	 would,	 for	
example,	also	describe	each	other	as	related	as	boeha,	if	their	husbands	were	brothers.		
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common	deity	 in	regular	 intervals.	Spatially,	“real	brothers”	(nij	boeha),	 those	
born	to	one	father	or	in	a	wider	meaning	born	to	one	grandfather,	often	reside	

in	one	house	or	 in	adjoining	houses.	They	also	frequently	own	fields	adjacent	

to	each	other.	Brotherhood	is	thus	defined	through	being	close,	both	spatially	

and	socially.	Thus,	place	and	especially	the	idea	of	one’s	place	of	origin	plays	a	

crucial	 role	 in	 the	 notion	 of	 brotherhood	 as	 elaborated	 in	 section	 3.3.1	 on	

brothers,	 their	deity	and	 land.	The	topic	of	migration	 features	prominently	 in	

these	notions	of	place,	and	indeed	it	is	a	topic	recurrent	throughout	Santal	his-

tory,	as	contained	in	the	creation	myth.		

Several	 other	 authors	 have	 identified	 the	 conceptual	 division	 of	 Central	

Indian	tribal	society	working	in	Odisha,	Jharkhand	and	Chhattisgarh.	Concern-

ing	Odisha	 among	 these	 authors	 are	Hardenberg	 (2005,	 2009)	writing	 about	

the	Dongria	Kond,	Berger	(2015a,	2010)	discussing	the	Gadaba	as	well	as	Pfef-

fer	 (1982,	 1997)	 throughout	 his	work	 on	 Central	 Indian	 social	 classification.	

Verardo	 (2003,	 31-35)	 equally	 reports	 this	 opposition	 of	 Munda	 clans	 into	

“brothers	or	 ‘agnates’	(haga)	or	 ‘guests’	or	 ‘affines’	(kupul)”	(32)	and	Gregory	
(2009)	 further	addresses	 the	division	of	society	 into	“brotherhood”	and	“oth-

erhood”	among	Halbi	speakers	of	Chhattisgarh.		

Hardenberg	(2009,	71)	demonstrates	that	the	supercategories	of	brothers	

and	affines	are	again	divided	 into	subcategories	 in	different	contexts.	For	 the	

Santal	the	category	of	brothers	falls	into	different	notions	as	well.	The	closest	

brothers,	 with	 whom	 one	 cannot	 marry,	 are	 the	 “people	 of	 one	 house”	 (mit	
orak	hor),	 those	with	whom	one	 carries	 out	 the	 ritual	 described	 later	 in	 this	
chapter	(jom	sim	bonga).	The	idea	of	the	house	is	to	be	understood	in	a	broader	
sense,	since	it	often	refers	to	one	common	house	in	the	past,	from	which	some	

brothers	 dispersed	 to	 other	 places.	 In	 addition,	 other	members	 of	 one’s	 clan	

are	considered	to	be	brothers	too,	and	clan	exogamy	is	thus	the	rule.	As	one	of	

the	 portraits	 in	 the	 section	 on	marriage	 shows,	 love	marriages	within	 a	 clan	

can	 take	 place	 today	without	 severe	 consequences.	 The	 young	man	 involved	

explained	that	only	marriage	between	“people	of	one	house”	is	gravely	perse-

cuted	in	his	society.	Last,	there	is	a	third	category	which	falls	into	the	supercat-

egory	 of	 brothers:	 ties	 established	 through	 a	 type	 of	 ritual	 friendship	 called	

phul.	These	 friendships	can	 take	place	between	all	ethnic	communities	 in	 the	
area,	 for	example	between	a	Santal	and	a	Ho	man.	Their	children	address	the	

respective	 fathers	 as	 “father”	 (baba)	 and	 consider	 each	other	 to	 be	brothers.	
Commensality,	uncommon	with	members	of	other	communities,	was	practiced	
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among	 them	 and	 like	 brothers	 do,	 these	 families	 attended	 each	 other’s	main	

life-cycle	events	as	guests	(pera).	
	

“Guests”	
The	other	part	of	Santal	society,	those	who	are	not	conceptualized	as	brothers,	

are	referred	to	as	pera.	These	are	the	affines,	that	is,	people	one	can	potentially	
marry	or	those	with	whom	marital	relations	already	exist.	They	come	as	guests	

to	 the	yearly	village	rituals	celebrated	 in	 the	spring	 (baha	porob	 –	 the	 flower	
festival)	 and	at	 the	 time	of	harvest	 (sohrae).	 In	 fact,	 in	 Santali	 the	word	pera	
refers	to	both	“guests”	and	affines.	Affines	also	attend	and	fulfill	special	roles	in	
each	other’s	life-cycle	events.	In	a	strict	sense	only	Santal	are	considered	to	be	

pera.	The	women	of	a	house	greet	pera	in	an	elaborate	way	described	in	detail	
in	section	3.1.2,	with	a	water-filled	brass	vessel	(lota).	Members	of	other	local	
communities,	 especially	 those	 not	 speaking	 Santali,	 are	 not	 considered	 to	 be	

pera	and	not	greeted	in	a	ritual	way	at	all.		
Just	 like	 the	 category	 of	 brothers,	 the	 category	 of	 guests	 subdivides	 into	

different	notions	in	different	contexts.	This	means	that	not	all	affines	are	mar-

riageable.	 I	discuss	in	a	 later	section	that	some	Santal	clans	are	considered	to	

be	of	 lower	status	and	marriage	with	these	clans	 is	refrained	from.	There	are	

also	 some	 clans	which,	 due	 to	quarrels	mentioned	 in	myth,	 should	not	 inter-

marry.	Consequently,	 in	 theory	all	other	 than	members	of	one’s	own	clan	are	

marriageable,	however	a	closer	look	reveals	that	this	is	not	the	case.		

In	 the	context	of	Santal	wedding	rituals,	a	more	specific	notion	of	affines	

emerges,	namely	those	affines	with	whom	one’s	group	already	maintains	mari-

tal	 relationships.	 I	 refer	 to	 these	affines	as	 “in-laws”	 in	my	work.	There	 is	no	

Santal	equivalent	in	the	broad	sense	to	the	English	word	“in-law”,	instead	these	

people	are	generally	referred	to	as	pera	as	well.	Notwithstanding,	two	types	of	
relationships	exist	between	certain	individuals	related	to	each	other	as	in-laws.	

The	first	of	these	two	types	is	called	bala	and	will	be	discussed	in	detail	 later.	
The	 section	 on	weddings	will	 show	 that	 there	 is	 a	 special	 ritual	 establishing	

this	 type	of	 relationship.	The	 father	of	 a	bride	 and	 the	 father	of	 a	 groom,	 for	

example,	establish	and	maintain	such	a	bala	relationship.	It	is	one	conceptual-
ized	as	 close,	 expressed	 in	 each	of	 their	meetings	by	 a	 specific	bala	 greeting.	
The	second	in-law	relationship	is	called	sangat.	It	exists	between	cross-siblings	
of	 a	married	 couple,	 i.e.	 between	 a	 bride’s	 sister	 and	 a	 groom’s	 brother	 or	 a	

bride’s	brother	and	a	groom’s	sister.	One	is	expected	to	joke	with	one’s	sangat,	
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and	possibly	another	marriage	might	evolve	out	of	this	relationship.	Consider-

ing	 place,	 marriages	 ideally	 take	 place	 between	 distant	 villages;	 marriages	

within	the	same	village	are	often	forcefully	suppressed.	A	young	girl	I	knew,	for	

example,	was	 forced	to	move	to	her	mother’s	brother’s	(mamu)	house	by	her	
parents,	 because	of	her	 romance	with	her	 village	neighbor.78	Having	outlined	

the	bifurcation	of	Santal	society	into	brothers	and	guests,	the	next	section	dis-

cusses	the	most	important	structuring	principle	of	Santal	society.	

	

3.1.2	On	Status	Difference:	The	Concepts	of	“Senior”	and	“Junior”		
In	academic	literature	as	well	as	in	everyday	discourse	in	India,	adivasi	society	
is	often	portrayed	as	egalitarian.	The	literature	makes	this	statement	in	refer-

ence	to	social	class,	and	a	traditional	lack	thereof	(Carrin	2013,	113)	or	point-

ing	to	the	democratic	values	of	adivasi	society	(Shah	2013,	104).	
In	 popular	 opinion,	 as	 I	 encountered	 it	 among	 the	 urban	 Hindu	middle	

class,	 adivasi	 society	 is	 regarded	 as	 “primitive”	 and	 “innocent”,	 labels	 often	
mentioned	 together	 with	 “egalitarian”.	 This	 alleged	 equality	 is	 distinguished	

from	Hindu	caste	society	where	status	differences	are	omnipresent.	Especially	

gender	equality,	but	also	ritual	equality,	seems	to	stand	out	for	most	outsiders	

looking	at	adivasi	societies.	But	even	some	Santal	emphasized	to	me	in	English	
that	 they	 belong	 to	 an	 “egalitarian	 society”,	manifest	 for	 example	 in	 the	 fact	

that	anyone	could	potentially	become	a	priest	(naeke)	whereas	in	Hindu	socie-
ty	this	position	is	reserved	only	for	one	caste,	the	Brahmans.		

One	further	finds	the	idea	of	egalitarianism	in	the	ethnographic	literature	

on	the	Santal.	In	a	study	of	Santal	headmanship	in	the	Santal	Parganas	Somers	

(1977,	 58)	 discusses	 “Santal	 egalitarianism”	 with	 regard	 to	 Santal	 political	

structure.	Archer	(2007,	24)	equally	writes	about	“democratic	equality”	within	

the	Santal	tribe.	These	statements	seem	to	mostly	concern	the	acephalous	na-

ture	of	Santal	society.	Village	disputes	are	settled	in	large	assemblies,	attended	

by	a	male	member	of	each	household.	Not	status	but	oratory	skills	play	a	large	

role	in	these	“sittings	in	the	village	street”	(kulhi	dhurup).	In	Kantasola	village,	
where	 I	stayed,	 these	discussions	could	sometimes	 last	several	nights,	during	

which	 all	 the	 conflicting	 arguments	were	presented	 and	 eventually	 a	 general	

consensus	about	the	conflict	settlement	was	reached.		

																																																								
78	In	her	explanation	for	the	girl’s	parents’	reaction,	my	interlocutor	only	mentioned	that	people	

are	generally	against	affairs	and	marriages	in	the	same	village.	Common	descent,	classifying	the	

girl	and	the	young	man	as	siblings	did	not	seem	to	be	the	case.		
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But	can	we	conclude	from	this	political	egalitarianism,	and	the	alleged	ab-

sence	of	class	among	the	Santal	that	this	very	society	is	devoid	of	status	differ-

ence?	 Indeed,	 in	 a	 succeeding	 section	 to	 the	 one	 mentioned	 above,	 Somers	

(1977,	59)	points	in	a	relevant	direction	to	answer	this	question,	and	mentions	

the	respect	 for	seniority	prevalent	 in	Santal	society.	 In	my	opinion,	 this	men-

tion	of	respect	contradicts	the	aforementioned	“Santal	egalitarianism”.	Similar-

ly,	throughout	his	work	on	tribal	Central	India,	Pfeffer	(1982,	2000)	considers	

the	concept	of	tribal	egalitarianism	as	flawed	and	instead	underlines	the	prin-

ciple	of	seniority	between	junior	and	senior	status	categories	in	these	societies.	

In	Pfeffer’s	sense,	in	the	following	I	seek	to	portray	status	differences	in	Santal	

society	as	they	manifest	themselves	in	everyday	interactions	and	in	ritual.	

	

Greeting	and	Status	
For	 the	attentive	visitor	of	 a	Santal	household	 the	order	of	 seniority	 first	be-

comes	 apparent	 during	 the	 ritual	 greeting.	 When	 guests	 (pera)	 arrive,	 the	
women	of	a	house	receive	them	by	placing	a	water-filled	brass	vessel	(lota)	in	
front	 of	 the	 seated	 visitors.	 The	 greeting	 gesture,	 carried	 out	 as	 described	 in	

the	 following,	 embodies	 one’s	 social	 position,	 and	 indicates	 who	 is	 “junior”	

(hudin)	and	who	is	“senior”	(marang)	during	the	interaction.	Semantically	the-
se	 two	words	 carry	 a	 time-related	 as	well	 as	 a	 space-related	dimension.	Ma-
rang,	for	instance,	combines	being	first	in	time	and	place	in	one	word.79		

The	 indication	of	one’s	position	 in	 the	order	of	 seniority	 in	greeting	ges-

tures	 differs	 according	 to	 gender	 and	 status.	 A	 woman	 greets	 (god)	 another	
person	dependent	on	her	relative	position	vis-à-vis	this	person	in	the	following	

way.	If	she	is	 junior,	she	joins	her	fingertips	beneath	her	forehead	and	slowly	

bows	her	head	down	until	her	hands	almost	or	do	touch	the	ground.	 If	she	 is	

senior,	she	receives	this	gesture	of	a	junior	by	joining	her	hands	together	as	if	

to	 scoop	up	water,	moving	her	hands	 towards	her	own	mouth	 and	making	 a	

kissing	 sound.	 If	 a	 man	 is	 junior,	 he	 joins	 the	 palms	 of	 his	 hands,	 fingertips	

pointing	 away	 from	 the	 body,	 and	 moves	 them	 towards	 his	 forehead	 while	

bowing	his	head.	The	senior	man	holds	his	right	forearm	below	the	elbow	with	

the	left	hand,	stretches	out	his	right	hand	and	slowly	moves	it	towards	his	own	

forehead	while	making	a	nodding	head	movement.	These	ritualized	greetings	

often	take	place	in	the	courtyard	of	a	house	or	 in	a	sort	of	hallway,	but	never	

																																																								
79	Cf.	 Bodding	 (2010,	 4:	 238):	 “Maran:	 The	 first;	 front;	 first,	 before	 (in	 time,	 place,	 order);	 put	
first,	in	front;	be	first.”	
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inside	of	any	rooms.	In	this	way	guests	are	received	into	the	house.	By	washing	

their	feet	and	hands	with	the	water	provided	in	the	lota	they	rid	themselves	of	
any	impurity	accumulated	on	their	journey.	After	the	women	have	received	the	

guests	into	the	house	in	this	manner,	the	men	follow	suit	with	the	appropriate	

greeting	gesture.		

If	a	guest	enters	a	household	 for	the	 first	 time,	such	as	 is	 the	case	 for	af-

fines	 in	 the	 course	of	marriage	arrangements,	his	or	her	 feet	 are	placed	on	a	

brass	plate,	washed	with	water	and	rubbed	with	oil.	Receiving	guests	can	take	

a	considerable	amount	of	time	and	should	not	be	done	in	a	hurry	(horoboro).	
Greeting	gestures	are	therefore	carried	out	slowly,	lending	an	air	of	grace	and	

importance	to	this	social	interaction.	

Greeting	 is	 awarded	high	value	 in	Santal	 society	and	encouraged	 in	 chil-

dren	 from	an	early	age	on.	Often	 two-year-old	children	already	know	how	to	

greet	 others	 and	 receive	 praise	 from	 the	whole	 family	when	 they	manage	 to	

perform	 the	 gesture	 correctly.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 greet	 each	 person	 present,	

even	small	babies	and	those	who	did	not	arrive	with	the	guests,	such	as	house-

hold	members	seated	besides	the	guests.	

The	people	greeted	are	usually	considered	to	be	pera,	a	word	both	refer-
ring	 to	 guests	 and	 affinal	 relatives.	 Any	 Santal	 coming	 into	 another	 Santal’s	

house	is	considered	pera	and	greeted	in	the	ritualized	way.	My	gradual	integra-
tion	 into	Santal	 society	as	 an	outsider	became	apparent,	 among	other	 things,	

through	the	way	I	was	greeted	and	expected	to	greet.	In	some	houses	where	I	

arrived	 for	 the	 first	 time	 I	would	 not	 be	 greeted.	 But	 after	 a	 conversation	 in	

Santali	I	would	sometimes	hear	the	women	of	the	house	remark:	“She	is	pera,	
we	should	have	gotten	the	lota	out	and	greeted	her.”	In	my	host	families	I	was	
increasingly	expected	 to	greet	guests.	At	one	point	during	a	wedding,	when	 I	

was	not	yet	aware	of	this	expectation,	the	father	of	the	house	reprimanded	me:	

“Beti	(daughter),	why	are	you	sitting	there?	Are	you	pera,	or	why	are	you	not	
greeting	 our	 guests?”,	 indicating	 that	 I	 am	part	 of	 his	 household	 and	 as	 such	

expected	to	join	the	other	women	in	their	greeting	ritual.	

Members	 of	 several	 other	 communities	 of	 the	 area	 are	 generally	 not	

greeted,	because	they	are	not	familiar	with	this	Santal	greeting.	To	the	amuse-

ment	of	my	Santal	hosts,	a	visiting	Hindu	journalist	from	Ghatsila	once	thought	

that	the	water	in	the	lota	was	placed	in	front	of	him	to	drink.	For	my	hosts,	this	
incident	 again	 confirmed	 that	 these	 people	 could	 not	 be	 greeted	 the	 Santal	

way.	This	seems	to	mainly	apply	to	Hindu	castes	who	do	not	live	with	the	San-

tal,	because	their	neighboring	blacksmiths	(Kamar),	basket	makers	(Mahali)	or	
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weavers	 (Pere)	 can	 reciprocate	 the	 Santal	 greeting	 and	 are	 occasionally	 in-
cluded	into	the	category	of	pera.		

	

	
Photo	10:	Women	of	a	house	are	greeting	the	guests	who	have	arrived	for	the	ritual	of	
“seeing	the	groom”.	The	ones	greeting	are	junior	in	status	to	those	being	greeted.	

	

	

Photo	11:	Boys	of	a	house	are	greeting	the	guests	on	the	same	occasion.	They	are	
junior	to	those	being	greeted.		



Chapter	3	⎜Connections	between	Land	and	Social	Structure	
	

	

	 116	

An	exception	from	the	hierarchical	greeting	between	 junior	and	senior	 lies	 in	

the	greeting	between	ritual	 friends	(phul)80	and	between	those	 in	a	bala	 rela-
tionship.	Ritual	friendship	in	India	exists	in	different	forms	in	different	regions	

(cf.	Desai	2010;	Skoda	2005).	The	phul	 friendships	practiced	by	 the	Santal	 in	
East	Singhbhum	differ	slightly	from	what	Desai	(2010,	116)	outlines	about	the-

se	 ritual	 friendships	 in	 Chhattisgarh.	 He	 argues	 that	 this	 ritual	 friendship	

termed	 phul-phulwari	 is	 established	 between	 two	 people	 who	 have	 already	
been	close	friends	before;	the	basis	of	their	relation	being	love	or	prem	as	his	
informants	call	 it.	When	 the	Santal	of	East	Singhbhum	enter	 into	phul	 friend-
ships,	it	is	because	two	people	look	or	are	considered	to	be	alike.	This	does	not	

imply	 that	 they	 have	 already	 been	 friends	 before.	 Phul	 friendships	 exist	 be-
tween	all	caste	and	tribal	communities	of	the	area	and	tie	whole	families	into	a	

special	bond	of	mutual	support.	They	help	each	other	out	in	times	of	economic	

hardship	 and	participate	 in	 each	other’s	 families’	 life-cycle	 rituals.	Phul	 greet	
each	 other	 symmetrically	 as	 they	would	 greet	 a	 senior,	 thus	 each	 granting	 a	

higher	status	to	the	other.	The	other	exceptional	greeting	form	takes	place	be-

tween	 bala,	 a	 relationship	 discussed	 in	 more	 detail	 later	 on	 in	 this	 chapter.	
During	the	bala	greeting,	different	sets	of	in-laws,	such	as	the	fathers,	mothers	
or	 mother-brothers	 of	 a	 married	 couple,	 greet	 each	 other	 with	 symmetrical	

gestures.	This	form	of	greeting	between	bala	relatives	is	first	established	dur-
ing	a	wedding	ceremony	and	consecutively	carried	out	whenever	these	in-laws	

meet	in	the	course	of	their	lifetime.	

With	the	exception	of	phul	and	bala	greetings,	every	form	of	ritual	greeting	
renders	visible	 the	hierarchy	of	seniority	 in	Santal	 society.	But	what	makes	a	

person	 junior	or	senior?	For	 the	observer	 it	soon	becomes	clear	 that	 it	 is	not	

necessarily	 biological	 age.	 Instead,	 it	 is	 one’s	 relative	 position	 in	 the	 kinship	

network	that	imparts	the	quality	of	being	junior	or	senior	on	a	person.	For	ex-

ample,	a	man	can	be	older	in	age	than	his	cousin,	but	if	the	cousin’s	father	was	

the	elder	brother	of	the	man’s	father	then	the	cousin	is	senior.	This	holds	not	

only	for	 individuals,	but	also	for	members	of	the	same	generation	of	a	house-

hold.	Another	example	is	that	a	new	bride	can	be	younger	in	age	than	her	sis-

ter-in-law,	 but	 if	 her	 husband	 is	 the	 eldest	 son	 of	 the	 family,	 she	 will	 be	

considered	senior	to	her	sister-in-law.		

																																																								
80	Archer	 (2007,	 86)	writes	 of	phul	 as	 “flower	 friendship”.	 Although	phul	 (Hindi)	 translates	 as	
flower,	 my	 Santal	 informants	 vehemently	 denied	 that	 phul	 is	 in	 any	 way	 associated	 with	 the	
word	flower	and	considered	it	to	only	refer	to	this	ritual	friendship.		
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In	general,	people	are	mostly	aware	of	 their	position	 in	 their	network	of	kin,	

but	it	becomes	slightly	more	difficult	when	two	people	are	not	related.	On	first	

encounter,	Santal	of	 the	same	area	usually	make	a	great	effort	 to	detect	com-

mon	kin	relations,	but	 if	no	such	relations	can	be	traced,	people	seem	to	esti-

mate	 their	 position	 according	 to	 age.	 Nevertheless,	 ambiguities	 are	

omnipresent,	 and	 young	 or	 new	members	 of	 a	 household	 frequently	 have	 to	

ask	 their	elders	whether	 to	greet	unknown	guests	as	 junior	or	 senior.	A	new	

bride,	for	example,	is	often	introduced	into	her	new	position	by	her	mother-in-

law	and	makes	frequent	mistakes	in	many	of	her	first	encounters	with	her	new	

kin.	

While	the	term	marang	hor	(“senior/big	man”)	is	sometimes	also	used	to	
describe	a	person	of	great	material	wealth	or	power,	such	as	a	local	politician,	

it	predominantly	refers	to	a	person	of	senior	status	within	a	kinship	network.	

But	 in	which	 other	 context,	 apart	 from	 greeting,	 does	 the	 differentiation	 be-

tween	junior	and	senior	play	a	role?	

	

Ritual	and	Status	
The	vocabulary	of	hierarchy	 introduced	above	plays	an	 important	 role	 in	 the	

context	of	rituals	carried	out	by	a	specific	social	unit.	Following	other	scholars	

(Berger	2015a,	81ff;	Hardenberg	2005,	188ff;	Leach	1966,	57;	Otten	2006,	53ff;	

Pfeffer	2000,	339),	 in	my	work	I	call	this	unit	“local	line”	(gusti).	Whereas	the	
specifics	 of	 this	 terminology	 are	 discussed	 in	 the	 next	 section,	 the	 necessary	

background	 information	here	 is	 that	members	of	 this	 local	 line	consider	each	

other	 to	 be	 “people	 of	 one	 house”	 (mit	orak	hor).	 They	 regard	 themselves	 as	
offspring	of	 a	 common	ancestor	but	 cannot	 specify	nor	do	 they	attribute	any	

importance	to	the	exact	genealogical	ties	connecting	them.		

Jom	sim	bonga,	 one	of	 the	most	 important	 rituals	of	 the	 local	 line,	 is	dis-
cussed	below.	During	this	ritual,	marang	hor,	 the	most	senior	members	of	the	
local	line,	play	an	important	role.	Their	house	is	ritually	purified	by	the	women	

of	the	house	and	considered	especially	sacred	before	and	during	the	ritual.	In	

this	place	“the	people	of	one	house”	consult	the	gods	before	the	ritual	and	all	

the	ritual	participants	assemble	here	before	the	ritual	takes	place	in	the	fields.	

During	the	ritual,	this	house	is	considered	to	be	the	“house	of	the	god”	(bonga	
orak).	Santal	men	emphasized	to	me	that	marang	hor,	 “senior	people”,	do	not	
go	 to	 the	 house	 of	hudin	hor,	 junior	 people,	 during	 a	 ritual.	 The	most	 senior	
member	(marang	hor)	of	a	local	line	carries	out	the	worship	activity	during	the	
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ritual,	 such	 as	 making	 the	 sacrificial	 circles	 and	 consulting	 the	 deity	 during	

possession.	 This	 person	 thus	 functions	 as	 a	 ritual	 specialist,	 as	naeke,	 at	 jom	
sim	and	tandi	bonga.	Only	he	knows	the	actual	name	of	the	deity	and	passes	it	
on	to	his	son	before	his	death.	To	conclude,	it	becomes	apparent	here	that	ritu-

al	 action	 is	 another	 domain	 in	which	 status	 difference	 is	 relevant	 and	 deter-

mines	the	actions	of	people.	

In	sum,	the	differentiation	between	junior	and	senior	permeates	all	social	

relationships	in	Santal	society	with	the	exception	of	bala	relatives	and	phul	re-
lations.	 As	 described,	 this	 order	 of	 seniority	 becomes	 apparent	 foremost	 in	

greeting	 gestures	 and	 in	 ritual.	 Juniors	 are	 opposed	 to	 seniors	within	 a	 net-

work	of	kin.	But	also	outside	of	 this	context	such	differentiation	 is	applied	 to	

other	communities	of	the	area.	The	next	chapter	will	show	that	even	the	land-

scape	 is	 imagined	 and	 perceived	 in	 such	 terms.	 The	 deities	 residing	 in	 the	

mountains	of	the	area	(buru	bongas)	are	talked	about	as	being	related	to	each	
other	as	brothers	and	affines.	 Just	as	 in	human	society	there	are	younger	and	

older	 brothers.	 The	 deities’	 status	 determines	who	 is	worshipped	 first	 in	 an	

annual	ritual	held	in	their	name.	

Having	outlined	 the	principle	of	 seniority,	 the	next	section	 further	speci-

fies	 the	 notion	 of	 brotherhood.	 The	 different	 aspects	 of	 brotherhood	will	 be	

discussed	again	in	section	3.2.1	in	the	context	of	the	most	important	ritual	car-

ried	out	by	brothers.	

	

3.1.3	Santal	Clans	(paris)	
Clans	(paris)	among	the	Santal	 form	an	all-encompassing	social	classification.	
Santal	men	and	women	carry	one	of	the	twelve	Santal	clans	in	their	title,	one	of	

which	however	seems	to	no	longer	exist.	A	person	receives	his	or	her	belong-

ing	to	a	clan	from	the	father	and	women	change	their	clan	membership	upon	

marriage.	 As	 mentioned,	 members	 of	 one’s	 own	 clan	 are	 considered	 to	 be	

brothers,	with	further	subdivisions.	All	other	clans	are	considered	to	be	affines,	

although	not	all	marriage	options	are	encouraged.	During	my	 fieldwork	 I	not	

did	however	find	the	notion	that	some	clans	are	considered	to	be	brothers,	as	

Hardenberg	(2009,	73)	writes	for	the	Dongria	Kond.	Verardo	(2003,	32)	even	

specifies	that	the	Munda	can	explicitly	list	brother	clans.		
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The	Santal	creation	myth81	summarized	 in	the	following	contains	several	 top-

ics	relevant	for	the	question	of	how	relatedness	is	conceptualized	by	the	Santal.	

It	provides	 the	background	 for	how	different	clans	emerged	and	of	how	they	

are	organized	 in	 the	order	of	seniority.	 It	also	shows,	 that	relatedness	among	

the	Santal	 is	not	 restricted	 to	 the	 species	of	humans,	 and	 it	points	 to	 the	 im-

portance	of	migration	in	Santal	history.		

	

The	Santal	Creation	Myth	

Transforming	Water	into	Land:	The	Creation	of	the	Earth	(dharti	sinjon)	

The	myth	begins	with	the	creation	of	land	by	the	gods	from	an	endless	ocean.	

Then	 two	 humans	 hatched	 from	 a	 goose	 egg	 and	 their	 offspring	 formed	 the	

original	twelve	Santal	clans.	They	began	to	wander	in	order	to	find	a	place	to	

settle.	 Since	 the	 Santal	 creation	myth	has	 been	written	down	 extensively	 (cf.	

Archer	2007,	260ff;	Bodding	1916;	Carrin-Bouez	1986,	26;	Culshaw	2004,	64),	

I	provide	only	a	short	summary	of	the	version	I	encountered	in	villages	around	

Ghatsila	 and	 Jhargram	 here.	 Today	 the	 creation	 myth	 is	 recited	 by	 gurus	 at	
naming	ceremonies	(caco	chatiar),	jom	sim	and	karam	rituals,	and	occasionally	
at	weddings	and	secondary	funerals	(bhandan).	When	the	creation	myth	is	per-
formed	 as	 part	 of	 a	binti,	 a	 ritual	 narrative,	 spoken	 and	 sung	 passages	 alter-
nate.	

The	 three	 recitations	 of	 the	 creation	myth	 I	 recorded	 in	 East	 Singbhum,	

Jharkhand	and	in	Jhargram,	West	Bengal	differ	in	their	beginning	from	the	ones	

available	in	the	literature:	At	first	there	was	no	water	on	earth	and	Thakur,	the	
creator	 god,	 made	 a	 large	 animal,	 an	 elephant	 named	 goja	mati.	 The	 animal	
slept	for	half	a	year,	for	the	other	half	he	was	awake.	Through	the	tore	sutam82,	

a	sacred	thread	connecting	heaven	(sorokpuri)	and	earth	(monchpuri),	the	oth-
er	gods	brought	the	elephant	down	to	earth.	There	he	stepped	on	Marang	Bu-
ru’s	 stick	 (barsi	 hapa),	 which	 punctured	 the	 earth.	 Water	 flowed	 from	 the	
ground	and	flooded	everything.	Only	birds	and	water	animals	survived.		

																																																								
81	My	presentation	of	the	myth	here	is	based	on	a	rough	translation	thereof	with	the	help	of	my	

assistant.	Because	we	never	transcribed	the	myth	in	Santali,	I	do	not	provide	the	Santali	here.	Cf.	

Andersen,	Carrin	and	Soren	2011	for	a	Santali	version	of	the	creation	myth.	
82	Tore	sutam	is	a	motive	appearing	in	many	songs	and	stories.	It	is	the	venue	through	which	the	
gods	 came	 and	 still	 come	 to	 earth.	 Some	 songs	 sung	during	 the	hunting	 festivals	 described	 in	

chapter	 four	 state	 that	 without	 the	 tore	 sutam	 human	 life	 on	 earth	 would	 be	 without	 roots.	
People	would	be	wandering	the	earth	endlessly	searching	for	a	place	to	stay.	During	the	spring	

flower	 festival,	 straw	 ropes	with	 bundles	 on	 their	 ends,	 hang	 from	 the	 trees	 under	which	 the	

gods	 are	worshipped.	 People	 say	 that	 for	 the	 possession	 of	mediums	 the	 gods	 come	 through	

these	ropes	called	tore	sutam.	For	a	picture	of	tore	sutam	see	Photo	37	in	chapter	five.		
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Then	 there	 was	 only	 water,	 and	 no	 land.	 Jaher	Ayo,	Marang	Buru’s	 wife	 and	
mother	 goddess	 of	 the	 sacred	 grove,	 came	 to	 earth.	When	 she	 breathed	 life	

(jiwi)	 into	ghus	grass,	which	floated	on	the	water,	the	grass	turned	into	geese	
(hans	hansli).	The	geese	built	a	nest	on	the	Karam	tree	(Adina	cordifolia),	and	
laid	 two	 eggs.	 Out	 of	 the	 eggs	 hatched	 the	 ancestral	 couple	Pilcu	Haram	 and	
Pilcu	Budhi.		

The	human	couple	needed	a	place	to	stay	and	the	creation	of	land	became	

the	next	 task	 for	 the	 gods.	 Land	was	 created	with	 the	help	of	 seven	 animals.	

The	number	seven	here	is	the	reason	why	this	part	of	the	creation	myth	is	sung	

seven	times	during	 the	performance	of	 jom	sim	binti,	as	one	guru	 told	me.	All	
these	seven	creatures,	Pfeffer	(1984a,	38)	points	out,	are	animals	that	operate	

in	water	and	on	land,	thus	connecting	the	two	opposed	elements.	The	creator	

god	 asked	 a	 crab	 (katkom),	 a	 shrimp	 (ichet),	 a	 crocodile	 (tayan),	 an	 alligator	
(mangar),	a	fish	(boar	–	a	type	of	catfish),	a	tortoise	(horo)	and	an	earthworm	
(lendet)	to	bring	up	earth	from	the	bottom	of	the	sea.	After	six	of	them	failed,	
the	earthworm	finally	succeeded:	It	ate	earth	at	the	bottom	of	the	sea	and	ex-

creted	it	onto	the	back	of	the	tortoise	swimming	on	the	surface	of	the	water.	

	

Transforming	Siblings	into	Spouses:	Incest	as	the	Foundation	of	Society	

(manmi	janam	–	the	Birth	of	Man)	

Now	 that	 there	was	 land,	 Lite,	 as	Marang	Buru	 is	 sometimes	 called,	 went	 to	
find	a	place	to	stay	for	the	ancestral	couple.	Pilcu	Haram	and	Pilcu	Budhi	short-
ly	settled	in	Kasidhud,	but	there	the	kasi	leaf	caused	skin	irritation.	Then	they	
went	to	Sagatbhute,	but	there	the	sagat	grass	stuck	to	their	clothes	and	made	it	
uncomfortable	for	them	to	stay.	In	Janumdhud	there	were	many	thorns	and	in	

Cerij	 there	were	 too	many	birds.	Finally,	 they	 settled	down	 in	Hihiri	Pipiri,	 a	

mountainous	 place.	 Here	Marang	Buru	 taught	 the	 couple	 to	 brew	 rice	 beer	
(handi).	 After	 drinking	 it,	 they	 committed	 incest.	 This	 transformation	 of	 sib-
lings	 into	 lovers	 is	 a	 popular	 topic	 in	 Santal	 songs,	 such	 as	 the	 singrai	 songs	
performed	during	the	hunting	festival.	

Shortly	after	having	drunk	rice	beer,	they	married	and	“Pilcu	Budhi’s	body	
became	heavy”	(Pilcu	Budhi	reak	hormo	hamalena),	as	the	gurus	described	her	
pregnant	state.	Concerned	about	her	change	of	appearance	she	went	to	Marang	
Buru,	 but	 he	 confirmed	 that	 “This	 is	 very	 good	 news”	 (adi	bes	kobor).	 From	
their	offspring	the	twelve	Santal	clans	emerged.		
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The	Order	of	Seniority	of	the	Twelve	Clans	

Pilcu	Budhi	 gave	birth	 to	 seven	sons	and	seven	daughters	 (eae	kuri	eae	kora).	
One	day	the	sons	went	hunting	in	the	forest	and	the	daughters	went	gathering.	

After	a	long	time	in	the	forest	they	met	again	and	began	talking	to	each	other.	

Another	 version	 of	 the	myth	 tells	 of	 the	 seven	 sons	 and	 daughters	 drinking	

from	a	pond	in	the	forest,	into	which	the	roots	of	a	tree	reached.	They	became	

drunk	 and	 did	 not	 recognize	 each	 other	 as	 brothers	 and	 sisters.	 They	 then	

asked	 each	 other:	 “Who	 of	 you	 is	 elder	 and	who	 is	 younger?”	 (okoe	marang,	
okoe	hudin).	 Then,	 according	 to	 their	 order	 of	 birth,	 they	married.	The	 seven	
senior	clans	emerged	from	these	couples:	The	eldest	was	Hansda,	named	after	

the	goose	(hans)	 from	which	the	ancestral	couple	was	born.	The	second	bore	
the	name	Murmu,	named	after	murum	enga,	the	nilgae	antelope.	The	third	cou-
ple	was	called	Marndi,	 after	a	weed	of	 the	paddy	 field	 (Ischaemum	rugosum).	
Number	four	carries	the	name	Kisku,	of	which	Pfeffer	(1984a,	41)	writes	that	

the	 clan	 derives	 its	 name	 from	 the	 kingfisher	 bird.	 The	 Soren	 clan	 takes	 its	

name	from	the	Pleiades,	and	the	Hembrom	clan	from	the	betel	palm	(41).	The	

last	of	 the	 seven	senior	 clans	are	 the	Tudus,	 taking	 their	name	 from	 the	owl.	

Regarding	themselves	as	high	in	status	these	clans	do	not	prefer	to	marry	with	

the	following	five	junior	clans,	who	came	later	in	the	order	of	birth.	

These	junior	clans	are	the	Baskey	clan	(baske	daka	–	stale	rice),	the	Besra	
(falcon),	 the	Caure	 (lizard),	 the	Pauria	 (pigeon)	and	 the	Donker,	 according	 to	

the	gurus	in	East	Singhbhum.	All	of	these	clans	maintain	a	protective	relation-
ship	with	 their	 totem	and	take	care	not	 to	harm	 it.	Were	 they	 to	do	so,	harm	

would	befall	 their	 social	 group.	 In	 the	past,	 restrictions	 of	marriage	 between	

certain	clans	of	 the	 first	 seven	also	seem	to	have	existed	 (42).	Many	of	 those	

taboos,	such	as	the	forbidden	marriage	between	Murmu	and	Hansda,	I	did	not	

witness	 in	 the	area	of	East	Singhbhum.	Some	marriage	 restrictions,	however,	

are	 known	 to	 everyone	 and	widely	 followed,	 at	 least	 in	 the	 case	 of	 arranged	

marriages.	Due	to	a	fight	recorded	in	the	creation	myth,	the	Marndi	and	Kisku	

clans	are	not	 supposed	 to	marry.	Another	marriage	prohibition	exists	 for	 the	

Tudu	and	Besra	clans.	Because	of	their	low	general	status,	Besra	clan	members	

are	treated	differently	from	others.	People	of	a	Hansda	clan	told	me	that	they	

would	not	wash	the	feet	of	Besra	clansmen	as	part	of	greeting	first-time	guests	

if	 they	 came	 to	 their	 house,	 nor	 would	 their	 women	 apply	 baha	 sindur83	to	

																																																								
83	Like	the	bride,	all	married	women	who	come	as	affinal	guests	to	a	wedding	wear	sindur.	It	is	
applied	on	their	hair	part	and	as	a	line	along	the	edge	of	the	face	going	from	the	forehead	to	their	
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Besra	women	at	weddings	and	funerals.	In	my	fieldwork	villages	I	did	not	en-

counter	any	Pauria,	Caure	or	Dhonra	clans.	A	jom	sim	guru	in	West	Bengal	told	
me	that	the	Dhonra	clan	is	found	northeast	of	Ranchi,	close	to	the	sacred	Santal	

site	called	Lugu	Buru.	Other	people	specified	that	the	Caure	clan	members	use	
the	 name	 Soren	 as	 their	 family	 name,	 and	 are	 therefore	 not	 recognizable	 as	

Caure.		

After	 the	 clans	 were	 divided,	 Marang	 Buru	 allotted	 each	 of	 the	 clans	 a	

place	to	stay.	These	places	were	called	gar.	Bodding	(2010,	2:	390)	translates	
gar	as	“fortress,	fortified	place,	castle”.	The	gurus	did	not	list	every	gar	for	each	
clan,	but	the	most	well-known	are	Badoli	gar	of	the	Hansda	and	Champa	gar	of	
the	Murmu	 clan.	 Santal	 clans	 are	 thus	 only	 associated	with	 certain	 places	 in	

mythology.	Today	no	one	can	name	the	 location	of	 these	clan	 territories.	The	

importance	of	place,	however,	does	emerge	in	the	context	of	the	rituals	of	the	

local	line.		

The	importance	of	the	clan	among	the	Santal	comes	to	the	forefront	espe-

cially	 in	 the	 context	 of	marriage.	 Clan	 exogamy	 is	 the	 rule,	 even	 though	 it	 is	

broken	 in	 some	 cases	 as	 described	 in	 section	 3.3.2	 of	 this	 chapter.	Marriage,	

however,	is	the	only	context	in	which	clan	membership	influences	the	behavior	

of	 people.	 Apart	 from	 this,	 it	 remains	 a	 category	 of	 social	 belonging,	without	

further	relevance	for	everyday	actions.		

It	 is	 noteworthy,	 that	 the	 Santal	 creation	 myth	 resembles	 the	 myths	 of	

other	Central	Indian	tribal	societies	closely.	The	Munda	(Roy	1970,	328ff)	crea-

tion	myth,	 for	example,	 is	almost	 identical	regarding	the	creation	of	the	earth	

through	an	earthworm,	 the	consumption	of	 rice	beer	as	 the	way	 to	make	 the	

ancestral	 couple	 forget	 their	 siblingship	 and	 the	 clans’	wanderings	 from	 one	

place	 to	 another.	 Roy	 (328),	 however,	 only	mentions	 three	 sons	 born	 to	 the	

ancestral	couple.	Among	tribal	societies	living	south	of	the	Santal,	such	as	the	

Gadaba	(Berger	2015a,	194ff),	the	Dongria	Kond	(Hardenberg	2005,	75)	or	the	

Muria	 (Elwin	 1991,	 257),	 brother	 and	 sister	 are	 disfigured	 through	 pox	 and	

become	the	ancestral	couple.	Among	the	Gadaba,	the	couple’s	twelve	sons	and	

daughters	become	the	twelve	segments	of	Desia	society,	instead	of	the	twelve	

clans	in	the	Santal	myth.	In	comparison	with	the	Santal	myth,	the	Gadaba	and	

Dongria	Kond	one	places	less	 importance	on	each	tribe’s	migrations,	which	is	

reflected	still	in	their	relatively	localized	social	structure	(for	example	the	clan	

																																																																																																																																														
ears.	 Two	 sindur	 spots	 are	 also	 applied	 on	 the	 joint	 of	 the	 iron	 bangle	 (Santal	 sign	 of	marital	
status).	
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territories	of	the	Dongria	Kond	and	the	village	clan	of	the	Gadaba).	The	number	

twelve,	 as	 representing	 a	 totality	 (cf.	 Berger	 2015a,	 193;	 Hardenberg	 2005,	

291),	is	one	of	the	many	commonalities	between	these	societies	and	the	Santal.		

	

Themes	of	the	Creation	Myth	

The	 Santal	 creation	myth	 contains	 themes,	 which	 reappear	 in	 contemporary	

social	identities	and	ritual	action.	Transformations	feature	as	one	major	theme	

of	 the	myth.	With	the	help	of	animals,	 the	gods	create	 the	earth	out	of	water.	

Land,	and	more	specifically	the	place	where	the	ancestors	settled,	plays	an	im-

portant	 role	 still	 today.	Here	 the	most	 important	 rituals	of	 the	 local	 line	 take	

place,	jom	sim	and	tandi	bonga84.	As	in	the	creation	myth,	today	there	are	spe-
cific	places	 in	which	 social	 groups	are	 rooted.	We	 see	 that	 the	 idea	of	 origin,	

combined	with	migration,	features	prominently	both	in	myth	and	in	recent	his-

tory.		

Transformations	between	species	are	another	theme	in	the	myth	that	oc-

cur	 in	many	 stories	 told	 in	 Santal	 society	 today.	We	 encounter	 the	 ancestral	

couple	as	children	of	geese,	the	geese	themselves	formed	out	of	grass.	From	the	

ancestral	couple	the	twelve	Santal	clans	emerged,	all	possessing	totemic	char-

acter	and	therefore	each	with	a	special	relation	of	avoidance	with	their	totem.	

Relatedness	 among	 the	 Santal	 hence	 extends	 to	 other	 species	 as	well.	 Killing	

one’s	totem	would	be	endangering	one’s	own	social	group.		

The	 creation	myth	 depicts	 different	 notions	 of	 relatedness	 and	 gives	 in-

sight	into	ideas	of	the	social	identity	of	“brothers”.	Additionally,	the	themes	and	

symbols	of	 the	 creation	myth	are	of	 relevance	 to	Santal	 social	 identity	 today.	

Around	the	town	of	Musabani	in	East	Singhbhum	there	are	busses	carrying	the	

name	Hihiri	Pipiri,	 the	 name	 of	 the	 first	 place	 where	 Pilcu	Haram	 and	 Pilcu	
Budhi	 settled.	Many	 songs	 sung	 during	 the	 village	 flower	 (baha)	 and	harvest	
(sohrae)	festival	make	reference	to	the	topics	of	the	myth.	Names	related	to	the	
myth	 are	 also	 widespread.	 One	 regularly	 encounters	 children	 named	 Pilcu,	

Champa	 or	 Lite.	Moreover,	 all	 the	 clan	 names	 refer	 directly	 to	 the	myth	 and	

clan	members	know	the	story	of	how	their	clan	originated.	Most	people	 I	en-

countered,	both	young	and	old,	had	listened	to	recitations	of	the	creation	myth	

at	rituals	and	could	summarize	its	content.	To	conclude,	I	see	this	part	of	Santal	

oral	history	as	a	vital	point	of	reference	for	Santal	contemporary	identity.	

																																																								
84	Tandi	bonga	is	a	field	sacrifice	carried	out	by	brothers,	which	closely	resembles	jom	sim	bonga,	
but	is	carried	out	in	greater	secrecy.	Because	I	was	not	allowed	to	participate	in	the	tandi	bonga	
ritual,	the	information	I	could	obtain	about	it	is	not	sufficient	for	a	description	in	this	chapter.		
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3.1.4	Local	Lines	(gusti)	
While	 members	 of	 one	 clan	 (paris),	 visible	 for	 the	 outsider	 by	 common	 last	
names	 such	 as	Murmu	 or	Hansda,	 never	 act	 as	 a	 corporate	 group,	 the	 social	

unit	of	a	local	line	does.	When	asked,	people	refer	to	these	groups	as	gusti,	and	
in	more	 common	 terms	describe	 its	members	 as	 “people	 of	 one	house”,	who	

“sacrifice	 in	 the	 same	 sacrificial	 circle	 (khond)”	 and	 are	 brothers.	 Different	
from	the	definite	number	of	twelve	Santal	clans,	there	seems	to	be	no	limited	

number	of	local	lines.	These	groups	carry	names	such	as	chilbhinde	Hansda,	the	
Hansdas	whose	forefather	killed	a	kite,	or	poeta	Murmu,	the	Murmus	who	wear	
a	 sacred	 thread	 around	 the	 chest	 during	worship.	What	 unites	 the	 people	 of	

one	gusti	 is	 a	 common	 ancestor,	 often	 a	 narrative	 about	 their	 name’s	 origin,	
locality	and	uniform	ritual	action.	In	many	cases	people	of	one	gusti	live	in	the	
same	village,	but	some	have	also	 left	what	they	consider	their	original	village	

and	settled	elsewhere.	Gusti	members	of	one	village	therefore	usually	can	 list	
several	other	villages	in	the	area	where	their	other	gusti	members	reside.	

During	my	fieldwork	I	encountered	two	of	the	rituals	performed	by	the	lo-

cal	line.	The	largest	of	these	rituals	is	jom	sim	bonga,	which	is	portrayed	in	de-
tail	below.	A	description	of	the	other,	tandi	bonga,	 is	omitted,	because	I	could	
not	participate	 in	 this	 ritual	 and	only	 gather	 superficial	 information	 about	 it.	

Both	 these	 rituals	 are	 restricted	 to	 and	 carried	 out	 by	members	 of	 the	 same	

gusti	and	touch	upon	very	similar	ideas.	They	take	place	in	a	rice	field	near	the	
village,	which	was	 founded	by	 the	participants’	ancestors.	Here	 the	ancestors	

cleared	the	forest	to	make	fields	and	established	a	sacred	grove.	Members	of	a	

local	 line	 are	 thus	 united	 by	 common	 descent	 and	 a	 rootedness	 in	 a	 specific	

place,	their	fields,	where	large	sacrificial	rites	are	carried	out	in	regular	inter-

vals.	

	

Terminology	
Following	Leach	(1977,	57)85,	Pfeffer	(for	example	2000,	339)	has	 introduced	

the	term	“local	line”	into	the	study	of	social	classification	in	Central	Indian	trib-

al	 societies.	 This	 term	 is	 meant	 to	 be	 distinguished	 from	 the	 term	 ‘lineage’,	

which	 emerged	 from	ethnography	 in	 the	African	 context	 (cf.	 Evans-Pritchard	

																																																								
85	Leach	discusses	 that	 a	 comparison	of	models	 or	whole	 societies	must	 start	 from	a	 concrete	

reality	–	a	local	group	of	people	–	rather	than	an	abstract	reality	–	such	as	the	concept	of	lineage	

or	the	notion	of	a	kinship	system.	For	corporate	groups	arranging	marriages,	he	thus	introduces	

the	 term	 “local	 line”,	 which	 underlines	 the	 common	 ancestry	 and	 residence	 of	 individuals	

belonging	to	this	social	unit.	
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1940;	Evans-Pritchard	and	Fortes	1940)	and	bears	a	 strong	emphasis	on	de-

scent.86	Instead,	local	line	pays	heed	to	common	locality	and	relatively	shallow	

notions	of	descent,	both	of	which	are	factors	of	relevance	in	the	Santal	under-

standing	of	the	term.	Different	from	the	African	context,	genealogies	are	of	lit-

tle	 importance	 to	 the	 Santal,	 who	 barely	 remember	 the	 names	 of	 their	

ancestors	of	the	previous	three	generations	when	making	offerings	to	them	in	

the	ancestral	 shrine	of	 their	houses.	 In	addition	 to	 locality	and	descent,	 com-

mon	 ritual	 action	 is	 the	 third	 factor	 that	 constitutes	 the	 local	 line	 among	 the	

Santal,	as	discussed	at	length	in	the	section	on	the	 jom	sim	ritual	in	this	chap-
ter.		

A	 large	 part	 of	 the	 literature	 on	 Central	 Indian	 tribal	 societies	 has	 dis-

cussed	these	social	units	based	on	the	vocabulary	of	lineage	theory.	In	addition	

to	the	mentioned	inadequacy	of	this	vocabulary	in	this	context,	no	systematic	

picture	of	both	classification	and	practice	of	these	local	lines	exists	in	the	litera-

ture.	Notable	exceptions	are	in	Otten’s	(2006,	53ff),	Berger’s	(2015a,	81ff)	and	

Hardenberg’s	 (2005,	 193ff)	 analyses	 of	 the	 Central	 Indian	Rona,	 Gadaba	 and	

Dongria	Kond	local	lines,	respectively.	In	addition,	highly	relevant	to	an	analy-

sis	of	Santal	local	lines	is	also	Reichel’s	(unpublished)	discussion	of	a	compara-

ble	Ho	social	unit	called	“people	of	one	rice	pot”.	A	brief	comparison	between	

these	societies	and	the	Santal	follows	the	presentation	of	key	characteristics	of	

Santal	local	lines	below.	

Throughout	 Santal	 ethnographies	 various	 authors	 mention	 Santal	 local	

lines.	 They	do	 so	mostly	 in	 the	 form	of	 collections	 of	 names,	myths	 of	 origin	

and	ritual	particularities.	None	of	these	authors	write	in	detail	about	the	ritu-

als,	which	bring	together	these	social	groups.	In	fact,	their	descriptions	do	not	

give	the	impression	that	the	ethnographers	have	been	able	to	attend	these	rit-

uals.	The	jom	sim	ritual	described	in	this	chapter	is	thus	meant	to	complement	
the	comprehensive	collections	by	some	authors	(cf.	Carrin-Bouez	1986,	78-81;	

Culshaw	2004,	71-77;	Gausdal	1953).	In	the	Santal	Parganas	(Archer	2007,	25;	

Gautam	1977,	85;	Troisi	2000,	86)	as	well	as	in	West	Bengal’s	Bankura	district	

(Culshaw	2004)	and	 in	Odisha’s	Mayurbhanj	district	 (Bouez	1985)	 the	Santal	

seem	 to	 use	 the	 word	 khunt	 for	 what	 these	 authors	 call	 “sub-clan”.	 Because	
these	 authors	 present	 their	 material	 independent	 of	 ritual	 practice,	 or	 only	

make	short	mention	thereof	(cf.	for	example	Culshaw	2004,	74),	a	comprehen-

																																																								
86	For	a	critical	discussion	of	lineage	theory	cf.	Kuper	1982.	
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sive	 and	 clear	 picture	 of	 this	 social	 unit	 among	 the	 Santal	 cannot	 be	 gained	

from	their	descriptions.		

The	most	elaborate	and	valuable	research	on	Santal	 local	 lines	to	date,	 is	

Gausdal’s	(1952,	1960)	work	on	what	he,	in	the	title	of	his	article,	calls	“ances-

tral	and	sacrificial	clans”.	In	his	publications	he	compiles	data	collected	by	oth-
er	 authors	 and	 presents	 quantitative	material	 he	 collected	 in	 Santal	 villages.	

The	 terminology	Gausdal	uses	correctly	 reveals	 the	conceptual	difference	be-

tween	“ancestral	clans”	(paris)	and	“sacrificial	clans”	(khunt).	Gausdal	analyzes	
that	membership	in	a	paris	determines	marriage	practice,	and	otherwise	is	of	
little	 practical	 relevance.	membership	 in	 a	 khunt	 determines	 how,	when	 and	
with	whom	one	sacrifices	and	 is	 therefore	much	more	 important	 in	everyday	

practice.	The	term	“sacrificial	clan”	comes	close	to	the	Santal	understanding	of	

local	 line,	because	it	mentions	common	sacrificial	practice.	However,	 it	 leaves	

out	the	emphasis	on	 locality	and	ancestry	also	contained	in	the	Santal	under-

standing.		

In	 an	article	on	Santal	 totemism,	Pfeffer	 (1984a,	40)	 critiques	 the	use	of	

the	term	subclan	for	khunt:	“Each	khunt	contains	members	of	each	paris.	[And]	
Each	paris	contains	members	of	each	khunt.	Paris	and	khunt	cannot	therefore	
be	 related	 in	 some	 kind	 of	 arrangement	 of	 sub-	 or	 superclasses.”	 These	 two	

categories	can	better	be	regarded	as	related	to	each	other	as	vertical	and	hori-

zontal	 axis	 according	 to	 the	 author.	While	 Pfeffer’s	 assessment	makes	 sense	

with	 regard	 to	 the	 fact	 that	many	 khunt,	 such	 as	 sada,	nij	 or	bitol,	 appear	 in	
many	clans	(Gausdal	1956,	22,	24,	58)	it	becomes	more	problematic	when	we	

consider	 that	 some	 khunt	 only	 appear	 in	 one	 clan,	 such	 is	 the	 case	 for	 the	
chilbhinde	Hansda	or	 the	champa	baha	Murmu.	From	my	 fieldwork	 it	 further	
appears	that	khunts	of	the	same	name	identify	with	each	other	neither	as	cate-
gories	of	reference	nor	as	social	groups.	They	only	formally	share	part	of	their	

name,	and	they	do	not	consider	each	other	to	be	brothers.	It	is	therefore	of	no	

relevance	that	the	other	is	sada	Murmu,	as	long	as	he	is	not	also	sada	Hansda.	
In	 my	 fieldwork	 area	 people	 also	 do	 not	 confirm	 that	 khunt	 are	 exogamous	
units,	a	sada	Hansda	can	therefore	marry	a	sada	Murmu,	because	they	are	not	
considered	to	be	of	same	ancestry.87	

																																																								
87	This	 lack	 of	 identification	 of	 local	 lines	 carrying	 the	 same	 name	 is	 confirmed	 by	 Reichel	

(unpublished)	in	her	work	on	the	Ho.	She	writes	that	a	Soso	Pingua	(the	latter	being	a	Ho	clan,	

the	former	a	prefix	which,	when	attached	to	the	latter,	denotes	a	“subclan”	in	her	words)	and	a	

Soso	Purty	may	marry,	because	they	belong	to	different	clans.		
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In	 East	 Singhbhum	 and	 the	 southern	 Santal	 areas	 more	 generally,	 the	 term	

khunt	seems	not	to	be	in	use	(Orans	1965,	11;	R.	Parkin	1992,	56).	My	Santal	
interlocutors	 in	 East	 Singhbhum	 equally	 had	 not	 heard	 of	 this	 term.	 If	 they	

named	their	belonging	to	a	local	line	at	all,	people	used	the	term	gusti	or	spoke	
of	“our	people”	(ale	hor)	or	“people	of	one	house”	(mit	orak	hor).	In	some	cases,	
the	use	of	gusti	was	ambiguous.	Some	people	did	not	differentiate	in	their	use	
of	gusti	and	paris	(clan).	Sometimes	men	address	members	of	their	gusti	with	
this	term,	which	is	meant	to	“make	the	other	feel	close”,	they	explained.		

Since	khunt	 is	a	word	also	used	by	 the	Munda	who	reside	 in	central	and	
northern	Jharkhand,	its	absence	in	the	South,	where	very	few	Munda	reside	is	

perhaps	not	surprising.	Robert	Parkin	(1992,	59)	refers	 to	 the	use	of	gusti	as	
denoting	the	members	of	a	clan	among	the	Santal.	In	a	footnote	he	(251,	no.	31)	
then	further	points	to	the	word	goshti	as	used	in	Bengali	for	the	clan	members	
who	share	the	same	house	(Inden	and	Nicholas	1977,	8).	The	Santal	in	the	East	

Singhbhum	 area	 possibly	 make	 use	 of	 a	 word	 with	 Bengali	 roots,	 lending	 it	

their	own	meaning.	This	can	be	seen	as	part	of	a	more	general	pattern	 in	the	

area,	 characterized	by	 the	 frequent	use	of	Bengali	 vocabulary	while	 speaking	

Santali.		

Having	reviewed	the	Santal	ethnographic	literature	and	the	terms	used	by	

these	authors	 for	 the	 social	units	my	work	 covers	here,	 the	next	 section	out-

lines	different	notions	of	the	term	gusti	as	revealed	in	people’s	use	and	state-
ments	thereof.		

	

Different	Notions	of	gusti:	Locality,	Ritual	Practice	and	Descent	
In	Santal	society,	land	is	closely	linked	to	specific	social	groups	and	their	deity,	

as	 revealed	 in	 the	 jom	sim	 ritual,	which	 I	 shall	describe	 in	 the	 second	part	of	
this	 chapter.	But	 the	 following	 analysis	 of	 how	people	use	or	paraphrase	 the	

term	gusti	already	shows	similar	entanglements.	The	next	section	will	also	give	
a	first	answer	to	the	question	of	what	constitutes	relatedness	–	more	specifical-

ly	what	it	means	to	be	related	as	brothers	in	Santal	society.	

My	Hansda	neighbors	explained	that	in	the	past	there	was	only	one	type	of	

Hansda,	but	then	conflicts	took	place	and	the	Hansdas	split	up.	Different	names	

originated,	describing	 the	manner	 in	which	worship	was	carried	out	or	other	

stories	of	events	that	came	to	define	the	group.	There	were	the	Hansdas,	who	

on	the	way	to	worship	forgot	vermillion	and	turmeric,	so	they	carried	out	their	
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sacrifice	without	it.	From	that	day	onwards	they	were	called	sada88	Hansda,	the	
plain	ones.	There	were	the	Murmus,	whose	name	denotes	a	tree,	in	which	their	

ancestor	lived	–	champa	baha	Murmu.	The	names	of	the	different	gusti	are	of-
ten	totemic,	taken	from	plant	or	animal	categories,	and	as	such	members	of	a	

gusti	cannot	eat	or	kill	these.	Other	names	refer	to	past	events	or	characteris-
tics	that	 lent	the	group	its	name.	In	that	manner,	 if	Santal	men	or	women	are	

asked	today	what	type	of	Hansda,	Murmu,	Soren	etc.	they	are,	they	can	specify.	

In	 Santali	 this	 question	 is	 posed	 by	 asking	 “which	 kind	 of	 Hansda	 are	 you?”	

(cele	Hansda	kanape)89.	During	my	fieldwork,	however,	people	often	were	tak-
en	aback	by	the	question	about	their	gusti	and	seemed	uncomfortable	naming	
it.	Since	this	name	refers	to	a	close	group,	which	sets	itself	apart	from	others,	

revealing	such	information	to	a	stranger	was	at	first	regarded	with	suspicion.	

Gautam	 (1977b,	 85)	 relates	 this	 reluctance	 to	 talk	 about	khunt	names	 to	 the	
fact	that	they	are	connected	to	the	tutelary	gods	of	this	social	unit.		

There	cannot	be	a	definitive	answer	as	to	how	many	local	 lines	there	are	

in	 each	 clan,	 because	 new	gusti	 continually	 form.	 Although	 previous	 authors	
have	presented	long	lists	of	Santal	gusti,	 these	cannot	be	regarded	as	exhaus-
tive.	Local	narrative	explains,	for	example,	that	one	day	a	group	of	Murmu	was	

worshipping	during	the	jom	sim	ritual.	A	cat	kept	disturbing	the	worship	until	
they	 covered	 the	 cat	with	 a	 basket.	 During	 consecutive	 rituals	 they	 repeated	

this	 action	 and	 from	 then	 on,	 that	 local	 line	 bore	 the	 name	pusi	Murmu	 (the	
“cat	 Murmus”).	 Remarkably,	 several	 informants	 responded	 to	 the	 question	

about	the	number	of	gusti	in	their	clan	by	answering	that	there	were	twelve	in	
number,	 even	 if	 I	 had	 counted	more.	 As	 I	 will	 again	 discuss	 in	 chapter	 four	

when	analyzing	the	number	of	village	federations	involved	in	a	hunt,	the	num-

ber	twelve	denotes	a	totality	in	Santal	culture,	the	most	obvious	example	being	

the	twelve	clans	forming	the	totality	of	Santal	society.	From	this	perspective,	to	

my	 informants	 the	 totality	 of	 different	gusti	was	 expressed	with	 the	 number	
twelve,	although	this	did	not	match	the	actual	number	in	reality.	

	

	

	

																																																								
88	“sada:	Who	does	not	apply	sindur	to	their	sacrifices;	used	as	a	pre-fix	to	the	Santal	sub-septs	
who	follow	this	practice”	(Bodding	2010	[1936]	Vol	5,	149).	
89	Orans	(1965,	11)	mentions	that	he	could	detect	no	general	term	for	the	local	 line	among	the	

Santal	of	East	Singhbhum.	As	he	comments,	the	only	option	to	ask	about	one’s	local	line	is	to	ask	

“what	kind”	(cili)	before	a	clan	name.	
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Ritual	Action:	“We	Worship	in	One	Sacrificial	Circle”	

While	 the	 origin	 of	 these	 social	 groups	 thus	 lies	 in	 division,	 what	 unites	 its	

members	 today	 is	 their	 common	ritual	action.	They	are	 the	 local	members	of	
an	abstract	category,	the	clan.	This	means,	the	people	of	one	gusti	usually	know	
each	other	and	each	other’s	village	of	residence.90	When	asked,	they	are	able	to	

list	several	other	villages	in	the	area	where	their	gusti	live.	These	are	the	places	
from	which	 they	regularly	come	 together	 to	carry	out	 rituals	of	 the	 local	 line	

(gusti	 bonga).	 During	 these	 rituals	 they	 sacrifice	 in	 one	 sacrificial	 circle	
(khond),	which	 is	 also	 one	 of	 the	 characteristics	 important	 in	 descriptions	 of	
the	local	line:	“We	are	people	of	one	house,	we	worship	in	one	khond”	(Ale	mit	
orak	hor	kanale,	mit	khond	re	bongale).91	

My	Santal	informants	listed	five	such	gusti	rituals.	Not	all	local	lines	carry	
out	the	same	gusti	rituals,	which	is	related	to	the	idea	that	the	ancestors	in	the	
past,	 during	 the	 “true	 age”	 (sog	 jug),	 adopted	 certain	 bongas	 and	 taught	 the	
worship	 of	 these	 gods	 to	 their	 offspring.	 To	my	 knowledge	 all	gusti	 perform	
tandi	bonga,	 during	which	 sheep	 are	 sacrificed	 in	 one	 of	 their	 fields.	 Not	 all	
gusti,	however,	carry	out	jom	sim	bonga.	At	this	ritual	numerous	goats	are	sac-
rificed	and	a	sacrificial	meal	is	prepared	to	which	a	large	number	of	affines	is	

invited.	 It	 takes	place	either	 in	 the	 cold	or	 the	beginning	of	 the	 rainy	 season.	

Gora	bonga	is	a	pig	sacrifice	in	the	cowshed	of	a	house.	It	is	held	at	the	occasion	
of	 the	 annual	 harvest	 festival	 sohrae.	 Some	 local	 lines	 also	 celebrate	 karam	
bonga	in	honor	of	the	karam	tree,	and	pata	bonga,	held	during	the	time	of	vil-
lage	 fairs	 in	 the	hot	 season.	All	 of	 these	gusti	bonga,	 like	 almost	 all	 rituals	 in	
Santal	 villages,92	consist	 of	 different	 kinds	 of	 animal	 sacrifice	 and	 end	 in	 the	

sacrificial	commensality	of	different	social	groups.	These	five	sacrificial	 feasts	

are	restricted	only	to	members	of	the	local	line,	some	of	which	include	the	invi-

																																																								
90	Gusti	 is	 a	 local,	 corporate	 group,	 but	 can	 also	 denote	 a	 category.	 My	 Santal	 informants	 for	
example	stated	that	the	chilbhinde	Hansda,	a	local	line,	might	also	live	in	the	Santal	Parganas	in	
the	 North	 of	 Jharkhand.	 These	 would	 of	 course	 not	 come	 to	 their	 jom	 sim	 bonga	 in	 East	
Singhbhum,	but	 if	 they	did,	 they	 could	participate	 and	 share	 the	 sacrificial	meal.	When	 asked,	

people	 referred	 to	 these	 distant	 chilbhinde	 Hansda	 as	 their	 gusti,	 but	 it	 was	 clear	 that	 these	
people	were	of	no	relevance	locally.		
91	For	 an	 almost	 identical	 statement	 cf.	 Bodding	 (2010,	 3:	 750):	 “Mit	 khutren	 kanale,	 mit	
khondrele	bongaka	–	We	are	of	one	stock,	we	perform	sacrifices	in	the	same	magic	circle.”	
92	A	few	Santal	rituals	do	not	involve	animal	sacrifices.	Among	them	are	the	ritual	worship	in	the	

ancestral	 shrine	 (bhitar),	 some	 rituals	 organized	 by	 the	 reform	movement	 sarna	dhorom	 and	
rituals	 in	honor	of	cultural	heroes	such	as	the	Ol	Chiki	inventor	Ragunath	Murmu	or	Sidho	and	
Kanu	Murmu,	the	Santal	brothers	who	led	the	Santal	rebellion	in	1855.		
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tation	and	participation	of	affinal	relatives	(pera).	Each	gusti	has	an	individual	
set	of	gusti	bongas	it	worships.	

	

Locality:	Places	of	Origin	

Besides	the	common	ritual	action	of	a	gusti,	its	origin	in	one	place	was	a	recur-
ring	notion.	The	Santali	word	people	used	for	a	gusti’s	place	of	origin	was	gadi,	
which	 Ganesh	 Murmu,	 Santali	 professor	 at	 Ranchi	 University,	 translated	 as	

“kingdom”	to	me	and	explained	that	this	is	to	be	understood	as	a	gusti’s	“origi-
nal	homeland”,	 its	“old	village”	and	an	“ancient	place”.93	More	specifically,	as	I	

understood	from	conversations,	gadi	refers	to	the	last	remembered	place	from	
which	 an	 ancestor	 came.	 The	 tika	Murmus	 for	 example,	 specify	 their	gadi	 as	
Hududumru,	 a	mythical	 place	 of	which	no	 one	 knows	 its	 actual	 geographical	

location.	 The	 chilbhinde	 Hansdas	 of	 Sonagoda	 village	 refer	 to	 a	 place	 named	
Jugdhi,	on	the	Jharkhand-Odisha	border	as	their	gadi,	from	which	their	ances-
tors	came	to	their	current	village	of	residence.	In	the	context	of	the	jom	sim	rit-
ual	another	more	specific	notion	of	place	emerges.		

The	jom	sim	ritual	is	held	in	the	fields	adjacent	to	the	village,	which	people	
specify	as	mul	gadi.	In	his	Santali	dictionary	Bodding	(2010,	4:	336)	translates	
mul	 as	 “the	 root,	 principal;	 original,	 real,	 fundamental”.94	While	 gadi	 bears	 a	
mythological	 character	 and	 is	 a	 place	 people	 can	 name,	 but	 neither	 they	 nor	

their	immediate	forefathers	(F,	FF)	have	seen,	mul	gadi	is	a	village	where	ritual	
action	takes	place.	It	is	the	place	where	the	ancestors,	coming	from	their	gadi,	
last	settled,	cleared	the	forest,	established	a	sacred	grove	and	founded	a	village.	

Although	the	idea	of	settlement	is	inherent	in	this	concept,	I	have	chosen	to	use	

the	 English	 translation	 “place	 of	 origin”	 for	mul	gadi,	 in	 order	 to	 include	 the	
sense	of	rootedness	and	origin	contained	in	the	word	mul.	Even	if	some	house-
holds	out	of	the	group	of	settlers	dispersed	to	other	places	after	their	original	

settlement	 in	 their	mul	gadi,	 they	come	together	at	 this	place	 to	sacrifice	 in	a	
field	during	jom	sim	bonga.		

In	many	villages	people	knew	which	gusti	founded	the	village,	so	that	hey	
would	say	“Roldih	was	founded	by	the	Hansdas,	they	still	have	the	manjhi	and	
naeke	positions	 in	 this	village.	Muruguti	was	made	by	the	Murmus,	 they	built	
houses	and	made	the	jaher	(sacred	grove)”.	The	founders	are	often	numerous	
in	these	villages,	but	there	are	also	households	of	other	clans	who	moved	there	

																																																								
93	Cf.	gaddi	 (Hindi):	 “a	 throne,	 royal	 seat;	 (family	 or	 ancestors’)	 native	 seat.”	 (McGregor	 2007,	
254).		
94	Cf.	mul	(Hindi):	“root,	source,	origin”	(McGregor	2007,	829).	
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for	various	reasons.	In	Muruguti	the	chilbhinde	Hansdas	explained	their	situa-
tion:	 “Our	 people	 are	 alone	 in	 this	 village,	we	 only	 have	 one	 house.	 Our	mul	
gadi	 is	 in	 Jonbuni	village,	where	we	also	 celebrate	 jom	sim.	We	 came	here	as	
orak	jawae	(“son-in-laws	of	the	house”),	our	grandfather	moved	here,	because	
there	were	no	sons	 in	our	grandmother’s	house.”	 In	 the	Musabani	area	some	

Santal	families	had	moved	to	its	adjoining	villages,	because	the	men	had	found	

work	 in	 Musabani’s	 coal	 mine.	 They	 then	 bought	 land	 from	 affinal	 relatives	

who	lived	in	the	area.	For	their	jom	sim	ritual,	however,	they	returned	to	their	
mul	gadi	to	join	the	other	members	of	their	gusti	who	had	not	moved,	in	their	
ritual	activity.	

When	people	speak	of	their	mul	gadi,	fields	play	a	relevant	role	in	the	con-
ceptualization	of	this	place.	They	stand	for	the	imprint	the	ancestors	left	on	the	

land,	 the	transformation	of	 forest.	 If	one	gusti	owns	many	fields	around	a	vil-
lage	 this	 is	 usually	 an	 indicator	 that	 its	members	 founded	 the	 village.	One	of	

these	fields	is	then	the	place	where	the	most	important	sacrifices	of	this	social	

group	 take	 place.	 The	 fields	 belonging	 to	 “members	 of	 one	 house”,	 who	 are	

brothers,	are	located	next	to	each	other,	because	if	a	father	has	several	sons	the	

fields	are	compartmentalized	among	them,	and	consecutively	cultivated	sepa-

rately.	The	proximity	of	fields,	and	in	a	sense	their	“shared	ownership”,	is	also	

often	 the	source	of	quarrels	or	even	of	witchcraft	accusations	between	mem-

bers	of	one	house.95	

To	 summarize,	 the	 idea	of	 a	mythological	 place	 from	which	one’s	 ances-

tors	came	(gadi)	as	well	as	the	idea	of	a	more	recent	place	of	origin	(mul	gadi),	
in	which	a	 local	 line	established	“roots”	(mul),	point	 to	 the	 importance	of	mi-
gration	 in	 Santal	 history.	As	 in	 the	 Santal	 creation	myth,	where	 the	descend-

ants	of	the	first	ancestral	couple	Pilcu	Haram	and	Pilcu	Budhi	moved	from	one	
country	to	another	in	order	to	find	a	place	of	settlement,	recent	Santal	history	

still	exhibits	this	pattern	and	plays	a	large	role	in	how	place	is	conceptualized.	

	

Descent:	The	“People	of	one	House”	(mit	orak	hor)	as	Brothers	

A	term	people	use	to	denote	the	local	line,	besides	gusti,	 is	mit	orak	hor,	“peo-
ple	of	one	house”.	This	refers	to	the	idea	that	all	the	members	of	a	local	line	are	

seen	as	children	of	one	ancestor,	even	if	people	may	not	be	able	to	remember	

the	 name	 of	 this	 person.	 The	 logic	 goes	 that	 this	 common	 ancestry	 refers	 to	

past	residence	in	one	house,	but	then	gradually	different	houses	were	built	or	

																																																								
95	Rao	(2008)	discusses	land	claims	and	witchcraft	accusations	in	Santal	villages.		
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some	sons	moved	to	another	place	altogether.	The	common	origin	in	one	house	

in	 the	 past	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 today	members	 of	 one	gusti	 have	 the	
right	to	enter	each	other’s	ancestral	shrine	(bhitar).		

This	common	house,	to	which	members	of	one	gusti	refer,	does	in	this	con-
text	not	connote	a	physical	house,	but	rather	a	social	unit	existing	in	the	past.	It	

seemed	irrelevant	to	my	interlocutors,	which	house	their	ancestors	originated	

from.	However,	 in	 the	 context	 of	 ritual	 practice	 (for	 example	 during	 jom	sim	
bonga)	 the	 house	 of	 the	most	 senior	member	 of	 the	 local	 line	 played	 an	 im-
portant	role,	as	possibly	this	house	of	origin.		

The	 idea	of	a	common	origin	 in	one	house	 includes	notions	of	 closeness.	

This	is	also	felt	if	one	just	gets	to	know	a	person	from	the	same	local	line.	Dur-

ing	my	fieldwork	two	of	my	friends,	from	villages	about	thirty	kilometers	apart	

from	each	other,	met	through	me	and	soon	found	out	that	they	were	mit	orak	
hor,	both	chilbhinde	Hansda.	Their	fathers	roughly	knew	that	other	members	of	
their	local	line	lived	in	these	respective	villages,	but	had	only	seen	each	other	

once	at	a	jom	sim	ritual	in	a	third	village,	their	mul	gadi.	When	my	friends,	two	
young	men,	found	out	that	they	were	one	gusti,	they	explained	to	me	“We	are	
the	same	kind	of	people.	We	feel	very	close”	and	from	then	on	they	addressed	

each	other	as	younger	(babu)	and	elder	brother	(dada).		
	

3.1.5	The	“People	of	the	House”	(orak	hor)	
The	smallest	social	unit	among	the	Santal	is	the	house,	the	people	of	which	are	

called	 orak	 hor	 (“people	 of	 the	 house”).	 Different	 from	 the	 almost	 identical	
term	mit	orak	hor	(“people	of	one	house”),	which	I	capture	with	the	term	local	
line,	 the	people	of	 the	house	share	a	house	 in	the	physical	sense.	They	 live	 in	

one	house	and	often	cook	on	the	same	hearth.	Sometimes,	however,	brothers	

attach	additional	houses	to	the	one	built	by	their	forefathers,	begin	cooking	on	

different	 hearths	 and	 even	 worship	 separately	 in	 separate	 ancestral	 shrines	

(bhitar).		
Members	 of	 one	 house	 consider	 each	 other	 to	 be	 “real	 brothers”	 (nij	

boeha)	 and	 are	 the	male	 descendants	 (daughters	 included	 until	marriage)	 of	
one	 father,	 grandfather	 or	 great-grandfather.	 This	means	 that,	 different	 from	

the	brotherhood	of	gusti,	 they	can	trace	and	do	know	their	genealogical	 links.	
For	 example,	 in	 the	house	of	 one	of	my	young	 Santal	 friends,	 he,	 his	 brother	

and	his	parents	lived	together	with	his	grandfather’s	brother	and	his	wife	(an	

elderly	couple)	and	their	son,	wife	and	children.	They	all	formed	an	economic	
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and	 ritual	 unit,	 cultivating	 fields	 together,	 cooking	 in	 the	 same	 kitchen	 and	

worshipping	in	the	ancestral	shrine	at	the	occasion	of	festivals.	In	terms	of	spa-

tial	proximity,	the	people	of	the	house	thus	form	the	smallest	social	unit	in	San-

tal	society.	In	ritual	contexts	this	unit	is	of	relevance	regarding	the	worship	of	

ancestors	 in	 the	 bhitar	 and	 when	 contributions	 to	 collective	 sacrifices	 are	
made	on	 a	 village	 level.	 Then	 each	 “house”	 contributes	 its	 share.	 In	 turn,	 the	

case	of	the	mountain	ritual	(bonga	buru)	discussed	in	chapter	four	and	the	case	
of	 the	 cattle	 sacrifice	 (jaher	dangri)	 further	 shows	 that	 houses	 also	 each	 re-
ceive	a	share	of	the	sacrificial	meat.	When	the	meat	of	the	sacrificed	animal	is	

divided,	one	can	infer	the	number	of	houses	in	the	village	from	the	number	of	

meat	shares	usually	placed	 in	different	 leaf	cups.	The	house	as	a	smaller	unit	

within	the	gusti	became	apparent	to	me	in	the	context	of	Kopat	Pat	buru	bonga	
when	 someone	 commented:	 “At	 the	 sacrificial	meal	 three	 of	 us	 eat	 together.	

We	[referring	to	his	gusti]	are	three	houses	here.”	
	

3.1.6	Comparing	Social	Classifications	among	the	Santal	and	other	

Central	Indian	Tribal	Societies		
Central	 Indian	 tribal	 societies	 exhibit	 several	 family	 resemblances	 and	 social	

classification	is	one	of	the	areas	in	which	this	becomes	apparent.	As	one	looks	

closely,	however,	small	variations	on	common	themes	can	be	detected	and	de-

serve	to	be	explored	here.	Because	recent,	detailed	analyses	of	social	units	ex-

ist	 especially	 for	 the	 Central	 Indian	 Gadaba	 (Berger	 2015a),	 Dongria	 Kond	

(Hardenberg	2005),	Rona	 (Otten	2006)	and	Ho	(Reichel	unpublished),	 I	have	

chosen	to	focus	my	comparison	on	these	societies.		

The	clan	as	the	broadest	social	category	bears	greatest	similarities	among	

the	 mentioned	 societies.	 The	 clan	 is	 foremost	 an	 exogamous	 unit	 because	

membership	 in	 it	 constitutes	 brotherhood.	 This	 is	 therefore	 of	 most	 im-

portance	in	the	context	of	marriage.	Variations	exist	with	regard	to	the	number	

of	clans	in	each	society.	The	definite	number	of	clans,	such	as	the	twelve	Santal	

clans,	can	also	be	found	among	the	Gutob	Gadaba,	who	have	four	clans	and	the	

Rona,	who	possess	eight	clans.	In	this	regard	it	is	remarkable	that	the	Ho	and	

Dongria	 Kond	 have	 such	 a	 high,	 or	 even	 unlimited	 number	 of	 clans.	 Reichel	

(unpublished)	mentions	133	Ho	clans	as	collected	by	Deeney	(2008,	96).	Har-

denberg	(2005,	196)	estimates	that	there	are	several	hundred	Kond	clans,	the	

name	of	which	links	its	members	to	a	certain	territory.	
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General	 similarities	 and	 slight	 differences	 are	 especially	 noteworthy	with	 re-

gard	to	the	specific	characteristics	of	 local	 lines	in	each	of	these	societies.	For	

example,	it	seems	that	some	segments	of	a	lower	level	among	the	Gadaba	and	

Dongria	Kond	are	absent	among	the	Santal.	Berger	(2015a,	81ff)	introduces	the	

social	unit	of	kuda	among	the	Gadaba,	which	he	describes	as	local	lines	charac-
terized	by	 common	descent	 and	 territory.	The	kuda	 –	 themselves	 subdivided	
into	smaller	units	(kutum)	–	are	to	be	understood	both	as	“general	social	cate-
gories”,	which	 refer	 to	Gadaba	 status	 categories	 (such	as	 the	 sacrificer	 (sisa),	
and	 the	 ritual	 cook	 (kirsani))	 and	 “empirical	 local	 groups”	 (81).	 These	 kuda	
groups	operate	within	villages	and	Berger	(93)	describes	them	as	materializing	

when	it	comes	to	reciprocal	labor	help,	collective	village	rituals	and	ritual	rela-

tionships,	for	example	in	the	context	of	death.	They	are	further	omnipresent	in	

all	 village	 affairs	 and	 easy	 to	 locate	 through	 different	 hamlets	 named	 after	

them.	 Gadaba	 names	 usually	 contain	 kuda	 categories.	 Conversely	 the	 Santal	
carry	their	clan	membership	in	their	name.		

A	similar	configuration	can	be	found	among	the	Dongria	Kond,	whose	local	

line	 or	 local	 descent	 groups	 are	 called	 punja	 (Hardenberg	 2005,	 190,	 194).	
These	punja	become	visible,	for	example	on	the	second	day	of	the	Dongria	buf-
falo	sacrifice.	Each	punja	also	refers	to	a	common	place	of	origin	and	a	certain	
history	of	migrations.	Similar	to	the	Gadaba	kuda,	the	term	punja	does	not	only	
refer	 to	empirical	groups	but	also	 to	Dongria	status	categories	(190,	567).	As	

portrayed	in	the	previous	sections,	the	Santal	do	not	possess	a	segment	of	so-

cial	 classification	 above	 the	 level	 of	 the	 house	 that	 operates	 within	 village	

boundaries	and	is	in	any	way	connected	to	status	categories.96	Otten	(2006,	53)	

writes	 the	 same	of	 the	Rona	 local	 line	 called	kuda,	who,	 like	 the	Gadaba	 and	
Dongria	local	lines,	act	only	on	a	village	level.	However,	my	Santal	interlocutors	

often	 emphasized	 that	 village	 functionaries	 (village	 headman	 and	 village	

priest)	belonged	to	the	local	line	that	founded	the	village.	

My	use	of	the	term	local	line	as	designating	what	the	Santal	call	gusti,	re-
fers	 to	 a	 corporate	 group	 that	 goes	beyond	village	boundaries.	Originally	 the	

members	of	one	gusti,	 as	offspring	of	a	 common	ancestor,	 lived	 in	one	house	

																																																								
96	Some	 Santal	 local	 lines	 carry	 the	 pre-fix	manjhi	 or	 naeke,	 which	 make	 reference	 to	 Santal	
status	categories.	There	are,	 for	example,	the	naeke	Murmu	or	naeke	Soren	(Gausdal	1953,	54)	
and	 the	manjhi	Murmu	and	manjhi	 Soren	 (52).	These	are,	however,	different	 from	 the	Gadaba	
kuda	and	the	Dongria	punja,	only	two	among	many	other	Santal	gusti	names	that	do	not	make	
reference	to	status	categories.	The	existence	of	some	manjhi	and	naeke	gusti	might	possibly	refer	
to	 the	 fact	 that	 these	 local	 lines	held	 these	 village	 functions	 in	 the	past.	 I	 have	not	 found	 that	

these	gusti	possess	any	higher	status	than	others	today.		
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and	one	village.	This	village	was	founded	by	their	forefathers,	who	also	estab-

lished	a	sacred	grove	at	the	time	of	settlement.	Members	of	one	gusti	consider	
each	other	to	be	“people	of	one	house”	(mit	orak	hor),	some	of	whom,	with	time	
moved	 to	 different	 villages.	 They	 do	 remember	 their	 common,	 last	 place	 of	

origin,	which	they	refer	to	as	their	mul	gadi.	This	is	the	village	where	they	cele-
brate	 a	 large	 sacrificial	 ritual	 called	 jom	 sim	bonga.	 In	 sum,	 I	 have	 thus	 de-
scribed	 the	 Santal	 gusti	 as	 defined	 by	 locality,	 descent	 and	 common	 ritual	
practice.	The	aspect	of	locality	is	to	be	understood	in	a	wider	sense,	which	ac-

counts	for	the	dispersal	of	members	of	one	gusti	to	different	villages.		
In	light	of	these	characteristics,	I	regard	the	Santal	gusti	as	comparable	to	

what	 Berger	 (2015,	 102ff)	 described	 as	 the	 Gadaba	 “village	 clan”.	 These	 are	

members	of	a	Gadaba	clan,	who	like	some	members	of	a	Santal	gusti,	live	in	dif-
ferent	villages,	but	remember	their	“original	village”	(102).	In	this	village	they	

are	 the	 “earth	people”,	whose	ancestors	 founded	 the	village,	built	 a	 shrine	 to	

the	earth	goddess	and	began	to	sacrifice	there.	Only	in	this	village	are	they	en-

titled	to	eat	the	sacrificial	food	tsoru	at	the	village	shrine.	Gadaba	village	clans	
thus	 are	 constituted	 by	 descent,	 territoriality	 and	 commensality,	 as	 Berger	

(105)	 summarizes.	 Although	 I	 did	 not	 encounter	 a	 Santal	 equivalent	 to	 the	

Gadaba	 “earth	 people”,	 the	 Santal	 do	 distinguish	 village	 founders	 as	marang	
hor	(senior	people)	from	latecomers.	Those	Santal	village	founders	also	estab-
lished	the	sacred	grove,	similar	to	the	Gadaba	“earth	people”	who	initially	built	

a	shrine	to	the	earth	goddess.	The	emphasis	on	commensality	as	a	mark	of	be-

longing	to	the	village	founders,	however,	seems	to	be	lacking	in	the	Santal	con-

text.	 Rather,	 what	 constitutes	 the	 Santal	 gusti	 in	 terms	 of	 practice	 is	 their	
common	sacrificial	action	expressed	in	their	description	of	gusti	“sacrificing	in	
one	sacrificial	circle”,	especially	in	the	context	of	jom	sim	and	tandi	bonga.		

This	common	sacrificial	practice	can	be	 found	again	 in	the	Dongria	Kond	

social	unit	of	the	muta,	described	by	Hardenberg	(2005,	191,	215-222).	These	
muta	can	be	understood	as	a	sacrificial	community	of	villages	belonging	to	the	
same	clan.	These	villages	are	“owned”	by	members	of	one	dominant	clan,	who	

performs	the	sacrifices	 to	 the	earth	goddess	 in	 that	village.	The	muta	 is	 to	be	
understood	as	a	“clan	territory”	(215)	in	the	sense	of	an	assembly	of	villages.	It	

is	thus	a	socio-spatial	unit,	referring	both	to	a	territory	–	an	assembly	of	villag-

es	 –	 and	 to	 the	 people	 living	 in	 these	 villages.	 These	muta	 emerge	 as	 social	
groups,	 for	 example,	 during	 the	 large	 buffalo	 sacrifice	 to	 the	 earth	 goddess	

called	kodru	parbu,	at	which	they	exhibit	their	sacred	objects.	From	a	compara-
tive	perspective,	the	dispersed	character	of	a	muta,	 its	function	as	a	sacrificial	
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community	and	even	the	sacred	objects	bear	strong	resemblance	to	the	Santal	

gusti.	 One	 of	 the	 differences	 between	 the	Dongria	muta	 and	 the	 Santal	gusti,	
however,	lies	in	the	fact	that	the	muta	consists	of	whole	villages,	which	makes	
it	a	supra-village	unit.	Hardenberg’s	(2005,	219)	table	lists	the	numbers	of	vil-

lages	 that	 make	 up	 differently	 named	muta,	 which	 suggests	 that	 one	 village	
cannot	 belong	 to	 different	muta.	 The	 Santal	gusti	 is	 to	 be	 understood	 as	 one	
group	 of	 a	 village	 that	 can	 also	be	 found	 in	 other	 villages.	 Consequently,	 one	
village	can	consist	of	various	gusti.	The	concept	of	gusti	does	not	 contain	no-
tions	of	“territory”	as	the	muta	does	and	only	refers	to	the	members	of	a	social	
group.	Members	of	a	gusti	are	bound	together	by	their	common	last	“place	of	
origin”	 (mul	gadi),	 which	 they	 commemorate	 during	 jom	sim	bonga.	 Besides	
this	 notion	 of	 place,	 in	 the	 Santal	 context	 one	 cannot	 find	 this	 rootedness	 of	

certain	clans	in	“clan	territories”,	but	always	finds	references	to	a	gusti’s	migra-
tion.	 This	 is	 articulated,	 for	 example,	 in	 the	 differentiation	 between	 a	 gusti’s	
ancient,	 sometimes	mythological	place	of	origin	and	 its	more	recent	 “place	of	

origin”	(mul	gadi).		
One	last	social	unit	comparable	to	the	Santal	gusti,	which	also	has	slightly	

different	 specifics,	 can	 be	 found	 in	what	 the	Ho	 call	 “people	 of	 one	 rice	 pot”	

(miyad	mandi	chaturenko).	 This	 refers	 to	 a	 corporate,	 ritual	 and	 commensal	
group	on	the	local	level,	and	to	a	social	and	ritual	unit	on	a	regional	level.	Simi-

lar	to	the	Santal	structure	of	segmentation,	Reichel	(unpublished)	writes	of	Ho	

clans,	some	of	which	have	an	attached	prefix	like	the	Santal	gusti	do.97	Reichel	
calls	this	category	“sub-clan”.	For	example,	the	Holong	Purty	form	one	of	sev-

eral	sub-clans	of	the	Purty	clan.	These	sub-clans	can	be	dispersed	in	various	Ho	

regions	and	therefore	cannot	be	regarded	as	corporate	groups	solely	based	on	

their	 identical	 names.	 A	 localized	 segment	 of	 these	 sub-clans	 are	 then	 the	

“people	 of	 one	 rice	 pot”,	 who	 have	 the	 right	 to	 enter	 each	 other’s	 ancestral	

rooms	 (which	 the	Ho	call	adin).98	The	 “people	of	one	 rice	pot”,	 consider	each	

																																																								
97	Different	from	the	Santal,	not	all	Ho	clans	carry	such	prefixes.	Reichel	writes	that	“out	of	133	

Ho	 clans	 85	 have	 no	 sub-clans”.	 Because	 she	 initially	 worked	 with	 a	 Ho	 clan	 that	 does	 not	

possess	sub-clans,	she	only	later	became	aware	of	this	aspect	of	Ho	social	classification.		
98	With	 her	 choice	 of	 the	 term	 “sub-clan”	 Reichel	 accounts	 for	 a	 phenomenon	 I	 equally	

encountered	among	the	Santal.	She	writes	that	the	Holong	Purty	can	be	found	in	geographically	

distant	places	and	therefore	never	act	 together	as	a	group,	which	 is	why	she	refers	to	them	as	

sub-clan.	She	has	 found	a	 rather	elegant	 terminological	 solution	 for	 the	 fact	 that	 these	Holong	

Purty	are,	however,	of	great	relavance	as	a	local,	corporate	group	by	using	the	Ho	way	to	refer	to	

them	as	“people	of	one	rice-pot”.	 In	my	experience,	 the	Santal	seem	to	refer	to	both	 levels,	 the	

category	and	the	local	group	as	gusti,	whereas	the	Ho	seem	to	have	no	term,	but	only	names	for	
the	“sub-clan”.	
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other	to	be	brothers99	and	their	oneness	is	further	specified	in	the	metaphor	of	

commensality,	which	comprises	both	the	 living	and	their	dead	ancestors	who	

are	 fed	 from	the	same	rice-pot.	This	unit	 is	closest	 in	a	household,	but	 is	dis-

persed	beyond	village	boundaries	as	well.	In	these	different	villages,	however,	

the	 “people	 of	 one	 rice-pot”	make	 reference	 to	 one	 common	 place	 of	 origin.	

These	places,	both	as	mythological	sites	without	geographical	reference	and	as	

concrete	 named	 places	 are	 remembered	 in	 myths	 and	 evoked	 in	 rituals.	

Reichel	mentions	one	of	these	rituals	consisting	of	sacrifices	in	a	field	where	a	

stone	 is	 said	 to	 represent	 forest	 clearing	 and	 settlement	 activities.	 Possibly	

comparable	to	members	of	a	Santal	gusti	participating	in	jom	sim	bonga,	the	Ho	
“people	of	one	rice	pot”	become	recognizable	as	a	social	unit	at	the	moment	of	

death	 of	 one	 of	 their	members,	 when	 they	 ritually	 break	 and	 throw	 out	 the	

earthen	 pot	 in	 which	 they	 cook	 rice	 and	 prepare	 rice	 beer.100	In	 sum,	 some	

characteristics	of	the	discussed	social	unit	among	the	Ho	are	comparable	to	the	

Santal	gusti,	among	them	are	the	idea	of	common	brotherhood,	their	dispersal	
in	different	villages,	references	to	common	places	of	origin	and	the	right	to	en-

ter	each	other’s	ancestral	room.	The	explicit	emphasis	on	commensality,	espe-

cially	 through	 the	metaphor	 of	 the	 rice-pot,	 is	 only	 implicitly	 included	 in	 the	

common	sacrificial	action	(and	consecutive,	collective	consumption	of	the	sac-

rificial	meal)	of	the	Santal	gusti.	
The	 ritual	 descriptions	 following	 in	 the	 next	 section	 will	 give	 more	 de-

tailed	evidence	for	how	relatedness,	specifically	within	the	unit	of	the	gusti,	 is	
constituted	in	practice.	At	first	jom	sim	bonga	is	portrayed,	the	most	important	
ritual	of	a	gusti.	 It	shows	foremost	 that	 there	are	close	 links	between	this	ag-
natic	social	group,	their	land	and	their	common	deity.	Thereafter,	section	3.3.2	

discusses	how	agnates	ritually	create	relations	with	“others”.	These	affinal	re-

lations	are	 first	established	and	made	through	wedding	rituals.	Different	spa-

tial	referents,	such	as	various	thresholds	and	the	ancestral	shrine	(bhitar),	play	
an	important	role	in	the	ritual	process	of	transforming	strangers	into	in-laws.

																																																								
99	Wives,	 according	 to	 Reichel	 become	 members	 of	 the	 “people	 of	 one	 rice-pot”,	 but	 do	 not	

become	agnates	(hagako).			
100	As	Reichel’s	research	is	ongoing,	it	remains	to	be	seen,	if	there	are	other	ritual	actions	during	

which	the	“people	of	one	rice	pot”	emerge	as	a	corporate	group.		
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3.2	Performing	Relatedness	through	Ritual	
3.2.1	Jom	sim	bonga:	Brothers,	their	Deity	and	their	Land	
Different	 Santal	 deities	 (bonga)	 are	 closely	 intertwined	 with	 the	 spatial	 and	
social	order.	Deities	of	the	forest	or	the	mountains	are	located	in	different	parts	

of	the	environment.	They	are	“bongas	for	people	of	an	area”	(disua	bongas)	as	
people	described	them.	Their	worship	brings	together	inhabitants	of	the	area,	

who	come	 from	several	different	villages.	A	god’s	presence	 in	a	place	obliges	

people	to	sacrifice	and	hereby	ask	for	protection	and	rain.	Second,	on	a	smaller	

scale,	 there	 are	 the	 deities	 of	 the	 village,	most	 of	whom	 reside	 in	 the	 sacred	

grove.	Represented	by	stones	at	the	foot	of	trees,	these	deities	are	the	supreme	

Santal	god	Marang	Buru,	his	wife	Jaher	Ayo	and	Moreko	Turuiko	as	well	as	Go-
rai	bonga	(the	god	of	the	cow	shed).	The	bonga	of	the	village	headman,	Manjhi	
bonga,	in	many	villages	has	a	small	separate	shed	in	front	of	the	manjhi’s	house	
in	which	it	is	worshipped.	These	are	the	deities	of	the	village,	addressed	in	an-

nual	 village	 festivals.	 The	 ritual	 actions	 are	 carried	 out	 by	 the	 village	 priest	

(naeke),	he	is	assisted	by	the	elder	men	of	the	village	and	a	young	boy	(buiyu)	
who	has	not	yet	reached	puberty.		

My	assistant	Pitamber	listed	as	a	third	category	jom	sim	bonga,	tandi	bon-
ga,	gora	bonga	and	karam	bonga.	He	described	them	as	“individual	bongas”	in	
English,	 differentiating	 them	 from	 village	 or	 regional	 deities.	 “These	 are	 the	

gods	different	gusti	have	adopted”,	he	explained.	His	explanations	put	this	type	
of	worship	on	a	different	 level	 than	the	regional,	village	or	household	deities.	

Similarly,	 in	her	work	on	 the	Munda	of	West	Singhbhum,	Verardo	(2003,	92)	

emphasizes	 that	 “a	clan	spirit’s101	place	of	worship	 is	never	within	 the	house.	

(…)	clan	spirits	are	conceptualized	as	dwelling	outdoors.”	Among	the	Santal	the	

house,	 specifically	 the	 ancestral	 shrine	 (bhitar)	 is	 the	 abode	 of	 the	 ancestors	
(hapramko),	whom	the	members	of	a	house	evoke	at	the	occasion	of	every	San-
tal	seasonal	and	life-cycle	ritual.	It	appears	that	each	deity	is	related	to	a	specif-

ic	social	unit	as	well	as	to	a	location,	in	which	it	resides.	Deities	of	the	local	line,	

such	as	jom	sim	bonga,	different	from	the	ancestors	dwelling	in	the	house,	are	
conceptually	linked	to	the	fields.	To	my	knowledge	there	are	three	terms	that	

refer	to	the	fields	in	Santali:	Bad	denotes	the	rice	fields	and	is	used	whenever	

																																																								
101	Verardo	 (2003,	 31,	 33)	 differentiates	 between	 killi	 (clan)	 and	 khunt	 (lines	 of	 patrilineal	
descent),	but	does	not	develop	 the	concept	of	khunt	 further	and	 instead	continues	 to	 speak	of	
“clan”	where	she	clearly	refers	to	the	localized	version	thereof.	
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people	go	to	work	in	the	fields	(“He	has	gone	to	the	field”:	bad	calaena).102	An-
other	term	to	refer	to	the	fields	 in	the	sense	of	 land	and	property,	also	 in	the	

sense	 of	 earth	 and	 soil,	 is	 hasa.103	When	 asking	 how	 much	 land/how	 many	
fields	 a	 house	owns,	 one	uses	 the	word	hasa.104	Last,	 there	 is	 the	 term	 tandi,	
which	seems	to	denote	a	field	in	which	different	types	of	ritual	and	festive	ac-

tivities	 take	 place.	 The	 hunting	 night’s	 entertainment,	 later	 described,	 for	 in-

stance,	is	held	in	the	gipidi	tandi	(“field	for	lying	down”).	The	fields	referred	to	
as	tandi	lie	fallow,	cultivated	rice	fields	are	not	called	tandi.	

Jom	sim	bonga,	the	name	of	a	ritual	performed	for	the	equally	named	deity,	
is	 the	 only	 one	 of	 the	 different	 rituals	 of	 the	 local	 line	 (gusti	bonga),	which	 I	
could	observe	 in	 its	entirety	during	my	 fieldwork.	Although	many	Santal	eth-

nographers	mention	 the	 gusti	bongas	 (usually	 calling	 them	 sub-clan	 deities),	
none	of	them	describe	any	related	ritual	activities.	Because	the	local	line	is	re-

garded	as	a	very	close	agnatic	group,	some	of	its	rituals	are	completely	exclu-

sive	to	this	group.	This	is	the	case	for	example	for	tandi	bonga,	which	can	only	
be	attended	by	the	male	members	of	the	local	line.	Even	the	location	of	the	sac-

rifice	is	supposed	to	remain	secret.	

Regarding	 jom	sim	bonga’s	 literal	meaning,	 I	 encountered	 differing	 opin-
ions,	several	of	which	Bodding	(2010,	3:	336)	in	his	dictionary	entry	to	jom	sim	
already	mentions.	Jom	sim	 translates	as	“eating	chicken”,	which	Bodding	finds	
peculiar	as	“no	fowls	are	sacrificed”	(ibid.).	An	educated	Santal	man	mentioned	

to	me	that	the	correct	name	should	be	jom	sin,	sin	bonga	being	the	sun	god,	to	
whom	this	sacrifice	is	addressed.	Bodding	(336)	writes	as	well,	“that	the	tradi-

tions	of	the	Santals	say	that	in	old	times	the	ancestors	sacrificed	to	sin	bonga,	

the	Day-god,	the	sun,	only.”	 In	my	fieldwork	area	however	everyone	used	the	

term	jom	sim	bonga,	and	in	general,	people	were	not	concerned	with	the	origin	
of	this	name.		

Speaking	about	gusti	rituals,	people	pointed	out	jom	sim	bonga	as	the	larg-
est	 one	 of	 them.	 One’s	 “affines’	 affines”	 (pera	cetan	pera),	 referring	 to	 those	
whom	one’s	affines	married,	are	invited	for	the	large	commensal	gathering	af-

ter	the	morning	sacrifices.	It	is	a	good	occasion	to	“look	for	a	bride”	(bahu	nel),	
people	 emphasized.	 The	morning	 sacrifice	 brings	 together	 at	 least	 one	male	

																																																								
102	“Bad:	 High-lying	 rice-land	 that	 only	 in	 good	 rainy	 season	 gets	 sufficient	 water.”	 (Bodding	
2010,	1:	217).		
103	“Hasa:	Soil,	earth,	land,	property.”	(Bodding	2010,	2:	46)	
104	The	word	is	also	used	in	the	context	of	witchcraft	accusations,	as	exemplified	in	the	following	

statement:	“They	accuse	our	mother	of	being	a	witch,	they	say	that	she	will	finish	them	and	we	

will	eat	(jom)	their	land.”	
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member	from	each	household	belonging	to	the	gusti.	These	people	come	from	
several	 villages,	 therefore	 this	 part	 of	 the	 ritual	 is	 also	 an	 occasion	 for	 the	

members	of	one	gusti	 to	meet.	People	generally	knew	where	their	other	gusti	
members	lived,	but	they	often	could	only	recall	those	individuals	they	had	met	

at	 the	 last	 jom	sim	ritual.	 As	mentioned,	 affinal	 relatives	 (pera)	 participate	 in	
great	 numbers	 in	 the	 sacrificial	 feasting	 (jom	nu),	 but	 certain	 affines	 such	 as	
father’s	 sister’s	husband	 (kumang)	 and	daughter’s	husband	 (jawae)	 also	play	
an	important	role	as	sacrificers	during	the	ritual.	The	following	paragraph	de-

scribes	the	ritual	actions	of	a	jom	sim	bonga	held	in	a	village	around	Ghatsila	by	
the	khude	Hansda	gusti.	This	should	be	regarded	as	a	case	description,	because	
it	was	apparent	to	me	from	people’s	descriptions	that	regional	differences	exist	

in	how	different	local	lines	carry	out	the	rite.	

	

The	jom	sim	Ritual	of	the	khude	Hansda	Local	Line	
Origin	of	the	Name	khude	Hansda		

Just	like	all	other	gusti,	the	khude	Hansda	–	Hansda	being	a	Santal	clan	and	the	
prefix	khude	 signifying	a	 certain	 local	group	of	 this	 clan	–	have	a	 story	about	
the	origin	of	 their	name.	The	eldest	member	of	 their	gusti,	who	was	carrying	
out	the	different	ritual	steps	during	the	jom	sim	ritual,	summarized	the	story	as	
follows:	

	

“In	the	past,	the	Hansda	people	invited	to	a	hunt	in	sendra	bir	(“the	hunting	
forest”).	A	forest	hunt,	means	a	hill	hunt	(bir	re	sendra,	mane	buru	sendra).	It	
was	on	Ajodhya	 hill.	 The	Hansda	people	had	done	 the	 invitation	 (gire),	 but	
that	time	the	hunters	(disua)	didn't	find	any	water.	They	were	very	thirsty	on	
top	of	the	mountain.	Then	a	Hansda	man	hit	a	rock	with	the	wooden	part	of	

his	gun	(bandukh	khude).	Water	came	out	of	the	rock	and	the	hunters	drank	
it.	On	Ajodhya	buru.	From	that	time	on,	we	call	ourselves	khude	Hansda.”	
		

(Recorded	 in	 a	 village	 of	 Ghatsila	 block,	 East	 Singhbhum,	 Jharkhand	 on	
March	29,	2012)	

	
The	symbol	used	by	the	khude	Hansda	during	the	jom	sim	ritual	was	a	wooden	
pole	 carved	 in	 the	 shape	 of	 a	 palm	 tree’s	 trunk.	 It	 was	 firmly	 placed	 in	 the	

ground	of	the	field	in	which	the	sacrifices	for	jom	sim	bonga	took	place.	In	front	
of	 the	wooden	pole	a	 sacrificial	 circle	was	drawn.	The	place	where	 the	 ritual	

offerings	were	performed	was	separated	from	the	rest	of	the	field	by	a	kind	of	

fence:	 four	 poles	 had	 been	 set	 up	 at	 the	 corners	 of	 a	 square	 and	 three	 sides	

closed	off	with	ropes,	decorated	with	colorful	paper	flags.	The	square	itself	was	
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plastered	with	cow	dung	and	thus	purified	for	the	ritual.	Over	the	opening	into	

the	square	hung	a	banner.	The	middle	of	the	banner	showed	a	painted	wooden	

pole,	symbolizing	the	gusti,	and	a	sal	tree	in	each	upper	corner	of	the	banner.	In	
the	Santali	script	Ol	Chiki	the	banner	said	“Khude	Hansda	jom	sim	bonga	2012”.	
The	symbol	thus	appeared	on	the	banner	and	within	the	marked	ritual	space,	

making	clear	that	a	specific	group	carried	out	this	ritual.		

Other	gusti	use	their	own	symbols.	In	May	2012	a	different	jom	sim	ritual	
was	performed	by	the	orwal	Murmu	from	the	same	village.	The	marking	of	rit-
ual	space	was	done	in	the	same	way,	with	poles,	ropes	and	small	flags	decorat-

ing	the	ropes.	The	banner	had	a	bat	(orwal)	painted	on	it,	the	animal	giving	the	
gusti	 its	 name.	 It	 also	 showed	 the	 sign	with	which	 the	orwal	Murmus	 brand	
their	 cattle:	a	 cross,	of	which	 the	upper	end	has	a	 small	hook	pointing	 to	 the	

right.		

	

	
Photo	12:	Banner	hung	at	the	jom	sim	ritual	of	the	orwal	Murmu.		

	

Another	gusti,	the	chilbhinde	Hansda	use	hunting	instruments,	such	as	bow	and	
arrow	and	an	axe	(kapi)	during	their	jom	sim,	because	they	are	known	as	hunt-
ers,	who	in	the	past	killed	a	big	kite.		
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Ritual	Actions,	Symbolism	and	the	Role	of	Agnates	and	Affines	

In	the	evening	before	the	following	day’s	sacrifice,	other	members	of	the	same	

gusti	 arrived	at	 the	house	 from	which	 the	 sacrifice	was	 to	 start	 the	next	day.	
They	came	back	 to	 their	gusti’s	mul	gadi,	 the	village	where	 their	common	an-
cestor	 settled	 before	 his	 offspring	 dispersed	 to	 their	 current	 villages	 of	 resi-

dence.	In	this	case	these	villages	were	no	more	than	twenty	kilometers	apart.	

The	most	senior	member	of	 their	gusti	was	to	 lead	the	sacrifice	the	 following	
day	in	his	field	and	his	house	had	been	ritually	purified	the	day	before.	While	

fasting	the	married	women	of	his	house	had	painted	the	house’s	walls	and	re-

newed	 the	 courtyard	 and	 all	 floors	with	 cow	dung.	 This	work	 is	 regarded	 as	

“work	for	the	gods”	(bonga	kamien).	The	house	 is	considered	to	be	the	“god’s	
house”	(bonga	orak).	Brothers	and	some	male	affines	(FZH,	DH)	who	played	an	
important	 role	 during	 the	 sacrifices,	 arrived	 in	 the	 evening,	 because	 they	

should	not	cross	a	river	on	the	morning	of	the	sacrifice.	Each	household	of	the	

gusti	provided	a	goat	buck	(boda)	for	the	sacrifice,	while	the	in-laws	matched	
this	number	with	 castrated	goats	 (khasi),	which	 they	had	brought	 from	 their	
villages.	 In	 the	 evening,	 jom	sim	bonga,	 the	main	 deity	 to	 be	worshipped	 the	
following	day,	was	 consulted	 through	 a	medium	and	 asked	how	 the	 sacrifice	

should	be	carried	out.	
Before	 the	 sun	 rose	 in	 the	morning,	 the	 people	 of	 the	 house	 and	 the	 in-

laws	left	the	“god’s	house”,	the	house	carrying	out	the	ritual.	Women	in	general	

do	 not	 participate	 in	 the	 sacrificial	 ritual	 in	 the	 morning.	 My	 presence	 as	 a	

woman	was	 tolerated	during	 the	 sacrifice	 due	 to	 a	 close	 friend’s	 relations	 to	

the	khude	 Hansda	 and	 his	 long	 explanations	 about	my	 research.	 Besides	me,	
there	was	another	young	Santal	man	also	interested	in	the	ritual	as	a	research-

er.	He	was	a	member	of	 the	khude	Hansda	and	his	 father	was	 involved	 in	the	
ritual	actions	carried	out.	The	young	man	held	a	job	in	the	Indian	railway	sec-

tor	in	Kolkata	and	filmed	the	whole	ritual	with	a	large	video	camera.105		

For	 the	 jom	sim	 ritual	 the	 “people	 of	 the	 house”	 (orak	hor)	 wore	 sindur	
dhotis	–	an	originally	white	cloth	dyed	with	a	mixture	of	turmeric	and	vermil-
lion.	 The	 in-laws	 wore	 sasang	 dhotis	 –	 dhotis	 dyed	 with	 turmeric.106	Before	

																																																								
105	I	 encountered	 this	 interest	 of	 educated	 Santal	 men	 in	 documenting	 their	 own	 culture	 in	

several	large	rituals.	This	phenomenon	will	be	embedded	in	a	more	general	discussion	of	Santal	

identity	politics	in	chapter	five.	
106	In	 general	 turmeric	 (sasang)	 plays	 an	 important	 role	 during	 wedding	 rituals.	 Bride	 and	
groom	as	well	as	other	village	couples	are	anointed	with	oil	and	turmeric.	All	the	married	affinal	

women	present	at	the	wedding	are	provided	with	sasang	sarees	by	the	family	of	the	groom.	In	
many	different	rituals	clothes	dyed	with	turmeric	mark	relatives	as	affinal.		
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sunrise	they	led	the	goats	from	the	house	to	the	field	where	the	ritual	was	car-

ried	out.	Jom	sim	rituals	always	take	place	when	the	rice	fields	lie	fallow.	At	this	
time	the	earth	is	dry	and	hard.	The	two	jom	sim	rituals	I	saw,	for	example,	were	
performed	in	March	and	May.	

After	 the	men	 had	 arrived	 at	 the	 sacrificial	 site,	 they	 took	 a	 bath	 in	 the	

nearby	river.	Meanwhile,	others	were	preparing	the	place	for	the	arrival	of	lit-

erally	thousands	of	relatives	in	the	afternoon.	With	tractors	and	ox	carts	they	

brought	 bamboo	 poles	 to	 set	 up	 shelters	 covered	with	 plastic	 sheets	 against	

the	sun.	They	also	brought	water	barrels,	clay	pots,	firewood,	a	generator	and	

loudspeakers	into	the	field,	and	set	them	up	in	different	places.	

For	the	sacrificial	rite	itself,	the	sacrificial	square	was	enclosed	by	wooden	

poles	and	was	plastered	with	water	and	cow	dung.	During	the	ritual	only	 the	

agnates	(orak	hor)	were	allowed	to	enter	this	square	and	sit	close	to	the	ritual	
action,	 the	 affines	 stood	 outside	 the	 fence.	 The	 priest,	 an	 old,	 bony	man	 and	

three	other	men	assisting	him,	arranged	all	 the	 ingredients	necessary	 for	 the	

ritual.	Someone	sharpened	the	sacrificial	axe,	another	sprinkled	sal	resin	(dhu-
no)	on	hot	coals	in	a	small	clay	container	and	someone	else	drove	the	wooden	
symbol	 of	 the	khude	Hansda	 into	 the	 ground.	 The	direction	 they	were	 facing	
and	 the	direction	of	all	 their	 ritual	activity	was	east	–	 towards	 the	 rising	 sun	

(cando	rakab	sen).	
With	water	and	cow	dung	the	priest	first	made	one	small	sacrificial	circle	

(khond)	 and	one	 large	 circle	 to	 the	 left	of	 it	 in	 front	of	 the	wooden	pole.	The	
small	circle,	the	men	explained,	was	for	the	supreme	Santal	god	Marang	Buru,	
always	addressed	at	every	ritual,	and	the	large	one	for	jom	sim	bonga.	Then	the	
old	 priest	 marked	 the	 boundary	 of	 the	 circles	 with	 rice	 flour	 (holong)	 and	
sprinkled	it	with	ground	fenugreek	(methi),	a	spice	the	Santal	gods	are	said	to	
like.	He	then	tied	a	thread	around	a	clay	jug	(sagun	supari),	placed	to	the	left	of	
the	 wooden	 pole.	 There	 were	 also	 two	 red,	 small	 containers	 looking	 like	 a	

mushroom,	 which	 contained	 vermillion	 (sindur).	 In	 this	 case	 the	 vermillion	
was	of	a	special	kind	called	keya	sindur.107	They	were	positioned	right	and	left	
																																																								
107	In	 several	 ritual	 interactions	 between	 agnates	 and	 affines	 keya	sindur	 plays	 a	 special	 role:	
This	 type	of	 vermillion	 is	 applied	by	 the	people	of	 the	house	 to	 their	married	 affinal	 relatives	

during	wedding	and	secondary	funeral	rites	(bhadan).	The	women	of	the	house	apply	it	on	the	
married	 female	guests’	hair	partings	and	draw	a	 line	around	 the	edge	of	 their	hair	 line	all	 the	

way	to	the	ears.	Men	receive	a	dot	(tika)	on	the	forehead	and	dots	on	their	ears	at	the	same	time.	
Keya	sindur	 is	 further	 part	 of	 the	 bridewealth	 (gonong)	 and	 exchanged	 between	 groom’s	 and	
bride’s	side	in	the	same	red,	mushroom	shaped	container	mentioned	above.	People	maintained	

that	keya	refers	to	the	container	the	vermillion	is	kept	in.	There	is	no	entry	on	keya	in	Bodding’s	
Santali	dictionary.		
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of	 the	 wooden	 pole.	 The	 priest	 then	 placed	 crushed	 rice	 (adoa	caole)	 in	 the	
middle	of	each	circle,	which	was	soon	 to	be	offered	 to	 the	sacrificial	animals.	

Afterwards	he	applied	three	spots	of	sindur	and	the	same	amount	of	oil	on	the	
pole,	 the	 clay	pitcher,	 inside	 of	 the	 circles	 and	on	 the	keya	sindur	 containers,	
acknowledging	the	importance	of	these	objects	for	the	ritual.		

After	this	preparation,	the	main,	effervescent	and	bloody	part	of	the	ritual	

began.	On	the	open	side	of	the	sacrificial	square	all	 the	men	of	the	gusti	 lined	
up.	Dressed	 in	sindur	dhotis,	wearing	no	shirts,	 they	each	had	a	sacrificial	axe	
hung	 over	 their	 shoulder	 and	were	 holding	 the	 goat	 buck	 they	 had	 brought	

along.	Then	they	each	entered	the	sacrificial	square,	applied	three	spots	of	keya	
sindur	three	times	on	their	goats’	head,	legs	and	back	and	prompted	the	goat	to	
eat	from	the	rice	pile	in	the	sacrificial	circle.	While	doing	so,	they	murmured	an	

invocation	(bakher),	addressing	jom	sim	bonga	to	accept	the	sacrifice.	Suddenly	
a	man	 out	 of	 the	 group	 of	 spectators	 became	 possessed,	 recognizable	 by	 his	

jerky	 head	movements.	 He	 asked	 for	 fenugreek	 (methi)	 and	 rubbed	 it	 in	 be-
tween	his	hands	and	on	his	arms	before	entering	the	sacrificial	space.	While	on	

his	 knees,	 he	 bent	 down	 further	 as	 if	 smelling	 the	 sacrificial	 circles,	 the	 old	

priest	and	the	whole	ritual	arrangement.	The	priest	then	applied	sindur	spots	
to	 the	medium’s	 chest,	 his	 shoulders,	 back	 and	 forehead.	 He	 then	 asked	 the	

god,	 via	 the	medium,	 for	 his	 name	 and	 the	 latter	whispered	 the	 name	 in	 the	

priest’s	 ear.	 People	 emphasized	 that	 only	 the	 eldest	 of	 a	 gusti	 is	 entitled	 to	
know	the	actual	name	of	 this	god,	which	differs	 from	one	gusti	 to	another.108	
Jom	sim	bonga	is	only	the	general	term	for	this	category	of	gods.	Once	the	god	
approved	of	the	ritual	arrangement	through	the	medium,	the	ritual	itself	could	

continue.	

	

	

																																																								
108	Gausdal	(1953,	17ff)	mentions	the	secrecy	of	 the	 jom	sim	or	abge	bonga’s	name	as	well,	but	
lists	 several	 of	 these	 names.	 He	 lists	 for	 example	 Boerangi,	 a	 word	 used	 for	 a	 Hindu	 class	 of	

faqirs,	as	a	name	for	a	jom	sim	bonga.	
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Photo	13:	The	priest	has	prepared	the	sacrificial	site	for	the	jom	sim	ritual.	The	

sacrificial	circle	(khond)	is	made	from	rice	flour	and	sprinkled	with	fenugreek,	in	its	
center	is	a	pile	of	crushed	rice	(adoa	caole).	

	

	
Photo	14:	The	spatiality	of	jom	sim	bonga:	The	sacrificial	square	is	visibly	set	apart	as	
it	is	plastered	with	cow	dung	and	surrounded	by	poles.	In	the	middle	of	the	square,	the	

pole	symbolizing	the	local	line	who	performs	the	ritual,	is	placed	in	the	ground.	
Members	of	the	local	line,	together	with	their	sacrificial	animals,	are	standing	in	the	

background.	
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After	the	bucks	had	eaten	from	the	rice	in	the	sacrificial	circle,	they	were	con-

sidered	ready	to	be	sacrificed.	Outside	of	the	demarcated	sacrificial	space	one	

goat	after	another	was	beheaded	with	a	sacrificial	axe	(kapi).	The	killing	itself	
was	carried	out	by	three	of	the	agnates,	dressed	in	sindur	dhotis.	One	pulled	on	
a	rope	attached	to	the	neck	of	the	animal,	another	held	a	rope	tied	to	its	hind	

legs,	the	third	often	managed	to	cut	off	the	head	with	one	stroke	of	the	axe.	The	

head	was	quickly	carried	to	the	larger	of	the	sacrificial	circles	for	jom	sim	bon-
ga	and	the	blood	from	the	body	was	sprinkled	on	the	head	and	the	rice	in	the	
circle.	After	all	twenty	goat	heads	had	been	placed	in	the	circle,	all	the	agnates	

entered	 the	 sacrificial	 space	 and	 prostrated	 themselves	 on	 the	 ground.	 They	

pressed	their	palms	together,	placed	them	under	their	forehead	and	addressed	

the	bonga	to	whom	the	goats	had	been	offered.	Then	the	last	sacrifice	inside	of	
the	sacrificial	space	took	place:	The	priest	beheaded	a	white	cock	and	offered	it	

to	Marang	Buru	in	the	adjacent	sacrificial	circle.	
	

	

Photo	15:	The	agnates’	sacrificial	animals	are	eating	from	the	crushed	rice	placed	in	
the	sacrificial	circle	before	they	are	sacrificed	to	jom	sim	bonga.	

	

Next,	the	castrated	goats	(khasi),	provided	by	the	affinal	relatives,	were	sacri-
ficed.	They,	however,	did	not	have	to	eat	from	the	rice	in	the	sacrificial	circle.	

The	 killing	 was	 carried	 out	 by	 the	 affines	 themselves,	 who	 had	 brought	 the	
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goats.109	As	 a	 rule,	 the	 number	 of	 castrated	 goats	 is	 supposed	 to	 match	 the	

number	of	uncastrated	goats	sacrificed	by	the	agnates	before.	Just	as	the	sacri-

ficial	 space	was	off	 limits	 for	 the	affines,	 their	animal	offerings	were	also	not	

allowed	into	this	space.	They	were	killed	in	the	same	way	as	the	bucks,	but	as	

they	were	larger	animals110	the	head	could	not	be	cut	off	with	one	stroke	of	the	

axe	in	some	cases.	If	the	sacrificer	did	not	succeed	at	once,	the	assembled	men	

shouted	until	 the	killing	was	successful.	After	 the	goats	were	beheaded,	 their	

heads	were	placed	in	a	spot	outside	of	the	inner	sacrificial	space,	their	bodies’	

blood	dripped	on	the	ground	on	the	same	spot.	The	act	of	killing	itself	formed	

the	climax	of	the	sacrificial	ritual,	after	which	the	crowd	dispersed	and	only	the	

burying	of	meat	remained.		

	
The	Burying	of	Sacrificial	Meat	

At	the	end	of	the	sacrifice,	two	men,	who	had	previously	been	assisting	the	old	

priest	in	the	arrangement	of	ritual	ingredients,	carried	out	one	more	important	

action:	They	buried	 specific	pieces	of	meat	 from	 the	heads	 and	bodies	of	 the	

goat	bucks	for	jom	sim	bonga.	This	type	of	meat	is	called	giditot’a.111	They	had	
two	sacrificial	axes,	one	was	used	to	cut	off	the	tip	of	the	goat’s	tongue	(alang),	
a	piece	of	the	ear	(lutur),	a	part	of	the	esophagus	(nandri)112	and	a	piece	of	the	
hoof	(kure).	Then	with	the	other	axe,	one	of	the	men	loosened	the	ground	in-
side	 the	 sacrificial	 circle	 and	 the	 old	 priest	 (naeke)	 moved	 the	 meat	 pieces,	
mixed	with	 crushed	 rice	 (adoa	caole)	 into	 the	hole.	He	made	 sure	 to	 cover	 it	
neatly	 with	 earth	 afterwards.	 While	 burying	 the	 meat,	 the	 men	 present	 ad-

dressed	the	deity,	 telling	him	and	other	gods	who	were	said	to	be	present,	 to	

eat	the	meat	and	not	let	any	pain	or	disease	affect	their	gusti.		
During	the	following	months	of	my	fieldwork	I	encountered	several	expla-

nations	for	the	burying	of	meat	after	the	sacrifices	for	jom	sim	bonga.	An	iden-

																																																								
109	There	appears	to	be	regional	variation	in	this	aspect,	as	in	West	Bengal	people	insisted	that	

the	castrated	goats	were	provided	by	the	agnates	and	also	killed	by	them.	In	this	case	the	affinal	

relatives	present	played	no	role	in	the	ritual	other	than	being	spectators.	
110	Santal	men	 usually	 castrate	 goats	 at	 a	 young	 age.	 This	means	 that	 almost	 all	 older,	 larger	

animals	are	castrated	while	the	bucks	are	young	and	therefore	much	smaller	than	the	castrated	

ones.	People	say	that	especially	women	do	not	like	to	eat	the	meat	of	bucks,	because	of	its	strong	

smell.	 The	majority	 of	male	 goats	 is	 castrated	 because	 they	 are	mainly	 kept	 for	 their	meat	 –	

mutton	is	the	most	expensive	meat	on	the	rural	market.	
111	“gidi	tot’:	 throw	out,	 finish”	(Bodding	2010,	2:	430).	The	word	seems	to	denote	the	fact	that	
the	meat	 is	 set	 aside.	 Bodding	 does	 not,	 however,	mention	 this	word	 as	 referring	 to	meat	 set	

aside	for	a	deity.		
112	“nandri:	the	throat,	windpipe,	gullet”	(Bodding	2010,	4:	377).	
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tical	action	takes	place	after	the	sacrifices	carried	out	at	tandi	bonga,	the	other	
ritual	in	the	fields	of	the	local	line.	It	became	clear	at	both	rituals	that	this	type	

of	meat	 (giditot’a)	 is	 designated	 for	 the	 deity	 for	 whom	 the	 sacrifice	 is	 per-
formed.	One	man	 insisted	 that	 this	meat	 is	special,	because	people	 in	general	

do	not	eat	these	parts	of	the	animal’s	body.	People	also	emphasize	that	special	

care	is	taken	when	burying	the	meat,	so	that	no	one	steps	on	the	bonga’s	food	
and	no	animals	can	take	it	away.	The	deity	would	get	angry,	if	that	happened.	A	

close	connection	exists	between	 this	meat	 for	 the	bonga	 and	 the	members	of	
the	 local	 line	as	well:	 If	a	witch	(dain)	or	ghost	 (bhut)	got	ahold	of	 this	meat,	
this	could	harm	the	local	line	itself.	Therefore,	besides	burying	it,	some	groups	

also	place	stones	and	thorns	on	top	of	the	spot	where	the	meat	is	buried.	

Among	 the	Central	 Indian	Dongria	Kond	 sacrificial	meat	 is	 buried	 in	 the	

context	of	their	large	buffalo	sacrifice.	A	myth	tells	that	the	mother	goddesses’	

blood	helped	to	make	the	earth	firm,	which	then	prompted	her	to	ask	her	son	

to	 cut	off	different	parts	of	her	body	and	bury	 them	 in	different	places	 (Har-

denberg	2005,	581f).	In	the	context	of	their	grand	mortuary	rite,	the	got’r,	the	
Gadaba	of	Odisha	equally	bury	buffalo	meat	in	dry	fields.	It	is	especially	the	en-

trails	of	a	buffalo	brought	by	the	sponsor’s	affines	that	are	said	to	make	the	dry	

fields	fertile,	as	some	ethnographies	on	the	got’r	describe	(Izikowitz	1969,	141;	
Pfeffer	1984b,	235;	1991,	82).	My	Santal	 informants	did	not	comment	on	 the	

meaning	of	burying	meat,	other	than	that	it	is	buried	for	the	jom	sim	deity.	The	
invocations	they	utter	during	the	sacrifice	indicate	that	the	ritual	is	carried	out	

for	 the	general	well-being	of	 their	 local	 line,	 asking	 the	god	 to	 “let	 them	stay	

well”	 (bes	 tahen).	 Hardenberg	 (2005,	 587)	 mentions	 the	 same	 goal	 for	 the	
Dongria	buffalo	 sacrifice.	The	 idea	 that	 the	blood	poured	on	 the	 earth	would	

equally	 provide	 fertility	 to	 the	 fields	 does	 not	 seem	 far-fetched	 in	 the	 Santal	

case,	because	the	jom	sim	ritual	takes	place	before	plowing	and	sowing	starts	a	
few	months	later.	I	could,	however,	not	obtain	supporting	local	statements	for	

this	assumption.		

The	action	of	burying	meat	can	further	be	interpreted	as	establishing	and	con-

firming	the	relationship	between	the	local	line	and	the	land.	The	importance	of	

this	place,	where	the	whole	ritual	takes	place,	 is	underlined	by	the	burying	of	

meat	in	the	ground.	This	field	is	important	as	it	belongs	to	the	most	senior	per-

son	 of	 the	 local	 line	 and	 symbolizes	 their	 roots	 in	 this	 place,	 established	 at	

some	time	in	the	past	when	forest	was	converted	into	fields	and	a	village	was	

established.	 This	 field	 as	 a	 clearly	 agnatic	 space	 further	 serves	 as	 a	 place	 of	

convergence	of	agnates	and	affines,	as	it	is	a	large	gathering	place	in	which	new	
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marriage	 ties	 could	 be	 established.	 In	 the	 ritual	 different	 kin	 categories	 play	

clearly	 defined	 roles	 and	 thus	 are	differentiated	by	 ritual	 action.	As	 such	 the	

following	section	discusses	who	is	entitled	to	consume	which	kind	of	sacrificial	

meat.		

	
The	Sacrificial	Meal		

After	 the	 food	 for	 the	 gods	 had	 been	 offered,	 the	 sacrificial	meal	 (sore)	 was	
prepared.	Some	parts	were	consumed	in	the	morning	shortly	after	the	sacrific-

es	and	during	 the	course	of	 the	day,	while	other	parts	were	consumed	 in	 the	

evening.	The	rules	determining	who	is	entitled	to	consume	which	type	of	meat,	

enact	different	kin	and	status	categories.	

The	most	restricted	type	of	meat	is	buck	head	meat	(boda	bohot	jel).	Only	
male	members	of	the	local	line,	who	fast	on	the	day	of	sacrifice	are	entitled	to	

consume	this	meat.	The	body	of	the	bucks,	however,	can	be	eaten	by	all	mem-

bers	 of	 the	 local	 line,	 all	 “people	 of	 the	 house”	 (orak	hor).	 This	 includes	 the	
women	married	 into	 the	 family	 and	 the	 unmarried	 girls	 of	 a	 house.	Women	

who	have	left	the	house	and	have	married	into	another	house,	lose	the	right	to	

eat	the	body	of	the	goat	bucks.	Additionally,	there	is	another	category	of	affinal	

relatives	who	 can	 eat	 this	meat.	 They	 are	 the	 ones	with	whom	marriage	 ties	

have	been	established,	thus	they	are	in-laws.	They	can	be	father’s	sister’s	hus-

bands	 (kumang),	 brothers-in-law	 (tenang)	 or	 daughter’s	 husbands	 (jawae).	
These	three	categories	are	exactly	the	types	of	relatives	functioning	as	sacrific-

ers	during	part	of	 the	 jom	sim	 ritual,	where	 they	kill	 the	castrated	goats	 they	
have	brought	to	the	event.113	Correspondingly,	 the	castrated	goats’	head	meat	

can	only	be	consumed	by	the	men	who	have	fasted,	while	the	body	can	be	con-

sumed	by	all	invited	types	of	kin,	irrespective	of	affinal	or	agnatic	status.		

While	the	head	meat	was	consumed	in	the	morning	shortly	after	the	sacri-

fice	 beside	 the	 sacrificial	 site,	 the	meat	 of	 the	 goats’	 bodies	was	 eaten	 in	 the	

surrounding	fields	in	the	afternoon.	This	is	the	time	when	large	crowds	of	rela-

tives	arrive	on	the	field	where	the	jom	sim	sacrifice	took	place	in	the	morning.	
People	pointed	out	this	aspect	of	the	ritual	as	one	of	the	most	important	ones:	

Their	affines’	affines	(pera	cetan	pera,	“guests	upon	guests”)	arrive	and	join	the	

																																																								
113	These	 types	of	 in-laws	 serve	as	 sacrificers	during	 several	 other	 important	 life-cycle	 rituals.	

When	the	bridewealth	(gonong)	is	brought	to	the	house	of	a	married	woman,	her	husband,	being	
addressed	as	jawae	in	her	native	home,	sacrifices	a	goat	in	the	courtyard	of	this	home.	The	same	
is	done	by	the	jawaes	(DH)	and	kumangs	(FZH)	of	a	household	in	which	a	person	has	died,	at	the	
occasion	of	the	secondary	funeral	(bhadan).		



Chapter	3	⎜Connections	between	Land	and	Social	Structure	
	

	

	 150	

local	 line	 in	 feasting,	socializing	and	dancing.	This	 is	a	great	chance	to	meet	a	

potential	 wife	 as	 people	 explained.	 For	 example,	 if	 a	 married	 sister	 brings	

along	her	husbands’	siblings,	these	are	potentially	marriageable	affines,	as	they	

belong	 to	a	different	 clan	and	do	not	belong	 to	 the	 local	 line.	Young	men	are	

told	to	join	the	feasting	in	the	evening	after	the	jom	sim	sacrifice	to	“look	for	a	
wife”	(bahu	nel).	 In	one	interaction	with	a	participant	 it	was	stated	that	there	
are	Santal	 in	Kolkata	or	West	Bengal,	but	 the	question	 is	how	does	one	meet	

them?	They	might	be	invited	as	someone’s	affines’	affines	to	jom	sim	bonga,	my	
interlocutor	confirmed.	

As	 the	 jom	sim	 ritual	 I	 attended	 took	place	 in	 the	hot	 season	when	 local	
teams	of	singrai	men	perform	stories	and	songs	at	all	sorts	of	social	events,	a	
singrai	team	performed	at	this	occasion	as	well.	They	sang	stories	about	differ-
ent	topics	 from	Santal	mythology,	accompanied	by	their	stringed	instruments	

(banam)	and	dancing.	Their	songs	are	described	in	more	detail	in	chapter	four.	
Until	late	at	night	people	danced	to	Santal	music114	played	from	generator-run	

loudspeakers	set	up	in	the	field.		

Another	 form	of	entertainment	 in	 the	context	of	 the	 ritual	 takes	place	 in	

the	field	in	the	evening	after	the	sacrifice	or	in	the	houses	of	the	members	of	a	

local	line.	Here	invited	guests	are	fed	and	hosted	for	several	days	after	the	ini-

tial	 ritual.	 This	 type	 of	 entertainment	 is	 called	 jom	sim	binti,	 a	 type	 of	 ritual	
narrative,	 in	 parts	 sung	 in	 others	 spoken,	 performed	 by	 a	guru	 who	 is	 often	
supported	by	a	team	of	other	men.	

	

A	Ritual	Narrative	Called	jom	sim	binti		
What	are	bintis?	

In	Santal	ethnography	only	few	authors	mention	bintis	and	their	content	(Bod-
ding	1916;	Carrin	2008).	The	most	comprehensive	work	on	this	topic	is	Peter	

Andersen’s	 (1993)	 unpublished	 PhD	 dissertation	 on	 the	Karam	 ritual,	 which	
consists	 of	 an	 elaborate	 transcription	 and	 English	 translation	 of	 the	 Karam	
binti,	collected	in	West	Bengal’s	Midnapur	district.	Similar	to	the	information	I	
could	 collect	 among	 the	 Santal	 in	 villages	 around	 the	 towns	 of	 Ghatsila	 and	

																																																								
114	Most	 of	 the	 Santali	 music	 played	 from	 CDs	 and	 laptops	 in	 the	 area	 of	 my	 fieldwork	 is	

professionally	recorded	and	produced	in	the	nearby	industrial	town	of	Jamshedpur.	It	is	played	

from	 rented	 loudspeakers	 at	 all	 kinds	 of	 social	 events	 in	 the	 villages,	 such	 as	 for	 example	

weddings	and	childrens’	naming	ceremonies.	The	youth	also	listens	to	Santal	music	much	more	

frequently	than	to	Hindi	or	English	songs,	played	from	their	mobile	phones.	For	research	work	

on	Santali	music	videos	see	Schleiter	(2014).		
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Musabani,	Andersen	(1993,	56)	mentions	several	types	of	bintis	such	as	karam	
binti,	jom	sim	binti,	mak	more	binti,	but	does	not	count	bhadan	binti	(binti	for	a	
secondary	 funeral)	 among	 the	bintis	 and	 leaves	out	bapla	binti,	which	my	 in-
formants	also	mentioned.	As	a	criterion	for	a	binti	he	states	“that	it	must	con-
tain	 series	 of	 connected	 events	 performed	 in	 episodes	 alternating	 between	

songs	and	spoken	passage”	(56).	All	of	these	different	bintis	begin	with	the	cre-
ation	of	the	earth	and	humanity,	while	differing	in	their	ending	where	some	of	

them	 elaborate	 on	 the	mythological	 origin	 of	 the	 festival	 on	 the	 occasion	 of	

which	 they	are	being	performed.	 In	his	work	Andersen	discusses	 the	printed	

Santali	literature	on	bintis,	such	as	Mongol	Condro	Soren’s	jom	sim	binti,	which	
people	also	referred	to	in	East	Singhbhum.		

From	his	fieldwork	and	collections	of	bintis	among	Santal	of	Midnapur	dis-
trict	Andersen	concludes	 (68f)	 that	knowledge	of	bintis	 in	 this	area	 is	almost	
exclusively	 transmitted	 orally	 and	 formulated	 independently	 of	 written	

sources.	In	his	conclusion	he	speculates	that	in	the	future	written	sources	may	

become	dominant,	which,	 having	 carried	 out	 fieldwork	 thirty	 years	 after	An-

dersen115	in	 a	 nearby	 district,	 I	 cannot	 confirm	 yet.	 Especially	 educated	men	

know	of	and	in	part	have	read	published	literature	on	Santal	tradition,	and	the-

se	books	are	held	in	great	regard.	But	just	as	Andersen	stated,	oral	and	written	

traditions	 in	 my	 impression	 still	 seem	 to	 exist	 side	 by	 side.	 The	 general	

knowledge	of	bintis	among	the	village	population	still	stems	from	oral	perfor-
mances	rather	than	written	books.	

	

Jom	sim	bintis	in	East	Singhbhum	
In	an	interview	the	priest	of	the	jom	sim	sacrifice	later	mentioned	that	there	is	
a	ritual	narrative	sometimes	performed	at	the	 jom	sim	 festival.	Some	people	I	
encountered	in	other	villages	of	the	Musabani	and	Ghatsila	area	had	listened	to	

this	narrative	before	and	they	roughly	knew	about	the	occasional	village	where	

I	 could	 potentially	meet	 a	 jom	sim	guru.	 These	gurus	 are	 specialists	who	 are	
hired	 to	perform	 the	binti	 at	 the	occasion	of	 a	 jom	sim	 ritual.	My	general	 im-
pression	was	 that	 there	were	very	 few	gurus	 in	 this	area.	Many	old	men	 told	
me	that	they	had	listened	to	this	binti	 in	their	youth,	but	that	their	elders	did	
not	 teach	 them	 the	 bintis.	 One	 Santal	 man,	 resident	 of	 a	 village	 outside	 of	
Chakulia	working	in	the	irrigation	department	in	Chaibasa,	had	vast	knowledge	

																																																								
115	Andersen	 recorded	 the	Karam	binti	 he	 presents	 in	 his	work	 in	 1982	 and	 attended	 another	
Karam	ritual	in	1986.	
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about	the	content	of	the	binti,	and	summarized	it	for	me.	He	however	insisted	
that	its	performance	would	take	at	least	a	whole	night	and	would	need	elabo-

rate	preparation.	Most	educated	Santal	men	of	the	area	advised	me	to	consult	a	

book	 named	 Jom	 sim	 binti	 written	 by	 Mongol	 Chandra	 Soren,	 available	 in	
Ghatsila’s	Santali	book	store.		

At	Ranchi	University	the	Santali	Professor	Ganesh	Murmu	had	told	me	that	

the	jom	sim	ritual	is	observed	in	a	much	more	elaborate	manner	in	the	state	of	
West	Bengal.	He	knew	of	a	 jom	sim	 ritual	celebrated	 in	Kolkata,	where	politi-
cians	were	 invited	 and	 the	binti	was	 performed	 through	 loudspeakers	 in	 the	
midst	 of	 a	 large	 crowd.	 Through	 one	 of	 Ganesh	 Murmu’s	 students,	 whose	

mamu’s	 (MB)	 village	was	 located	outside	of	 Jhargram,	 in	West	Bengal’s	West	
Midnapore	district,	I	was	finally	able	to	meet	a	jom	sim	guru	who	agreed	to	per-
form	the	binti	for	me.	

	

Content	and	Context	of	a	jom	sim	binti	from	West	Bengal	

The	jom	sim	guru	was	an	elderly	man,	whom	I	met	in	his	village	house	outside	
of	 Jhargram.	 People	 referred	 to	 him	 as	 guru	baba	 when	 I	was	 introduced	 to	
him.	In	his	old	age	he	had	moved	back	to	his	native	village	after	holding	a	cen-

tral	 government	 post	 in	Kolkata	 as	 Textile	 Commissioner.	 Besides	 his	 visible	

wealth	–	his	house	was	built	of	cement	instead	of	mud	and	his	large	extended	

family	 owned	 several	 motorbikes	 –	 lending	 him	 a	 certain	 status,	 he	 also	

seemed	to	be	respected	 for	his	vast	knowledge	of	Santal	narratives.	A	man	 is	

chosen	by	 the	 jom	sim	 deity	 to	become	a	binti	guru,	 he	 explained.	One	of	 the	
signs	could	be	that	a	person’s	hair	becomes	tangled,	like	that	of	a	Santal	sham-

an	(ojha).	Then	people	call	the	god	through	a	medium.	The	possessed	medium	
is	asked	literally:	“By	whose	hand	do	you	want	to	be	served?”	(Okoe	ti	te	seba	
hataoam?)	and	the	god	will	then	specify.	This	guru	had	learned	the	binti	 from	
other	 gurus	 in	 the	 area	 and	 sang	 it	 mostly	 from	memory	 during	 the	 perfor-
mance,	sometimes	glancing	at	notes	written	in	Bengali	script	he	had	made	on	a	

piece	 of	 paper.	 The	binti	 is	 not	 to	 be	 sung	 by	 one	 person	 alone,	 and	 at	 least	
three	other	men	should	 join	the	guru.	Gurus	are	asked	to	perform	the	binti	at	
jom	sim	 rituals,	 and	 are	 paid	 in	 cash	 and	meals	 by	 the	people	 organizing	 the	
event.	 Chanting	 the	binti	 is	 a	 form	of	 serving	 jom	sim	bonga,	 and	 therefore	 a	
sacred	event	requiring	appropriate	preparation.	

Before	the	binti	can	be	sung,	“work	for	the	god”	(bonga	kamien)	needs	to	
take	place.	All	 the	men	who	chanted,	 in	this	case	six	others	 in	addition	to	the	

guru,	had	to	fast.	In	the	morning	before	they	started,	one	of	the	men	plastered	a	
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spot	 with	 cow	 dung	 and	 water	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 courtyard.	 Beaten	 rice	

(taben),	 sweets	 (laddu),	 coconut	 and	 banana	were	 offered	 to	 jom	sim	bonga,	
while	the	ancestors	of	the	household	received	drops	of	distilled	liquor	(parua)	
from	 sal	 leaf	 cups.	 Two	 unmarried	 boys	 then	 took	 turns	 drinking	 from	 the	
cups.	A	part	of	the	sweets	was	distributed	as	sacrificial	food	(sore)	to	the	other	
people	who	were	present.		

I	recorded	the	entire	binti,	which	was	performed	over	two	days.	The	total	
time	needed	for	the	continual	chanting	amounted	to	about	twelve	hours.	In	the	

following,	I	summarize	the	topics	contained	in	the	binti	to	provide	an	overview.	
The	binti	began	in	the	following	way:	“Which	people	have	taken	out	and	played	
the	 flute?116	The	 Hasolis	 [Hansdas]	 have	 played	 the	 flute.	 The	 people	 from	

Badoli117	have	played	the	flute.	It	sounded	like	thunder.	Listen,	all	you	gurus	of	
the	region.	You	too,	listen,	all	you	enemies	of	the	region.”118	Depending	on	the	

clan	performing	the	jom	sim	ritual,	the	guru	fills	in	a	different	name	and	mytho-
logical	place.	The	largest	part	of	the	binti	elaborates	on	the	Santal	myth	of	crea-
tion	as	portrayed	in	the	beginning	of	this	chapter,	ranging	from	the	creation	of	

the	 earth	 and	humanity	 to	 the	wanderings	of	 the	 Santal	 clans	 and	 their	 rela-

tionships	 among	 each	 other.	 The	 last	 part	 of	 the	 binti,	 as	 people	 told	me,	 is	
supposed	to	comment	on	the	content	of	the	jom	sim	ritual.	The	guru	had	been	
performing	the	binti	 for	more	than	eleven	hours	at	that	point	and	to	my	later	
disappointment,	 shortened	 this	 part	 considerably.	 He	 did	mention	 the	 blood	

poured	on	the	earth	for	 jom	sim	bonga,	and	referred	back	to	the	organizers	of	
this	jom	sim	ritual:	a	local	line	of	the	Hansda	clan.	

To	sum	up,	 the	binti	 roots	the	social	 identity	of	whoever	organizes	a	 jom	
sim	ritual	in	a	mythological	Santal	past.	The	guru	refers	to	the	name	of	the	fort	
(gar)	where	this	clan	was	said	to	reside	in	the	mythological	past.	And	similar	to	
the	complementary	actions	of	agnates	and	affines	of	the	ritual	itself,	he	calls	on	

the	affinal	relatives	(pera)	to	listen	to	his	chanting	about	who	is	inviting	to	this	
large	ritual	sacrifice.	The	bintis	seem	to	ground	current	ritual	action	in	a	 long	

																																																								
116	The	translation	for	“binja	nonol	tiriyo”	 is	unclear.	Some	informants	told	me	that	it	should	be	
understood	as	a	metaphor	referring	to	the	horn	(sakua),	others	said	it	refers	to	the	flute	(tiriyo).	
117	Bodding	 (2010,	 1:	 160)	 lists	 Badoli	 gar	 as	 “A	 fort	 or	 village	 in	 Champa,	 belonging	 to	 the	
Marndi	sept,	mentioned	in	the	traditions.”	From	the	jom	sim	binti	guru’s	use	in	this	case,	it	seems	
that	Badoli	was	the	mythological	fort	of	the	Hansda	clan.	
118	Okoe	horko	orong	 leda,	binja	nonol	 tiriyo?	Okoe	horko	 sahed	 leda,	 jada	nono	 tiriyo?	Hasoliko	
orong	 leda,	 binja	 nono	 tiriyo	 do.	 Badoliko	 sahed	 leda,	 jada	 nono	 pale	 sageno.	 Hudur	 hudur	
sadelena,	 jada	nonol	pale	sageno.	Ajompe	pe	ho	desh	babako,	binja	nonol	 tiriyo	do.	Atenpe	pe	ho	
desh	bairiko,	jada	nonol	pale	sageno.	



Chapter	3	⎜Connections	between	Land	and	Social	Structure	
	

	

	 154	

cultural	 tradition,	 one	 alive	 in	 Santal	 villages	 today	 and	 one	worthy	 of	more	

scholarly	attention	than	it	could	receive	in	my	research.	

	

Notions	of	Place	and	Agnation	in	the	jom	sim	Ritual		
The	core	 interest	of	 this	work	 lies	 in	notions	of	place	and	how	 these	notions	

are	 created	 in	 ritual.	 Jom	sim	bonga	 articulates	 and	 generates	 several	 Santal	
notions	of	place	through	its	eye-catching	symbolism	and	its	spatial	movements.	

People	conceptualize	the	place,	where	the	ritual	is	held	in	terms	of	ritual	prac-

tice.	They,	for	example,	speak	of	their	“place	of	origin”	(mul	gadi),	as	the	place	
where	 they	 hold	 jom	sim	bonga.	 The	 ritual’s	 symbolism	 as	 well	 as	 the	 place	
where	it	is	performed	portrays	the	ritual	as	mainly	agnatic.	This	agnatic	conno-

tation	and	the	ritual’s	 link	to	the	exclusive	social	group	of	the	gusti	 leads	to	a	
restricted	access	of	outsiders	to	jom	sim	bonga,	which	might	be	one	of	the	rea-
sons	 for	a	 lack	of	ethnographic	description	 thereof	 to	date.	 In	 sum,	 the	 ritual	

articulates	a	gusti’s	relation	to	a	certain	place,	the	fields	and	the	village	where	a	
common	 ancestor	 first	 settled.	 Hence,	 the	 ritual	 points	 to	 the	 close	 links	 be-

tween	place	and	social	structure.	Further,	as	one	of	the	largest	sacrificial	rituals	

of	 the	 local	 line,	 the	 ritual	 involves	not	 only	 agnates,	 but	 also	 their	 affines	 in	

ritual	action.	By	doing	so	it	points	to	the	two	fundamental	social	categories	of	

Santal	society	and	articulates	their	different	types	of	relation	to	the	place	of	the	

ritual	itself.	

	

Mul	gadi	–	a	Local	Line’s	“Place	of	Origin”		

The	most	prominent	notion	of	place	articulated	during	jom	sim	bonga	is	that	of	
“place	of	origin”	(mul	gadi).	The	ritual	is	organized	by	the	members	of	the	local	
line	 in	 the	 village	 founded	by	 its	 forefathers.	 Some	of	 the	 founders’	 descend-

ants	dispersed	to	other	places,	so	that	people	usually	come	from	several	other	

villages	 back	 to	 their	mul	gadi	on	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 ritual.	 Adjacent	 to	 the	
fields	where	I	documented	the	described	jom	sim	bonga,	a	few	weeks	later	an-
other	jom	sim	bonga	was	held	by	the	orwal	Murmus.	In	this	case	two	local	lines	
were	 considered	 the	 founders	 of	 this	 village	 and	 regarded	 the	 place	 as	 their	

mul	gadi.	People	know	where	other	members	of	their	gusti	live	and	can	list	the	
names	 of	 these	 villages.	 If	 during	 other	 times	 these	 places	 are	 connected	

through	 this	 knowledge,	 the	 ritual	 itself	 spatially	 connects	 these	 villages	 as	

people	travel,	bringing	the	sacrificial	goats	and	their	families	along.	Historical	

memory	is	refreshed	through	the	ritual,	and	social	bonds	between	people,	now	
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dispersed	to	geographically	scattered	villages,	are	renewed.	As	mentioned	pre-

viously,	my	interlocutors	often	recalled	who	belonged	to	their	local	line	by	re-

membering	who	was	present	at	the	last	jom	sim	ritual.	
In	 this	way	 the	 spatial	 notion	 of	mul	gadi	bears	 strong	 agnatic	 connota-

tions.	These	connotations	are	also	key	to	the	symbolism	and	the	actions	of	the	

ritual.	 Before	 the	 ritual	 starts,	 a	 wooden	 post,	 associated	 through	 narrative	

with	the	khude	Hansda	who	organized	this	specific	 jom	sim	bonga,	was	placed	
in	the	ground.	The	place,	where	this	action	was	carried	out,	was	highly	signifi-

cant	 as	 it	 belonged	 to	 the	most	 senior	member	 of	 the	 local	 line.	 Planting	 the	

pole	in	the	ground	visibly	marked	the	place	as	theirs	and	represented	the	root-

edness	of	the	gusti	 in	this	place.	The	pole	was	further	depicted	on	the	banner	
positioned	above	the	sacrificial	space.	It	associated	the	symbol	with	the	khude	
Hansdas	in	Ol	Chiki	writing.		

One	of	 the	reasons	 for	 the	secrecy	surrounding	 jom	sim	bonga	 is	 the	 fact	
that	the	deity	itself	is	regarded	as	powerful	and	dangerous.	Only	the	most	sen-

ior	men	of	the	local	 line	know	the	deity’s	name	and	if	they	were	to	reveal	the	

name	to	outsiders,	great	misfortune	might	befall	their	group.	The	high	number	

and	type	of	sacrificial	animals	can	be	read	as	an	index	of	the	deity’s	power.	This	

powerful	 impression	 is	 further	underlined	by	 the	effervescence	arising	at	 the	

moment	when	 the	 animals	were	 slaughtered,	 and	 the	 large	 amount	 of	 blood	

poured	on	the	ground.	The	action	of	burying	specific	parts	of	the	goat	meat	in	

the	ground	for	the	deity	can	be	read	as	aiming	to	transfer	part	of	the	goats’	vi-

tality	into	the	fields.	This	action	also,	once	again,	portrayed	the	field	as	belong-

ing	 to	 the	 local	 line	and	 therefore	as	a	safe	place	 for	 this	 specific	gift	 to	 their	

deity.	

	

The	House	and	Fields	as	Agnatic	Spaces	

The	spatial	movements	carried	out	during	the	ritual	itself	further	point	to	two	

other	important	places.	One	if	them	is	the	house	of	the	most	senior	member	of	

the	local	line,	who	functions	as	a	priest	(naeke)	during	the	sacrificial	rite	itself.	
During	 the	 ritual	 the	 naeke’s	 house	 becomes	 the	 “house	 of	 the	 god”	 (bonga	
orak),	made	pure	by	his	wife	 through	painting	 the	walls	anew	and	plastering	
the	ground	with	 fresh	cow	dung.	The	house	 is	 the	starting	point	of	 the	ritual,	

from	which	all	the	goats	are	led	out	towards	the	field	in	the	morning.	Through	

this	spatial	movement,	one	agnatic	space,	the	house,	is	connected	with	another	

one,	the	field.	
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Spatial	Arrangement	and	Symbolism	of	the	Ritual	as	Indicator	of	Relat-

edness	

Taking	 a	 closer	 look	 at	 the	 spatial	 arrangement	 of	 the	 sacrificial	 rite	 itself,	 it	

becomes	apparent	 that	social	categories	are	differentiated	through	the	differ-

ent	 spaces	 they	are	ascribed.	The	 sacrificial	 square,	plastered	with	 cow	dung	

and	enclosed	on	three	sites	by	a	kind	of	fence,	can	only	be	entered	by	the	ag-

nates.	 They	 place	 their	 sacrificial	 animals’	 heads	within	 this	 space,	while	 the	

affines	and	their	sacrificial	animals	are	to	remain	outside	of	the	enclosure.	The	

spatial	order,	and	its	corresponding	movements,	can	thus	be	seen	as	indexical	

of	 the	position	 and	 the	 status	 of	 the	 two	 types	 of	 ritual	 participants.	 The	 ag-

nates	 performing	 the	 ritual	 can	 access	 its	most	 sacred,	 interior	 space.	 At	 the	

end	of	the	sacrifice	part	of	their	sacrificial	meat	is	buried	in	this	same	spot,	for	

their	deity.	The	spatiality	 is	thus	an	index	of	their	exclusive	relation	with	this	

place.	The	presence	of	their	affines	and	their	contribution	to	the	sacrifice	is	re-

quested,	but	the	ritual	enacts	the	affines	as	guests	from	other	places,	who	are	

barred	from	the	interior	ritual	space.	At	first	sight	it	seems	peculiar	that	affinal	

relatives,	such	as	daughters’	husbands	(jawae),	 father’s	sister’s	husbands	(ku-
mangs)	and	mother’s	brothers	(mamu)	participate	and	play	certain	roles	dur-
ing	 this	 agnatic	 ritual.	 But	 in	 fact,	 every	 Santal	 ritual	 involves	 this	

complementarity	of	agnates	and	affines.	Affinal	men	as	sacrificers,	for	example,	

also	play	an	important	role	during	the	marriage	rites	described	in	the	course	of	

this	 chapter	and	during	Santal	 funerary	 rites	 (bhandan)	not	discussed	 in	 this	
work.		

Categories	of	own	and	other	are	further	acted	out	in	the	symbolism	of	the	

jom	sim	 ritual.	 Different	 clothes	mark	 affines	 and	 agnates.	 The	 agnates	wear	
sindur	dhotis,	dyed	with	a	mixture	of	turmeric	and	vermillion,	whereas	the	af-
fines	wear	sasang	dhotis,	only	dyed	with	turmeric.	The	most	powerful	symbol-
ism	 is	 contained	 in	 the	 types	of	goats	provided	by	each	category	of	 relatives.	

Although	this	was	never	mentioned	directly,	 the	sexual	and	procreative	pow-

ers	of	the	agnates	are	underlined	by	the	sacrificial	animals	they	provide.	This	is	

contrasted	with	 the	more	mellow,	 castrated	 sacrificial	 goats	 provided	 by	 the	

affines.	

Finally,	the	rules	of	sacrificial	food	consumption	draw	another	line	of	dif-

ferentiation	between	members	of	the	local	line	and	their	affinal	relatives.	In	a	

common	meal	 they	consume	different	 types	of	 food	where	the	bucks’	meat	 is	

reserved	 for	 agnates	and	 their	 female	 relatives	 residing	 in	 their	house,	while	
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the	castrated	animals	can	be	consumed	by	the	affinal	relatives	present.	To	sum	

up,	the	jom	sim	ritual	acts	out	and	renews	different	social	categories.	It	equally	
shows	how	 these	 social	 categories	 are	 closely	 linked	 to	notions	of	place.	 Jom	
sim	bonga	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 rituals	 of	 a	 local	 line	 and	 therefore	
bears	 strong	 agnatic	 connotations.	 The	 following	 description	 and	 analysis	 of	

wedding	rituals	provides	a	closer	look	at	how	the	counterpart	to	agnation,	af-

finity	is	constituted.	

	

3.2.2	The	Ritual	Process	of	Establishing	Affinal	Ties		
The	approaches	 in	the	study	of	relatedness	discussed	 in	the	beginning	of	 this	

chapter	 emphasize	 that	 relatedness	 should	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 process.	 The	

following	examples	of	different	Santal	wedding	rites	form	part	of	this	process.	

More	specifically,	 the	explicit	aim	of	wedding	rituals	 is	 to	establish	new	rela-

tionships119	and	bring	about	a	change	in	social	status.	In	each	of	the	described	

rituals,	different	sets	of	relatives	confirm	their	new	relationship.	Greetings,	re-

ciprocal	 feeding,	 gift-giving,	 sacrifice	 and	 spatial	 movements	 bring	 about	 a	

transformation	of	relational	status.	Initial	ambiguity	is	transformed	into	specif-

ic	 relationships	 (e.g.	 the	 bala	 relationship),	 each	 entailing	 particular	 obliga-
tions.	The	places	 in	which	these	rituals	are	held	are	highly	significant.	On	the	

one	 hand	 places	 receive	meaning	 through	 the	wedding	 rites,	 just	 as	 they	 do	

through	other	rituals,	everyday	action,	songs	and	narrative.	People,	 for	exam-

ple,	 associate	 the	 ancestral	 room	 with	 the	 first	 feeding	 of	 the	 bride	 by	 her	

mother-in-law,	and	perceive	it	as	a	place	of	intimate	social	connections.	On	the	

other	hand,	the	ritual	places’	existing	meanings	also	contributes	to	the	aim	of	

the	 ritual.	As	 in	 the	 rites	of	 passage	described	by	Van	Gennep	 (2004),	 Santal	

wedding	rites	contain	a	number	of	movements	through	significant	places	that	

bring	about	the	desired	transformation	of	social	status.	Strangers,	for	example,	

become	 in-laws	 (bala)	 after	 they	 greet	 each	 other	 in	 a	 ritualized	way	 at	 the	
door’s	 threshold	and	then	pass	 through	the	door	 into	 the	house.	The	rituals	 I	

portray	in	the	following	show,	how	notions	of	place	and	notions	of	relatedness	

are	closely	intertwined	and	ultimately,	how	place	and	ritual	are	mutually	con-

stitutive.		

	

																																																								
119	As	 Santal	 marriage	 patterns	 were	 not	 the	 focus	 of	 my	 research,	 I	 did	 not	 encounter	 any	

patterns	 of	 continued	 exchange	 of	 brides	 between	 local	 lines.	 In	 the	 cases	 I	 describe	 in	 the	

following,	people	did	not	mention	any	previously	existing	relationships	between	the	concerned	

groups,	so	that	indeed	new	relationships	were	formed	through	the	marriage	process.	
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The	Different	Stages	of	Wedding	Rituals	
Finding	a	Partner:	A	Collective	or	Individual	Effort?	Different	Portraits	

Marriage	binds	villages	and	houses	into	new	relationships	of	exchange	and	mu-

tual	 support.	 This	 collective	 aspect	 emerges	 from	 all	 rituals	 related	 to	 mar-

riage,	 but	 it	 is	 not	 rare	 that	 the	 initial	 rapprochement	 of	 a	 young	 man	 and	

woman	happens	on	 their	own	 initiative.	This	relative	 freedom	in	 interactions	

(also	 sexual)	 between	 young	 people	 of	 opposite	 sex	 and	 their	 freedom	 in	

choosing	 a	 partner	 for	 marriage	 has	 been	 reported	 by	 other	 ethnographers	

about	tribal	societies	in	India	(cf.	for	example	Berger	2015a,	245;	Elwin	1991;	

Hardenberg	2005,	 336ff;	 Vitebsky	1993,	 48).	 The	 initiative	 taken	by	 a	 young	

person	is	of	course	not	altogether	free,	 in	that	it	 is	 influenced	by	cultural	pat-

terns.	The	Santal’s	preference	for	a	fair-skinned	partner	or	the	general	taboo	to	

marry	“sisters”	or	“brothers”	shows	that	individual	choices	do	take	place	with-

in	boundaries.	

My	young	Santal	friends	often	spoke	with	admiration	of	their	friends	who	

had	 a	 “love	marriage”	 (kundel	napam,	possibly	 literally	 “meeting	 while	 lying	
down”)120	instead	 of	 an	 “arranged	 marriage”	 (duar	 bapla	 –	 “wedding	 at	 the	
door”).121	Most	of	 them	wanted	 to	have	a	 love	marriage	 themselves,	often	re-

garding	 this	 type	 as	 a	modern	phenomenon,	 apparently	 not	 aware	 that	 their	

parents	and	grandparents	had	already	had	such	love	marriages.	The	following	

portraits	show	the	variety	of	ways	of	 finding	a	partner	 for	marriage	and	how	

the	marriage	itself	is	finally	organized.		

	

																																																								
120	The	people	I	spoke	to	used	the	English	word	even	in	Santali	conversation	when	referring	to	
this	type	of	marriage.	Only	when	I	explicitely	asked	for	the	Santali	term,	someone	mentioned	the	

term	kundel	napam.	Bodding	(2010,	3:	618)	translates	kundel	as	“roll	over,	turn	over,	lay	down,	
lie	 down”.	Napam	means	 “to	meet”,	 so	 that	 the	 term	 could	 be	 literally	 translated	 as	 “meeting	
while	 lying	down”.	As	 “lying	down”	 (giti)	 is	often	a	 reference	 to	 sexual	 intercourse	among	 the	
Santal,	the	term	for	this	type	of	marriage	seems	to	refer	to	a	sexual	encounter	that	might	lead	to	

marriage.	
121	There	are	several	types	of	weddings	in	Santal	society.	Besides	the	two	types	I	am	introducing	

here,	the	Santal	also	spoke	of	orak	jawae	bapla	–	 in	which	case	the	groom	moves	to	the	bride’s	
house,	because	of	a	lack	of	male	heirs	in	her	house,	and	itut	bapla,	today	considered	to	be	rare	–	
a	type	of	marriage	by	force,	in	which	the	groom	forcefully	applies	sindur	to	the	bride	in	a	public	
place	 such	 as	 the	 market	 or	 a	 village	 festival.	 I	 also	 frequently	 encountered	 polygamous	

marriages.	This	was	often	the	case	in	marriages	where	the	first	wife	did	not	bear	any	children,	so	

that	for	the	sake	of	offspring	the	husband	took	a	second	one.	Sometimes	men	also	took	second	

wives,	 if	 their	 first	 marriage	 involved	 many	 conflicts.	 The	 husband	 then	 usually	 lived	 in	 one	

household	with	 the	second	wife	and	 their	 common	offspring,	but	 continued	 to	provide	 for	 the	

first	wife	and	their	common	children	in	a	separate	house.		
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Ramnath	Murmu	(Age	at	Wedding	around	Seventeen	Years):	A	Marriage	
Arranged	through	a	Matchmaker	(raebar)	
Santal	wedding	ceremonies	differ	according	to	how	the	marriage	came	about.	

The	most	prestigious	type	of	wedding	is	the	arranged	one,	called	duar	bapla	in	
Santali.	The	name	refers	to	the	fact	that	the	climax	of	the	whole	ceremony,	the	

groom	applying	vermillion	on	 the	bride’s	hair	parting,	 takes	place	 in	 front	of	

the	door	(duar)	of	the	bride’s	parents’	house.	The	whole	process	of	arranging	a	
duar	 bapla	 involves	 various	 ritualized	 meetings	 between	 relatives	 from	 the	
bride’s	 and	 the	 groom’s	 side.	 In	 general,	 people	 emphasize	 that	 this	 type	 of	

wedding	contains	the	most	elaborate	rituals.		

During	 the	 arrangement	 of	 the	wedding,	 the	matchmaker	 (raebar)	 plays	
an	important	role.	The	raebar	is	a	man	who	knows	both	bride	and	groom,	and	
is	often	even	a	mutual	relative	of	both.	His	wife	is	referred	to	as	raebar	budhi	
and	carries	special	ritual	functions	as	well.	 In	the	case	of	Ramnath’s	arranged	

marriage	 the	raebar	was	his	 father’s	co-parent-in-law	(bala	kora	–	Ramnath’s	
married	 sister’s	 father-in-law)	 and	 the	 raebar’s	wife	was	 the	bride’s	paternal	
aunt	 (hopon	ayo	 –	FyBW).	The	raebar	 suggested	 the	young	girl	 as	a	potential	
bride	to	the	boy’s	family	and	the	background	information	he	provided	to	both	

families	about	the	other	was	to	their	satisfaction.	The	criterion	of	clan	exogamy	

was	fulfilled	and	their	villages	were	at	a	considerable	distance	from	each	other.	

Marriages	within	a	village	are	discouraged,	and	if	they	take	place	they	are	love	

marriages	 often	 accompanied	 by	 conflict	 between	 the	 new	 bride	 and	 her	 in-

laws.	 The	 first	 meeting	 of	 the	 potential	 spouses	 was	 arranged	 through	 the	

matchmaker	 himself.	 He	 took	 the	 potential	 groom	 and	 a	 friend	 to	 the	 girl’s	

house.	At	the	end	of	this	meeting,	where	the	boy	and	girl	had	the	opportunity	

to	ask	the	other	questions,	both	expressed	their	approval.	

Then	two	more,	much	larger	meetings	were	arranged.	One	meeting	was	a	

visit	 to	 the	bride’s	house	(bahu	nel	–	“seeing	the	bride”)	by	a	delegation	 from	
the	groom’s	side	and	another	visit	 to	the	groom’s	house	by	a	delegation	from	

the	 bride’s	 side	 (jawae	nel	 –	 “seeing	 the	 groom”).	 At	 any	 arranged	marriage	
both	these	meetings	are	important	ritual	events	and	will	be	described	in	detail	

in	the	course	of	this	section.	
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Lite	Hansda	(Age	at	Wedding	around	Twenty-Nine	Years):	A	Marriage	Ini-
tiated	by	the	Couple		
Lite	and	his	wife	Sushila	met	while	studying	for	their	bachelor	in	Ghatsila	Col-

lege,	 East	 Singhbhum.	 As	 Lite	 told	me,	 most	 of	 their	 interactions	 during	 the	

years	when	 they	knew	each	other	were	 through	phone	 conversations.	 Some-

times	they	would	meet	at	college	or	she	would	visit	him	in	his	 family’s	 flat	 in	

Musabani,	 while	 his	 family	was	 staying	 in	 their	 village.	 He	wanted	 to	marry	

her,	but	had	not	found	a	job	after	the	completion	of	his	degree	in	English	litera-

ture,	so	her	family	refused	to	meet	him.	For	more	than	a	year	he	prepared	for	

and	 took	 several	 competitive	 exams	 for	 different	 positions	 in	 the	 railway	 or	

government	sector.122	In	2013	he	received	a	position	 in	a	central	government	

bureau	in	Bangalore	where	he	moved	shortly	thereafter.	During	a	visit	back	to	

his	native	village,	he	met	Sushila	and	they	decided	to	get	married.	Because	she	

was	also	 from	the	Hansda	clan,	and	thus	their	marriage	would	disregard	clan	

exogamy,	 they	 were	 afraid	 to	 ask	 their	 respective	 families	 for	 permission.	

Without	informing	her	family,	she	took	the	train	to	Bangalore	with	him.	A	few	

days	later	Lite	called	his	parents	and	informed	them	that	Sushila	was	with	him.	

His	father,	together	with	his	brother	and	the	headman	(manjhi)	of	their	village	
then	decided	to	visit	Sushila’s	village	to	inform	them	where	she	was.	Although	

her	parents	were	upset,	the	delegation	from	Lite’s	village	was	able	to	appease	

them	 and	 a	 further	 ritual	 was	 scheduled	 for	 the	 couple’s	 next	 visit	 several	

months	 later.	 This	 ritual	 is	 called	 “washing	 the	 legs”	 (janga	arup)	 and	 takes	
place	 at	 the	 groom’s	 house.	 At	 this	 occasion	 the	 groom’s	mother	washed	 his	

and	the	bride’s	arms	and	feet	and	applied	oil	mixed	with	turmeric.	At	this	occa-

sion	he	put	 an	 iron	bangle	 (merhet	sakom)	 on	her	 left	 arm,	 the	 sign	 of	 being	
married	for	Santal	women.	She	did,	however,	not	wear	vermillion	on	her	hair	

parting	yet.	This	was	only	applied	at	the	proper	wedding	ritual.	The	village	el-

ders	 and	 functionaries	 (more	 hor)	 asked	 Lite’s	 parents	 and	 the	 girl,	 if	 each	
agreed	with	this	marriage.	Two	villagers	were	then	chosen	by	the	headman	to	

visit	the	girl’s	house.	They	first	went	to	the	headman’s	home	in	the	girl’s	village	

and	 informed	him:	“Your	girl	has	reached	our	village”.	Villagers	and	the	girl’s	

																																																								
122	Employment	in	the	public	sector	(chakri),	for	example	in	the	railway	sector,	in	a	public	bank	
or	government	administrative	bodies,	is	the	most	sought-after	job	among	educated	Santal.	These	

positions	come	with	benefits	such	as	heath	insurance,	retirement	and	provided	housing.	In	most	

wealthy	 Santal	 families	 I	met	 at	 least	 one	 family	member	was	working	 in	 this	 sector.	 Besides	

wealth,	there	is	also	considerable	prestige	attached	to	such	a	position,	as	competition	for	these	

jobs	 is	 high.	 There	 are,	 however,	 reserved	 quotas	 for	 members	 of	 a	 Scheduled	 Tribe,	 thus	

competition	is	slightly	lower	than	for	people	belonging	to	a	general	caste.	



Chapter	3	⎜Connections	between	Land	and	Social	Structure	
	

	

	 161	

parents	were	then	 informed	about	 the	groom’s	clan	(paris),	his	 job	and	given	
other	background	information.	Because	he	was	suspecting	conflict	due	to	their	

common	clan	membership,	Lite	had	sent	money	along	with	his	villagers	in	case	

the	bride’s	 family	 asked	 for	 it.	Different	 from	an	 arranged	marriage,	 the	 first	

ritualized	meeting	of	relatives	from	bride’s	and	groom’s	side	only	took	place	on	

the	proper	wedding	day.	The	ceremony	of	“seeing	the	bride/seeing	the	groom”	

is	omitted	in	case	of	a	love	marriage.		

Remarkable	 about	 this	 case	 is	 the	 disregard	 of	 clan	 exogamy.	 When	 I	

asked	 Lite’s	 parents,	 if	 such	 a	 marriage	 was	 allowed	 in	 Santal	 society,	 they	

shrugged	 their	 shoulders	 and	 remarked	 that	 they	 had	 no	 say	 in	 it,	 because	

their	son	chose	the	bride	himself.	They	confirmed	that	such	a	marriage	would	

however	never	be	arranged.	Santal	ethnographies	mention	clan	endogamy	as	

the	gravest	breach	of	Santal	 law,	regularly	punished	with	a	 large	ritual	called	

bitlaha,	the	frequency	of	which	seems	to	have	declined	considerably	(cf.	Archer	
2007,	 90ff;	Bouez	1985,	 131f;	Dhagamwar	2006,	 261ff;	 Troisi	 2000,	 187).	At	

this	 event	 the	 couple	 was	 ritually	 ostracized	 from	 Santal	 society,	 the	 boy’s	

house	defiled,	even	his	ancestral	shrine	destroyed.	Clan	endogamy	in	these	de-

scriptions	forced	the	couple	to	leave	their	life	in	a	village	altogether.	In	general,	

the	 breach	 of	 clan	 exogamy	 seems	 very	 rare,	 I	 did	 however	 encounter	 one	

more	couple	who	had	entered	such	a	relationship.	Similar	to	the	case	present-

ed	here,	they	were	not	ostracized	from	Santal	society.	 	Lite,	however,	did	em-

phasize	 that	 it	 would	 not	 have	 been	 possible	 to	 marry	 his	 wife,	 if	 she	 had	

belonged	to	his	local	line	(gusti).	Then	she	would	be	regarded	as	his	sister,	and	
sibling	 incest	 is	 strictly	 taboo.	My	 general	 impression	was	 that	 in	 families	 in	

which	formal	education	played	a	large	role	and	in	which	family	members	often	

had	 taken	up	public	 service	positions	 in	 large	 Indian	cities	village	 rules	were	

less	strictly	adhered	to.	This	was	the	case	both	for	the	boy’s	and	the	girl’s	fami-

lies	in	the	described	example.	

	

Angeli	Tudu	(Age	at	Wedding	around	Eleven	Years):	A	Marriage	Initiated	
by	the	Girl	
Women	often	play	an	active	role	in	finding	a	partner,	as	the	portrait	of	Angeli	

Tudu	and	Chote	Tudu	illustrates.	When	I	met	Angeli	she	was	about	thirty-five	

years	old.	She	met	her	husband	Chote,	who	then	lived	in	a	neighboring	village,	

when	she	was	about	eleven.	She	met	him	on	the	way	to	school	and	decided	that	

she	wanted	 to	marry	 him.	 In	 recounting	 the	 story	 to	me,	 she	 laughed	 about	

how	young	she	was	then	and	about	how	much	trouble	her	idea	brought	her.	
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Chote	was	sixteen	at	that	time,	and	when	she	suggested	to	him	to	get	married,	

he	 refused,	because	 to	him	she	was	 just	 a	 child	 (gidre).	 She	 told	her	parents,	
and	they	were	equally	opposed.	They	considered	her	too	young	to	get	married	

and	because	Chote’s	family	was	poor	they	did	not	approve	of	their	daughter’s	

choice.	 Chote’s	 family	 did	 not	 own	 as	much	 land	 as	 Angeli’s	 family	 and	 they	

lived	in	a	small	mud	house.	As	she	insisted	on	marrying	the	boy,	her	father	beat	

her	 repeatedly.	 One	 day	 she	 left	 and	moved	 into	 Chote’s	 house.	 He	was	 flat-

tered	by	her	persistence,	but	his	mother	equally	opposed	the	marriage.	In	her	

eyes	Angeli	did	not	know	how	to	work	in	the	house,	nor	did	she	know	how	to	

cook.	What	 use	 was	 another	 child	 in	 the	 house?	 But	 Angeli	 proved	 that	 she	

could	work,	she	learned	to	cook	and	continued	to	go	to	school	until	9th	grade.	

At	 the	age	of	 sixteen	she	became	pregnant	and	gave	birth	 to	a	daughter.	The	

formal	wedding	ceremony	took	place	several	years	 later.	Before	this,	 just	 like	

in	the	“love	marriage”	described	above,	the	villagers	(more	hor)	called	a	meet-
ing,	where	the	couple’s	union	was	officially	recognized.	From	that	day	onwards	

Angeli	wore	an	 iron	bangle.	 It	was	only	on	 the	day	of	 the	wedding	ceremony	

that	 she	 started	 wearing	 sindur	 on	 her	 hair	 parting.	 Chote	 later	 handed	 the	
bridewealth	 (gonong)	 to	 her	 family.	As	 her	 father	 continued	 to	 be	upset,	 her	
family	 did	not	 return	 any	 gifts	 to	 their	 daughter	 at	 the	 occasion.	Many	 years	

later	her	father	had	calmed	down	and	he	agreed	to	build	a	separate	house	next	

to	 the	 original	 house	 for	 his	 daughter	 and	 son-in-law.	 The	 couple	would	 not	

have	been	able	to	afford	to	build	the	house	on	their	own.	

	

Marriage	between	Individual	Agency	and	Collective	Agreement	

“You	cannot	organize	a	wedding	on	your	own”,	my	 interlocutors	would	often	

state	in	the	midst	of	buzzing	weddings	preparations.	For	the	Santal,	weddings	

are	large	collective	affairs.	Prior	to	the	actual	wedding,	ritual	negotiations	be-

tween	whole	sets	of	relatives	 from	both	groom’s	and	bride’s	sides	 take	place.	

This	does	not	exclude	individual	agency,	as	the	portraits	above	have	shown.	In	

my	observations,	women	often	played	a	remarkably	active	role	 in	pursuing	a	

young	man	of	 their	 liking.	 In	 the	past	 as	well	 as	 today,	 large	village	 festivals,	

especially	the	nightly	dancing,	but	also	village	markets	(hats)	and	all	other	so-
cial	 gatherings	 so	 frequent	 in	 villages,	 present	 an	 opportunity	 for	 finding	 a	

spouse.	Today	several	new	opportunities	to	meet	a	spouse	have	emerged.	Col-

lege	 and	 even	 the	 Internet	 in	 the	 form	 of	 social	 networks	 such	 as	 Facebook	

provide	a	new	opportunity	for	the	young	to	interact	and	arrange	meetings.	Fair	

skin	 and	 sociability,	 especially	 being	 talkative,	 are	 some	 of	 the	most	 sought-
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after	 characteristics	 in	 girls.	 Whenever	 I	 attended	 a	 wedding,	 my	 neighbors	

immediately	asked	me	upon	my	return:	“Was	the	bride	fair	(esel),	did	she	talk	
(ror)?”.	Young	men	with	a	college	education	tend	to	look	for	a	girl	with	a	simi-
lar	education.	This	preference	is	even	more	pronounced	on	the	bride’s	side.		

In	the	following	description	of	Santal	wedding	rituals	the	collective	aspect	

thereof	becomes	apparent.	The	 two	sets	of	relatives,	agnatic	and	affinal	ones,	

play	different	roles.	Their	behavior	 towards	each	other	and	the	symbolism	of	

their	 ritualized	 actions	 further	 gives	 relevant	 information	 about	 their	 newly	

established	relationship.	

	

“Seeing	the	Bride/Seeing	the	Groom”	(bahu	nel/jawae	nel)	and	the	

Use	of	Veiled	Language	(bhet	katha)	between	Affines	
Before	an	arranged	marriage	is	finally	confirmed,	at	least	two	important	meet-

ings	 take	place,	 usually	 several	months	before	 the	 actual	wedding.	These	 are	

ritualized	events	during	which	first	a	group	of	relatives	from	the	groom’s	side	

and	then	a	group	from	the	bride’s	side	visits	the	native	house	of	the	bride	and	

groom	and	is	treated	with	elaborate	hospitality.	Often	many	other	villagers	are	

involved	in	cleaning,	painting	and	preparing	the	house	for	the	event.	The	dele-

gation	is	elaborately	greeted	and	different	ritualized	exchanges,	verbal	as	well	

as	material,	take	place.	Throughout	the	day,	the	affines	are	provided	with	dif-

ferent	 meals	 and	 rice	 beer.	 In	 the	 following,	 my	 description	 of	 “seeing	 the	

groom”	contains	more	detail	than	the	one	of	“seeing	the	bride”,	as	I	could	only	

be	present	at	the	former.	

	

“Seeing	the	Bride”	(bahu	nel)	

On	an	agreed	upon	date,	a	group	of	relatives	 from	the	groom’s	side	visits	 the	

bride’s	house.	 In	the	case	I	am	describing	here,	Ramnath’s	arranged	marriage	

already	portrayed	above,	the	delegation	consisted	of	fifteen	people.	The	groom	

himself	 in	general	does	not	 attend	 the	 “viewing	of	 the	bride’s	house”.	An	 im-

portant	 person	 to	 come	 along	 is	 the	 village	 headman	 (manjhi)	 from	 the	
groom’s	side,	as	he	leads	the	beginning	of	the	ritual	conversation	carried	out	in	

the	bride’s	house.	Not	only	members	of	the	groom’s	house,	such	as	his	father,	

mother	 and	 paternal	 uncles	 (kaka	 –	FyB,	marang	 baba	–	 FeB),	 but	 also	 the	
groom’s	maternal	relatives	such	as	mother’s	brother	(mamu)	and	father’s	sis-
ter	(jhi)	with	their	respective	spouses	come	along.	These	affines	of	the	groom	
play	important	roles	in	the	whole	negotiation	process	prior	to	a	wedding.		
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When	 the	group	arrived	at	 the	bride’s	house,	 the	headmen	 (manjhis)	 of	 both	
villages,	 together	with	 other	men,	 engaged	 in	 a	 ritual	 conversation.	 The	 lan-

guage	used	by	both	sides	in	these	conversations	is	a	veiled	language	called	bhet	
katha.123	The	 groom’s	 side,	 upon	 their	 arrival,	 for	 example	 announced:	 “We	
have	come	to	choose	a	flower”	(Ale	baha	bachao	hec	akanale),	referring	to	the	
bride	as	flower.	The	manjhi	further	asked	questions	about	the	bride’s	clan	and	
local	 line,	 if	she	knew	how	to	work	hard	and	about	her	education.	 In	general,	

the	groom	is	asked	many	more	questions	during	the	ensuing	ritual	visit	by	the	

bride’s	side,	as	people	confirmed.	On	the	day	of	“seeing	the	bride”	the	groom’s	

side	 discusses	 and	 decides,	 if	 they	 approve	 of	 the	 bride.	 After	 their	 decision,	

they	are	offered	an	elaborate	meal	by	their	possibly	soon	to	be	in-laws.	

	

“Seeing	the	Groom”	(jawae	nel)	

Before	 the	 group	 of	 relatives	 arrived	 at	 Ramnath	 Murmu’s	 jawae	nel	 ritual,	
many	people	assisted	with	the	preparations.	On	the	day	of	arrival,	his	paternal	

uncles	 were	 busy	 building	 a	 bamboo	 construction	 in	 the	 garden	 behind	 the	

house,	which	later	served	as	a	sun	shelter	for	the	visitors.	Others	slaughtered	a	

goat	and	chickens	for	the	evening	meal,	while	some	men	fried	bread	(puri),	and	
still	others	cut	vegetables	and	boiled	rice.	Each	household	from	the	village	had	

provided	 one	 paele	 of	 husked	 rice	 to	 the	 wedding	 household.	 Some	 women	
spent	the	day	making	cups	out	of	sal	leaves	(phuruk),	which	would	later	serve	
as	 cups	 for	 rice	 beer.	Other	women	dyed	 clothes	 yellow	with	 turmeric	while	

others	neatly	plastered	 the	 ground	 in	 the	 courtyard	 and	all	 the	 rooms	of	 the	

house	with	cow	dung	and	water.	Several	days	prior	to	the	event	the	women	of	

the	house	had	painted	its	front	outside	wall	with	an	intricate	pattern	of	orange,	

red	 and	 black.124	The	 process	 of	 making	 new	 relatives	 included	 impressing	

them	in	a	culturally	specific	way:	The	aesthetics	and	neat	maintenance	of	 the	

house,	an	elaborate	meal	–	always	including	meat,	preferably	mutton	–	cheer-

ful,	friendly	and	time-consuming	hospitality	were	part	of	this	pattern.	

																																																								
123	Carrin	 (2003,	 7)	 uses	 the	 Santali	 term	 bentha	katha	 and	 translates	 it	 as	 “twisted	 speech”,	
twisted	 like	 branches.	 Bodding	 (2010,	 1:	 402)	 translates	 bhenta	 as	 “word	 with	 a	 double-
meaning,	 with	 a	 hidden	 meaning,	 metaphorical,	 like	 a	 riddle”.	 My	 informants	 described	 this	

language	 as	 bhet.	 To	 my	 knowledge	 this	 type	 of	 veiled	 language	 has	 not	 been	 mentioned	 or	
analyzed	in	any	ethnographies	on	the	Santal	before.	
124	The	importance	of	the	groom’s	house	in	the	village	became	apparent	to	me	when	I	attended	a	

jawae	nel	ceremony	in	a	newly	built	Santal	house	in	the	city	of	Ghatsila.	There	the	bride’s	party	
arrived	several	hours	late,	because	they	had	first	visited	the	groom’s	native	house	in	his	village.		
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When	 the	 party	 from	 the	 bride’s	 side	 arrived	 in	 the	 late	 morning,	 the	 busy	

preparation	 work	 stopped,	 people	 lowered	 their	 voices	 and	whispered	 “The	

guests	 have	 come”	 (pera	hec	akanako).	 I	 witnessed	 this	 restrained	 behavior	
whenever	a	first	meeting	with	in-laws	took	place,	accompanying	the	ambiguity	

of	 the	not-yet	 established	 relationship.	Only	once	 the	 ritualized	 initial	 formal	

greeting	had	taken	place	the	atmosphere	became	more	relaxed.		

The	 bride’s	 party,	 twenty-four	men	 and	women	 in	 total,	 were	 seated	 in	

rows	 of	 chairs	 set	 up	 in	 the	 courtyard.	One	 after	 another,	 all	 the	women	be-

longing	 to	 the	 house	 of	 the	 groom	greeted	 each	 guest	 and	 also	 the	 headman	

and	elders	from	their	own	village	seated	across	from	the	guests.	Among	these	

women	were	the	groom’s	mother	(ayo),	his	sisters	(dai	–	yZ,	mai	–	yZ),	and	his	
elder	brother’s	wife	 (hili).	 They	bowed	down	 touching	 the	 ground	with	 their	
hands	 in	 front	 of	 each	 guest.	 After	 the	 women,	 the	 men,	 including	 the	male	

children	of	the	house	followed	suit.	Then,	as	it	was	the	first	time	these	guests	

were	hosted	in	this	household,	the	women	washed	and	oiled	their	feet	on	brass	

plates.	 Following	 this	 elaborate	 ritual	 greeting,	 the	 headmen	 and	 other	male	

villagers	 from	 the	 groom’s	 village	 entered	 into	 a	 dialogue	with	 the	 headmen	

and	men	 from	the	bride’s	side:	 “Which	village	have	you	come	 from?	(ape	oka	
ato	khon	hecena?)	Why	 have	 you	 come?	 (cet	katir	hec	enape?)	 Have	 you	 en-
countered	any	headache	or	stomachache	on	your	way	through	the	forest	or	on	

the	road?”	(hor	re	bir	re	lat	hasu	bohot	hasu	alom	nam	ape?).	
“We	 have	 come	 to	 look	 at	 your	 golden	 umbrella	 (sona	chatom)”,	 the	 bride’s	
side	 stated,	 all	men	murmuring	 at	 the	 same	 time.	The	 groom	was	 seated	be-

tween	 his	wedding	 assistant	 (lumti	kora)125	and	 his	 brother-in-law	 (tenang	 –	
eZH).	Then	 the	headman	 from	 the	bride’s	 side	began	questioning	 the	 groom,	

enquiring	about	his	name,	how	many	brothers	he	had,	if	his	father	and	mother	

were	still	alive,	where	his	mother	brother’s	house	(mamu	orak)	was	and	how	
long	he	had	attended	school.	The	raebar’s	wife	 then	asked	about	 the	groom’s	
occupation.	Then	another	woman	enquired	 in	veiled	 language:	 “Do	you	drink	

cloudy	or	clear	water?”	(bode	dak	ko	ram	pairaam	a	see	bang?)	referring	to	rice	
beer	or	mahua	(distilled	liquor),	followed	by	the	question:	“Do	you	know	how	
to	bend	a	straight	branch?”	 (soje	kat	em	karbu	dare	am?),	meaning	 if	he	knew	
how	to	build	a	plow.	The	 fairly	young	groom	did	not	understand	each	one	of	

																																																								
125	The	 lumti	kora	 should	 either	 be	 the	 groom’s	 father’s	 younger	 brother’s	 (kaka)	 son	 or	 the	
mother	brother’s	(mamu)	son.	He	stays	by	the	groom’s	side	throughout	all	the	different	wedding	
rituals,	“so	that	the	groom	does	not	feel	alone”	people	explained.	The	bride	has	a	girl	(lumti	kuri)	
as	her	assistant.		
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these	 questions,	 so	 that	 his	 uncles	 and	 father	 had	 to	 explain	 the	meaning	 to	

him.	The	bride’s	mother’s	brother	(mamu)	then	asked	him	which	kind	of	Mur-
mu	 they	were	 (cele	paris	kantape?),	 to	which	 the	 groom	 answered	 that	 they	
were	san	Murmu126.	The	bride’s	father	continued:	“How	many	bowls	and	plates	
do	you	have?”	(thari	bati	tinek	kantape?),	asking	about	the	amount	of	fields	the	
household	owned.	They	 finished	 their	questioning	by	asking:	 “Can	you	sow	a	

black	 path	 on	 a	 white	 river?”	 (pond	 gada	 re	 hende	 hor	 er	 em	 badaya	 a	 see	
bang?),	 enquiring	 about	 his	 ability	 to	 write.	 The	 groom	 answered	 all	 these	
questions	with	patience	and	a	straight	face.	At	some	point	his	relatives	and	the	

bride’s	party	felt	pity	for	him	and	they	indicated	that	it	was	enough	and	that	he	

had	done	well.	
People	explained	 this	veiled	 language	as	adequate	 for	 this	 ritual	 interac-

tion	between	potentially	new	relatives.	“We	cannot	use	straight	language	with	

them”,	 they	 stated.	 In	 the	 interaction	with	 affines,	 this	 language	 is	 also	 used	

during	 the	delivery	of	 the	bridewealth	 (gonong).	Outside	of	 the	 ritual	actions	
between	affines,	the	only	other	context	in	which	I	encountered	this	type	of	lan-

guage	was	during	possession	at	hunting	rituals.	As	discussed	in	more	detail	in	

chapter	four,	when	people	communicate	with	the	hunting	deity	through	a	me-

dium	they,	for	example,	call	sindur	“baha”	(flower)	and	use	specific	synonyms	
as	they	refer	to	animals	of	the	forest.	Certain	parallels	between	the	relationship	

with	 affines	 and	 the	 relationship	with	 the	 deities	 of	 the	 forest	 exist	 as	 these	

deities	are	unpredictable	and	they	should	be	approached	with	caution.	In	this	

regard	 it	 is	 relevant	 to	mention	 that	directness	 in	general	 is	not	valued	posi-

tively	in	Santal	society,	because	it	could	“offend”	another	person.	For	example,	

it	 is	considered	an	 important	skill	 to	describe	things	 in	an	elaborate	way,	en-

gaging	another	person	in	this	“tasty	way	of	talking”	(sibil	ror).	
	

Confirming	the	Relationship,	Eating	and	Gift-Giving	

After	the	questioning	of	the	potential	groom,	the	bride’s	party	retreated	to	the	

garden	behind	the	house	and	discussed	their	opinion	of	the	groom.	As	I	could	

observe,	 two	 relatives	 played	 an	 important	 role	 at	 this	 point:	 The	 bride’s	 fa-

ther’s	 sister	 (jhi)	 and	 the	 bride’s	mother’s	 brother	 (mamu)	were	 leading	 the	
discussion.	The	 father’s	 sister	 asked	 the	mother’s	brother,	 if	 “the	 golden	um-

brella	provided	shadow”	(sona	chatom	umul	ema	a	see	bang?),	referring	to	the	

																																																								
126	Gausdal	(1953,	60)	writes:	“San	 is	a	general	name	for	several	varieties	of	plants	and	bushes	
with	edible	tubers.”	He	mentions	the	san	Murmu	in	his	list	of	Santal	local	lines.		
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groom’s	 ability	 to	make	his	 guests	 feel	 comfortable.	Different	 relatives	of	 the	

bride	 were	 included	 in	 this	 discussion:	 her	 mother’s	 sister	 (her	 kaki),	 her	
brothers’	wives	(her	hilis),	her	father	and	also	the	village	headman	(manjhi).	All	
of	them	confirmed	their	approval	of	the	groom.	

Only	 after	 this	 decision	 a	 meal	 was	 served	 to	 the	 new	 relatives	 in	 the	

courtyard	 of	 the	 house.	 After	 this,	 in	 the	 afternoon	 of	 the	 same	day,	 another	

elaborate	 ritual	 took	 place.	 It	 was	 called	 “marking	 the	 groom”	 (horok	cinhe,	
“wear	signs”).	Some	of	his	agnatic	and	affinal	relatives	handed	gifts	to	him	and	

to	his	younger	brother	 seated	beside	him.	The	groom	 first	 sat	on	his	 father’s	

lap,	and	his	father	applied	oil	and	turmeric	on	his	legs,	arms	and	hair.	The	fa-

ther	then	gave	him	water	to	drink	and	fed	him	a	sweet	(laddu)	ending	the	in-
teraction	with	a	gesture	done	first	to	a	newborn	child	at	its	naming	ceremony:	

he	touched	his	son’s	lips	with	his	fingers	and	then	moved	the	fingers	to	his	own	

lips,	making	a	kissing	sound.	Finally,	he	put	money	into	a	plate	 in	front	of	his	

elder	son	and	younger	son	sitting	next	to	him.	The	same	action	was	repeated	

by	a	whole	 set	of	different	 relatives	 in	 the	 following,	until	 the	groom	and	his	

younger	brother	could	only	take	small	bites	of	each	sweet	they	had	to	eat.	First	

came	his	mother,	then	his	father’s	sister	(jhi)	and	his	mother’s	brother	(mamu)	
followed	suit.	During	all	these	gestures	the	groom	was	seated	on	the	respective	

relative’s	lap.	Then	numerous	relatives	from	the	bride’s	side	repeated	the	same	

actions:	 Her	 paternal	 uncle	 (kaka)	 and	 his	 wife	 (hopon	ayo)	 applied	 oil	 and	
turmeric	and	the	latter	put	a	yellow	flower	necklace	around	his	neck	and	a	red	

string	 around	his	waist.	 The	wife’s	 other	paternal	 uncle	 (kaka)	put	 a	 ring	on	
the	groom’s	 finger,	and	 the	uncle’s	wife	 (hopon	ayo)	handed	a	Santal	dhoti	 to	
the	groom.	The	wife’s	 father’s	 sister	 (jhi)	 and	her	husband	 (kumang)	handed	
him	a	watch.	With	some	of	these	relatives,	such	as	the	bride’s	elder	sister,	who	

was	 roughly	 the	 groom’s	 age,	 he	 seemed	 to	 feel	 uncomfortable	 in	 this	 close	

physical	position	on	her	lap.	When	he	did	not	properly	sit	on	the	bride’s	moth-

er’s	brother’s	lap,	some	old	men	remarked	jokingly:	“Do	not	feel	shy.	Sit	close	

to	him,	he	is	your	mamu.”		
During	all	these	interactions	the	women	from	the	bride’s	party	sang	songs,	

in	which	they	commented	on	who	was	currently	handing	which	type	of	gift	to	

the	 groom.	One	 of	 their	 songs’	 lines	 clearly	 emphasized	 the	 collective	 aspect	

and	the	goal	of	 their	action:	 “We	have	marked	our	husband	with	our	gifts	 to-

day”,	 they	 sang.	 In	 the	 early	 evening	 the	 guests	 were	 fed	 another	 elaborate	

meal	 of	 rice	 with	 mutton,	 dal,	 vegetables,	 fried	 bread,	 mango	 chutney	 and	

sweets.	
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Baha	sindur	and	Gifts	for	the	Bride’s	Party	

After	dinner	another	symbolic	act,	visually	marking	the	new	in-law	relatives	as	

such	took	place.	Each	married	couple	from	the	bride’s	party	was	seated	on	the	

ground,	while	the	women	of	the	house	applied	turmeric	and	oil	on	both	their	

arms	and	 legs.	The	married	women	received	sindur	on	 their	hair	parting	and	
face.	On	a	day-to-day	basis	women	apply	sindur	only	to	their	hair	parting,	but	
on	this	occasion	the	sindur	line	was	drawn	all	along	the	edge	of	their	face	down	
to	their	ears.	This	is	referred	to	as	baha	sindur	(“flower	sindur”).	A	spot	of	sin-
dur	was	further	put	on	each	woman’s	ear	and	another	mark	on	the	joint	of	her	
iron	bangle.	Men	just	received	a	tika	on	their	forehead	and	dots	on	their	ears.	
Besides	 at	 weddings,	 affinal	 guests	 receive	 baha	sindur	 during	 several	 other	
ritual	 events,	 such	 as	 naming	 ceremonies	 (chatiar)	 and	 secondary	 funerals	
(bhandan).		

Before	 the	 departure	 of	 the	 bride’s	 party,	 the	men	 presented	 the	 bride-

wealth	demand	to	the	groom’s	side.	For	this	all	the	men	from	the	groom’s	and	

bride’s	 side	 sat	 across	 from	 each	 other,	 and	 a	 first	 gift	 called	 billi	 potom	
(“wrapped	egg”)	was	handed	 to	 the	bride’s	 side:	a	 leaf	 cup	with	crushed	rice	

(adoa	caole),	dhobi	grass	and	two	coins.	Additionally,	husked	rice	(caole)	was	
given	to	them,	to	take	back	to	their	village.	Meanwhile,	the	groom	had	carefully	

packed	a	small	box	for	his	future	wife.	It	was	filled	with	sweets	and	a	message	

from	him,	he	explained	with	a	smile.	

	

The	Wedding	Ceremony		
There	is	a	general	difference	between	a	love	and	an	arranged	marriage	regard-

ing	the	place	where	the	different	ritual	sequences	are	performed.	In	general,	an	

arranged	marriage,	duar	bapla,	 ensues	 the	most	 elaborate	 of	 rituals,	 and	 the	
climax	of	 the	wedding	ceremony,	 the	application	of	vermillion,	 takes	place	at	

the	 bride’s	 village.	 For	 a	 love	marriage,	 all	 rituals	 take	 place	 at	 the	 groom’s	

house.	As	the	wedding	ceremony	for	an	arranged	marriage	is	the	most	elabo-

rate,	I	focus	my	description	to	this	type.		

	

Evening	before	the	Wedding	at	the	Groom’s	House		

Generally	speaking,	in	the	evening	before	the	actual	wedding	ceremony,	differ-

ent	rituals	are	carried	out	in	which	different	types	of	relations	are	underlined.	

Most	of	these	rites	involve	people	of	the	groom’s	village	who	are	considered	to	

be	agnatic	relatives.	Another	person’s	 important	role	 in	many	of	 the	wedding	
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rituals	 becomes	 apparent	 at	 this	 time,	 too:	 it	 is	 the	 groom’s	 elder	 brother’s	

wife,	whom	he	addresses	as	hili.	Further,	the	evening	activities	contain	symbol-
ism	pertaining	to	agriculture,	 linking	the	wedding	ritual	to	 ideas	of	 livelihood	

and	fertility.	

In	 the	 early	 evening,	 three	 girls	who	have	not	 yet	 reached	puberty	 (titri	
kuri),	made	a	round	spot	of	cow	dung	in	the	middle	of	the	courtyard.	Assisted	
by	the	 jogmanjhi’s127	wife,	 they	placed	a	grindstone	on	top	of	this	spot,	where	
all	three	girls	then	ground	the	turmeric	together.	

Following	this,	each	village	couple	considered	to	be	related	to	the	groom’s	

house,	the	men	either	as	brothers	to	his	father	or	as	classificatory	brothers128,	

was	seated	in	a	room	inside	the	house.	Starting	with	the	headman	and	his	wife,	

the	three	young	girls	applied	oil	and	turmeric	to	their	legs	and	arms	and	oil	on	

their	hair.		

In	the	afternoon	some	men	had	dug	a	shallow	square	pit	in	the	garden	be-

hind	the	house.	Across	the	pit	they	had	placed	two	wooden	yokes.	In	the	even-

ing	before	 the	wedding	day	the	groom’s	hili	 first	washed	the	groom	and	then	
his	assistant	(lumti)	as	they	were	squatting	on	the	yokes	over	the	pit.	

One	of	the	last	evening	rituals	took	place	around	a	construction	(called	sir-
ibari	pinda129)	in	the	middle	of	the	courtyard	made	by	the	groom’s	hili.	It	con-
sisted	of	sal	branches.	She	had	constructed	a	sort	of	enclosed	square	with	these	
branches	and	connected	them	with	string	and	mango	leaves	on	three	sides,	so	

that	 one	 side	 of	 the	 square	 remained	 open.	 Inside	 there	were	 four	 clay	 pots	

filled	with	water	 surrounded	by	 rice	paddy	 (huru).	 The	 groom	 together	with	
his	assistant	sat	on	his	father	and	mother’s	 lap,	who	each	applied	oil	and	tur-

meric	on	each	of	them.	The	groom	received	a	necklace	from	his	elder	sister,	the	

assistant	a	wristband.	Together	with	his	hili,	the	assistant	and	the	three	young	
girls	 (titri	kuri)	 the	 groom	 circled	 the	 construction	 three	 times	 counter-clock	
wise.	Then	they	entered	into	the	room	containing	the	ancestral	shrine	together	

																																																								
127	The	jogmanjhi	assists	the	manjhi	and	is	the	village	functionary	in	charge	of	social	events	and	
village	morale.	
128	The	term	“classificatory	brother”	refers	to	the	fact	that	some	men	who	regard	each	other	as	

brothers	are	not	“real	brothers”	(nij	boeha)	but	classified	as	such.	In	the	second	village	where	I	
lived,	 my	 elder	 brother	 (dada)	 addressed	 every	 head	 of	 household	 in	 the	 village	 street	 as	
“father’s	younger	brother”	(kaka),	although	some	of	these	men	were	actually	the	affinal	relatives	
of	 the	 father’s	brother	who	had	moved	to	 the	village	a	 long	 time	ago.	Their	ritual	 involvement	

and	 close	 interactions	 could	 however	 not	 be	 differentiated	 from	 the	 ones	 of	 “real	 brothers”.	

People	call	these	classificatory	village	relations	ato	segey	(village	kin).	
129	I	could	not	find	any	explanation	for	the	name.	Bodding	(2010,	5:	291)	translates	siri	as	“luck,	
fortune”.		
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(marang	orak).	 In	 this	 room	 the	 groom	 and	 his	 parents	 ate	 a	 type	 of	 special	
food	from	one	plate.	It	 is	called	ramre	sore,	cooked	by	his	mother	from	lentils	
and	 rice.	 The	 groom’s	 assistant	 and	 his	hili	 received	 this	 food	 from	 separate	
plates.	

	

Morning	of	the	Wedding	Day:	The	Groom	Marries	a	Mango	Tree	

Before	the	wedding	party	began	the	trip	to	the	bride’s	village,	the	groom	car-

ried	 out	 actions	 similar	 to	 those	 of	 a	 wedding	 at	 a	 mango	 tree.	 This	 step	 is	

called	“mango	wedding”	(ul	bapla)130,	and	considered	to	be	an	important	pre-
requisite	for	marriage.	People	told	me,	that	the	groom	should	marry	a	mango	

tree,	 while	 the	 bride	 should	 marry	 a	 mahua	 tree	 before	 the	 wedding.	 The	
groom	and	his	assistant	did	not	walk	to	the	tree	located	across	the	street	from	

the	house.	Instead	they	were	carried.	The	groom	was	carried	by	his	hili	on	the	
hip	(this	way	of	carrying	is	called	hebe	and	usually	refers	to	carrying	a	child),	
while	the	assistant	held	an	umbrella	over	him.	The	groom’s	mother	and	father	

and	 the	 titri	kuri	 followed	 the	 groom.	 They	 all	 circled	 around	 the	 tree	 three	
times,	and	the	father	tied	two	threads	around	its	stem,	one	at	chest	height	and	

another	 below.	 His	 mother	 applied	 oil	 to	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 stem	 and	 then	

waived	a	brass	plate	with	crushed	rice	and	a	 little	oil	 lamp	three	times	in	the	

air,	 greeting	 the	 tree	 just	as	 she	 later	would	greet	 the	bride.	The	groom	then	

dropped	 sindur	 on	 the	 ground	 three	 times	 and	 applied	 it	 to	 the	 tree’s	 stem,	
while	 the	men	present	 shouted	 “hari	bol”.	They	 shouted	 the	 same	 thing	once	
again	when	the	groom	applied	sindur	on	his	wife	for	the	first	time.	

After	this	ritual	had	taken	place,	the	men	from	the	groom’s	village	collect-

ed	 all	 the	 material	 necessary	 for	 the	 wedding	 ritual	 in	 the	 bride’s	 village:	

drums,	cooking	pots	and	the	components	of	the	bridewealth	(gonong)	 includ-
ing	one	female	and	one	male	calf.	On	two	pre-arranged	busses	and	several	mo-

torbikes	 the	 party,	 including	 the	 groom,	 left	 for	 the	 bride’s	 house.	 The	 only	

women	 coming	 along	 were	 his	 father’s	 sister	 (jhi)	 and	 the	 headman’s	 wife	
(manjhi	budhi).	

	

	

																																																								
130	Santal	 songs	 and	 rituals	 are	 full	 of	 tree	 symbolisms.	 The	 mango	 wedding	 is	 not	 the	 first	

wedding	between	a	human	and	a	tree:	 If	a	child’s	 first	 teeth	appear	 in	the	 front	corners	of	 the	

upper	jawbone	it	has	to	be	married	to	tree	called	dayha	dare.	This	tree	wedding	is	a	condition	for	
a	happy	marriage	to	a	human	spouse	in	the	future.	
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At	 the	Bride’s	House:	 the	 “Receiving	Water”	 (dharam	dak)	 and	Applica-

tion	of	sindur	

As	 in	all	 interactions	concerning	guests,	at	 the	arrival	of	 the	groom’s	party	 in	

the	 bride’s	 village	 the	women	 received	 and	welcomed	 the	 new	 arrivers.	 The	

busses	 stopped	 at	 a	 school	 building	 in	 front	 of	 her	 village,	where	 the	 bride’s	

elder	sisters	(the	groom’s	ajnar	dai)	carried	the	groom	and	his	assistant	out	of	
the	bus.	The	girls	carried	the	two	young	men	on	their	hips	and	ritually	greeted	

them	 once	 they	were	 seated.	 The	wedding	 day	 is	 the	 only	 day	 on	which	 the	

groom	and	his	wife’s	elder	sister	 interact	very	closely.	She	 later	washed	him,	

brushed	his	teeth	and	gave	him	water	to	drink	out	of	her	hand.	After	the	wed-

ding	day,	 however,	 they	 are	not	 allowed	 to	 touch	or	 sit	 close	 to	one	 another	

anymore.		

At	 the	occasion	of	an	arranged	marriage	 the	 first	encounter	between	the	

bride’s	 relatives	 and	 the	 groom’s	 party	 consists	 of	 the	 handing	 over	 of	 the	

bridewealth	 (gonong).	 For	 reasons	 of	 clarity	 I	 deal	 with	 the	 topic	 of	 bride-
wealth	in	a	separate	section	below.		

After	 the	groom’s	party	had	cooked	and	eaten	a	meal	on	 the	outskirts	of	

the	village,	a	ritual	greeting	carried	out	by	all	the	women	of	the	bride’s	house	

took	 place.	 This	 ritual	 is	 called	dharam	dak,	 the	 “receiving	water”.	Men	 from	
the	bride’s	 village	 led	 the	procession	with	 their	drums,	while	 at	 least	 twenty	

women	 danced	 behind	 them	 in	 a	 line	 with	 slow	 steps.	 Groom	 and	 assistant	

were	 seated	 in	 two	 chairs	 and	 greeted	 by	 the	women,	 their	 feet	 oiled,	 and	 a	

brass	plate	with	a	small	lit	oil-filled	cup	waived	in	the	air	three	times	and	rice	

thrown	 at	 them	 (this	 type	 of	 greeting	 is	 called	 chumera).	 The	 women	 then	
greeted	 the	 two	 calves	 brought	 along	 as	 part	 of	 the	 bridewealth	 in	 the	 same	

manner.		

Then	the	climax	of	the	wedding	ceremony,	the	application	of	sindur	by	the	
groom	to	the	bride	(sindre	dan)	took	place,	preceded	by	an	enacted	hostile	en-
counter	between	groom’s	and	bride’s	party.	The	groom’s	party,	led	by	a	group	

of	 drummers,	 approached	 the	 house	 of	 the	 bride.	 The	 groom,	 dressed	 in	 a	

white	dhoti	wearing	a	turban,	was	carried	on	his	brother-in-law’s	(tenang	–	his	
sister’s	 husband)	 shoulder.	 Someone	 held	 an	 umbrella	 over	 him,	 two	 men	

slowly	walked	in	front	of	the	groom	holding	a	cloth	spanned	from	one	side	to	

another	in	front.	The	atmosphere	was	antagonistic.	The	groom’s	party	shouted,	

accompanied	 by	 drumming,	 while	 the	 bride’s	 side	 awaited	 the	 others’	 ap-

proach.	Led	by	another	group	of	drummers,	 the	younger	brother	of	 the	bride	
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was	equally	carried	by	another	man.	Separated	by	a	cloth	barrier,	the	two	par-

ties	 circled	 around	 each	 other.	 Both	 groom	 and	 the	 bride’s	 younger	 brother	

threw	rice	and	sprinkled	water	with	a	mango	leaf	at	each	other.	When	the	cir-

cling	stopped,	they	rather	violently	fed	each	other	sweets,	smashing	the	sweet	

into	the	other’s	face.	The	younger	brother	spat	a	mouthful	of	the	sweet	at	the	

groom.	When	 lightning	 each	 other’s	 cigarette,	 they	 lit	 the	 flame	 close	 to	 the	

other’s	 face.	 Finally,	 the	 encounter	was	 ended	 by	 a	 typical	 greeting	 between	

male	 in-laws	(bala):	holding	each	other’s	hands	 they	bumped	 their	chests	 to-
gether	three	times,	each	time	looking	in	another	direction.	

Next,	the	bride	was	brought	out	from	her	parents’	house	seated	in	a	large	

basket	 called	 daore.	The	 bottom	 of	 the	 basket	 was	 filled	 with	 paddy	 (huru)	
from	the	groom’s	house,	she	was	wearing	a	sindur	saree	draped	over	her	head.	
The	 saree	 is	 dyed	with	 a	mixture	 of	 sindur	 and	 turmeric.	 Four	men,	who	 all	
stood	in	a	relationship	of	elder	brothers	to	the	groom,	carried	the	basket.	After	

the	 wedding	 day,	 the	 bride’s	 relationship	 with	 the	 husband’s	 elder	 brothers	

will	be	defined	by	a	touching	taboo.	In	the	midst	of	a	 large	crowd,	the	groom,	

carried	on	the	shoulders	of	his	brother-in-laws,	and	the	bride	in	the	basket	cir-

cled	 each	other,	with	 a	piece	of	 cloth	draped	between	 them.	Meanwhile	 they	

threw	rice	and	sprinkled	water	at	each	other.		

When	they	stopped,	the	groom	removed	the	bride’s	veil	and	applied	three	

strokes	of	sindur	to	her	hair	parting	while	the	surrounding	men	shouted	“hari	
bol”	three	times.	The	groom	then	put	an	iron	bangle	(merhet	sakom)	on	her	left	
arm,	which	marked	her	as	a	married	woman.	Only	at	his	death	would	she	re-

move	the	bangle.	Now	that	she	was	wearing	these	symbols,	the	groom	took	her	

face	 in	both	hands	and	kissed	her	on	 the	cheek.	After	he	descended	 from	his	

brother-in-law’s	shoulders,	he	lifted	the	bride	out	of	the	basket.	
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Photo	16:	Hostile	encounter	between	the	brother	of	the	bride	and	her	future	husband.	
Here	they	forcefully	feed	each	other	betel	leaves.	

	

	
Photo	17:	Bride	and	groom	prior	to	the	application	of	sindur.	The	groom	is	carried	by	
his	sister’s	husband	(tenang),	the	bride	sits	in	a	basket	carried	by	four	elder	brothers	

(dadako)	of	the	groom.	
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Entering	the	Ancestral	Room	(marang	orak)	

The	next	and	 final	 step	of	 the	wedding	ceremony	was	 the	entry	of	 the	newly	

wed	couple	 first	 into	 the	house	of	 the	bride	and	 then	 into	 the	 room	with	 the	

ancestral	shrine.	In	all	these	ritual	steps	women	play	an	important	role.	Before	

they	crossed	the	doorstep,	the	bride’s	mother	sprinkled	the	couple	with	water	

from	 a	mango	 leaf.	 Entering	 the	marang	orak,	 however,	was	 a	more	 difficult	
task.	The	bride’s	paternal	uncles’	wives	 (her	hopon	ayos	–	FyBW)	 thus	all	 the	
women	who	married	 into	 her	 local	 line	 and	 usually	 live	 in	 the	 same	 village	

street,	had	blocked	the	door.	When	some	men	knocked	on	the	door,	the	women	

demanded	a	 ransom	to	be	paid	by	 the	groom.	 In	 case	of	a	 love	marriage	 this	

part	of	the	ceremony	takes	place	at	the	groom’s	house.	Here	the	women	sang	

songs	making	fun	of	the	new	bride,	teasing	the	groom	by	asking:	“What	kind	of	

frog	have	you	brought	to	the	house?”	(cele	rote	agu	kedam?).	Once	the	women	
cleared	 the	 entry	 into	 the	 marang	 orak	 the	 couple	 was	 seated	 there.	 The	
bride’s	mother	then	applied	oil	and	turmeric	on	their	legs,	arms	and	faces.	She	

then	put	a	 specific	pattern	of	baha	sindur	 on	 the	bride	 for	 the	 first	 time.	And	
finally	she	served	rice	beer	to	the	couple	from	a	leaf	cup	and	fed	them	beaten	

rice	(taben)	with	sugar.	
After	 this	 ritual	 step,	 the	 couple	 was	 seated	 in	 the	 courtyard	 of	 the	

house	and	presented	gifts	by	 all	 the	 relatives	 from	 the	bride’s	 side.	After	 the	

groom’s	party	was	fed,	his	parents	had	fasted	the	whole	day	until	their	son	had	

applied	 sindur	 on	 the	 bride,	 they	 returned	 home.	 The	 groom	 and	 the	 bride	
stayed	 in	 the	 bride’s	 village	 for	 a	 few	more	 days.	 As	 part	 of	 the	 bridewealth	

transactions	the	groom	sacrificed	a	goat	in	the	courtyard	of	the	bride’s	house,	a	

ritual	described	below	in	a	separate	section	on	the	bridewealth	 in	general.	 In	

the	 case	 I	 am	 describing	 the	 bride	 and	 groom	 left	 the	 bride’s	 village	 for	 the	

groom’s	house	around	two	days	after	this	ritual.	
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Photo	18:	The	mother	of	the	groom	applies	baha	sindur	(“flower	vermillion”)	to	the	

bride	in	the	ancestral	room.	

	

	
Photo	19:	At	another	wedding	the	mother	of	the	groom	feeds	the	bride	with	beaten	

rice	in	the	ancestral	room.	
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Reception	of	the	Couple	at	the	Groom’s	House	

Once	the	couple	arrived	at	the	groom’s	village,	they	first	stayed	at	the	groom’s	

paternal	uncle’s	(kaka	–	FyB)	house	in	which	they	were	ritually	greeted	by	the	
dharam	dak	 (receiving	water)	 ritual.	 Similar	 to	 the	 same	 ritual	 at	 the	 bride’s	
village,	 all	 the	women	 of	 the	 groom’s	 village,	 even	 the	 small	 girls,	 danced	 in	

lines	 towards	 the	 house	 in	 which	 the	 groom	 and	 bride	 stayed.	 They	 each	

washed	the	couple’s	feet,	applied	oil	and	turmeric	and	greeted	them.	Then	the	

groom’s	elder	sister	carried	him	out	of	the	house,	followed	by	the	bride’s	elder	

sister	 carrying	 the	 bride	 and	 finally	 the	 groom’s	 younger	 sister	 carrying	 his	

wedding	assistant.	They	were	seated	outside	of	the	groom’s	house	on	a	special	

mat	(patia)	woven	by	the	groom’s	hili	(eBW).	Behind	them	all	the	bride’s	rela-
tives	 were	 seated	 and	 to	 the	 couple’s	 side	 sat	 the	 groom’s	 hili	 and	 both	 the	
couple’s	 respective	wedding	assistants.	The	groom’s	mother	 then	 carried	out	

elaborate	ritual	actions:	she	washed	the	couple’s	feet,	oiled	their	legs	and	arms,	

brushed	 their	 teeth,	 combed	 their	 hair,	 applied	 baha	 sindur	 on	 bride	 and	
groom	 and	 fed	 them	 sweets.	 The	 same	 action	 was	 then	 repeated	 by	 the	

groom’s	paternal	uncle’s	wives	(his	hopon	ayos)	and	 finally	by	 the	headman’s	
wife.	The	same	actions	were	then	carried	out	on	all	the	wife’s	female	relatives	

seated	behind	the	couple.	

During	my	enquiries	about	Santal	rituals,	men	often	emphasized	that	sac-

rifices	 and	 “work	 for	 the	 gods”	 (bonga	kamien)	 in	 general	were	male	 affairs.	
Women	 are	 excluded	 from	 these	 activities,	 unless	 they	 take	 place	within	 the	

house,	such	as	ancestor	worship	for	example.	The	rituals	in	which	women	play	

a	large	part	are	however	all	rituals	including	affinal	relatives.	Naming	ceremo-

nies,	 weddings	 and	 secondary	 funerals	 (bhandan)	 are	 largely	 organized	 and	
carried	 out	 by	women.	Here,	 just	 like	 in	 all	 the	 ritual	 steps	 described	 in	 this	

section,	women	ritually	receive,	welcome	and	feed	the	guests.	At	these	times	of	

receiving,	men	are	often	not	even	present.	Different	from	men,	women	are	the	

ones	changing	 their	place	of	 residence	and	 their	clan	affiliation.	As	 they	have	

undergone	 this	 transformation,	 they	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 receiving	 the	

bride	into	the	house.	Upon	her	arrival	in	her	husband’s	house,	the	bride	is	fed	

and	anointed	with	oil	and	turmeric	like	a	child	after	its	birth.		

In	 the	 course	 of	 this	 day,	 three	 more	 ritual	 events	 took	 place	 at	 the	

groom’s	house:	the	ritual	meeting	of	in-laws	(bala	nepel),	the	giving	of	gifts	to	
the	couple	and	a	small	ritual	called	kado	hati	(literal	meaning	unknown).	Dur-
ing	kado	hati	 first	 the	 groom,	 then	 the	bride	 is	 seated	on	 the	yoke	above	 the	
small	pit	dug	in	the	backyard.	The	pit	is	filled	with	water.	In	the	water	there	is	



Chapter	3	⎜Connections	between	Land	and	Social	Structure	
	

	

	 177	

an	iron	tool	that	looks	like	a	pincher.131	Bride	and	groom	both	have	the	chance	

to	search	for	it	in	the	water	three	times.	Whoever	finds	it	is	washed	by	the	oth-

er,	while	still	squatting	on	the	yoke.	

In	conclusion,	the	ritual	steps	described	in	this	section	serve	to	move	the	

bride	away	 from	her	native	place	and	 receive	 the	newly	wed	 couple	 into	 the	

groom’s	house	and	 into	 the	village	 community.	 From	a	 ritual	perspective	 the	

separation	of	the	bride	from	her	native	place	is	achieved	through	the	delivery	

of	 the	bridewealth	and	the	sacrifice	of	a	goat	by	the	groom	in	the	bride’s	 for-

mer	house,	described	below.	The	bride’s	integration	into	the	groom’s	house	is	a	

more	 gradual	 process	 in	which	 she	 is	 increasingly	 becoming	 entitled	 to	 take	

over	 the	 tasks	 of	 cooking	 and	 brewing	 rice	 beer.	 In	 the	weeks	 following	 the	

wedding	 rituals,	 the	 village	 community,	 too,	makes	 an	 effort	 to	 integrate	 the	

new	bride	into	the	village:	Each	house	in	their	immediate	neighborhood	invit-

ed	the	newly-wed	couple	to	a	cooked	dinner.	

	

In-Law	Relationships:	bala	and	sangat	

The	 general	 goal	 of	 this	 chapter	 is	 to	 discuss	 the	 entanglement	 of	 place	 and	

Santal	 social	 structure.	 This	 section	 on	wedding	 rituals	 shows	 how	 different	

classifications	of	relatedness	are	established	and	constantly	renewed	through	

ritual.	More	specifically,	 it	 illustrates	 the	process	of	 transforming	affinal	 rela-

tives,	 the	ones	one	 can	potentially	marry,	 into	 in-laws,	 those	with	whom	one	

maintains	marital	relations.	In	Santali	there	is	no	term	for	the	latter	category	of	
relatives,	but	rather	a	specific	term	denoting	certain	in-law	relationships,	called	
bala.	 One	 therefore	 cannot	 say	 “The	bala	 have	 come”,	 because	bala	 does	 not	
refer	to	a	group	of	people,	but	one	 instead	says	“My	bala	has	come”	denoting	
the	 person	with	whom	 one	 stands	 in	 such	 a	 relationship.132	These	bala	 rela-
tionships	are	first	ritually	established	during	the	wedding	ceremony.	Bodding	

(2010,	1:	184)	translates	bala	as	“co-parent-in-law”,	which	is	not	entirely	cor-
rect,	although	this	is	the	most	common	usage	of	the	term.	Generally	speaking,	

bala	denotes	all	those	who	stand	in	the	same	relationship	to	groom	and	bride	
respectively:	 for	 example,	 the	 fathers,	 the	 mothers,	 the	 (elder	 and	 younger)	

brothers,	 the	 (elder	 and	 younger)	 sisters,	 the	mother’s	 brothers,	 the	 father’s	

																																																								
131	The	 pincher	 is	 made	 by	 the	 blacksmith	 (Kamar)	 of	 a	 village.	 While	 making	 the	 tool,	 he	
observes	rules	of	ritual	purity,	such	as	making	the	instrument	early	in	the	morning	after	having	

taken	a	bath,	while	 fasting.	He	observes	 the	 same	 rules	while	making	 the	 iron	bangle	 (merhet	
sakom),	which	the	bride	wears	starting	on	the	wedding	day.	
132	Cf.	 Bodding	 (2010,	 1:	 184)	 “bala:	 co-parent	 in	 law,	 always	 so	when	 reference	 is	made	 to	 a	
particular	person.”	
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sisters	 of	 groom	 and	 bride.	 Their	 similar	 relationship	 to	 groom	 and	 bride	

makes	them	bala	to	each	other.	
	

	

	
Photo	20	and	Photo	21:	Ritual	meeting	of	the	in-laws	(bala	nepel).	
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Depending	on	 the	 type	of	wedding,	 the	bala	meeting	 ritual	 (bala	nepel)	 takes	
place	 at	 different	 times.	At	 a	 love	marriage,	 it	 is	 performed	when	 the	bride’s	

party	arrives	at	the	groom’s	house	for	the	wedding	ceremony.	Because	not	all	

of	 the	bride’s	 relatives	 come	 to	 the	wedding	 ceremony	at	 the	groom’s	house,	

there	is	also	a	special	visit	to	the	bride’s	house	during	which	the	bala	relation-
ships	 play	 a	 prominent	 role.	 At	 an	 arranged	marriage	bala	nepel	 takes	 place	
after	the	women	of	the	village	have	received	bride	and	groom.	The	meeting	of	

bala	relatives	is	always	performed	in	front	of	the	house,	often	at	the	threshold.	
During	 the	 bala	 greeting,	 different	 sets	 of	 same-sex	 in-laws	 carry	 out	

symmetrical	gestures.	For	example,	 the	groom’s	 father	and	 the	bride’s	 father,	

their	mothers,	mother-brothers	(mamu),	father’s	sisters	(jhi),	father’s	brothers	
(kaka)	are	all	considered	bala	to	each	other.	Separated	by	a	cloth	held	by	two	
people	 on	 opposite	 ends,	 they	 first	 wash	 each	 other’s	 feet,	 put	 a	 necklace	

around	the	other’s	neck,	then	feed	each	other	sweets	followed	by	an	offering	of	

water.	Finally,	they	feed	each	other	betel	wrapped	in	a	leaf	and	the	men	offer	

and	 light	 a	 cigarette	 for	 the	 other.	 The	 ritual	 meeting	 is	 ended	 by	 the	 bala	
greeting,	which	these	relatives	will	carry	out	throughout	their	lives	whenever	

they	meet.133	The	women	hold	each	other’s	hands	at	knee	 level,	 then	lift	 their	

hands	up	three	times	and	brush	over	their	hair	in	a	final	gesture.	The	men	join	

hands,	then	clash	their	chests	together	three	times,	each	time	looking	in	a	dif-

ferent	direction	and	finally	lift	their	joint	hands	up	to	their	forehead.	After	the	

greeting	they	walk	into	the	courtyard	of	the	house,	walking	side	by	side,	their	

arms	around	the	other’s	waist.		

Especially	 the	 new	 female	bala	 relatives	 behave	 in	 a	 jovial	manner	with	
each	other	on	this	day.	They	spend	hours	sitting	together	with	their	new	bala	
kuri,	 joking,	 talking	 and	 singing.	 There	 are	 numerous	 bala	 songs	 known	 by	
women,	which	are	sung	back	and	forth	between	the	bride’s	and	groom’s	female	

relatives.	The	songs	describe	the	activities	of	bala	women,	such	as	drinking	rice	
beer	together.	They	pour	the	rice	beer	from	one	cup	into	another	three	times	

and	 then	 drink	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 calling	 this	 “sharing	 a	 drink”	 (nu	hatin)	 in	
their	songs.	An	intriguing	aspect	of	their	new	relationship	is	that	it	 is	concep-

tualized	as	very	close.	When	I	commented	that	two	bala	kuri	(the	two	paternal	
uncle’s	wives	(kaki)	of	bride	and	groom)	wore	the	same	bangles,	they	respond-

																																																								
133	This	 ritual	meeting	of	 in-laws	 is	not	unique	 to	 the	Santal.	Gregory	 (2011,	202f)	describes	a	

strikingly	 similar	 ritual	 interaction	 between	 same-sex	 pairs	 of	 a	married	 couple	 among	 Halbi	

speakers	 of	 Chhattisgarh.	He	 introduces	 the	 address	 term	 samdhi/samdhin,	which	 in	 this	 case	
only	refers	to	co-fathers-in-law	and	co-mothers-in-law.		
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ed:	 “Of	 course	we	do,	we	are	bala	kuri”.	This	 similarity	 is	 also	emphasized	 in	
the	way	they	address	each	other,	not	using	the	second	person	singular,	but	in-

stead	addressing	the	other	as	“we”	(abo	–	first	person	plural	inclusive134).	Ad-
dressing	the	other	as	“we”	conflates	their	being	into	a	common	one,	an	attitude	

all	their	actions	express	on	that	day.	

One	more	important	in-law	relationship,	which	could	potentially	be	trans-

formed	into	a	marriage,	finds	special	attention	at	the	meeting	of	bala	relatives.	
It	 is	 the	 joking	 relationship	 called	 sangat,	that	 exists	 between	 the	 siblings	 of	
bride	and	groom	of	 the	opposite	sex.	For	example,	 the	groom’s	sister	and	the	

bride’s	brother	 call	 each	other	 sangat.	As	 I	witnessed	on	 their	departure,	 the	
groom’s	sisters	gave	a	special	necklace	 to	 their	sangat.	The	whole	action	was	
accompanied	by	much	laughter,	as	the	necklace	was	made	out	of	flowers,	man-

gos	and	a	plastic	bottle	filled	with	rice	beer.	On	other	occasions	the	gift	came	in	

the	shape	of	a	leaf	hat,	spectacles	made	out	of	leaves	and	an	umbrella	by	a	girl’s	

sangat.	 Throughout	 their	 lifetime	 these	 sangat	 relatives	 are	 expected	 to	 joke	
with	each	other.	Often	there	is	also	a	portion	of	self-consciousness	and	“shame”	

(lajao)	involved	in	these	interactions,	as	the	sangat	relationship	can	potentially	
turn	into	a	spousal	one.	 In	Damudih	village	where	I	 later	conducted	my	field-

work,	there	was	indeed	a	daughter	of	a	family,	who	had	moved	into	the	same	

household	 as	 her	 sister	 because	 she	 married	 her	 sangat	 (sister’s	 husband’s	
brother).	

	

Gonong	–	the	Ritual	Delivery	of	the	Bridewealth		
As	 stated	 above,	marriage	 among	 the	 Santal	 is	 carried	 out	 in	many	 different	

ritual	stages.	The	increasing	belonging	of	a	wife	to	the	household,	local	line	and	

clan	of	her	husband,	as	well	as	the	establishment	of	in-law	relationships	should	

therefore	be	regarded	as	a	process,	rather	than	a	one-time	event.	The	delivery	

of	 the	 bridewealth	 (gonong)135		 is	 one	more	 example	 for	 this	 process.	 In	 ar-

																																																								
134	In	Santali	 there	are	 four	 types	of	 “we”,	differentiating	between	 two	 (dual)	or	more	 (plural)	

people	 and	 if	 the	 addressed	person	 is	 included	 or	 excluded:	Alin	 (dual	 exclusive),	alang	 (dual	
inclusive),	ale	(plural	exclusive),	abo	(plural	inclusive).		
135	The	 debate	 within	 anthropology	 concerning	 the	 proper	 term	 for	 transactions	 from	 the	

groom’s	side	to	the	bride’s	side	in	marriage	carries	a	long	history,	well	outlined	in	an	article	by	

Tambiah	 (1989).	 In	a	 critique	of	 the	mostly	economic	understanding	of	 the	 term	“bride	price”	

Evans-Pritchard	 (1931,	 38)	 coined	 the	 term	 “bridewealth”,	 which	 he	 regarded	 as	 comprising	

both	social	and	economic	aspects.	 In	 this	sense	 I	use	 the	 term	“bridewealth”	as	 translation	 for	

the	 Santal	gonong.	 As	 the	 following	 section	 shows,	 the	 economic	 side	 of	 the	 gonong	 is	 rather	
symbolic.	Its	social	importance,	however,	is	central:	the	delivery	of	the	gonong	binds	two	social	
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ranged	marriages	the	gonong	is	usually	handed	over	before	the	actual	wedding	
ceremony,	 but	 in	 love	marriages	 this	might	 take	 place	 years	 after	 the	 actual	

wedding	ritual.	The	delivery	of	the	gonong	is	the	last	step	in	the	wedding	ritu-
als,	 after	 which	 the	 wife	 is	 considered	 as	 fully	 belonging	 to	 her	 husband’s	

house.	With	the	sacrifice	provided	by	her	husband	during	the	gonong	delivery,	
she	loses	the	entry	right	to	her	parents’	ancestral	shrine.	In	her	stead	her	hus-

band	gains	the	right	to	enter	the	shrine	of	her	parents’	house.	

	

The	Content	of	the	Bridewealth	and	its	Veiled	Language	

Depending	 on	 the	 type	 of	marriage,	 the	 bridewealth	 demand	 is	 presented	 at	

different	times.	In	the	arranged	marriage	described	above,	the	demand	is	pre-

sented	 by	 the	 bride’s	 side	 to	 the	 groom’s	 at	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 “seeing	 the	

groom”	ritual.	At	the	one	 love	marriage	I	attended,	 the	bride’s	side	presented	

the	bridewealth	demand	on	the	day	prior	to	the	wedding	at	the	groom’s	house.	

In	 this	 case,	 the	 delegation	 coming	 to	 the	 groom’s	 village	 was	 called	 panja	
thekaw.136	Such	 a	 delegation	 usually	 consists	 of	 the	 village	 headman,	 the	
bride’s	father	and	other	agnatic	relatives	of	the	father.	In	a	ritualized	encounter	
the	 groom’s	 village	 headman	 asked	 why	 they	 had	 entered	 his	 village.	 They	

stated	that	it	was	for	a	“big	reason”	(marang	katha),	the	reason	being	that	they	
had	found	their	daughter	there.		

The	groom’s	village	headman	then	asked	what	kind	of	message	(cet	kobor)	
they	had	brought,	and	was	handed	a	letter	stating	the	bridewealth	demand.	It	

was	written	in	Devanagri	script,	using	Santal	veiled	language	for	each	compo-

nent	of	 the	bridewealth	as	 listed	 in	 the	 following.	 In	 the	beginning	of	 the	 list	

the	person	receiving	the	gift	is	listed	before	the	colon.	At	the	end	of	the	list	the	

type	of	gift	seems	to	be	listed	before	the	colon.	

																																																																																																																																														
units	 into	 permanent	 relationships	 of	 exchange.	 It	 further	 seals	 the	 new	 affinal	 relationship	

established	between	two	social	groups.	
136	Panja:	 “to	 trace,	 track,	 chase,	pursue,	 seek,	 follow”	 (Bodding	2010,	4:	553).	The	meaning	of	
thekaw	is	unknown	to	me.	
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1. jaher	dare	 (literally	 “the	 tree	of	 the	 sacred	grove”,	 the	 village	headman):	mit	
thaka	(1	Rupee)	

2. hilit	(=	hili)	lumti	(the	bride’s	wedding	assistant):	19	poesa	(1	Rupee)	
3. pesabani	 (term	 for	 bride’s	 mother,	 bride’s	 father,	 bride’s	 father’s	 father):	 3	

thaka	(3	Rupees),	also	called	potam	billi	(“wrapped	egg”)	
4. kasigele:	 toga	da	sate	da	 (literal	 translation	missing,	 referring	 to	 one	 female	

and	one	male	calf)	

5. bindigana	(also	called	kanda	lungri	=	name	of	a	type	of	cloth):	peya	edel	baha	
pel	 (literal	 translation	missing	 –	 consists	 of	 one	 cloth	 called	basanda	 for	 the	
bride’s	mother,	another	called	here	for	the	bride’s	mother	brother’s	wife	(ma-
mi)	 and	 another	 called	 dhula	 tuturi	 for	 the	 bride’s	 paternal	 grandmother	
(gorom	budhi))	

6. gorom	 haram	 dare	 (literally	 “the	 grandfather	 tree”,	 FF):	 miteng	 cadi,	 ona	
saonte	njorom	njorom	ona	saonte	12	paele	caole	(“one	female	goat	that	has	not	
had	 children137,	 together	with	 that	 sindur,	with	 that	12	paele	[about	6	 kg]	 of	
husked	rice”)	

7. cawhidar	(name	of	meal):	51	thaka	(51	Rupees)	
8. shikhakar	(school	fee	for	any	of	the	bride’s	siblings):	51	thaka	(51	Rupees)	
9. sogcharani	(translation	missing):	51	thaka	(51	Rupees)	(for	buying	salt	which	

will	be	distributed	to	all	villagers)	

10. manaod	(translation	missing):	sukri	(a	pig	of	25	kg)	
11. goro	losod	(translation	missing):	dhoti	miteng	(1	dhoti	=	piece	of	cloth)	
12. bengar	bana	(translation	missing):	51	thaka	(51	Rupees)	

	

The	 language	used	 in	 this	 list	 is	veiled,	 and	 few	men	were	able	 to	explain	 its	

actual	meaning,	 which	 is	 the	 reason	 for	 some	 of	 the	 gaps	 in	my	 translation.	

Since	to	date	the	details	of	the	Santal	bridewealth	have	never	been	mentioned	

in	the	literature	I	have	chosen	to	include	this	list	nonetheless.	The	core	compo-

nents	of	the	gonong	consist	of	a	pair	of	calves,	a	female	one	for	the	mother	and	
a	male	one	for	the	father.	If	only	one	parent	is	alive,	only	one	calf	is	given.	The-

se	calves	are	never	to	be	killed	by	their	new	owners.	Another	animal	given	as	

part	of	the	gonong	is	a	female	goat,	which	will	be	sacrificed	by	the	groom	in	the	
bride’s	 house.	 The	 third	 important	 component	 consists	 of	 three	 long	 sarees,	

called	kanda	lungri,	provided	for	the	female	relatives	of	the	bride.	Remarkable	
																																																								
137	The	 Santali	 term	 chadi	 refers	 specifically	 to	 the	 goat	 given	 as	 part	 of	 the	 bridewealth,	 the	
general	word	for	a	female	goat	that	has	not	had	children	is	pathi.	A	female	goat	with	children	is	
merom	enga.	 As	 discussed	 below	 the	 groom	 later	 sacrifices	 the	 chadi	 in	 the	 courtyard	 of	 the	
bride’s	natal	house.	
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is	the	collective	aspect	of	the	different	types	of	prestations.	Similar	to	the	wed-

ding	 ceremony	 certain	 relatives	 of	 the	 bride	 receive	 special	 attention	 by	 the	

bridewealth.	Her	hili	as	well	as	her	wedding	assistant	(lumti	kuri)	receive	mon-
ey,	 some	women	of	her	 family	are	given	 the	kanda	 clothes	and	 the	 sacrificial	
goat	as	well	as	the	pig	are	to	be	consumed	by	the	whole	community.	

	

	
Photo	22:	Delivery	of	the	bridewealth	(gonong)	at	the	school	building	in	the	bride’s	
village.	The	manjhi	of	the	groom’s	village	hands	over	the	gonong	to	the	manjhi	of	the	
bride’s	village.	Only	a	part	of	the	gonong	is	visible	here:	the	rice,	different	types	of	

clothes	(the	light	yellow	ones	are	called	kanda	lungri,	given	to	specific	female	relatives	
of	the	bride)	and	leaf	cups	containing	symbolic	amounts	of	money.	

	

The	veiled	 language	(bhet	katha)	used	during	the	gonong	 interactions,	 for	ex-
ample	 calling	 the	 headman	 “tree	 of	 the	 sacred	 grove”	 (jaher	dare),	 can	 once	
more	 be	 understood	 as	 pointing	 to	 the	 ambivalent	 relationship	 between	 af-

fines.	Only	once	the	handing	over	of	 the	bridewealth	 is	concluded	 is	 the	rela-

tionship	 transformed	 into	 a	 completely	 established	 in-law	 relationship.	

Afterwards	there	is	no	more	veiled	language	used	between	these	relatives.	
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The	Sacrifice	of	a	Goat	by	the	Groom	in	the	Bride’s	House	

The	 ritual	 delivery	 of	 the	 bridewealth	 prestations	 (gonong	sidi)	 always	 takes	
place	 in	the	bride’s	village	usually	on	two	separate	days.	 In	the	case	of	an	ar-

ranged	marriage,	the	largest	part	of	the	bridewealth	(rice,	clothes,	calves,	goat)	

is	delivered	before	the	actual	wedding	rites	in	the	bride’s	village.	In	love	mar-

riages	 the	 bridewealth	 is	 sometimes	 only	 delivered	 years	 later.	 This	was	 the	

case	for	the	description	that	follows.		

As	the	husband	arrived	at	the	bride’s	house	for	the	delivery	of	the	bride-

wealth,	many	of	 the	 typical	 components	of	wedding	rites	were	 repeated.	The	

house	 where	 the	 bridewealth	 ritual	 took	 place	 in	 fact	 was	 called	 “wedding	

house”	(bapla	orak)	by	the	other	villagers,	although	the	wedding	ceremony	had	
taken	place	many	years	before.	The	husband	(jawae),	 together	with	his	assis-
tant	 (lumti)	 and	 the	 matchmaker	 (raebar)	 who	 had	 arranged	 the	 wedding,	
were	seated	and	their	feet	washed	and	oiled	on	a	brass	plate.	Then,	in	the	room	

where	the	ancestral	shrine	was	located	and	the	rice	stored	(marang	orak),	the	
men	of	 the	house	handed	 the	different	components	of	 the	bridewealth	 to	 the	

most	 senior	 women	 of	 the	 house,	 namely	 the	 bride’s	 paternal	 grandmother	

(gorom	budhi)	 and	 the	 grandfather’s	 brother’s	wife	 from	next	 door.	 They	 in-
spected	every	leaf	cup	containing	money,	the	keya	sindur,	the	rice	and	the	kan-
da	clothes.		

In	the	evening,	guests	from	the	bride’s	and	groom’s	side	arrived.	The	calf,	

in	 this	 case	 it	was	only	one	because	 the	bride’s	 father	had	passed	away,	was	

tied	to	a	tree	in	front	of	the	house.	The	women	of	the	village,	dressed	in	yellow	

(sasang)	 sarees	and	 the	 three	 relatives	 in	 their	kanda	 sarees	given	as	part	of	
the	 bridewealth,	 danced	 in	 a	 line	 of	 small	 steps	 towards	 the	 calf.	 They	 then	

each	washed	the	calf’s	legs	and	waved	a	plate	with	rice	and	a	lit	oil-filled	cup	in	

front	of	the	animal	and	greeted	it.	After	the	evening	meal,	the	bride	and	groom	

together	with	his	assistant	(lumti),	sat	in	the	courtyard	and	received	gifts	from	
the	guests.	Otherwise	the	night	was	spent	eating,	drinking	rice	beer	and	danc-

ing.	This	is	usually	the	occasion	when	the	bride’s	family	hands	large	household	

items	to	their	daughter	to	take	back	to	her	husband’s	house.	In	wealthy	fami-

lies	 these	 can	be	a	 fridge,	 a	bed	or	 a	 closet	 and	people	often	described	 these	

items	as	the	counter-prestations	to	the	gonong	given	by	the	husband.	
In	 the	morning,	 one	of	 the	most	 important	 rites	of	 the	bridewealth	 cele-

brations	took	place:	the	sacrifice	of	a	goat	by	the	husband.	The	male	members	

of	the	bride’s	house	as	well	as	the	husband	(jawae)	had	fasted	on	that	day	and	
were	assembled	 in	 the	courtyard.	The	actual	 ritual	arrangements,	drawing	of	
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the	 sacrificial	 circle,	 feeding	of	 the	goat	 from	 the	 rice	 in	 the	 circle,	 the	 sindur	
spots	on	the	ground	and	the	goat,	were	carried	out	by	the	elder	brother	of	the	

bride,	because	he	was	the	male	head	of	the	household.	The	killing	of	the	goat	

with	a	sacrificial	axe,	however,	was	performed	by	the	husband	assisted	by	an-

other	husband	married	to	the	other	daughter	of	the	house.	The	sacrifice	in	it-

self	was	special	in	that	the	head	was	not	cut	off,	but	only	the	throat	was	slit	and	

the	blood	dropped	inside	the	sacrificial	circle.	The	goat	was	then	left	to	bleed	to	

death.	

This	 especially	 bloody	 sacrifice	 was	 important	 as	 from	 that	 day	 on	 the	

husband	 was	 allowed	 to	 enter	 into	 the	 ancestral	 shrine	 (the	 bhitar)	 of	 his	
wife’s	native	house.	It	also	enabled	him	to	eat	from	the	head	meat	of	any	sacri-

ficial	animal	killed	by	this	household.	He	was	in	a	way	taking	over	these	rights	

from	his	wife,	who	after	her	wedding	 can	no	 longer	 enter	her	 father’s	bhitar	
nor	eat	sacrificial	meat	in	his	house.	The	sacrifice	was	addressed	to	the	ances-

tors	of	the	bride’s	house,	who	afterwards	received	rice	beer	poured	from	leaf	

cups	onto	the	ground.	All	guests	present	in	the	bride’s	house	share	the	sacrifi-

cial	meal	(sore)	cooked	from	the	body	of	the	sacrificial	animal.	The	sharing	of	
sore	was	regarded	as	an	important	way	of	partaking	in	the	auspicious	(sagun)	
activities	of	the	day.	

With	 this	 last	 event	 in	 the	 chain	 of	 different	 actions	 during	 the	 bride-

wealth	prestations,	 the	marriage	rituals	 came	 to	an	end.	 In	general,	marriage	

rituals	should	be	regarded	only	as	starting	points	of	 the	many	different	visits	

the	in-laws	will	pay	each	other	in	the	course	of	their	lifetime.	They	will	attend	

and	present	gifts	at	each	other’s	house’s	births	and	deaths,	connecting	and	cre-

ating	places	through	their	movements.	

	

Notions	of	Place	and	Affinity	in	Santal	Wedding	Rituals	
The	core	concern	of	Santal	wedding	rites	is	to	establish	new	ties	of	relatedness.	

They	turn	a	general	category	of	people,	the	ones	one	can	potentially	marry,	in-

to	in-laws.	An	individual	maintains	specific	types	of	relations	with	some	of	the-

se	 in-laws,	 and	 addresses	 the	 other,	 for	 example,	 as	 “co-father-in-law”	 (bala	
kora)	 or	 “co-mother-in-law”	 (bala	 kuri).	 The	 ritual	 actions	 previously	 de-
scribed	 thus	 connect	 people.	 But	 they	 also	 involve	 differently	 valued	 places,	

such	as	 the	 threshold	 into	a	house	or	 the	ancestral	 room.	To	pay	heed	 to	 the	

focus	 of	 this	 work,	 this	 section	 first	 discusses	 the	 different	 notions	 of	 place,	

which	feature	in	the	examined	rituals.	Because	place	is	so	closely	linked	to	no-
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tions	of	relatedness	and	because	the	creation	of	in-law	relationships	stands	in	

the	forefront	of	wedding	rites,	the	second	part	of	this	section	discusses	differ-

ent	aspects	of	affinity.	

Which	types	of	place	receive	attention	during	the	wedding	rites	portrayed	

above?	 Concerning	 the	 house,	 several	 ritual	 actions	 point	 to	 different,	 some	

more	some	less	intimate,	domestic	spaces.	As	the	rites	unfold,	these	places	are	

ascribed	meaning	 and	 value.	 There	 are,	 of	 course,	 already	 existing	meanings	

attached	to	these	places.	Other	rituals	are	performed	in	these	places,	everyday	

actions	 contribute	 and	 conform	 to	 their	 semantics	 and	 songs	 and	 narratives	

deal	with	these	meanings	as	well.	For	example,	the	fact	that	a	stranger	would	

not	be	allowed	 to	enter	 the	ancestral	 shrine	 (bhitar)	 corresponds	 to	 the	 inti-
macy	of	this	place.	There	are	also	songs	that	mention	the	danger	of	the	thresh-

old	of	a	house	towards	the	street	(chatka	duar)	as	a	place	where	witches	(dain)	
wait	 to	 “eat”	 (jom)	 their	 victims.	 But	 if	 the	 wedding	 rites	 confirm	 previous	
meanings,	they	also	lend	additional	meaning	to	these	places.	People,	for	exam-

ple,	 come	 to	 perceive	 the	 threshold	 into	 the	 house	 as	 a	 place	 where	 bala-
relationships	are	first	established,	hence	as	a	place	not	only	of	danger	as	previ-

ously	mentioned,	but	also	as	a	place	of	transformation.	And	the	wedding	rites	

also	 create	 completely	 new	meaningful	 places,	 such	 as	 the	 “in-laws’	 village”,	

which	is	the	“mother’s	brother’s	village”	from	a	couple’s	children’s	perspective.	

In	that	sense,	the	wedding	rites	make	places.	 In	addition	to	this,	 the	rites	
are	concerned	with	making	social	relationships	and	bringing	about	a	transfor-

mation	of	 status.	The	places,	where	 the	ritual	actions	are	carried	out	and	 the	

movements	 from	 one	 place	 to	 another	 contribute	 to	 the	 achievement	 of	 this	

ritual	aim.	Van	Gennep	has	described	that	rites	of	passage	through	their	spatial	

movements,	such	as	passing	over	a	threshold,	can	bring	about	a	change	in	sta-

tus.	 This	 equally	 holds	 true	 for	 Santal	wedding	 rites.	 As	 the	 Santal	 bride,	 for	

example,	 passes	 through	 the	 door	 into	 the	 ancestral	 room	 of	 her	 husband’s	

house,	one	of	the	steps	of	transforming	her	into	a	member	of	this	house	is	tak-

en.	In	that	sense	place	and	ritual	can	bee	seen	as	mutually	constitutive.	

	

The	Courtyard	(raca)	

During	 several	 steps	 of	 the	weddings	 rituals	 the	 courtyard	 of	 a	 Santal	 house	

features	as	a	place	for	building	and	nurturing	relationships.	At	the	occasion	of	

“seeing	 the	 groom”	 (jawae	nel),	 the	new	potential	 in-laws	were	 seated	 in	 the	
courtyard	of	 the	house.	 The	 courtyard	 in	 general	 is	 a	 space,	where	 greetings	

take	place.	But	not	all	 visitors	 to	a	Santal	household	are	offered	a	 seat	 in	 the	
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courtyard.	Especially	people,	who	are	considered	untrustworthy,	such	as	many	

representatives	 from	 the	 government,	 would	 not	 be	 invited	 into	 a	 house’s	

courtyard.	 The	 place	where	 the	 potential	 in-laws	were	 seated	 hence	 already	

indicates	 a	 certain	 relational	 status.	 It	 is	 the	 space,	 where	 their	 relationship	

was	being	transformed	step	by	step.	The	potential	 in-laws	were	received	 in	a	

ritualized	way	by	the	village	manjhi	and	the	men	of	the	house.	Then	the	women	
of	the	house	greeted	them	and	washed	their	feet.	After	they	had	questioned	the	

potential	 groom	 in	 the	 courtyard,	 they	 retreated	 to	 the	 garden	 behind	 the	

house	where	they	decided	if	they	would	accept	the	young	man	as	their	daugh-

ter’s	husband.	It	 is	no	coincidence	that	the	discussion	of	the	groom’s	qualities	

took	place	outside	of	 the	house.	The	bride’s	party	only	entered	the	courtyard	

again	after	they	had	made	a	positive	decision	and	after	which	they	received	a	

meal	 from	the	groom’s	house.	During	other	occasions	throughout	the	process	

of	a	wedding,	the	courtyard	is	the	center	for	building	and	confirming	relation-

ships.	Here	the	guests	gave	gifts	and	fed	sweets	to	the	bride	and	groom.	During	

the	end	of	 a	 first,	 ritualized	meeting	of	 the	 in-laws	 (bala	nepel)	at	 the	bride’s	
house,	the	women	of	the	house	applied	turmeric	and	oil	to	each	visiting	couple	

seated	in	the	courtyard.	And	the	courtyard	featured	prominently	one	last	time	

during	the	delivery	of	the	bridewealth	(gonong)	at	the	house	of	bride.	Here	the	
husband	sacrificed	a	goat	in	an	especially	bloody	manner,	letting	the	goat	bleed	

to	death	in	the	middle	of	the	courtyard.	This	final	gift	permits	the	husband	to	

enter	the	ancestral	shrine	of	his	wife’s	natal	home	in	the	future.	

	

Thresholds	

During	the	wedding	ceremony	the	passing	over	different	thresholds	or	bound-

aries	can	be	understood	as	signaling	and	bringing	about	a	change	in	social	sta-

tus.	Before	the	highpoint	of	the	wedding	ceremony,	the	application	of	sindur	on	
the	 bride’s	 hair	 parting,	 the	 groom’s	 party	 had	 to	 cross	 the	 village	 boundary	

and	 signaled	 their	 arrival	 by	 lighting	 a	 firecracker	 or	 by	 drumming.	 More	

prominent,	 however,	 are	 the	 different	 thresholds	 of	 the	 bride	 and	 groom’s	

house	to	be	passed	during	the	rituals.		

As	described,	the	application	of	sindur	and	the	wearing	of	the	iron	bangle,	
took	place	in	front	of	the	bride’s	house	in	the	village	street.	Only	after	this	step	
had	been	completed	could	the	groom,	together	with	the	bride	and	his	assistant,	

enter	the	bride’s	house.	But	before	they	entered	together,	they	stopped	at	the	

threshold	of	 the	door	 into	 the	house	 (chatka	duar)	where	 the	bride’s	mother	
sprinkled	 them	with	 water.	 Shortly	 after,	 when	 the	 couple	 and	 the	 wedding	
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assistants	were	sitting	in	the	courtyard,	the	bala	greetings	had	to	be	performed	
at	 the	 threshold	 into	 the	house.	All	 the	groom’s	relatives	and	their	respective	

bala	 (e.g.	 the	 two	mamus	 (MB),	 the	mamis	 (the	MBW),	 the	kakas	 (FyB),	 etc.)	
washed	each	other’s	feet,	 fed	each	other	sweets	and	betel	and	carried	out	the	

bala	greeting	gestures.	Once	the	liminal	phase	of	their	relationship	was	passed	
with	the	help	of	this	ritual	greeting,	they	entered	the	house	arm	in	arm.	In	ad-

dition,	the	groom	and	bride	had	to	overcome	one	more	threshold	on	this	day.	

The	women	from	the	bride’s	side	had	blocked	the	door	to	the	ancestral	room	

(marang	orak),	into	which	the	couple	wanted	to	enter.	By	giving	money	to	the-
se	women	 the	 couple	 freed	 the	 entry.	 Before	 they	 entered	 the	mother	 of	 the	

house	 sprinkled	water	on	 their	heads	again.	All	 these	 ritual	movements	over	

different	thresholds	can	be	understood	as	contributing	to	the	transformations	

the	 ritual	 aims	 to	 accomplish.	 By	 means	 of	 analogy,	 the	 ritual	 passing	 over	

thresholds	brings	about	the	new	form	of	relatedness.	As	people	pass	from	one	

place	to	another,	they	leave	behind	a	previous	social	status.	They	move	from	a	

previously	more	distant	relationship	into	a	closer	one.	The	places,	where	these	

rites	 are	 carried	 out,	 can	 further	 be	 read	 as	 communicating	 the	 respective	

stage	 in	 the	 transformation	 process:	 The	 application	 of	 sindur	 in	 the	 village	
street	 and	 the	 greetings	 at	 the	 door	 both	 communicate	 the	 ambivalence	 and	

insecurity	of	the	relationships	at	that	stage.	Then,	after	this	ritual	confirmation	

of	relational	status	the	socializing	and	feasting	begins	in	the	courtyard.	

	

The	Ancestral	Room	(marang	orak)	

The	 final	 steps	 of	 establishing	 a	 secure	 and	 close	 relationship	were	 taken	by	

the	 ritual	 actions	 in	 the	 ancestral	 room	of	 the	house.	The	bride,	 for	 example,	

entered	the	ancestral	room	of	her	husband’s	house	together	with	her	husband	

after	they	managed	to	free	the	blocked	entry.	The	ancestral,	literally	the	“sen-

ior	 room”	 (marang	orak)	 is	 considered	 the	most	 sacred	 room	of	 a	house	and	
usually	 remains	 closed	 to	anyone	not	belonging	 to	 the	household.	 It	 contains	

the	 ancestral	 shrine	 (bhitar),	 which	 consists	 of	 a	 low	 empty	 space	with	 logs	
covering	it	at	about	one	meter’s	height.	At	important	village	or	life-cycle	rituals	

this	is	where	the	head	of	a	household	shares	rice	beer	with	the	ancestors	who	

are	 said	 to	 reside	 there.	This	 room	 lies	at	 the	 core	of	a	household,	 and	being	

permitted	to	enter	this	room	expresses	a	close	relationship	to	the	people	of	the	

house.	When	the	groom	and	wife	are	seated	in	this	room,	fed	beaten	rice	and	

served	 rice	 beer	 by	 the	 groom’s	mother,	 this	 indicates	 and	 brings	 about	 the	

bride’s	acceptance	and	integration	into	this	house.	
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The	securing	of	the	affinal	relationship	is	ritually	completed	with	the	delivery	

of	the	bridewealth	(gonong)	and	the	goat	sacrifice	carried	out	by	the	groom	in	
the	courtyard	of	the	bride’s	natal	house.	By	facilitating	the	flow	of	blood	onto	

the	ground	of	this	house’s	courtyard,	he	gains	the	right	to	enter	the	ancestral	

shrine	of	her	native	house.	With	this	action	he	also	joins	his	wife’s	brothers	in	a	

restricted	 circle	of	 commensality.	 From	 that	moment	on	he	 is	 able	 to	 eat	 the	

head	meat	of	their	sacrificial	animals.	Both	these	ritual	movements	during	the	

day	of	the	wedding	and	during	the	final	delivery	of	the	bridewealth	into	these	

most	intimate	spaces	of	a	house	make	one	last	statement	on	the	close	and	se-

cure	 connection	 bride	 and	 groom	 and	 their	 relatives	 have	 established	 with	

each	other.		

	

Land,	Fields	and	Rice	

Another	 space,	 which	 appears	 in	 the	 symbolism	 of	 the	 wedding	 rites,	 is	 the	

land	 owned	 by	 a	 house.	 During	 the	 “seeing	 the	 groom”	 ritual	 the	 groom	 is	

asked	in	veiled	language:	“How	many	bowls	and	plates	does	your	house	have?”,	

referring	to	the	number	of	fields	belonging	to	his	house.	Another	reference	to	

fields	and	agriculture	is	made	by	the	yoke,	on	which	the	couple	sits	during	part	

of	the	wedding	ritual	at	the	groom’s	house.138	This	 is	the	only	time	in	a	wom-

an’s	 life	 during	 which	 she	 is	 allowed	 to	 touch	 this	 agricultural	 instrument,	

which	 is	 otherwise	 only	 reserved	 for	men.	 Both	 the	 fields	 enquired	 about	 in	

veiled	language	and	the	yoke	appear	as	male,	agnatic	categories	in	the	wedding	

rituals.	This	corresponds	to	the	symbolism	of	the	jom	sim	ritual,	which	associ-
ates	the	fields	with	the	local	line	and	equally	articulates	the	fields	as	an	agnatic	

category.	

In	 contrast,	 the	 symbol	 of	 rice	 during	 the	wedding	 rituals	 complements	

the	male	connotations	of	land.	As	the	next	chapter	will	discuss	in	more	detail,	

rice	as	the	product	of	the	land	is	associated	with	a	bride,	women	or	affinity	in	

many	rituals	surrounding	its	plantation	and	harvest.	Lukhi	Ayo	(“the	mother	of	

																																																								
138	Skoda	(2003,	43)	mentions	the	use	of	plow	and	yoke	during	the	wedding	rites	of	the	Kondh	

and	Munda.	He	interprets	the	appearance	of	these	male	symbols	together	with	the	pestle	as	an	

earth-bound	female	symbol	among	these	tribal	societies	as	similar	to	the	divine	couple	Laksmi	

and	 Indra	who	play	a	 central	 role	during	 the	wedding	 rituals	of	a	peasant	 caste,	 the	Aghria	of	

Odisha.	 He	 regards	 these	 similarities	 in	 peasant	 and	 tribal	 wedding	 rites	 as	 supporting	 his	

argument	 of	 continuity	 rather	 than	 a	 stark	 contrast	 between	 tribal	 and	 caste	 society	 in	 this	

specific	 area.	 The	Gadaba	 of	Odisha	 equally	make	 use	 of	 a	 plow	handle	 during	 a	 part	 of	 their	

wedding	 rituals.	 The	 groom	 is	 seated	 on	 the	 plowshare,	 while	 the	 bride,	 however,	 sits	 on	 a	

millstone	(Berger	2015a,	265).	
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wealth/prosperity/good	fortune”,	cf.	Bodding	2010,	4:	187),	the	deity	of	rice,	is	

female.139	Rice,	just	like	a	bride	is	not	to	leave	the	house	on	a	Thursday.	Gener-

ally	 speaking,	 rice	 is	 a	 symbol	of	 fertility,	 necessary	 for	 the	 continuation	of	 a	

house.	 In	 that	 sense,	 rice	 reappears	 throughout	 the	 wedding	 rituals:	 The	

bride’s	party	brings	husked	rice	to	the	groom’s	house	at	the	occasion	of	“seeing	

the	groom”	and	a	large	amount	of	rice	is	given	from	the	groom’s	family	to	the	

bride’s	 side	 as	 part	 of	 the	 bridewealth.	 Bride	 and	 groom	 throw	 rice	 at	 each	

other	before	the	application	of	sindur	ceremony.	And	most	telling,	the	bride	sits	
in	a	basket	(daore)	filled	with	paddy	from	the	groom’s	fields	during	the	appli-
cation	of	sindur	ceremony.	In	that	case,	 like	rice	after	the	harvest,	the	bride	is	
brought	into	the	house	in	a	basket.	The	complementarity	of	agnation	and	affini-

ty	 hence	 is	 contained	 in	 the	 wedding	 rituals	 as	 well:	 The	 fields	 are	 agnatic	

spaces,	their	product	however	bears	female	and	affinal	connotations.	

	

The	“In-laws’	Village”	(naihar)	

Not	only	different	places	within	the	house	are	enacted	in	wedding	rituals,	but	

new	relational	ties	to	whole	villages	are	established	as	well.	From	the	perspec-

tive	of	 the	groom	 the	bride’s	native	village	becomes	a	new	meaningful	place.	

From	 the	day	of	 the	wedding	onwards,	 the	 groom	calls	 this	 place	naihar,	 his	
“in-laws’	 village”.	 He	 and	 his	wife	will	 visit	 this	 village	 and	 the	wife’s	 native	

house	throughout	their	lifetime,	attending	life-cycle	rituals	and	the	annual	vil-

lage	celebrations	of	baha	(spring	flower	festival)	and	sohrae	(harvest	festival).	
Whenever	sacrificial	meat	is	cooked	during	these	events	the	husband	can	par-

ticipate	 in	 its	 consumption.	The	new	 ties	between	villages	are	maintained	by	

reciprocal	visits.	Places	are	connected	through	people’s	movements.	

	

The	Mother’s	Brother’s	House	(mamu	orak)	

Once	 a	 couple	 has	 children,	 the	 children	 will	 speak	 of	 their	 mother’s	 native	

house	as	 their	 “mother’s	brother’s	house”	 (mamu	orak).	To	my	surprise,	 chil-
dren	never	spoke	of	 their	 “grandparents’	house”,	as	one	would	do	 in	German	

society,	but	spoke	of	 this	place	as	 their	mamu	orak.	Children	are	very	 fond	of	
visiting	 their	mamu,	 who	 plays	 a	 generous	 role	 in	 their	 lives.	 Visiting	 one’s	
mother’s	brother	means	being	treated	with	special	food,	with	meat	and	sweets.	

																																																								
139	The	name	Lukhi	 and	 the	association	with	 rice	and	 the	day	Thursday	 suggests	 that	 this	 is	 a	

reference	 to	 the	 Hindu	 goddess	 Lakshmi	 (cf.	 Skoda	 2003,	 36).	 My	 Santal	 informants	 did,	

however,	never	mention	such	an	association.	
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The	mamu’s	role	in	a	child’s	life	has	become	apparent	already	during	the	“see-
ing	 the	 groom”	 ritual,	when	 it	 is	 not	 father	 and	mother	 of	 the	 bride,	 but	 her	

mamu	and	jhi	(father’s	sister)	who	discuss	the	qualities	of	her	future	husband.	
In	one	of	my	host	families,	the	mamu	also	helped	out	in	times	of	financial	need,	
for	example	when	there	was	no	money	to	pay	for	a	son’s	private	tuition.	

The	previous	section	discussed	that	different	notions	of	place	are	consti-

tuted	and	reaffirmed	during	Santal	wedding	rites.	The	meaning	of	these	places	

and	 the	movements	 contained	 in	 the	 ritual	 actions	 further	 contribute	 to	 the	

general	aim	of	wedding	rituals,	which	 is	 to	create	and	secure	affinal	relation-

ships.	In	the	following	I	summarize	the	culturally	specific	notions	of	affinity	as	

they	come	to	the	forefront	during	the	described	rituals.	

	

Ambivalence	and	Hostility	

The	wedding	 rites	 show	 that	 ambivalence	 initially	 characterizes	 the	 relation-

ship	between	affines.	During	each	first	encounter	between	affines,	such	as	dur-

ing	“seeing	the	groom”	or	when	the	bride’s	side	arrives	at	a	wedding	ceremony	

for	a	love	marriage,	people’s	behavior	is	restrained.	They	whisper	and	say	that	

they	 “feel	 shy”	 (lajao).	 The	 ambivalence	 and	 distance	 between	 affines	 is	 also	
expressed	in	the	veiled	language	(bhet	katha)	spoken	between	them.	Their	dis-
tance	is	articulated	by	“indirect	talk”,	appropriate	to	their	relationship	status	at	

the	 time.	 As	mentioned,	 the	 initial	 ambivalence	 of	 affinal	 relationships	 reso-

nates	with	 the	places,	where	 this	ambivalence	 is	being	 transformed	by	ritual.	

The	enacted,	antagonistic	encounter	between	the	groom	and	the	bride’s	broth-

er	 finds	place	 in	 the	 village	 street	 in	 front	 of	 the	house.	 In	 the	 example	 I	 de-

scribed	the	groom	and	the	bride’s	younger	brother	spat	at	each	other,	violently	

fed	each	other	sweets	and	almost	burned	the	other	while	lighting	a	cigarette.140	

The	ritualized	bala	greetings	exhibit	a	similar	pattern.	The	ambiguous	relation-
ship	of	affinity	 is	 transformed	 into	a	more	defined	one,	 that	of	bala	 relatives,	
through	greeting	and	feeding	on	the	threshold	into	the	house.	By	crossing	the	

threshold,	the	initially	ambiguous	social	relation	becomes	a	close	one	of	mutual	

support.	

	

	
	
																																																								
140	Older	portraits	of	Santal	wedding	rites	equally	mention	this	antagonism.	Archer	(2007,	179)	

describes	a	simulated	fight	between	bride’s	and	groom’s	party	and	Troisi	(2000,	180)	reports	on	

the	wedding	parties	insulting	each	other.	
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Enacting	Closeness:	bala	kuri	and	sangat	

One	specific	ritual	that	brings	about	the	transformation	of	affines	into	in-laws	

is	the	ritual	encounter	between	bala	relatives.	Bala	relationships	are	conceptu-
alized	as	especially	close.	The	enactment	of	this	closeness	becomes	remarkably	

visible	in	the	behavior	of	female	bala	relatives	(bala	kuri).	They	sing	together,	
“share	a	drink”	(nu	hatin)	by	pouring	rice	beer	into	the	other’s	cup	and	address	
each	other	with	 the	 inclusive	 “we”	 (abo).	Bala	 relatives	also	greet	each	other	
with	symmetrical	gestures	whenever	they	meet.	These	gestures	differ	from	the	

hierarchical	greeting	gestures	common	in	Santal	society.		

Another	relationship	within	 the	class	of	 in-law	relatives	 is	 the	one	called	

sangat.	 It	 exists	 between	 the	 opposite	 sexes	 of	 bride	 and	 groom’s	 siblings.	
Their	 joking	 relationship	 begins	 at	 their	 first	meeting.	 On	 this	 occasion	 they	

provide	 each	 other	with	 comical	 gifts,	 such	 as	 necklaces	with	 bottles	 of	 rice	

beer	or	hats	made	from	leaves.	Their	relationship	however	also	contains	“shy-

ness”	(lajao),	because	it	could	potentially	be	transformed	into	a	spousal	one.	
		

	

3.3	Conclusion:	Spatially	Enacting	and	Transforming	the	

Social		
3.3.1	Brotherhood	and	Land		
This	chapter	was	centrally	concerned	with	the	entanglement	of	the	spatial	and	

the	social.	After	first	having	outlined	the	coordinates	of	Santal	social	classifica-

tion,	different	notions	of	place	specifically	related	to	land,	places	of	origin	and	

the	house	were	discussed	in	the	context	of	two	ritual	complexes.		

Concerning	the	social,	“brothers”	and	“affines”	featured	prominently	in	the	

two	respective	rituals.	Brothers	consider	each	other	to	be	of	common	descent	

from	one	ancestor,	at	some	point	in	the	past	residing	in	one	house.	Therefore,	

they	call	themselves	“people	of	one	house”	(mit	orak	hor),	“who	sacrifice	in	the	
same	 sacrificial	 circle”	 (mit	khond	re	bongale).	 In	 a	more	 abstract	 term,	 they	
speak	of	 these	people	as	 their	gusti,	 referred	to	as	“local	 line”	 in	 this	chapter.	
Their	relationship	is	defined	by	proximity,	both	in	spatial	and	emotional	terms.	

The	spatial	dimension	came	to	 the	 forefront	during	 the	 jom	sim	 ritual,	during	
which	land	plays	a	crucial	role.	In	general,	people’s	identity	is	closely	connect-

ed	to	the	land	they	own.	This	land	represents	the	settlement	activities	of	their	

forefathers,	who	transformed	forest	into	fields.		
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For	the	occasion	of	jom	sim	bonga,	people	come	back	to	the	place,	where	their	
common	 ancestor	 settled.	 They	 call	 this	 place	 their	mul	gadi.	 Jom	sim	bonga	
enacts	the	close	connection	between	people	and	their	land	by	ritual	movement	

between	 the	house	belonging	 to	 the	most	senior	of	brothers,	and	 the	 land	he	

owns.	The	different	 symbols	 contained	 in	 the	 ritual,	 for	 example	 the	wooden	

pole	in	the	case	of	the	khude	Hansdas,	mark	the	place	of	the	ritual	as	theirs.	The	
burying	of	sacrificial	meat	in	the	soil	for	the	deity	at	the	end	of	the	ritual	under-

lines	people’s	and	their	deity’s	close	connection	with	this	place	once	more.	The	

Santal	idea	of	brotherhood	is	thus	closely	tied	to	their	last	remembered	place	

of	origin	(mul	gadi),	ritually	enacted	and	constituted	through	jom	sim	bonga.	
	

3.3.2	Spatially	and	Ritually	Transforming	Sisters	into	Wives		
One	regulation	governing	the	relations	between	brothers	is	the	rule	of	exoga-

my.	Brothers	have	to	establish	new	ties	of	relatedness	with	other	groups,	who	

ideally	reside	at	a	distance.	The	description	of	various	Santal	wedding	rites	has	

shown,	 that	 affinal	 relations	 become	more	 specific	 as	 they	 are	 established	 in	

the	 process	 of	marriage.	 Through	 greetings,	mutual	 feeding,	 and	 sacrifice	 an	

originally	 ambiguous	 relationship	 is	 transformed	 into	 a	 stable	 one.	 Spatial	

movements	through	different	places	of	the	house	hereby	play	an	essential	role	

in	bringing	about	this	transformation.		

In	 the	 course	 of	 the	wedding	 rites,	 affines	move	 across	 different	 thresh-

olds	 into	 more	 and	 more	 intimate	 spaces	 of	 the	 house.	 During	 an	 arranged	

marriage	 ceremony,	 the	 groom’s	 party	 first	 has	 to	 enter	 the	 bride’s	 village,	

hand	 over	 the	 bridewealth	 (gonong)	 in	 a	 place	 located	 close	 to	 the	 village	
boundary.	Then,	during	the	climax	of	the	wedding	rites,	the	groom	applies	sin-
dur	to	the	bride	in	the	village	street	in	front	of	her	natal	house.	Only	then	can	
the	couple	ritually	enter	the	house,	followed	by	their	respective	relatives,	who	

become	 “in-laws”	 (bala)	 through	 ritualized	 greeting	 at	 the	 threshold	 of	 the	
house.	The	 transformation	of	 the	bride	 into	a	member	of	 the	house	 is	 in	part	

completed	 by	 her	 entrance	 into	 and	 the	 ritual	 actions	 in	 the	 ancestral	 room	

(marang	orak)	of	her	new	husband’s	house.	The	final	ritual	completion	of	her	
transformation	is	represented	by	the	delivery	of	the	bridewealth	(gonong)	and	
by	her	husband’s	 sacrifice	of	a	 female	goat	 in	her	natal	home.	From	that	mo-

ment	 on,	 the	 husband	 is	 entitled	 to	 enter	 the	 ancestral	 shrine	 and	 consume	

sacrificial	food	in	her	former	house;	a	right	she	loses	upon	marriage.	
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This	ethnographic	detail	 is	remarkable,	especially	when	compared	to	the	eth-

nography	of	other	Central	Indian	tribal	societies.	In	Gadaba	society,	for	exam-

ple,	 the	 bride	 loses	 the	 right	 to	 enter	 her	 parents’	 ancestral	 shrine,	 but	 the	

husband	does	not	acquire	such	a	right	(Berger	2015a,	76).	This	touches	upon	

the	more	general	question	on	the	structural	position	of	married	women	and	on	

the	tension	between	the	spousal	and	sibling	bonds	in	India.	In	an	article	com-

paring	different	bonds	of	kinship	between	Central	Indian	and	North	Indian	so-

cieties,	 Gregory	 (2010,	 8ff)	 argues	 that	 the	 brother-sister	 bond	 is	 especially	

strong	in	Central	India.	It	is	“‘the	kingdom	of	the	brother	and	sister’”	(4),	as	the	

Halbi	speakers	of	Bastar	phrase	it.	In	contrast	to	Brahmanical	North	Indian	so-

cieties,	where	the	spousal	and	not	the	sibling	bond	is	regarded	as	indissoluble,	

in	tribal	Central	India	a	wife	remains	attached	to	her	brother	in	several	ways.	

She	 does	 so,	 for	 example,	 by	 keeping	 her	 totemic	 descent	 category	 and	 ego-

focused	kin	terms.	In	his	comparison,	Gregory	(9)	proposes	that	severance	of	a	

wife	 from	 her	 brother	 is”	 a	 matter	 of	 degree”.	 This	 perspective	 brings	 forth	

several	questions	to	pose	to	my	own	Santal	material:	How	does	a	woman’s	re-

lation	 to	 her	 natal	 home	 change	 after	 marriage?	 What	 still	 links	 her	 to	 her	

brother	 and	 father?	 To	 what	 extent	 does	 she	 become	 part	 of	 her	 husband’s	

clan,	brotherhood	and	local	line?		

As	previously	mentioned,	the	wedding	rituals	can	be	regarded	as	spatially	

and	socially	detaching	the	bride	from	her	father	and	brother’s	house.	The	ritual	

sequence	 of	 wedding	 rites	 moves	 her	 into	 the	 innermost	 room	 of	 her	 hus-

band’s	 house	 where	 her	 new	 mother-in-law	 feeds	 her	 with	 beaten	 rice	 and	

serves	her	rice	beer.	From	a	ritual	perspective,	she	becomes	a	member	of	her	

husband’s	house	and	his	local	line	from	that	day	on.	She	has	the	right	to	enter	

the	bhitar	in	 her	husband’s	 house,	 share	 food	with	his	 ancestors	 and	partici-
pate	in	sacrificial	meals	of	this	house	–	for	example	eat	the	meal	cooked	from	

the	goat	bucks’	bodies	after	the	jom	sim	ritual.	After	her	death	she	is	buried	in	
her	husband’s	house’s	burial	 ground	and	her	 secondary	 funeral	 (bhandan)	 is	
held	 in	this	house.	As	an	ancestor,	she	will	be	considered	to	be	 located	in	the	

ancestral	shrine	of	her	marital	home,	where	she	is	addressed	by	the	people	of	

the	 house.	 She	 is	 also	 affected	 by	 impurity	 brought	 on	 the	 house,	 such	 as	

through	death	of	one	of	its	members,	and	holds	the	power	to	“purify”	a	house	

by	renewing	its	floors	and	walls	and	making	it	“the	god’s	house”	(bonga	orak)	
prior	to	the	jom	sim	ritual.		

Her	 integration	 is	 further	 signified	 by	 her	 change	 in	 perspective	 in	 the	

domain	of	kinship.	In	this	regard	she	takes	over	her	husband’s	“us-centric	kin-
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dred	 group”	 (Gregory	 2010,	 9),	 as	 do	 Gadaba,	 Bastar’s	 Halbi-speaking	 and	

North	 Indian	women.	Santal	women,	 for	example,	would	refer	 to	other	mem-

bers	of	 their	husband’s	gusti	as	“our	people”	(ale	hor)	or	would	state	“We	are	
people	of	one	house	(mit	orak	hor)”.	Different	from	Gadaba	and	Dongria	wom-
en	(cf.	Berger	2015,	271;	Hardenberg	2005,	195)	and	similar	to	Halbi-speakers	

of	 Bastar	 (Gregory	 2010,	 10),	 upon	marriage	 Santal	women	 adopt	 their	 hus-

band’s	 clan	 status.	 They	 explicitly	 emphasize	 that	 they	 “get	 rid	 of/leave	 be-

hind”	(ocho)	their	native	clan	category	and	do	not	mention	their	belonging	to	
this	category	anymore.	It	is	possible	then	to	interpret	all	these	factors	of	a	San-

tal	wife’s	integration	into	her	husband’s	house	as	her	having	become	a	consan-

guine	of	the	people	of	this	house.	

She	does,	however,	not	become	a	part	of	her	husband’s	“brotherhood”,	so	

that	she	cannot	be	considered	an	agnate.	In	this	regard	I	understand	agnation	

as	consisting	of	common	descent,	which	leads	to	a	“oneness”	and	a	shared	kin-

ship	 perspective.	 Consanguinity	 can	 be	 acquired	 through	 practice	 –	 ritual	

transformations,	 sharing	 of	 food,	 bearing	 children,	 living	 in	 one	 house	 –	

whereas	agnation	can	not.	Although	a	wife	takes	on	her	husband’s	descent	cat-

egory,	 she	 never	 completely	 shares	 his	 kinship	 perspective,	 because	 she	 re-

tains	 certain	 links	 with	 her	 brother’s	 house.	 Among	 these	 is	 her	 ego-focus	

regarding	kinship	terms;	she,	for	example,	continues	to	address	the	same	per-

son	 as	 “mother’s	 brother”	 as	 her	 brother	 does.	 Moreover,	 she	 considers	 her	

husband’s	siblings’	spouses	(i.e.	his	in-laws)	her	“brothers	and	sisters”	(boeha),	
her	 “kind”.	 A	 woman	 addresses	 her	 husband’s	 younger	 sister’s	 husband	 as	

“younger	brother”	(babu)	and	her	husband’s	brother’s	wife	as	“younger	sister”	
(mai).	If	she	was	part	of	her	husband’s	“brotherhood”,	she	could	not	be	consid-
ered	 a	 sister	 to	 his	 affines.	 Reichel’s	 (unpublished)	 ethnography	 on	 the	 Ho	

brings	up	another	point,	which	is	not	explicitly	stated	as	such	by	the	Santal,	but	

inherent	in	the	structure	of	jom	sim	bonga	as	celebrating	the	land	made	arable	
by	 the	 ancestors.	 She	 writes,	 that	 Ho	 agnates	 (hagako)	 are	 sometimes	 de-
scribed	as	 “those	who	mutually	share	one	 land”	 (mid	ote	hatinko),	which	car-
ries	a	strong	male	bias	as	women	in	Ho	society	cannot	own	or	“share”	land.	Jom	
sim	bonga	as	a	ritual	with	strong	agnatic	connotations	also	underlines	this	link	
of	“brothers”	with	their	 land,	to	which	Santal	women	have	no	rights	of	 inher-

itance.		

While	these	perspectives	still	link	a	Santal	wife	to	her	brother,	in	compari-

son	with	Dongria	 and	Gadaba	 ethnographies	 the	 degree	 of	 severance	 is	 high	

among	 the	 Santal.	 It	 is,	 however,	 not	 as	 high	 as	 in	 North	 India,	 where	 the	
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kanyadan	(gift	of	a	maiden	at	marriage)	ideology	has	far	reaching	consequenc-
es:	 It	 leads,	 among	 others,	 to	 the	 “superiority	 (...)	 of	 wife-takers	 over	 wife-

givers”,	it	completely	dissolves	the	“‘connection	between	bride	and	her	family	

transforming	her	 into	an	extension	of	the	groom	and	his	 family’”	and	it	“‘ren-

ders	divorce	and	widow	remarriage	 impossible’”	(Gregory	2010,	8	citing	Tra-

utmann	1981,	26).	In	Gregory’s	(10)	scheme	of	different	degrees	of	severance,	

the	 Santal	 can	 therefore	 be	 seen	 as	 located	 at	 least	 as	 close	 to	 North	 Indian	

(Brahmanical)	contexts	as	Bastar’s	Halbi	speakers.	In	this	regard	the	last	step	

of	 the	wedding	 rituals,	 completed	 by	 the	 delivery	 of	 the	 bridewealth,	 can	 be	

understood	as	a	particularly	strong	statement	on	the	wife’s	severance	from	her	

brother:	Not	only	does	she	lose	her	right	to	enter	her	parents’	ancestral	shrine	

and	 eat	 their	 sacrificial	 food,	 but	 she	 is	 also	 replaced	by	 her	 husband	 in	 this	

regard.	Her	place	in	her	parents’	house	is	not	left	empty,	but	filled	by	her	hus-

band.	

In	 conclusion,	 this	 chapter	 has	 shown	 that	 Santal	 rituals	 are	 concerned	

with	different	notions	of	place,	be	 it	 the	agnate’s	“place	of	origin”	or	different	

notions	of	 the	house	which	 lend	efficacy	 to	 the	 transformation	of	affines	 into	

in-laws.	 As	 the	 following	 chapters	 show,	 this	 work	 discusses	 rituals	 that	 in-

volve	 increasingly	 larger	 groups	 of	 people	 and	 correspondingly,	 increasingly	

larger	spatial	units.	The	rituals	described	next	make	reference	to	the	landscape	

and	in	a	broader	sense	give	insight	into	Santal	conceptualizations	of	the	envi-

ronment.	The	presence	of	a	deity	in	the	landscape	obliges	the	people	in	its	sur-

roundings	into	ritual	action.	
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4.	Perceptions	of	the	Environment		
	

“Once	a	hunter	was	killed	by	an	elephant	at	the	regional	hunt	at	Ajodhya	hill.	
To	remember,	a	temple	was	built	in	this	very	spot.	Where	the	elephant’s	tusk	

pierced	 through	 his	 body	 there	 is	 the	 entrance	 to	 the	 temple.	 Seeing	 this	
makes	you	sick,	you	feel	so	afraid.”	

(Recorded	in	a	village	of	Ghatsila	block,	East	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	on	May	

9,	2012)	

	

“In	the	past,	when	Santal	houses	consisted	only	of	one	room,	other	jati	could	
not	enter	the	house.	Our	bongas	were	everywhere.	In	one	corner	of	the	room	
there	were	the	ancestors	(hapramko),	above	them	Lukhi	Ayo,	the	“mother	of	
the	rice”,	and	in	another	corner	the	bonga	of	the	cooking	hearth	(chulhe	bon-
ga).”	
(Recorded	in	a	village	of	Chakulia	block,	East	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	on	July	

1,	2013)	

	

The	above	statements	offer	a	glimpse	into	Santal	perceptions	of	the	forest	and	

the	domain	of	the	house,	associated	with	the	ancestors	and	with	the	rice	fields.	

This	chapter	analyzes	how	the	Santal	perceive	their	environment	by	looking	at	

ritual	practices.	As	outlined	in	chapter	three,	the	jom	sim	ritual	held	in	the	dry	
rice	 fields	reveals	 that	 the	Santal	associate	 their	 land	with	 the	ancestors’	 set-

tlement	activities	and	hence	their	roots	in	this	place.	This	settlement	is	associ-

ated	 with	 the	 beginning	 of	 rice	 cultivation.	 In	 rituals	 and	 narratives,	 the	

domain	 of	 the	 fields	 is	 often	 distinguished	 from	 the	 dangerous	 and	 untamed	

domain	of	 the	 forested	hills	 (bir	buru).	This	entity	plays	an	 important	 role	 in	
the	two	types	of	rituals	portrayed	in	this	chapter,	one	being	the	annual	hunting	

ritual,	 taking	 place	 both	 at	 a	 village	 (gire	sendra)	 and	 a	 regional	 level	 (disom	
sendra),	and	the	other	being	an	annual	mountain	ritual	(buru	bonga).	Both	the-
se	ritual	actions	as	well	as	 the	narratives	 that	surround	them,	reveal	a	whole	

set	of	relationships	the	Santal	see	themselves	embedded	in.	In	that	regard	the	

following	 ethnographic	 descriptions	 reveal	 that,	 as	 already	mentioned	 in	 the	

theory	part	of	 this	work,	 the	distinction	between	society	and	nature	 is	 inade-

quate	in	the	Santal	context.	To	avoid	the	term	“nature”	with	all	its	different	cul-

tural	meanings,	 I	 instead	make	use	of	the	term	“environment”,	as	“that	which	

surrounds”	(Ingold	1993,	31).	For	analytical	purposes	the	distinction	between	

Santal	society	and	the	environment	is	first	maintained,	to	be	relativized	later	in	

my	analysis.	
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As	stated,	the	rituals	portrayed	in	this	chapter	pertain	to	the	domains	of	forest	

and	 fields,	 both	of	which	 surround	Santal	 villages.	These	domains	 are	distin-

guished	in	Santal	ritual,	but	the	ethnographic	data	presented	also	suggests	that	

forest,	 fields	 and	 the	 village	 are	 perceived	 as	 intertwined.	 Because	 of	 these	

connections,	 I	 have	 chosen	 to	 include	 these	 at	 first	 seemingly	different	 ritual	

complexes	in	one	chapter.		

Perceptions	 of	 the	 forest	 as	 an	 ambivalent	 and	 dangerous	 place	 emerge	

from	 the	hunting	and	mountain	 rituals	 as	well	 as	 from	 the	 singrai	 songs	 and	
stories	performed	during	the	hunting	festival.	The	domain	of	 the	 forest,	how-

ever,	 is	also	associated	with	 rain	and,	 in	a	more	abstract	 sense,	with	 fertility.	

This	fertility	is	necessary	for	the	growth	of	rice.	Besides	seeing	rituals	as	a	suit-

able	point	of	access	to	these	notions	of	place,	it	is	my	argument	throughout	this	

work	that	rituals	contribute	to	the	creation	of	these	notions.	This	becomes	es-

pecially	apparent	in	the	context	of	the	creation	of	a	“region”	(torop	and	disom)	
as	 discussed	 in	 this	 chapter.	 In	 the	 context	 of	 the	mountain	 rituals	 different	

numbers	of	villages	in	the	vicinity	of	the	deity’s	seat	each	contribute	a	sacrifi-

cial	 animal.	 Their	 common	 sacrificial	 practice	 binds	 them	 into	 a	 region	 and	

hence	creates	the	spatial	notion	of	region.	

	

	

4.1	The	Different	Ritual	Hunts	
When	asked	about	hunting	in	Santal	society,	Santal	men	differentiate	between	

different	 types	 of	 hunting.	 Jarpa	sendra,	 they	 emphasize,	 is	 the	 only	 hunt	 in	
which	 they	 do	 not	 sacrifice	 to	 or	 address	 the	 gods.	During	 jarpa	sendra	 they	
merely	go	hunting	with	other	people	from	their	village	when	they	hear	about	

wild	animals	 in	 the	nearby	 forest.	Equipped	with	bow	and	arrow	(ak	sar),	an	
axe	on	a	long	stick	(kapi),	a	long	spear	with	three	metal	spikes	on	top	(bolam)	
and	a	horn	(sakua),	the	men	move	through	the	forest	in	lines.	They	regard	this	
hunt	as	different	from	the	three	other	hunts:	the	hunt	of	the	annual	flower	fes-

tival	 (baha	sendra),	 the	annual	 inter-village	hunt	(gire	sendra)	and	the	annual	
regional	hunt	(disom	sendra).	
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4.1.1	Baha	sendra:	The	Ritual	Hunt	at	the	Spring	Flower	Festival		
The	first	hunt	of	the	Santal	ritual	year141	is	baha	sendra	(“flower	hunt”),	taking	
place	on	the	third	day	of	the	spring	flower	festival	(baha	porob)	celebrated	be-
tween	February	and	March.	Apart	from	the	actual	hunt	on	the	third	day	of	the	

festival,	the	theme	of	hunting	further	emerges	in	ritual	practice	and	songs	dur-

ing	 the	 festival.	 Before	 proceeding	 to	 describe	 these	 aspects	 concerned	with	

hunting	 in	 more	 detail	 I	 shall	 briefly	 contextualize	 them	 in	 the	 festival	 as	 a	

whole.	Generally	 speaking,	 the	 festival	 is	 concerned	with	 the	domain	outside	

the	village	and	celebrates	 the	 flowering	of	 the	sal	and	mahua	 trees	as	well	as	
the	beginning	of	the	hunting	season.	

Baha	 porob	 is	held	 around	 the	 full	 moon	 of	 Phagun	 (February/March),	
usually	on	different	days	in	different	villages	in	order	to	enable	affinal	relatives	

to	visit	each	other’s	 festivals.	Next	 to	sohrae,	a	harvest	celebration	concerned	
with	the	veneration	of	cattle,	people	regard	baha	as	the	most	important	Santal	
festival.	For	them	it	is	one	of	the	happiest	times	of	the	year,	and	one	of	the	oc-

casions	when	women	visit	 their	native	village.	 It	 is	a	time	when	the	gods	 join	

the	village	inhabitants	and	their	visiting	relatives	in	dancing	and	their	worship	

activities	 in	 the	 sacred	grove.	The	main	parts	of	 the	 festival	 take	place	 in	 the	

sacred	 grove	 (jaher),	which	 consists	 of	 a	 cluster	 of	 trees,	 usually	 on	 the	 out-
skirts	of	each	village.	When	many	generations	ago	people’s	ancestors	founded	

the	village,	they	cut	down	the	forest,	but	left	a	patch	of	trees	where	the	village	

gods	 now	 reside.	 In	many	 villages	 the	 boundary	 of	 the	 jaher	 is	marked	with	
stones,	 but	 today	 several	 jahers	 are	 also	 surrounded	 by	 concrete	 walls	 and	
locked	by	a	gate.	Jahers	should	contain	at	least	one	sal	and	one	mahua	tree	and	
can	be	recognized	by	the	small	shrines	or	sheds	(jaherthan)	inside.	The	sheds	
cover	stones	representing	the	various	gods	of	the	grove.	My	description	focus-

es	on	the	third	day	of	the	festival,	on	which	the	hunt	takes	place,	while	the	first	

two	days	are	described	in	detail	in	chapter	five.		

On	day	one	preparations	are	made	for	the	festival.	The	women	of	a	house,	

for	example,	dye	clothes	yellow	with	turmeric,	which	will	the	next	day	be	given	

to	 their	 visiting	 affines.	 On	 the	 main	 day,	 sacrifices	 in	 the	 sacred	 grove	 are	

made	to	the	grove’s	deities.	During	the	sacrifices	and	in	the	evening	the	deities	

possess	several	mediums,	called	to	do	so	by	the	women’s	dancing	and	singing.	

																																																								
141	The	 Santal	 year	 begins	 with	 Magh	 bonga,	 taking	 place	 in	 the	 lunar	 month	 of	 Magh	
(January/February).	At	 this	occasion	village	 functionaries	 can	 lay	down	 their	positions	and	be	

replaced	by	others.		
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All	 throughout	 the	 night	 people	 drink	 rice	 beer,	 eat	 and	 dance	 in	 the	 village	

dance	ground	(akhra).		
The	worship	 in	 the	sacred	grove	on	 the	main	day	of	 the	 festival	also	ad-

dresses	the	hunting	deity	(sendra	bonga),	who	has	a	small	shrine	on	the	fringe	
of	the	jaher.	This	deity	is	regarded	as	dangerous	and	powerful,	so	that	its	name	
should	 not	 be	 uttered	 and	 its	 identity	 is	 subsumed	 under	 the	 encompassing	

one	 of	Moreko	Turuiko.	 This	 might	 partly	 explain	 my	 difficulty	 in	 obtaining	
much	information	about	this	god.	When	I	tried	to	elicit	information	from	peo-

ple	about	its	character	or	activities	they	were	evasive	and	in	some	villages	I	did	

not	see	the	sacrifices	to	the	hunting	god	in	the	jaher,	because	nobody	informed	
me	about	them.	In	the	village	of	Dukri,	sendra	bonga	received	his	sacrifice	after	
all	the	other	gods	of	the	grove.	In	front	of	two	round	stones	in	the	eastern	cor-

ner	of	the	jaher	the	village	priest	had	purified	the	ground	with	two	round	spots	
of	cow	dung	and	water	and	then	made	two	sacrificial	circles	with	rice	flour	(ho-
long).	Into	these	circles	he	placed	piles	of	crushed	rice	(adoa	caole)	from	which	
the	 two	 spotted	 chicks	 ate	 before	 being	 sacrificed.	 Behind	 the	 stones	 repre-

senting	the	hunting	god	a	branch	from	the	terel	tree	(the	Ebony	tree	–	Diospy-
ros	melanoxylon)	was	planted.142	
	

The	Third	Day:	Examining	the	Water-Filled	Clay	Pot	and	Consulting	

the	Hunting	God	
As	I	witnessed	it	in	Sarjomburu	village	at	the	end	of	February	2012,	the	actual	

hunt	of	the	baha	festival	took	place	in	the	morning	of	the	third	day.	Before	the	
hunt	began,	a	group	of	village	women	and	men	had	assembled	in	a	room	at	the	

village	priest’s	(naeke’s)	house.	A	young	boy	(buiyu),	whose	role	was	to	assist	
the	naeke	during	 the	baha	 festival,	had	 taken	out	a	 clay	pot	and	utensils	 that	

																																																								
142	This	 branch	 is	 also	used	during	 the	 second	burial	 (bhandan)	 of	 a	 person.	There	 is	 a	 Santal	
saying	in	which	different	trees	feature	as	symbols	for	the	stages	of	 life.	The	first	stage	of	 life	 is	

represented	 by	 ere	atnak	 (crocodile	 bark	 tree,	 Terminalia	 tomentosa),	 where	 life	 is	 pure	 and	
sacred	like	a	seed.	Then	there	is	khode	matkom	(the	mahua	tree),	which	symbolizes	the	womb	of	
a	 mother.	 Then	 follows	 sari	 sarjom	 (sal	 tree),	 the	 symbol	 of	 religion,	 signifying	 the	 spiritual	
growth	 of	 a	 person.	 The	 next	 stage	 of	 life	 is	 symbolized	 by	 peter	 bare	 (banyan	 tree,	 Ficus	
benhalensis),	 because	 then,	 like	 the	 roots	 of	 a	 banyan	 tree,	 one	 becomes	 attached	 to	 and	
entangled	with	 other	 people	 such	 as	 a	 spouse	 and	 children.	 The	 last	 stage	 in	 life	 is	 lepet	terel	
(Ebony	tree,	Diospyros	melanoxylon),	a	time	when	an	old	person	cannot	remember	anything	and	
becomes	 soft	 like	a	 terel	 fruit.	 “Lepet	terel”	 thus	 stands	 for	 the	end	of	 life	when	an	old	person	
becomes	senile	and	nears	death.	The	association	of	the	terel	branch	with	death	and	its	link	with	
the	hunting	deity	corresponds	to	the	idea	of	hunting	as	a	possible	deathly	occasion	for	people,	as	

several	hunting	songs	portrayed	below	describe.	
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were	to	be	used	by	the	mediums	during	the	festival.	The	boy	took	the	string	off	

the	bow	and	untied	the	bells	that	had	been	fastened	to	its	ends.	These	instru-

ments	were	then	stowed	away	for	the	rest	of	the	year.	Then	the	boy	placed	the	

clay	pot,	which	had	been	filled	with	water	the	evening	before,	in	the	middle	of	

the	room.	It	was	called	“the	auspicious	clay	pot”	(sagun	supari).	The	village	el-
ders	explained	that	the	level	of	water	indicated	the	amount	of	rain	that	would	

fall	that	year.	Through	the	pot,	the	gods	thus	told	them	about	the	prospects	for	

the	coming	agricultural	year.	One	after	another	the	women	squatted	in	front	of	

the	pot,	greeted	it	and	checked	the	water	level.	They	then	communicated	to	the	

men,	what	they	had	seen.		

By	 then	other	women	had	arrived	and	 the	men	and	women	sat	opposite	

each	 other	 in	 the	 courtyard.	What	 followed	was	 a	 long	 song,	 sang	 back	 and	

forth	between	the	men	and	women,	commenting	on	the	different	ritual	activi-

ties	of	the	day.	Meanwhile	the	naeke’s	assistant	served	rice	beer	to	the	men	and	
women.	 Consumption	 of	 rice	 beer	 is	 considered	 a	 prerequisite	 for	 singing,	

some	of	the	men	present	informed	me.	This	type	of	song	was	performed	in	or-

der	to	call	the	hunting	god	(who	is	here	addressed	with	the	general	term	“Go-
sae”):	

	

“Jae	gosae,	who	has	called	for	the	auspicious	arrow	(sar	sagun)?	
Who	has	taken	out	the	auspicious	clay	pot?	

	

Jae	gosae,	perhaps	the	naeke’s	assistant	has	called	the	auspicious	arrow.	
Jae	gosae,	perhaps	the	naeke’s	assistant	has	taken	out	the	auspicious	clay	pot.	
	

Jae	gosae,	who	has	foreseen	the	auspicious	arrow?	
Jae	gosae,	who	has	foreseen	the	future	in	the	auspicious	clay	pot?	
	

Jae	gosae,	the	villagers	(moreko)	have	seen	the	auspicious	clay	pot.	
Jae	gosae,	the	villagers	have	seen	the	auspicious	clay	pot	
	
Jae	gosae,	who	has	untied	the	bow?	
Jae	gosae,	who	has	untied	the	bell	from	the	bow?	
	

Jae	gosae,	perhaps	the	naeke’s	assistant	has	untied	the	bow.	
Jae	gosae,	perhaps	the	naeke’s	assistant	has	untied	the	bell.	
	
Jae	gosae,	who	has	made	the	invitation	(gire)	for	the	hunt?	
Jae	gosae,	who	has	gone	hunting	in	Kareka	[place	name]?		
	

Jae	gosae,	perhaps	Ram	has	made	the	invitation	to	the	hunt.	
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Jae	gosae,	perhaps	Laxman	has	gone	hunting	in	Kareka.143	
	
Jae	gosae,	who	has	made	the	invitation	in	Sin	Bir144?	
Jae	gosae,	who	has	gone	hunting	in	Man	Bir145?”146	
	
(Recorded	 in	 a	 village	 of	 Musabani	 block,	 East	 Singhbhum,	 Jharkhand	 on	

March	1,	2012)	

	

When	one	of	the	men	became	possessed	by	the	hunting	god,	the	naeke	greeted	
the	god	and	began	a	conversation.	He	asked	the	deity	where	the	people	should	

go	hunting	and	what	animal	he	would	give.		

	

Veiled	Language	(bhet	katha)	
The	 language	 used	 both	 by	 the	 naeke	 and	 the	 hunting	 god	 communicating	
through	the	medium	is	a	veiled	language	(bhet	katha).	Instead	of	using	the	di-
rect	term	for	an	object,	in	this	type	of	language	other	terms	are	used,	symboliz-

ing	 this	object.	People	stated	 that	 it	was	 inappropriate	 to	use	direct	 language	

with	 certain	 gods	 and	 that	 they	 had	 learned	 it	 from	 the	 gods	 themselves	

through	the	mediums.	When	asked	what	animals	the	hunting	god	would	give	to	

the	people,	he	used	the	word	“old	broom”	(tuthi	jono)	for	porcupine	(normally	
called	jhig),	for	referring	to	a	bear	(normally	bana)	he	used	“sheep”	(bhidi)	as	a	
bear	is	considered	fury	like	a	sheep.	The	wild	boar	(bir	sukri)	was	“flower	cot-
ton”	(baha	tulam),	 the	snake	(bin)	was	“rope”	(baber)	and	the	elephant	(hati)	
was	referred	to	as	“old	water	buffalo”	(haram	kara).	When	people	wished	the	
god	to	leave	the	medium	they	said	“Our	horse	is	tired	now,	please	leave”.	

Another	 context	 in	which	 this	 language	 is	used	are	 the	annual	mountain	

rituals	(buru	bonga).	As	both	the	buru	bongas	and	the	hunting	god	are	consid-
ered	especially	dangerous	and	powerful,	this	language	is	considered	necessary	

																																																								
143	Ram	and	Laxman	are	hunters	in	the	Ramayana.	
144	Sin	Bir	is	a	forest	mentioned	in	Santal	mythology.		
145	Man	Bir	is	another	mythological	forest.		
146	Jae	gosae,	tokoe	ako	hohoket	ho	sar	sagun,	sar	sagun?	Jae	gosae,	okoe	nadoe	odok	ket	ho,	sagun	
tilli?	Jae	gosae,	buiyu	gechoy	ho	ho	ket	ho	sar	sagun,	sar	sagun.	Jae	gosae,	buiyu	gechoy	odok	ket	
sagun	tilli.	Jae	gosae,	okoe	gechoy	nelket	ho	sar	sagun,	sar	sagun?	Jae	gosae,	tokoe	gechoy	nelket	ho	
sagun	 tilli?	 Jae	gosae,	moreko	ko	nelket	ho	 sar	 sagun,	 sar	 sagun.	 Jae	gosae,	moreko	ko	nelket	ho	
sagun	tilli.	Jae	gosae,	tokoe	nadoe	raraket	ho	ak	sar?	Jae	gosae,	tokoe	nadoe	raraket	ho	ghanti?	Jae	
gosae,	buiyu	gechoy	raraket	ho	ak	sar.	Jae	gosae,	buiyu	gechoy	raraket	ho	ghanti.	Jae	gosae,	tokoe	
gire	ket	ho	sendra	do,	sendra	do?	Jae	gosae,	tokoe	nadoy	barte	ket	ho	Kareka	do?	Jae	gosae,	Ram	
gechoy	 gire	 ket	 ho	 sendra	 do,	 sendra	 do.	 Jae	 gosae,	 Laxman	gechoy	 barte	 ket	 ho	Kareka	 do.	 Jae	
gosae,	tokoe	nadoe	gire	ket	ho	Sin	Bir	do,	Sin	Bir	do?	Jae	gosae,	tokoe	nadoe	barte	ked	ho	Man	Bir	
do?	
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for	the	interaction.	To	my	knowledge	this	language	is	not	spoken	between	hu-

mans	and	 the	benevolent	deities	of	 the	sacred	grove.	As	discussed	 in	chapter	

three,	this	type	of	veiled	language	is	also	spoken	during	the	first	ritual	encoun-

ter	between	affines,	on	 the	occasion	of	 “the	seeing	of	 the	groom”	 (jawae	nel).	
Both,	 the	 encounter	 with	 dangerous	 gods	 and	 the	 encounter	 with	 potential	

new	in-laws	is	an	ambivalent	matter,	 in	which	all	possible	offenses	should	be	

prevented	from	the	beginning	through	the	use	of	indirect	language.	

	

The	Hunt	and	Water	Fight	
After	 the	 consultation	with	 the	 hunting	 god,	 some	men	went	 into	 the	 forest	

with	bows,	arrows,	axes	and	spears,	accompanied	by	their	hunting	dogs.	They	

later	returned	to	the	village	led	by	a	group	of	drummers,	singing	songs	(singrai	
seren)	 accompanied	 by	 whistles	 and	 shouts.	 Upon	 their	 return,	 their	 wives	
welcomed	and	honored	them	by	washing	and	oiling	their	feet.	The	village	men	

and	boys	then	ate	the	hunted	prey	in	a	field	outside	of	the	village,	in	this	case	a	

pheasant	and	a	rabbit.		

All	throughout	the	morning	affinal	relatives	engaged	in	water	fights.	Baha	
festivals	take	place	around	the	time	of	the	Hindu	color	festival	Holi.	The	Santal	

state	 that	 they	 play	Holi	 not	with	 color,	 but	with	water,	 or	more	 specifically	

baha	dak	(flower	water).	The	water	is	sprinkled	or	poured	only	on	affinal	rela-
tives	with	whom	one	stands	in	a	joking	relationship	(landa	segey),	such	as	de-
fines	 the	 relationship	 between	 a	man	 or	woman	 and	 his/her	 elder	 brother’s	

wife	(hili)	or	between	grandparents	and	grandchildren.	
	

The	baha	Festival	as	a	Celebration	of	Fertility		
The	Santal	baha	festival	celebrates	the	onset	of	spring	marked	by	the	blooming	
of	sal	and	mahua	trees	in	the	forest.	The	notion	of	fertility	appears	as	a	promi-
nent	theme	throughout	its	different	ritual	actions.	Fertility	is	to	be	understood	

here,	as	mentioned	by	Bloch	and	Parry	(1982,	7),	in	the	dictionary	sense	of	fe-

cundity,	 fruitfulness	 and	productiveness.147	I	 infer	 the	notion	of	 fertility	 from	

more	concrete	references	in	the	ritual,	such	as	the	importance	of	rain,	sexuality	

and	the	symbolic	joining	of	male	and	female	elements,	like	sal	and	mahua	flow-
ers,	and	the	especially	prominent	role	of	women	during	the	festival.	

																																																								
147	The	 notion	 of	 fertility	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 flower	 festival	 is	 discussed	 in	 more	 detail	 in	

chapter	five.		
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Rain	is	necessary	for	the	cultivation	of	the	fields	and	henceforth	the	continua-

tion	of	society.	As	described	in	the	course	of	this	chapter	there	will	be	several	

other	 rituals	 during	 the	 hot	 season	dedicated	 to	 the	 request	 for	 rain.	 Rain	 is	

said	to	be	brought	by	the	gods	of	the	forested	mountains	(buru	bongas).	On	the	
last	day	of	the	baha	festival	the	water	level	in	the	clay	pot	predicts	the	amount	
of	 rain	 that	 will	 fall	 in	 the	 coming	 monsoon.	 Strikingly,	 it	 is	 the	 role	 of	 the	

women	 to	 observe	 the	water	 level	 and	 communicate	 it	 to	 the	men.	 In	 other	

parts	of	the	festival	women	play	an	important	role	as	well:	the	baha	festival	is	
the	only	time	of	 the	year	when	women	are	allowed	to	enter	the	sacred	grove	

and	their	dancing	and	singing	calls	the	gods	to	be	present	at	the	sacrifices	ded-

icated	to	them.	Women	are	often	compared	to	flowers,	as	expressed	especially	

in	songs.148		

The	symbolism	of	hunting	in	itself	can	also	be	regarded	as	related	to	fertil-

ity.	 In	 a	 detailed	 comparison	 of	 different	 spring	 hunts	 among	 Central	 Indian	

tribal	 societies,	 among	 them	 the	Munda,	 Bondo,	 Oraon	 and	 Santal,	 Rahmann	

(1952,	882)	also	sees	fertility	as	these	rituals’	main	concern.	He	further	men-

tions	the	sexual	symbolism	and	close	connection	the	spring	hunt	has	with	agri-

cultural	activities.	The	Oraon,	for	example,	dry	the	prey’s	“meat	(…)	and	mix	it	

with	the	paddy	seeds	that	they	sow	on	their	fields”	(879).	

To	sum	up,	the	annual	flower	festival	revolves	around	fertility.	This	fer-

tility	 is	 brought	 into	 the	 village	 from	 the	 outside	 through	 ritual	movements.	

These	movements	between	the	inside	and	outside	take	on	different	shapes	and	

connects	 different	 entities:	 Affinal	 relatives	 come	 from	 their	 villages	 into	 the	

host	village,	flowers	of	the	sal	and	mahua	tree	are	brought	from	the	forest	into	
the	sacred	grove,	and	on	the	third	day	hunted	game	is	brought	into	the	village.	

The	continuation	of	society,	be	it	in	the	sense	of	social	procreation,	but	also	in	

the	sense	of	nutritional	provision	through	rice	nurtured	by	the	monsoon	rain,	

is	dependent	on	this	movement	between	the	inside	and	outside	of	the	village.	

Different	from	the	two	ritual	hunts	depicted	in	the	following	sections,	the	baha	
hunt	uses	the	village	as	a	reference	point.	It	thus	enables	us	to	see	that	the	vil-

lage	is	perceived	as	different	from	the	forest,	but	that	a	movement	between	the	

two	domains	is	essential	for	the	continuation	of	society.	

																																																								
148	A	 song	 I	 recorded	 (this	 type	 is	 called	 langre	 seren),	 which	 according	 to	 my	 assistant	 is	
supposed	 to	 be	 sung	 back	 and	 forth	 between	 boys	 and	 girls	 in	 the	 village	 dance	 ground,	

describes	that	the	branches	of	a	tree	are	heavy	from	its	blooming	flowers.	A	young	man	walks	by	

and	is	told	that	he	can	pick	a	flower,	but	should	take	good	care	of	it	and	not	“break	it”.	I	was	told	

that	the	flowers	clearly	stand	for	girls	who	have	matured	and	are	ready	to	be	married.		
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4.1.2	Gire	sendra:	The	Annual	Inter-Village	Hunt	
In	 the	hot	months	of	May	and	 June	different	hunting	 rituals	 and	 festivals	 are	

organized.	This	is	done	by	several	villages	in	order	to	address	the	hunting	god	

and	the	deities	of	the	surrounding	mountains	through	chicken	sacrifices.	These	

deities	are	asked	for	protection	from	the	wild	animals	of	the	forest	and	for	rain	

to	fill	the	rice	fields.	In	what	follows	the	different	activities	of	this	ritual	com-

plex	 are	 discussed	 through	 the	 example	 of	 the	 Pindegadia	 inter-village	 hunt.	

My	 description	 of	 this	 case,	 interwoven	 with	 songs	 and	 narrative,	 presents	

several	aspects	of	Santal	conceptions	of	the	environment.	

	

The	Case	of	Pindegadia	sendra	bonga	
Making	the	Invitation	(gire)	

The	 village	 hunt	 starts	with	 the	 ritual	 event	 of	making	 an	 invitation	 (gire)	 a	
week	before	 the	actual	hunt.	 In	 the	case	of	Pindegadia,	a	place	named	after	a	

small	 flower	 called	pinde,	the	 hunt	 is	 organized	 by	 seven	 villages	 (sath	mau-
za149).	Therefore,	several	men	from	each	of	these	villages	attended	the	making	
of	 its	 invitation.	 The	 seven	 headmen	 as	well	 as	 the	 village	 priests	 of	 each	 of	

these	villages	 should	be	present.	 In	addition,	 several	village	elders	and	a	 few	

young	men	had	come.	This	event	is	called	“the	tying	of	the	invitation”	(gire	tol),	
because	the	invitation	consists	of	a	string	from	sal	 tree	bark	into	which	knots	
are	 tied.	 The	 number	 of	 knots	 is	 equivalent	 to	 the	 number	 of	 days	 until	 the	

hunt	takes	place.		

When	my	 assistant	 Pitamber	 and	 I	 arrived	 in	 the	 village	 of	 Kudabera	 a	

group	of	about	 thirty	men	had	assembled	under	a	 tree	at	 the	outskirts	of	 the	

village.	 The	 center	 of	 their	 attention	 was	 a	 man,	 whose	 hands	 and	 feet	 had	

been	tied	together	with	ropes	made	from	sal	bark.	He	was	wearing	a	hat	of	sal	
leaves	covering	his	eyes.	The	men	informed	me	that	he	was	the	bir	mallik,	the	
local	representative	who	took	care	of	the	forest	in	which	the	hunt	would	take	

place.150	Squatting	 on	 the	 ground	 he	 pulled	 three	 strings	 of	 sal	 bark	 out	 of	 a	
water-filled	brass	lota151	in	front	of	him	and	tied	eight	knots	into	each	of	them.	

																																																								
149	Mauza	is	a	Hindi	term	meaning	“place,	site,	village”	(McGregor	2007,	838).	As	I	encountered	
it,	 the	 Santal	 use	 mauza	 only	 to	 refer	 to	 villages	 when	 they	 speak	 of	 village	 federations	
participating	in	a	hunting	ritual.	Otherwise	the	Santali	word	for	village	is	ato.	
150	The	forest	is	owned	by	the	Indian	government,	but	local	villages	have	the	right	to	administer	

the	use	of	the	forest	and	its	products	according	to	forest	law.	
151	As	 laid	out	 in	chapter	 three	 the	 lota	plays	a	significant	role	 in	 the	receiving	and	greeting	of	
guests	 in	 a	 Santal	 household.	 In	 the	 context	 of	 the	 hunt	 we	 can	 interpret	 its	 role	 thus	 as	
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The	men	named	 the	 three	villages	 to	whose	headmen	 (manjhis)	 these	 invita-
tions	were	sent.	They	informed	me	that	these	villages	worship	the	hunting	god	

with	a	chicken	sacrifice	on	the	same	day	that	the	hunting	ritual	takes	place	in	

Pindegadia.	The	 term	 the	men	use	 for	 these	distinct	 invitations	 is	disom	gire,	
the	use	of	the	word	disom	(“region”)	pointing	to	the	fact	that	they	are	sent	fur-
ther	away	 to	other	villages	of	 the	region.	After	 these	 three	special	 invitations	

had	 been	 tied,	 several	men	 tied	 knots	 into	 dry	 sal	 barks.	 Neatly	 packed	 into	
folded	sal	leaves,	these	were	sent	to	all	the	neighboring	villages	and	distributed	
at	the	local	weekly	markets	(hat).		

	

	
Photo	23:	The	ritual	making	of	the	hunting	invitation.	The	invitation	is	made	from	the	
bark	of	a	sal	tree	into	which	knots	are	tied.	The	number	of	knots	corresponds	to	the	

number	of	days	until	the	hunt.	

	

It	 proved	 difficult	 in	 the	 following	 weeks	 to	 discover	 the	 reason	 why	 these	

three	villages	 received	unique	 invitations,	 the	 standard	answer	usually	being	

that	 it	was	 “custom”	(niam)	 to	send	 the	 lota	dak	gire	 to	 these	villages.	One	of	
these	villages	was	Ranga,	about	 ten	kilometers	 southeast	of	Sonagada.	 It	was	

																																																																																																																																														
indicative	of	a	special	relationship	between	the	villages	inviting	to	the	hunt	and	the	three	villages	

who	receive	the	invitation	from	the	lota.	Another	important	aspect	in	this	context	might	be	the	
lota’s	 sacred	 function.	 In	 many	 rituals	 water	 from	 the	 lota	 is	 used	 to	 ritually	 purify	 the	
components	of	the	worship,	such	as	the	sacrificial	axe	or	even	the	sacrificial	animals	itself.		
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well	known	in	the	area	for	its	local	mountain	god,	the	buru	bonga	named	Ranga	
Haram	 (“old	 man	 of	 Ranga”).	 This	 village	 organized	 one	 of	 the	 many	 other	
hunting	 rituals	 in	 the	 month	 of	 Baisakh	 (April/May),	 and	 another	 famous	
mountain	 god	worship	 (buru	bonga)	 two	months	 later	 in	 the	month	 of	Asar	
(June/July).	As	I	later	learned	during	the	mountain	ritual	for	Kopat	Pat,	who	is	
among	others	worshipped	at	Pindegadia	sendra,	Ranga	Haram	is	considered	to	
be	 related	 to	 Kopat	Pat.	 Kopat	Pat’s	 daughter	 was	 married	 in	 Ranga,	 which	
makes	Ranga	Haram	his	co-parent-in-law	(bala	kora).	Although	I	never	heard	
this	stated	clearly	in	the	villages	where	I	enquired	about	Ranga’s	special	rela-
tion	with	the	hunt	at	Pindegadia,	this	relation	between	these	deities	could	be	at	

least	one	of	the	reasons	for	setting	the	gire	sent	to	Ranga	apart	from	the	others.	
152	In	addition,	some	people	pointed	out	the	special	qualities	of	these	villages’	

headmen.	 In	 the	 eyes,	 Ranga’s	manjhi	 was	 very	 active	 and	 talkative	 –	 both	
characteristics	qualify	him	as	a	“good	personality”	in	Santal	understanding.		

In	 the	same	vein,	Kundelukha’s	manjhi	–	 the	village	 is	 situated	about	 ten	
kilometers	 southwest	 of	 Pindegadia	 –	 was	 a	 vocal	 and	 seemingly	 influential	

person	due	to	his	wealth.	His	family	was	known	to	own	a	lot	of	land.	

The	 third	 village,	where	 a	 special	 invitation	was	 sent,	was	 Phulkhani,	 as	

the	 crow	 flies	 about	 fifteen	 kilometers	 northeast	 of	 Pindegadia.	 Locally	

Phulkhani	is	well	known	as	the	village	of	the	torop	pargana.	As	I	will	explain	in	
the	course	of	this	chapter,	this	pargana	 is	a	regional	headman	responsible	for	
108	villages.	Conflicts	 that	cannot	be	solved	on	a	village	 level	are	brought	 for	

mediation	to	this	pargana.	Just	like	the	manjhi	of	Kundelukha,	Phulkhani’s	par-
gana	 is	 from	a	wealthy	and	 influential	 family.	Three	of	his	 four	 sons	work	 in	
banks	and	the	remaining	nineteen	members	of	this	 joint	family	 live	in	a	 large	

house	with	an	estimated	 ten	 rooms	around	a	 large	 courtyard	 “filling	up	with	

people	when	everyone	gathers	in	the	evening”,	the	eldest	member	of	the	family	

proudly	 remarked.	 People	 explained	 that	 these	 influential	 headmen	 are	 hon-

ored	with	 these	 invitations	 and	would	 surely	 spread	 the	news	 about	 the	 up-

coming	hunt	in	Pindegadia.	

After	the	bir	mallik	–	his	hands	and	feet	still	tied	together,	eyes	covered	by	
leaves	–	had	completed	the	tying	of	the	three	special	gire,	he	lay	down	on	the	
ground.	The	manjhi	of	Kudabera,	an	elderly	man,	took	a	bow	and	placed	an	ar-
row	on	the	string	and	drew	the	bowstring.	He	pointed	it	in	all	four	directions	in	

																																																								
152	Because	 I	could	unfortunately	not	visit	 these	 three	other	villages,	 I	could	not	 find	out	more	

about	what	connects	them.	



Chapter	4	⎜Perceptions	of	the	Environment	
	

	

	 208	

the	sky.	Then	he	took	an	arrow	with	a	blunt	tip	(tuti)	and	tapped	the	bir	mal-
lik’s	bottom	with	it	three	times.	Above	the	bir	mallik’s	head	a	rolled-up	package	
of	sal	leaves	was	placed	and	the	manjhi	shot	an	arrow	into	it	and	then	cut	it	up	
with	an	axe.	The	bir	mallik	was	 like	a	deer,	 the	men	explained	to	me,	and	the	
leaf	package	was	hacked	up	in	his	place.	On	that	day	they	had	“tied	the	forest”	

(buru	tol),	they	had	made	it	inaccessible	to	people	and	the	gods	would	punish	
whoever	entered	it.	Until	the	hunt	took	place	the	following	week,	women	could	

not	enter	the	forest	to	collect	leaves	or	firewood	and	even	if	wild	animals	were	

spotted,	the	men	could	not	hunt	them.	When	this	ritualized	part	of	the	meeting	

was	 over,	 the	 bir	mallik	 was	 untied	 and	 the	 men	 discussed	 more	 pragmatic	
matters	 such	as	 the	 financing	of	 the	upcoming	hunting	 festival	 (sendra	pata),	
which	was	to	take	place	the	morning	after	the	hunt.	Here	different	teams	were	

to	perform	music	and	stories	and	 later	receive	prizes	 in	 the	 form	of	sheep	or	

pigs.	Each	household	from	all	the	seven	villages	organizing	the	hunt	contribut-

ed	a	 small	 sum	of	money	 to	 the	purchase	of	 these	prizes.	Only	as	we	walked	

away	from	the	gathering	I	realized	that	the	Kharia	dihuri,	who	would	play	the	
main	role	during	 the	worship	one	week	 later,	had	not	been	present.	As	 I	will	

show	later	in	this	chapter,	his	absence	might	reflect	his	inferior	position	in	the	

eyes	of	the	Santal.	

	

Sendra	bonga:	The	Worship	of	the	Hunting	God	
On	the	day	fixed	for	the	hunting	worship,	several	men	from	each	of	the	seven	

participating	villages	arrived	at	a	place	they	call	Marang	Darha	(“deep	pool	in	
the	river”).	It	was	around	eleven	o’clock	in	the	morning	and	they	had	previous-

ly	 bathed	 and	 dressed	 in	 clean	 clothes.	Many	 elders,	 some	middle-aged	men	

and	 children	as	well	 as	 the	manjhis	 and	naekes	 of	 the	 respective	villages	had	
arrived.	Most	importantly,	the	Kharia	hunting	priest	(dihuri)	and	the	“priest	of	
the	 seven	 villages”	 (sath	mauza	 rin	naeke)	were	present	 to	 lead	 the	prepara-
tions	and	later	sacrifices.	The	latter	–	a	man	in	his	thirties	and	schoolteacher	by	

profession	–	was	the	naeke	of	Sonagoda,	one	of	the	largest	villages	participat-
ing	 in	 the	 hunting	 ritual.	 Just	 like	 the	dihuri	 he	 had	 inherited	 his	 position	 as	
“naeke	of	the	seven	villages”	from	his	father.	He	assisted	the	dihuri	during	the	
worship	and	also	played	an	important	role	during	the	ritual	for	the	mountain	

god	(buru	bonga)	two	months	later.	
The	preparations	for	the	worship	of	the	hunting	god	took	place	in	what	is	

called	 “the	 sacred	 grove	of	 the	hunt”	 (sendra	jaher),	 a	 cluster	 of	 sal	 trees	be-
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sides	 a	 river	 between	 two	 villages.	 Meanwhile	 the	 dihuri	 took	 a	 bath	 in	 the	
nearby	river	and	put	on	a	clean,	white	dhoti	–	according	to	custom	all	men	pre-
sent	have	to	wear	dhotis	as	well.	His	ritual	purity	was	not	only	guaranteed	by	
his	bath.	As	he	told	me,	the	night	before	the	worship	sexual	 intercourse	is	ta-

boo	and	one	should	sleep	on	the	ground	that	night.	While	he	bathed	in	the	riv-

er,	some	men	removed	the	dry	leaves	and	branches	on	the	ground	of	the	grove.	

At	the	foot	of	a	sal	tree	a	long	stone	leaned	against	the	stem	–	this	was	the	place	
where	the	sacrifices	would	take	place.	Just	like	the	bir	mallik	during	the	making	
of	the	invitation	the	previous	week,	the	dihuri’s	hands	and	feet	were	tied	with	
sal	 bark	 strings	and	he	wore	a	hat	of	 sal	 leaves.	What	 followed	was	a	 row	of	
ritual	actions,	the	order	and	correctness	of	which	were	of	utmost	importance.		

The	dihuri	began	with	purifying	the	ground	in	front	of	the	stone	with	wa-
ter	and	cow	dung	and	sprinkling	water	over	the	stone.	In	prescribed	order	he	

used	rice	flour	to	make	a	khond,	a	large	rectangle	divided	into	six	smaller	rec-
tangles.153	“Just	as	people	like	to	eat	from	different	plates,	we	make	a	plate	for	

each	god,	 too”,	 the	men	commented.	Because	 the	gods	 like	 the	smell	of	methi	
(ground	fenugreek),	the	spice	was	sprinkled	on	the	pattern.	The	gods	were	fur-

ther	 pleased	 by	 incense	 sticks	 placed	 at	 the	 foot	 of	 the	 tree	 and	 crumbs	 of	

sweets	 (laddu)	 sprinkled	on	 the	khond.	Then	 the	dihuri	placed	a	small	pile	of	
crushed	rice	 (adoa	caole)	 in	each	of	 the	 rectangles.	After	having	mixed	water	
with	vermillion	he	put	five	red	dots	around	each	pile	of	rice	and	others	on	the	

stone	and	then	on	the	chicken	to	be	sacrificed.		

Each	 village	 had	 brought	 a	 chicken	 and	 although	 everyone	 emphasized	

that	this	ritual	concerned	seven	villages,	there	were	eleven	chickens.	Originally	

there	used	to	be	seven	villages,	which	was	why	many	people	still	spoke	of	the	

seven	villages	responsible	for	this	hunt,	but	 in	previous	years	several	villages	

had	 split	 up.	 Therefore,	 there	were	 actually	 eleven	 villages	 participating,	 the	

men	explained.	Each	chicken	was	offered	 to	one	of	 the	 six	gods	addressed	at	

this	ritual.	The	dihuri	and	naeke	knew	which	god	favored	which	color	of	chick-
en:	In	general,	sendra	bonga	is	given	a	red,	young	cock	(arak	sandi),	the	moun-
tain	 gods	 like	black	pullets	 (hende	kalot)	 and	Marang	Buru	 always	 receives	 a	
white	 cock	 (pond	sandi).	Before	 the	dihuri	 cut	off	 its	head	with	 the	 sacrificial	
axe	(kapi),	he	offered	the	chicken	to	the	god	and	the	chicken	had	to	accept	its	
sacrifice	by	eating	from	the	rice.	While	the	chicken	ate,	the	men	addressed	the	

																																																								
153	In	a	later	conversation	the	naeke	insisted	that	the	number	of	khonds	should	be	three,	five	or	
seven,	because	odd	numbers	are	auspicious	and	play	an	important	role	during	worship.		
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god	with	an	 invocation	 (bakher).	This	 invocation	mentioned	 the	 request	 they	
made	of	the	hunting	deity:	

	

“In	 the	name	of	 Pindegadia,	 Jae	Gosae,	 kindly	 accept	 this	 chicken.	Keep	 the	
hunters	(disua)	safe	as	they	enter	the	forest	and	climb	up	the	mountain.	Let	
them	 laugh,	 enjoy,	 sing	 and	 dance.	 Let	 no	 tiger154	or	 lion	 enter	 our	 village,	

keep	 our	 animals	 grazing	 in	 the	 forest	 and	 our	women	 herding	 them	 safe	

from	wild	animals	 throughout	 the	year.	We	ask	you	 to	 send	 rain	 to	 fill	 our	

fields.”	

	

(Recorded	in	a	village	of	Musabani	block,	East	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	on	May	

3,	2012)	

	

	
Photo	24:	The	hunting	priest	(dihuri)	is	preparing	the	sacrificial	squares,	their	number	

corresponding	to	the	number	of	deities	worshipped	at	the	occasion.	

	

Once	 the	 chicken	had	pecked	 from	 the	 rice,	 its	head	was	 cut	 off	with	 an	axe.	

The	head	was	placed	in	one	of	the	rectangles	and	blood	from	the	body	sprin-

																																																								
154	To	my	knowledge	no	one	in	the	area	of	my	fieldwork	had	seen	a	tiger	in	recent	years.	People	

did	emphasize	that	there	were	tigers	and	lions	in	the	past.	The	presence	of	tigers	at	least	in	the	

past	 is	 not	 unlikely,	 if	 one	 considers	 the	 relative	 proximity	 of	 Simlipal	 Tiger	 reservation	 in	

Odisha.	
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kled	over	the	head,	the	stone	leaning	on	the	tree	and	over	some	more	crushed	

rice	in	a	leaf	cup.	

During	 every	 step	of	 these	preparations	 and	 the	 actual	 sacrifice	 the	naeke	 of	
the	seven	villages	and	other	elders	were	squatting	close-by,	checking	the	accu-

racy	of	the	dihuri’s	work	and	giving	advice	whenever	he	was	hesitant.	He	was	
the	mediator	between	them	and	the	buru	bongas,	the	men	maintained.	Because	
the	Kharia	 lived	 in	 the	 forest,	 they	 knew	 these	 gods	well	 and	 therefore	wor-

shipped	them	for	the	Santal,	the	men	explained.	But	the	Santal	men	also	assist-

ed	the	dihuri	in	his	work:	the	naeke	of	the	seven	villages	handed	him	whatever	
worship	 component	 was	 to	 be	 used	 next,	 and	 the	manjhi	 of	 Kudabera	 held	
down	the	bodies	of	the	sacrificed	chickens	until	they	stopped	moving.		

When	the	sacrifice	was	over,	the	dihuri	lay	down	on	the	ground	and	what	
had	taken	place	the	week	before	at	the	making	of	the	invitation,	was	repeated:	

The	manjhi	of	Kudabera	shot	towards	the	four	directions	in	the	sky	with	bow	
and	arrow,	then	tapped	the	dihuri’s	bottom	three	times	with	a	dull	arrow	and	
hacked	up	a	leaf	package	placed	above	the	dihuri’s	head	with	an	axe.	The	sur-
rounding	men	seemed	to	find	this	part	of	the	ritual	amusing;	they	laughed	and	

joked	about	the	manjhi’s	actions.	During	the	sendra	bonga	at	Dhol	buru,	a	slight	
variation	on	this	 theme	made	the	dihuri’s	 role	even	more	apparent.	Here	 two	
men	held	up	a	stick	and	the	dihuri	 jumped	up	 to	grasp	and	hang	on	 the	stick	
like	prey	being	carried	back	from	a	hunt.	His	hands	and	feet	were	tied	together,	

his	body,	if	only	for	a	few	seconds,	hung	down	from	the	stick.	“He	is	like	an	an-

imal”,	the	men	commented.		

Similar	to	every	other	sacrifice	the	whole	event	ended	with	the	cooking	of	

the	sacrificial	 food	(sore).	Only	 those	who	had	 fasted	were	allowed	to	eat	 the	
chickens’	head	meat.	On	 that	day	 there	were	 five	people	–	 four	naekes	 of	 the	
participating	 villages	 and	 the	 dihuri	 –	 who	 ate	 the	meat	mixed	with	 a	 bit	 of	
cooked	rice	from	separate	leaf	plates.	The	meat	from	the	chickens’	bodies	was	

cooked	together	with	rice	in	large	pots	and	could	be	eaten	by	all	the	men	from	

the	participating	seven	villages,	but	not	by	outsiders.	
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Photo	25:	The	hunting	priest	(dihuri)	is	hung	up	on	a	stick,	similar	to	prey	after	the	
hunt.	

	

Generally,	naming	the	gods	for	whom	the	worship	is	performed	is	considered	a	

dangerous	matter,	which	proved	to	be	the	reason	almost	everyone	was	reluc-

tant	 to	speak	about	 these	gods.	There	are	six	rectangles,	so	who	were	the	six	

gods	 the	chickens	were	offered	 to,	 I	asked.	The	dihuri	 as	well	as	 the	naeke	of	
the	 seven	 villages	 shook	 their	 heads	 at	my	 question	 and	 indicated	 that	 they	

could	 not	 tell	me.	 As	 Pitamber,	who	was	 from	 the	 area	 and	 had	 seen	 sendra	
bonga	many	times,	explained,	the	gods	might	get	offended	if	their	names	were	
mentioned	 aloud.	 But	 many	 men,	 especially	 the	 village	 priests	 and	 old	 men	

knew	who	these	gods	were,	because	they	addressed	them	during	the	worship	

as	Pitamber	specified.	He	recalled	the	gods	involved	in	the	hunting	ritual	from	

memory:	 At	 Pindegadia,	 one	 of	 the	 rectangles	 is	 for	 the	 hunting	 god	 sendra	
bonga,	another	for	Darha	Budhi	–	the	old	lady	who	resides	in	the	nearby	river	–	
then	the	dihuri	makes	a	rectangle	for	Kopat	Pat,	the	most	senior	mountain	god	
of	 the	area,	 and	 for	Ranga	Haram,	 his	 co-father-in-law	 (bala	kora),	 as	well	 as	
one	for	Marang	Buru	–	 the	supreme	god	of	 the	Santal.	Basic	rules	of	good	be-
havior	 that	 hold	 for	 people,	 also	 apply	 to	 the	 offerings	 made	 to	 deities	 as	

Pitamber	explained:	“If	you	give	food	to	one	person,	you	cannot	leave	out	those	
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who	are	nearby.	That	is	why	we	cannot	just	give	a	chicken	to	the	hunting	god,	

but	have	to	include	the	gods	of	the	surroundings	as	well”.	

	

Portrait:	The	Kharia	dihuri	and	Santal	Opinions	about	the	Kharia		
In	all	the	hunting	rituals	to	the	southwest	of	Musabani	the	hunting	priests	be-

long	to	the	community	of	the	Hill	Kharia.	According	to	Roy	(1937,	2ff)	the	Kha-

ria	 are	 dispersed	 over	 a	 large	 area:	 The	 Dudh	 section	 has	 its	 stronghold	 in	

Ranchi	District	 of	Chotanagpur,	 the	Dhelki	 section	 in	 Jashpur	 state	of	 today’s	

Chhattisgarh	 and	 the	Hill	 Kharia	 in	 the	Mayurbhanj	 state	 of	 Odisha.	 The	Hill	

Kharia	in	particular	live	in	the	forested	parts	of	Mayurbhanj,	ranging	from	the	

Simlipal	 mountain	 range	 to	 the	 northern	 hills	 of	 Singbhum,	 Dhalbum	 and	

Manbhum	districts.		

In	the	area	around	Musabani	the	Kharia	live	in	government-built	concrete	

houses	in	separate	villages	on	the	outskirts	of	the	forest	or	in	small	villages	in	

the	 forest.	 The	 Santal	 clearly	 regard	 themselves	 as	 higher	 in	 status	 than	 the	

Kharia,	 expressed	 in	 derogatory	 comments	 they	 make	 about	 the	 latter.	 Just	

“like	animals”,	they	live	in	the	forest	and	they	neither	wash	nor	have	real	hous-

es,	summarizes	the	condescending	Santal	attitudes	towards	the	Kharia.	Santal	

parents	often	scolded	their	children:	“You	Kharia	child,	 look	at	how	dirty	you	

are	today!”	and	when	one	has	not	taken	a	bath	on	a	hot	day	one	says	“I	feel	like	

a	Kharia	today”.	In	the	eyes	of	the	Santal	cultivator,	what	further	makes	these	

gatherer-hunters	inferior	is	the	fact	that	they	do	not	own	land	or	grow	rice.	If	

they	do	not	live	in	the	concrete	houses	provided	for	them	by	the	government,	

their	houses	are	makeshift	constructions	of	branches	(kumbe	orak),	as	opposed	
to	the	large,	decoratively	painted	mud	houses	the	Santal	are	so	proud	of.	But,	in	

the	eyes	of	the	Santal,	all	these	characteristics	make	the	Kharia	ideal	mediators	

between	the	Santal	and	the	forest	gods.	

In	order	to	understand	more	about	the	Kharia,	one	day	I	convinced	Pitam-

ber	to	take	me	to	the	dihuri	 ‘s	village	about	five	kilometers	from	Sonagada	to-
wards	 the	hills.	 Early	morning	would	be	 the	best	 time	 to	meet	 the	dihuri,	 he	
said,	because	the	men	usually	were	out	collecting	forest	produce	all	day,	then	

they	went	to	Musabani	market	to	sell	what	they	found	and	in	the	evening	they	

would	 be	 too	 drunk	 to	 talk	 to.	 Before	 we	 left	 the	 house,	 the	 Santal	 women	

warned	me:	“They	will	ask	you	for	money	to	buy	liquor	(parua)”.	On	the	way	to	
the	village	we	were	asked	several	times	by	other	young	Santal	men	of	Sonago-

da	where	we	were	headed.	“Over	there”,	Pitamber	said,	never	mentioning	our	
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real	destination.	The	dihuri’s	village	consisted	of	five	concrete	houses	next	to	a	
paved	 road.	All	 of	 the	houses	had	only	one	 room	covered	by	a	 tin	 roof.	They	

had	been	built	as	part	of	the	Indira	Awaaz	development	scheme	by	the	Indian	

government	a	few	years	earlier.		

The	dihuri	lived	in	one	of	these	houses,	together	with	his	wife	and	six	chil-
dren,	and	agreed	to	talk	to	us	on	the	roadside.	For	as	many	times	as	Pitamber	

mentioned	how	“uncivilized”	the	Kharia	were,	he	engaged	in	a	friendly	conver-

sation	with	this	modest	and	wiry	man,	who	was	fluent	in	Santali.	He	spoke	San-

tali,	 Bangla	 and	 a	 bit	 of	 Kharia	 with	 his	 children,	 he	 mentioned.	 Many	

generations	 ago	 the	 Santal	 asked	 his	 family	 to	 worship	 the	 buru	bongas	 for	
them.	After	the	gods	approved	of	it,	he	took	over	this	task	from	his	father	about	

eight	years	ago.	Once	a	year	he	received	payment	in	kind	(borton)	for	his	work:	
The	Santal	would	give	him	unhusked	rice	 (huru)	after	 the	harvest	 in	Novem-
ber/December.	 “We	have	no	 fields,	we	stay	 in	 the	 forest”,	he	 said	when	 I	 en-

quired	about	his	land.	“The	government	does	not	give	us	much.	They	have	built	

this	house,	but	not	completed	it	and	now	during	the	monsoon	it	rains	through	

the	 roof”,	 he	 remarked.	 If	 they	 needed	money,	 they	 had	 to	 sell	 wood	 at	 the	

market,	 he	 remarked.	When	 I	 asked	 about	Kharia	 festivals	 or	 rituals,	 he	was	

keen	 to	 emphasize	 that	 they	 celebrated	 the	 same	 festivals	 as	 the	 Santal.	 He	

mentioned	baha	and	sohrae,	but	also	local	Hindu	festivals	such	as	sakrat.	“We	
stay	with	the	adivasi”,	he	explained.	He	was	willing	to	give	more	details	about	
the	 local	 mountain	 gods	 and	 pointed	 to	 Kopat	buru,	 a	 tall	 hill	 we	 could	 see	
through	the	morning	mist	above	the	forest	 in	the	distance.	The	seven	villages	

each	would	bring	a	male	goat	there	in	July	and	he	would	sacrifice	the	goats	in	

front	of	a	cave	on	this	hill.	I	should	come,	he	insisted,	when	the	rice	paddy	had	

reached	a	certain	height,	and	he	held	his	hand	at	knee	level	above	the	ground	

to	indicate.	Kopat	Pat,	the	god	of	this	hill,	actually	stayed	in	Simlipal	(a	national	
park	to	the	south)	in	Odisha,	but	for	the	worship	he	would	come,	the	dihuri	ex-
plained.	Where	did	 the	dihuri	 and	his	 family	 come	 from,	 I	 asked.	 “My	 forefa-
thers	have	come	here	and	stayed”,	he	answered,	“they	came	from	Dampara155.”	

When	we	 rode	 back	 to	 the	 village	 I	 discussed	with	 Pitamber,	why	 the	dihuri	
had	referred	to	the	Santal	as	adivasi,	obviously	excluding	himself	from	this	cat-
egory.	Pitamber	insisted	that	the	Kharia	were	neither	adivasi	nor	belonged	to	
the	government	category	of	Scheduled	Tribe.	The	government	gave	them	more	

																																																								
155	Dampara	is	the	local	name,	not	the	administrative,	governmental	one,	for	an	area	about	one	

hour	bus	ride	to	the	northeast	of	Musabani.		
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assistance	than	the	Santal	and,	for	example,	provided	them	with	food	and	gov-

ernment	 jobs	 if	 they	 completed	 class	 ten,	 which	 according	 to	 Pitamber	 very	

few	did.	He	seemed	to	derive	a	certain	status	from	being	a	member	of	a	Sched-

uled	Tribe	 or	 an	adivasi	 –	 a	 status	 that	 in	 his	 opinion	 the	Kharia	 did	not	 de-
serve.	 The	 Hill	 Kharia	 of	 this	 area	were	 previously	 classified	 as	 a	 “Primitive	

Tribe”156	by	 the	 Indian	government	and,	 in	 fact,	do	 fall	under	 the	administra-

tive	category	of	ST.157	

	

The	Actual	Hunt:	Types	of	Bow	and	Arrow,	Taboos,	Division	of	Prey	
After	the	above-described	sacrifices	to	the	hunting	deity	have	been	completed,	

the	men	can	go	hunting	in	the	forest.	They	see	the	forest	as	a	dangerous	place	–	

several	men	described	the	hunt	also	as	a	“battlefield”	(tupun).	There	are	many	
narratives	about	deadly	accidents	during	the	hunt	–	of	men	killed	by	wild	ani-

mals,	or	killed	by	someone	else’s	arrow.	This	is	why	two	brothers	should	never	

go	on	a	hunt	 together.	Women	do	not	wear	any	signs	of	being	married	while	

their	husbands	are	out	on	a	hunt.	They	 remove	 their	 iron	bangle	 (merhet	sa-
kom)	and	do	not	apply	sindur	–	pretending	that	their	husbands	do	not	exist	in	
order	to	protect	them	from	danger.	If	a	man’s	wife	is	pregnant,	he	can	go	hunt-

ing	together	with	the	other	men,	but	cannot	eat	the	ritual	food	cooked	from	the	

chickens	sacrificed	to	the	hunting	god.	He	also	cannot	kill	during	the	hunt.	If	he	

were	to	kill	an	animal	during	his	wife’s	pregnancy,	the	animal’s	life-force	(jiwi)	
would	mingle	(mesa,	 lit.	“mix”)	with	that	of	his	unborn	child’s,	and	upon	birth	
the	child	would	be	half	human	half	animal.		

In	 contrast	 to	what	 Berger	 (2015a)	 and	 Otten	 (2002)	write	 about	 the	 ritual	

hunts	in	Odisha’s’	Koraput	district,	the	role	of	women	during	the	Santal	ritual	

hunt	seems	to	be	marginal.	Before	the	Gadaba	ritual	hunt,	the	village	is	closed	

off	from	the	outside.	Women	and	girls	move	stones	and	rocks	on	the	road	lead-

ing	to	the	village	and	extract	money	from	the	people	who	want	to	pass	through	

(Berger	2015a,	385).	When	the	men	assemble	at	the	outskirts	of	the	village	to	

																																																								
156	Today	they	are	called	“Particularly	vulnerable	tribal	group“	(PTG).	Cf.	“Particularly	vulnerable	

tribal	groups	(PTGs)”,	Ministry	of	Tribal	Affairs,	Government	of	India:		

http://tribal.nic.in/Content/Particularly%20Vulnerable%20Tribal%20Group.aspx		

(accessed	October	10,	2015)	
157	Cf.	 “State/Union	Territory-wise	 list	of	 Scheduled	Tribes	 in	 India”,	Ministry	of	Tribal	Affairs,	

Government	of	India:		

http://tribal.nic.in/content/list	of	scheduled	tribes	in	India.aspx	

(accessed	December	1,	2015).		
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embark	 on	 the	 hunt,	 women	 provide	 them	 with	 tika	 and	 demand	 small	
amounts	of	money	from	them	(393).	Otten	(2002)	takes	up	this	special	role	of	

women	 in	 a	 separate	 article	 on	 the	 Rona,	 who	 are	 neighbors	 of	 the	 Gadaba.	

During	 their	 ritual	 hunt,	 she	 observes	 a	 liminal	 phase	 in	which	 the	 everyday	

social	order	of	the	village	is	reversed:	Women	obtain	the	highest	social	status	

in	the	village.	They	sing	obscene	songs	and	chase	their	men	out	of	 the	village	

reminding	 them	 not	 to	 return	without	 prey.	 They	 further	 occupy	 the	 village	

assembly	ground,	where	usually	only	men	meet.	And,	as	Berger	equally	men-

tions,	they	put	up	blockades	made	of	tree	trunks	and	rocks	in	order	to	obtain	

money	from	passers-by	(Otten	2002,	82-89).		

Among	 the	 Santal	 the	 participation	 of	 women	 in	 the	 hunting	 activities	

mainly	 concerns	 the	dihuri’s	wife.	Before	 the	worship	of	 the	hunting	god	 she	
grinds	the	rice	flour	and	prepares	the	leaf	cups	in	which	the	worship	ingredi-

ents	are	kept.	She	has	to	have	taken	a	bath	and	fasted	during	all	 these	activi-

ties.	 Archer	 (1974,	 306)	 further	 notes	 that	 the	 dihuri’s	 wife	 predicts	 the	
hunters’	success	through	observing	the	color	of	water	in	a	lota.	If	it	takes	on	a	
cloudy	appearance	the	hunters	have	killed	a	small	animal,	if	it	becomes	reddish	

the	hunters	have	killed	a	large	animal.	“Once	the	water	has	clouded	or	turned	

to	blood,	she	can	end	her	vigil	and	break	her	fast.	Until	this	happens,	however,	

she	must	sit	 stolidly	on,	 for	 it	 is	 the	strictness	of	her	watch,	 the	purity	of	her	

conduct,	 that	 determines	 success”	 (ibid.).	 Although	 I	 did	 not	 encounter	 this	

part	of	the	hunting	rite,	it	becomes	clear	that	women	do	play	a	role	in	the	ritu-

al.	Through	observing	certain	rules,	they	implicitly	participate	in	the	hunt	and	

influence	its	outcome.	

Before	the	men	enter	the	forest,	they	again	worship	the	hunting	god	with	

vermillion.	Their	hunting	tools	consist	of	bows	and	arrows	(ak	sar),	battle-axes	
(kapi),	three-pointed	spears	(bolam)	and	a	horn	(sakua)	blown	for	communica-
tion	between	the	hunters.	These	are	considered	to	be	“the	 instruments	of	the	

buru	bongas”	 (buru	bonga	reak	sapab),	which	points	 to	 the	gods’	 involvement	
in	the	hunt.	

Although	hunting	 is	 an	 exclusively	male	 affair	 among	 the	 Santal,	women	

are	not	barred	from	touching	the	bow	and	arrow.	In	fact,	during	many	village	

festivals	 archery	 competitions	 are	 organized	 in	 which	 women	 participate	 as	

well.	 Some	 of	 these	 women	 exhibit	 great	 skill	 in	 shooting	 arrows	 into	 a	 far	

away	target	and	have	acquired	a	reputation	for	their	skill.	And	not	everywhere	

in	 Central	 India	 is	 the	 ritual	 hunt	 an	 only-male	 affair:	 in	 the	 villages	 around	

Ranchi	every	twelve	years	Oraon	women,	dressed	in	men’s	clothes,	go	on	a	rit-
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ual	hunt	called	Jani	Shikar,	as	an	article	in	the	newspaper	The	Telegraph	men-
tions	(Thakur	2006).		

The	bow	is	combined	with	several	different	types	of	arrow.	The	most	fre-

quently	used	 arrow	 is	 called	ugli,	an	 arrow	with	 an	 iron,	 flat	 arrowhead.	 For	
hunting	birds,	the	uperi	is	used,	its	dull	head	is	made	from	the	horn	of	a	buffalo.	
Another	 type	of	arrow	 is	called	kopa	 and	 its	arrowhead	 is	 three-pointed,	 like	
Shiva’s	trident.		

When	hunting	 the	men	move	 in	 rows	 (jarpa),	make	 shouting	noises	 and	
blow	 the	 sakua	 to	 rouse	 any	 resting	 or	 hiding	 animals.	 The	 animals	 mostly	
hunted	are	wild	rabbits	(kulhey),	deer158,	wild	boars	and	pheasants.	Again	and	
again	people	emphasized	that	in	the	past	there	were	many	more	wild	animals	

and	 that	 today	one	has	 to	go	deep	 into	 the	 forest	 to	hunt	anything.	When	an	

animal	 is	 shot,	 its	 raw	meat	 is	 distributed	 according	 to	 a	 specific	 system,	 in	

which	 the	person	who	 shot	 the	 animal	 receives	 a	 special	 share	 called	madal.	
From	all	birds,	he	receives	a	wing.	If	a	four-legged	animal	is	shot,	he	receives	a	

leg	and	if	a	rabbit	is	shot,	he	receives	the	hind	part	including	the	legs.	The	rest	

of	all	these	types	of	animals	is	shared	equally	among	the	remaining	men	of	the	

hunting	party.	Even	the	hunting	dogs	receive	their	equal	share.	If	small	animals	

are	killed,	 they	are	 sometimes	consumed	by	 the	men	 in	 the	 field	 the	evening	

after	the	hunt.	In	the	case	of	large	animals,	the	meat	is	brought	back	to	the	vil-

lage	and	shared	with	the	women	and	children.		

Sometimes	it	happens	that	an	animal	is	killed	by	two	arrows	and	a	dispute	

arises	as	to	who	shot	the	animal.	Then	kalka	takes	place,	which	is	a	ritual	way	
of	solving	this	quarrel.	As	this	rarely	seems	to	happen,	I	could	only	gather	se-

cond-hand	 information	on	 this	 topic	 from	a	person	who	had	heard	of	 it	 from	

others.	The	animal	 is	placed	on	 the	ground,	 the	area	 in	 front	 is	purified	with	

cow	dung,	sindur	spots	are	applied	and	a	water-filled	lota	 is	placed	in	front	of	
the	animal.	The	two	men	who	claim	to	have	shot	the	prey	sit	in	front	of	the	an-

imal,	the	other	members	of	the	hunting	party	sit	around.	Then	in	the	name	of	a	

bonga	the	men	shout	“hari	bol”	three	times	and	the	god	only	allows	one	of	the	
two	men	to	approach	the	prey	which	points	him	out	as	the	true	hunter	of	the	

animal.	Hari	bol	is	also	shouted	during	a	wedding	when	the	groom	applies	sin-
dur	 to	 his	 bride	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 This	might	 point	 to	 a	 possible	 parallel	 be-
tween	hunting	and	acquiring	a	bride.	Data	from	other	Central	Indian	societies	

																																																								
158	The	Santal	word	for	“deer”	is	 jel,	which	is	at	the	same	time	the	general	term	for	any	kind	of	
meat.		
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hints	in	a	similar	direction:	“Bondo	hunters	decorate	the	carcass	of	the	animal	

‘as	 if	 it	were	 a	woman’.	 (…)	The	wife	 of	 a	 successful	Birhor	hunter	 performs	

upon	the	animal	the	symbolic	‘kissing	ceremony’	which	is	an	important	feature	

of	the	wedding	ritual”	(Rahmann	1952,	883).	

After	 the	 hunt,	 men	 are	 regarded	 as	 impure	 (chuat)	 and	 therefore	 they	
have	 to	 be	 purified	 upon	 returning	 to	 the	 village	 the	 next	morning	 or	 in	 the	

evening.	 Their	wives	will	wash	 their	 feet	 on	 brass	 plates	 and	welcome	 them	

like	guests	back	into	the	home.	

	

Hunting	Rituals	and	the	Creation	of	Socio-Spatial	Units	
Throughout	this	work	I	argue	that	rituals	give	access	to	Santal	notions	of	place,	

as	can	be	seen	in	the	references	to	the	forest	made	during	the	hunting	rituals	

and	 the	 songs	 and	 stories	 performed	 at	 the	 hunting	 festival.	 Additionally,	 I	

view	rituals	as	creative	arenas	in	which	places	are	made.	In	other	words,	ritu-

als	also	generate	notions	of	place.	This	perspective	on	ritual	comes	to	the	fore-

front	in	the	context	of	the	described	hunting	rites	as	well.		

As	described	above,	there	are	different	numbers	of	villages	acting	together	

as	 “federations”	 (R.	 Parkin	 1992,	 90),	 to	 carry	 out	 the	 annual	 hunting	 ritual.	

They	 each	 contribute	 a	 chicken	 to	 be	 sacrificed,	 and	 their	 naekes	 and	 other	
male	 villagers	 attend	 the	 ritual	 sacrifices	 to	 the	hunting	 god.	 In	other	words,	

the	performance	of	sendra	bonga	brings	villages	together	in	the	common	act	of	
sacrifice,	and	 it	evokes	 the	 idea	of	an	area.	Different	 from	the	 later	discussed	

“region”	created	through	the	mountain	rituals	(buru	bonga),	there	is	no	Santal	
term	to	refer	to	this	area	concerned	with	the	worship	of	the	hunting	deity.		

My	research	 into	village	 federations	and	criteria	 that	unite	some	villages	

together	 but	 exclude	 others	 provided	 no	 clear	 answers.	 For	 exploring	 the	

structures	that	underlie	the	hunting	rituals	it	is	necessary	here	to	comment	on	

the	variations	between	the	five	different	hunting	rituals	I	could	observe.	When	

asked	who	participates	in	sendra	bonga,	 the	involved	men	could	always	name	
the	number	of	villages	 that	participated.159	The	hunting	priest,	 the	dihuri	 and	
the	naeke	of	all	the	participating	villages,	could	even	list	all	the	names	of	these	
villages.	Each	of	these	villages	sends	a	chicken	and	at	least	one	representative	

																																																								
159	I	could	only	visit	some	of	these	villages	and	was	therefore	not	able	to	confirm	if	the	varying	

numbers	 are	 possibly	 related	 to	 different	 Santal	 ways	 of	 conceptualizing	 the	 village	 (for	

instance	ritual	villages	or	different	hamlets	that	together	form	a	village).	



Chapter	4	⎜Perceptions	of	the	Environment	
	

	

	 219	

on	the	day	of	the	worship.	The	following	chart	gives	an	overview	of	the	varia-

tions.			

	

Name	
of	hunt-
ing	
wor-
ship	

Village	close-
by	

Ethnic	
group	of	
the	dihuri	

Number	
of	partic-
ipating	
villages	

Number	of	
sacrificial	
circles/	
squares		

Sacrifice	for	
which	god	

Kola-
badia	
sendra	
bonga		

Charaipahari,	

Dumria	block	

Hill	Kharia	 5	 3	 Marang	Buru,	
Saporam	Ha-
ram	(buru	bon-
ga),	Saporam	
Budhi	(buru	
bonga)	

Goera-
lata	
sendra	
bonga	

Sarjomburu,	

Musabani	

block	

Santal		 12	 8	 –	no	infor-

mation	given	–	

one	of	them	is	

Goeralata	buru	
bonga	

Pindega
dia	sen-
dra	
bonga	

Sonagada,	

Musabani	

block	

Hill	Kharia	 7	 6	 Kopat	Pat	and	
Ranga	Haram	
(buru	bongas),	
Darha	budhi	
(the	bonga	of	
the	nearby	riv-

er),	Marang	
Buru,	sendra	
bonga		
[1	missing]	

Dhol	
buru	
sendra	
bonga	

Chatani,	Dum-

ria	block	

Hill	Kharia	 2	 3	 Marang	Buru,	
ghorom	
dhorom,	Jaher	
Ayo	

Rohor	
buru	
sendra	
bonga	

Mundui,	

Ghatsila	block	

Munda	

(Bhumij)	

12	 One	circle	

made	from	

rice	flour,	

otherwise	

only	sindur	
applied	to	

ground	

Buru	bonga,	
sendra	bonga,	
Moreko	Turui-
ko,	Jaher	Ayo,	
Marang	Buru	
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In	search	of	a	pattern	in	the	number	of	villages	involved	in	these	ritual	hunts,	

the	following	statement	by	Shanko	Hembrom,	a	singrai	man	with	whom	I	dis-
cussed	 the	 hunting	 worship,	 struck	me	 as	 relevant:	 “There	 should	 be	 either	

seven	 or	 twelve	mauza	participating	 in	 a	 ritual	 hunt.”	When	 I	 pointed	 to	 the	
ritual	 hunt	 at	Dhol	buru,	where	only	 two	villages	participate,	 he	 insisted	 that	
this	cannot	be	possible.		

This	statement	can	better	be	understood	with	regard	to	the	importance	of	

the	 number	 twelve	 as	 symbolizing	 a	 totality.	 Among	 the	 Santal	 the	 number	

twelve	can	be	 found	 in	 the	 twelve	clans	representing	 the	whole	of	society.	 In	

chapter	three	I	saw	this	link	between	the	number	twelve	and	the	idea	of	a	to-

tality	as	the	reason	why	so	many	people	stated	that	each	clan	contains	twelve	

gusti	 (local	 line),	 although	 the	 information	 I	 had	 gathered	 contradicted	 this.	
This	 number	 symbolism	 plays	 a	 role	 among	 other	 Indian	 tribal	 societies	 as	

well,	such	as	the	Gadaba	and	Dongria	Kond	of	Odisha	(Berger	2015a,	193;	Har-

denberg	 2005,	 291).	 Furthermore,	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 number	 twelve	 can	

also	be	found	in	Hinduism,	as	 in	the	twelve	Jyotirlingas,	 the	twelve	major	pil-

grimage	places	for	the	worship	of	Siva	(Feldhaus	2003,	128).		

In	Santal	mythology	the	number	seven	plays	another	important	role.	The	

ancestral	couple	bore	seven	sons	and	seven	daughters	who	married	and	gave	

rise	to	the	first	seven,	senior	Santal	clans.	Again,	the	number	seven	seems	to	be	

relevant	in	other	parts	of	India,	with	regard	to	structuring	regions.	We	find	the	

seven	sister	states	of	North-East	India,	Feldhaus	(2003,	119f)	writes	about	the	

seven	sister	goddesses	of	Maharashtra	and	about	the	Sagtapuri,	the	seven	cit-

ies	pilgrimage	to	any	of	which	provides	liberation	from	rebirth.		

Seven	and	twelve,	hence,	are	numbers	“good	to	think	with”	(Lévi-Strauss	

1991,	89)	in	India	and	terms,	which,	in	the	Santal	context,	stand	for	a	totality.	

Feldhaus	(119)	argues	that,	although	the	ethnographer	might	find	no	structure	

as	to	why	a	certain	number	of	“connected	places”	exists,	the	numbers’	function	

still	lies	in	bringing	these	places	together	and	creating	the	idea	of	a	region.		

From	my	material,	 there	arise,	however,	other	criteria	 that	 contribute	 to	

uniting	 these	numbers	of	villages.	Another	 ritual	occasion	provides	 insight	 in	

this	 context:	 The	 same	 villages	 also	 act	 together	when	worshipping	 the	 local	

mountain	god	(buru	bonga)	in	the	beginning	of	the	rainy	season.	At	the	ritual	of	
buru	bonga,	again	the	dihuri	worships	and	carries	out	the	sacrifice	for	the	par-
ticipating	villages.	What,	then,	unites	these	villages	into	ritual	units?	I	propose	

that	the	answer	to	this	question	can	be	found	in	the	landscape	in	which	these	
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villages	are	embedded.	The	landscape	as	abode	of	deities	and	the	proximity	of	

villages	to	these	sacred	places	brings	them	together	as	ritual	units.		

This	is	also	the	reason	why	most	villages	in	the	plain	area	around	Ghatsila,	

where	the	forested	mountains	lie	at	a	distance,	do	not	participate	in	any	hunt-

ing	 rituals.	 People	 there	 stated	 explicitly	 that	 sendra	bonga	 only	 takes	 place	
near	Musabani	and	“anywhere	else	where	there	are	mountains”.160		

With	regard	to	the	different	background	of	the	dihuri,	 in	almost	all	of	the	
five	hunting	rituals	a	look	at	the	landscape	provides	an	explanation.	The	land-

scape	is	closely	linked	to	the	residence	pattern	of	the	region.	Most	of	the	Santal	

villages	are	located	in	the	plains,	surrounded	by	rice	fields,	or	close	to	the	for-

est.	 Very	 few	 Santal	 villages	 are	 actually	 located	 on	 the	 hills	 in	 the	 forest.	 In	

Santal	 villages	 around	Musabani	 people	 were	 always	 keen	 to	 point	 out	 that	

mostly	Kharia	live	in	the	forest.	It	is	therefore	no	coincidence	that	in	these	are-

as	the	hunting	priest	is	a	Kharia.	In	the	hills	to	the	northwest	of	Ghatsila,	where	

Rohor	buru	 is	located,	mostly	Birhor	and	Munda	(Bhumij)	live	in	the	forest.	At	
Rohor	buru	sendra	bonga,	which	 is	 the	 only	 hunting	 ritual	 that	 takes	place	 in	
the	 vicinity	 of	 Ghatsila,	 the	 dihuri	 is	Munda.	 Only	 at	Goeralata	sendra	bonga,	
just	outside	of	the	town	of	Musabani,	is	the	dihuri	a	Santal.	As	people	explained,	
this	is	because	there	are	no	Kharia	villages	nearby.	The	fact	that	the	dihuri	is	in	
some	areas	a	Kharia,	 in	others	a	Munda	and	 in	one	case	a	Santal,	 reflects	 the	

residence	pattern	of	the	region	–	whichever	group	lives	closest	to	the	forest	is	

best	suited	for	this	ritual	task.	

To	conclude,	the	notion	of	village	federations	in	this	context	has	a	social	as	

well	 as	 a	 spatial	 component,	 as	 it	 is	 these	 villages	 located	 close	 to	 the	 forest	

and	 in	 the	 vicinity	 of	 a	 certain	mountain	 god	 that	 perform	 the	 hunting	 ritu-

als.161	The	ritual	units	are	formed	through	the	local	presence	of	a	buru	bonga	–	
whichever	village	is	located	in	its	“sphere	of	influence”,	participates.	As	Pitam-

ber	explained	to	me:	“These	buru	bongas	take	care	of	different	villages,	and	so	
once	 a	 year	 they	 each	bring	 a	 chicken”.	The	boundaries	 of	 each	buru	bonga’s	
realm	 are	 clear	 in	 people’s	minds,	 because	 a	 village	 only	 participates	 in	 one	

ritual	hunt	and	one	buru	bonga,	not	in	any	other	ones	that	might	appear	close-

																																																								
160	Another	reason	why	there	are	nearly	no	ritual	hunts	in	the	mountains	around	Ghatsila	is	the	

presence	 of	 the	 Naxalites	 –	 Maoist	 rebels	 who	 have	 set	 up	 camp	 in	 the	 forest.	 Old	 men	 of	

Kantasola	village	could	remember	hunts	that	were	discontinued	as	people	were	afraid	to	get	in	

trouble	with	the	Naxalites.		
161	Villages	 located	 far	 away	 from	 the	 forest	 do	 not	 contribute	 to	 the	 sacrifices	 offered	 to	 the	

hunting	deity.	People	from	these	villages	are	invited	to	the	hunts	and	the	consecutive	night	and	

day	singrai	performances,	but	they	usually	do	not	participate	in	the	rituals.	
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by	for	the	outside	observer.	This	is	the	reason,	why	each	hunting	ritual	listed	in	

the	table	above,	contains	a	sacrifice,	often	a	black	pullet	(hende	kalot)	for	a	dif-
ferent	buru	bonga	–	the	one	who	resides	in	the	nearest	mountain.	At	the	hunt-
ing	 ritual	 of	 Dhol	 buru	 the	 importance	 of	 these	 buru	 bongas	 became	
particularly	 apparent.	After	 the	 young	Kharia	dihuri	 had	 sacrificed	 the	 chick-
ens,	he	prostrated	himself	on	the	ground	and	was	instructed	by	the	Santal	men	

to	 address	 the	 different	 “Pats”162	of	 the	 region	 by	 name.	 “Greet	 all	 the	 buru	
bongas	 you	 know”,	 they	 said,	 and	 I	 heard	him	murmur	 “Rota	Pat,	Ranga	Pat,	
Kopat	Pat,	Dalma	Pat”.	The	 following	 section	 shows,	how	 the	hunting	 festival	
following	the	actual	worship	of	the	hunting	god,	is	an	opportunity	to	socialize	

for	the	people	of	these	village	federations	with	each	other	and	other	villagers	

of	the	region.		

	

The	Hunting	Festival:	Nide	singrai,	sin	singrai	and	the	Role	of	

Politicians	
In	the	evening	after	the	hunt,	the	hunters	assemble	in	a	field	at	a	distance	from	

the	villages.	Here	songs	and	stories	are	performed	at	night	and	the	next	morn-

ing	the	hunting	festival	(sendra	pata)	takes	place.	The	following	description	is	
based	 on	 Pindegadia	 sendra	pata,	 as	 attended	 by	me	 in	 2012	 and	 2013.	 The	
field	where	the	hunters	come	together	is	named	gipidi	tandi	–	giti	meaning	“to	
lie	 down”	 and	 tandi	meaning	 “field”.	 The	night	 entertainment	 in	 this	 place	 is	
reserved	for	men	and	boys,	so	that	I	could	not	attend	this	event.	Pitamber	told	

me	that	“singrai	men”	had	brought	instruments	and	performed	songs	and	sto-
ries	in	the	field	until	the	following	morning.	The	content	of	their	stories	is	ob-

scene,	which	is	why	only	men	can	attend	these	performances.	The	singrai	men	
told	me	the	next	day	that	the	bongas	and	men	alike	are	entertained	by	the	ob-
scene	 language	of	 the	songs.	This	genre	called	 “night	singrai”	 (nide	singrai)	 is	
described	in	a	following	section	in	more	detail.		

In	 the	early	morning	 the	actual	event	 took	place,	which	 the	 involved	vil-

lages	 had	 been	 planning	 for	weeks.	 The	 singrai	 teams	were	 still	 performing,	
but	at	that	time	their	stories	took	on	a	different	form:	they	sang	about	kin	rela-

tionships	 (segey	sampok),	 hunting	 and	 issues	 of	 society.	 In	 the	 course	 of	 the	
morning	more	and	more	women	and	children	from	all	the	surrounding	villages	

arrived.	 Many	 women	 carried	 large	 pots	 of	 rice	 beer	 on	 their	 heads	 to	 sell.	

																																																								
162	The	suffix	Pat	is	often	added	to	a	name	of	a	buru	bonga.	
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Some	artisan	castes	were	setting	up	small	stands	and	digging	fire	pits	to	start	

cooking	and	frying	their	sweets.	A	stage	was	built	and	electricity	provided	by	a	

generator.	Loudspeakers,	run	by	the	generator,	were	being	tested.		

Once	 large	crowds	were	gathered,	 the	singrai	 teams	picked	up	their	per-
formances	 again.	 Dressed	 in	 their	 best	 sarees	 women	 enjoyed	 chatting	 with	

people	 from	 other	 villages	while	 the	 children	were	 fascinated	 by	 the	 singrai	
men’s	dancing	and	singing.	Large	drums	(tamak)	had	been	brought	on	ox	carts	
and	several	men	took	turns	beating	them.	Prior	to	the	festival,	men	would	of-

ten	mention	that	it	is	the	“wedding	of	the	mountain	gods”	(buru	bonga	bapla).	
Do	 the	 gods	 really	marry	during	 this	 time,	 I	would	 ask.	There	were	different	

opinions	about	the	meaning	of	this	term,	but	my	interlocutors	agreed	that	the	

festival	is	like	a	wedding,	because	people	dance	the	same	dances	(langre	enec)	
as	at	weddings	and	the	enjoyment	 is	equally	great.	Towards	noon	 two	Santal	

politicians	 arrived	 in	 air-conditioned	 jeeps	 accompanied	 by	 heavily	 armed	

bodyguards163:	One	of	them	was	the	Jharkhand	Mukti	Morcha	(JMM)	member	

Ramdas	 Soren,	 the	 MLA	 of	 Ghatsila	 constituency	 (prakhand).	 The	 other	 was	
Jadunath	Baskey,	an	elderly	man	well-known	in	the	area.	He	once	was	a	mem-

ber	of	the	Jharkhand	Autonomous	Council	and	later	MLA	of	Ghatsila.	These	two	

men	 were	 considered	 to	 be	 marang	 pera,	 “big/senior	 guests”,	 who	 gave	
speeches	 from	 a	 stage	 and	 handed	 out	 prizes	 to	 the	 drummers	 and	 singrai	
teams.	 The	 singrai	 team	 that	 attracted	 the	 largest	 crowd	 received	 the	 first	
prize,	a	male	sheep.	Successive	prizes	were	a	female	sheep,	a	pig	and	a	duck.		

	

Singrai	–	A	Musical	Genre	
Apart	from	ritual	practice	and	the	statements	people	make	about	it,	notions	of	

place	with	regard	to	the	environment	find	expression	in	the	songs	and	stories	

the	 singrai	men	perform.	What	 do	 these	 singrai	 performances	 look	 like?	The	
teams	ideally	consist	of	 five	men.	A	“joker”	(the	English	term	is	used	by	most	

people,	 the	Santali	word	 is	 iwirkin)	dances	 in	 front,	often	waving	 the	 tail	of	a	
kapil	deer	(kapil	gai	chawar)	 in	 the	air	 to	accompany	the	music	and	rhythmi-
cally	clangs	two	rows	of	bells	(dambur)	together	with	his	hands.	The	dhangorie	
is	the	main	singer	and	storyteller,	who	is	followed	by	two	tela	kuri	(“following	
girls”)	 who	 are	 dressed	 up	 as	 women	 and	 who	 repeat	 the	 singing	 of	 the	

dhangorie.	 Lastly	 there	 is	 another	 joker	who	 follows.	As	 they	 sing	 and	dance	

																																																								
163	Because	of	the	Naxalite	presence	in	the	area	politicians	only	visit	the	villages	in	the	company	

of	armed	bodyguards.		
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they	move	in	counter-clockwise	circles.	Their	main	instrument	is	the	banam;	it	
is	a	kind	of	fiddle	played	by	three	of	the	performers.	The	banam	is	made	of	hol-
lowed-out	bamboo	or	other	wood,	and	the	bowstring	is	made	from	the	tail	hair	

of	 a	 horse.	 Often	 the	 singrai	 men	 make	 their	 banams	 themselves.	 At	 the	
Pindegadia	hunting	festival	all	teams	were	elaborately	dressed	up:	In	one	team,	

the	dhangorie	wore	a	turban	with	bundles	of	peacock	feathers	tied	to	it,	a	dhoti	
and	 a	 glittery	 top.	 Around	 his	 ankles	 he	 had	 tied	 bells	 (lipur)	 that	 jingled	 at	
every	 movement	 he	 made	 while	 dancing.	 His	 dancing	 mostly	 consisted	 of	

rhythmic	 jumps	 sometimes	 accompanied	 by	 circular	 hip	 gyrations.	 The	 tela	
kuri	wore	bright	pink	sarees	and	tiaras	on	their	heads.	They	equally	played	the	
banam	and	repeated	each	verse	the	dhangorie	sang.		

	

	
Photo	26:	Singrai	performance.	The	lead	singer	(dhangorie)	is	on	the	left,	followed	by	
the	tela	kuri	dressed	in	pink	sarees.	They	all	play	an	instrument	called	banam.	On	the	

very	right	is	the	“joker”.	

	

In	the	morning	of	Pindegadia	sendra	pata	around	ten	teams	were	performing,	
some	of	them	had	come	from	villages	within	a	radius	of	about	fifty	kilometers.	

They	go	from	one	hunting	festival	to	another,	playing	singrai	and	competing	for	
prizes.	The	“singrai	season”,	as	they	told	me,	spans	the	hot	months	from	April	
until	the	beginning	of	July	(the	lunar	months	of	Chait,	Baisakh	and	Jhet).	In	this	
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season,	when	there	is	no	work	to	be	done	in	the	fields,	many	social	events	take	

place:	weddings,	funeral	ceremonies,	naming	ceremonies,	sacrifices	conducted	

by	the	local	line	such	as	jom	sim	and	village	fairs.	In	May	2013	Sonagoda	village	
had	organized	a	singrai	 team	to	perform	on	the	evening	after	Pindegadia	sen-
dra	pata.	 It	 cost	 them	 six	 thousand	 Rupees	 to	 hire	 Sunaram	 Tudu,	 a	 singrai	
man	from	Odisha,	who	also	sells	CDs	of	his	singrai	performances.	In	the	village	
center	 the	 team	 performed	 for	many	 hours	 throughout	 the	 night	while	 hun-

dreds	of	people	had	gathered	around	the	stage.	The	singrai	narrative	revolved	
around	Santal	traditions,	which	as	the	lead	singer	constantly	emphasized,	peo-

ple	were	 slowly	 forgetting.	 Therefore,	 he	 reminded	 them	 of	 Santal	 rituals	 at	

birth,	 the	 naming	 ceremony	 (chatiar),	 elaborated	 on	 the	 different	 types	 of	
weddings	and	ended	with	the	rituals	required	after	death.	“From	beginning	to	

end	he	was	telling	us	of	our	customs	(niam)”,	people	repeated	even	days	later.	
	

	

Photo	27:	Another	singrai	performance.	Here	the	tela	kuri	are	playing	violins	instead	
of	banams.	

		
Singrai	men	also	perform	to	entertain	people	in	smaller	circles,	such	as	on	the	
occasion	of	life-cycle	rituals.	They	are	paid	money	for	their	entertainment	and	
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provided	with	meals,	 rice	beer	 and	distilled	 liquor.	 Some	of	 them	stated	 that	

they	 learned	 the	 songs	 from	 sokhas	 or	 ojhas,	 shamans	 who	 served	 as	 their	
teachers.	Others	learned	them	through	going	from	one	festival	to	another,	 lis-

tening	 to	 others’	 singrai	 performances.	 People	 can	 differentiate	 this	 musical	
genre	by	its	special	rhythm	and	the	tone	of	voice,	almost	exactly	matching	the	

sound	of	the	banam.	
	

Nide	singrai	–	Obscene	Stories	to	Please	the	Gods	
With	 the	 exception	 of	 Parkin’s	 (2000)	 article	 on	 the	 topic	 of	 Central	 Indian	

identity	 construction,	 none	of	 the	 existing	English	 literature	 about	 the	 Santal	

mentions	the	term	singrai.	Without	giving	much	detail	about	the	content	of	the	
singrai	songs	themselves,	Parkin	(2000,	55f)	writes,	 that	saonta	singrai	 (“nar-
rations	of	society”)	appears	to	be	a	post	independence	phenomenon.	Regarding	

the	 singrai	 played	during	 the	day	–	which	 the	Santal	 in	my	area	of	 fieldwork	
called	 samaj	singrai	 (“society	 singrai”)	 or	 sin	singrai	 (“day	 singrai”)	 –	 several	
men	of	Sonagoda	village	confirmed	Parkin’s	view.	Samaj	singrai	had	only	taken	
place	since	roughly	the	1980s,	people	told	me.	In	their	childhood	there	were	no	

singrai	competitions	at	the	hunting	festivals.	But	nide	singrai,	 the	singrai	sung	
at	 night,	 was	 a	 matter	 concerning	 the	 gods,	 the	 buru	bongas,	 and	 had	 been	
passed	on	by	 the	 ancestors,	 they	 insisted.	Because	 the	men	danced	 and	 sang	

during	the	night	of	the	hunting	festival,	the	bonga	burus	were	pleased	and	did	
not	send	tigers	or	any	other	dangerous	animals	to	the	village,	people	explained.	

“When	 the	 sound	 of	 the	banam	 becomes	 beautiful	 and	when	 the	 performers	
start	feeling	very	happy,	we	know	that	the	bongas	are	present	and	have	joined	
the	dancing”,	my	interlocutor	described.164		

People	were	again	reluctant	to	reveal	the	name	or	even	type	of	these	bon-
gas,	 but	 some	mentioned	 them	as	 singrai	bonga	 or	 sendra	bonga,	 the	hunting	
god.	 These	 bongas	 are	 asked	 for	 their	 favor	 through	worship	 by	 each	 of	 the	
singrai	teams.	On	the	morning	of	the	festival	one	team	had	placed	a	water-filled	
lota,	their	banams	and	a	hunting	horn	in	front	of	their	motor	bike	parked	in	the	
midst	of	their	dancing	circle.	In	front	there	was	a	pattern	with	red	sindur	spots.	
In	their	ritual	invocation	(bakher)	they	asked	the	bonga	to	draw	the	crowd	to	
their	performance,	so	that	they	might	win	the	singrai	competition.	The	singrai	
men	told	me	that	in	some	years	the	field	was	filled	with	people	who	had	come	

																																																								
164	See	Babiracki	(2000,	44)	for	a	similar	idea	among	the	Munda	about	ancestral	spirits	 joining	

the	dancing	in	the	village	dancegroud.		
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to	listen,	which	made	the	performers	nervous,	so	that	they	asked	the	bongas	to	
provide	confidence.		

Nide	singrai	is	only	accessible	to	men	and	this	rule	is	strictly	observed.	The	
gipidi	tandi	lies	outside	of	the	village,	and	in	the	evening	men	and	boys	leave	to	
attend	the	night’s	events	while	the	women	stay	inside	the	houses.	The	obscene	

content	of	nide	singrai	is	reserved	for	men’s	ears	only.	In	a	lively	account	of	the	
ritual	hunt,	Archer	(1974,	305-325)	describes	the	performance	of	the	hunting	

night,	his	material	bearing	much	resemblance	with	mine	collected	roughly	sev-

enty	years	later:	He	describes	two	men	dressed	in	skirts,	playing	the	flute	and	

moving	 in	 a	 circle.	 He	 further	mentions	 a	 nude	 joker	 tossing	 “(…)	 his	 penis,	

jerking	it	sometimes	at	the	buttocks	of	the	leaders	and	sometimes	in	the	face	of	

the	audience”	(308).	At	Pindegadia	sendra	older	men	mention	that	in	the	past	
the	 performers	 were	 naked,	 today,	 at	 Kolabadia	 sendra,	 another	 large	 ritual	
hunt	of	the	area,	they	still	perform	only	in	their	underpants.	One	of	the	singrai	
men	told	me	with	a	cheeky	smile:	“Their	stories	are	dirty,	like	an	English	mov-

ie.”		

Pitamber	 recorded	 a	 few	 of	 these	 nightly	 songs	 and	 stories	 for	me,	 but	

emphasized	 that	 the	 ones	 sung	 during	 the	 day	 would	 teach	 me	 much	 more	

about	Santal	 culture.	When	 I	 insisted	on	him	 translating	 the	night	 stories	 for	

me,	 he	 admitted	 that	 he	 was	 embarrassed	 and	 that	 I	 should	 better	 turn	 to	

women	for	this	task.	When	I	played	the	nide	singrai,	the	young	and	old	women	
of	 the	neighboring	houses	 crowded	around.	They	had	heard	about	 these	 sto-

ries,	but	never	been	permitted	to	attend.165	The	songs	we	listened	to	revolved	

around	 forbidden	 sexual	 relationships	 between	 kin.	 There	 was	 the	 story	 of	

mamu	(MB)	and	bhagni	(ZD)	meeting	in	the	fields.	The	mother’s	brother	con-
vinces	his	niece	to	come	to	the	forest	and	eat	berries	with	him,	hinting	at	a	sex-

ual	 encounter	 usually	 forbidden	 between	 these	 relatives.	 Other	 stories	

mention	witches	and	evil	spirits	lurking	at	the	doorstep,	slowly	“eating”	(jom)	
the	young	man	who	is	about	to	embark	on	a	hunt.	While	the	men	are	singing	

other	men	whistle	and	cheer	them	on	by	shouting	bhuiya	(“vagina”).	This	crude	
language	seems	to	be	related	to	the	domain	of	the	forest	 in	general	–	and	not	

only	restricted	to	men.	When	women	go	to	the	forest	to	collect	 leaves	or	fire-

wood,	 they	sing	“forest	songs”	(bir	seren)	 in	 this	 type	of	 language,	which	deal	

																																																								
165	The	women	were	very	curious	to	hear	these	stories,	and	made	sure	that	no	men	were	around.	

Under	 much	 giggling,	 laughter	 and	 discussions	 between	 young	 and	 old,	 they	 explained	 and	

paraphrased	the	content	of	the	recordings	to	me.	
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with	similar	topics.	These	songs	depict	the	forest	as	a	place	for	sexual	encoun-

ters	between	young	lovers	before	marriage.166	

		

Hunting,	Sexuality	and	Warfare	
Parallels	drawn	between	sexual	 intercourse	and	hunting	appear	in	the	ethno-

graphic	literature	about	different	societies	from	different	corners	of	the	world.	

In	his	outline	of	hunting	ideology	and	ritual	among	the	Canadian	Cree,	Tanner	

(1979,	178)	points	out	that	the	killing	of	prey	is	often	spoken	about	in	sexual	

terms	and	human	intercourse	is	spoken	about	in	terms	of	hunting.	Bird-David	

(1993,	113)	interprets	Tanner’s	Cree	material	as	one	way	a	society	can	relate	

to	 nature,	 namely	 around	 a	 “sexual	metaphor	 of	 human-nature	 relatedness”.	

She	extends	this	way	of	relating	to	nature	to	other	“subarctic	boreal	forest	in-

digenous	 populations	 in	 North	 America	 and	 even	 Eurasia”	 (113).	 Vitebsky’s	

(2005)	work	 on	 Siberian	 reindeer	 herders	 can	 also	 be	 included	 in	 this	wide	

region	which	Bird-David	mentions.	The	reindeer	herders’	interaction	with	un-

domesticated	animals	unfolds	through	the	mediation	of	the	spirit	Bayanay,	the	

master	of	wild	animals.	A	dream	of	sexual	intercourse	with	Bayanay’s	daughter	

predicts	a	successful	hunt	the	next	day	(265).	Vitebsky	summarizes	that	an	as-

sociation	 between	 sexual	 intercourse	 and	 hunting,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 secret	 lan-

guage	 of	 hunting	 (compare	 the	 Santal	 veiled	 language	 mentioned	 above)	 is	

widespread	in	hunting	cultures.	

In	 an	 article	 on	 the	 sexual	 implications	 of	 the	 Mayan	 hunt,	 Braakhuis	

(2001)	points	to	even	wider	parallels	and	discusses	the	relations	between	deer	

hunting,	warfare,	marriage	alliance	and	sexual	metaphors.	He	points	out	that	in	

much	of	Amerindian	Central	and	South	America	hunting	for	game	is	likened	to	

hunting	women.	Here,	too,	dreams	of	a	sexual	encounter	with	a	woman	predict	

the	killing	of	game	the	next	day.	

In	 the	 context	 of	 tribal	 Central	 India	Hardenberg	 (2005,	 44,	 391)	writes	

about	hunting	among	the	Dongria	Kond,	who	similarly	to	the	Mayan	example,	

liken	bride	capture	as	a	form	of	violence	to	hunting.	The	idea	of	game	as	a	bride	

or	 a	woman	also	 features	 in	 the	 summary	of	 the	Central	 Indian	 ritual	 spring	

hunt	presented	by	Rahmann	(1952,	883).	The	Bondo	hunters	decorate	the	car-

cass	of	an	animal	as	if	it	were	a	woman	and	the	Birhor	greet	the	animal	as	if	it	

																																																								
166	Archer	(1974,	307)	and	Carrin-Bouez	(1986,	86)	describe	another	sexual	aspect	of	the	hunt	

which	I	did	not	encounter	during	my	fieldwork:	Rongo	Ruji,	the	goddess	of	the	hunt	whose	name	
literally	means	“burned	vagina”,	is	pleased	by	sexual	transgression	such	as	a	pretend	copulation	

between	a	hunter	and	a	goat	or	chicken.	
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were	a	bride.	Both	authors	 relate	 this	 symbolism	 to	 the	 idea	of	 fertility,	Har-

denberg	(2005,	597)	sees	hunting	more	as	the	“stealing”	of	fertility	or	“life”	by	

men,	and	as	a	form	of	negative	reciprocity,	while	Rahmann	(883)	broadly	sees	

the	ritual	spring	hunts’	goal	as	“promoting	fertility”.		

What	 do	 such	 parallels	 and	 common	 metaphors	 in	 societies	 dispersed	

over	such	a	large	geographical	area	tell	us?	One	could	say	that	these	peculiarly	

similar	metaphors	point	us	to	the	fact	that	different	societies	find	these	espe-

cially	suitable	to	express	their	interactions	with	game	animals.	The	realization	

that	 there	 could	 be	 “a	 minimum	 number	 of	 underlying	 assumptions	 upon	

which	 pragmatic	 schemata	 and	 symbolic	 representations	 are	 built”	 (Descola	

and	Pálsson	1996,	17)	has	led	some	scholars	to	develop	models	that	represent	

the	different	ways	 in	which	 societies	objectify	 the	 relations	between	humans	

and	their	environment.	The	metaphor	of	“hunting	as	sexual	intercourse”	can	be	

seen	as	part	of	such	a	model.	

	

Portrait:	Kumang	and	his	Team		
The	 following	 portrait	 aims	 to	 give	 insight	 into	 the	musical	 genre	 of	 singrai,	
performed	during	the	hunting	season,	and	into	the	life	of	one	of	its	performers.	

On	 the	 evening	 before	 the	 hunting	 festival	 in	 Pindegadia	 kumang167	(the	 ad-
dress	 term	 for	 FZH,	a	 man	 around	 forty)	 arrived,	 together	 with	 his	 team	 of	
three	other	men,	at	my	hosts’	house.	They	had	cycled	for	four	hours	from	Jha-

pan,	their	village	close	to	Jharkhand’s	border	with	Odisha.	It	was	eleven	o’clock	

at	 night	 and	 they	were	 treated	 to	 chicken	 and	 daal	 with	 rice	 and	 numerous	
cups	of	rice	beer.	They	had	brought	along	their	banams,	peacock	feathers	and	
costumes	 for	 the	singrai	 the	next	morning.	Pitamber’s	parents	pointed	out	 to	
me	 that	kumang	 and	his	 team	were	very	 successful	 singrai	men	 for	 they	had	
received	many	prizes	at	different	hunting	festivals.168	Before	they	disappeared	

across	the	field,	they	obtained	a	large	vessel	for	water	(goera)	from	their	rela-
tives’	house,	to	take	for	the	night.		

																																																								
167	My	use	of	 the	kinship	term	here	 instead	of	a	name	shall	reflect	 the	 local	behavioral	pattern	

that	names	are	rarely	used.	The	use	of	a	name	is	considered	rude	and	many	names	are	simply	

not	 known.	 While	 a	 name	 reflects	 an	 individual	 ideology,	 the	 kinship	 term	 indicates	 the	

relational	one	prevalent	in	Santal	society.	
168	The	villages	federations,	who	perform	the	hunting	rituals	also	organize	the	hunting	festivals	

thereafter.	For	this	occasion	they	charge	 local	merchants	to	set	up	small	stalls,	where	they	sell	

food,	sweets	and	toys.	From	this	income,	and	possibly	from	the	pooling	of	other	resources,	they	

buy	animals	(goats,	sheep,	ducks,	chickens)	as	prizes.	The	singrai	teams	are	judged	and	awarded	
prizes	by	a	committee	nominated	by	these	villages.		
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When	I	saw	them	the	next	morning	at	the	gipidi	tandi	of	Pindegadia,	they	had	
not	slept	and	were	still	dancing	and	singing.	Kumang	was	wearing	a	Santal	dho-
ti,	 a	chain	of	bells	 tied	around	his	 feet	and	hips	and	a	glittery	 top	over	his	T-
shirt.	His	 tela	kuri	were	dressed	 in	matching	pink	sarees	and	paper	 tiaras	on	
their	 heads.	 In	 later	 conversations	 with	 this	 singrai	 team	 I	 learned	 to	 know	
their	appreciation	of	aesthetics,	as	 they	proudly	pointed	out	 the	matching	sa-

rees	 and	 the	 outfit	 they	 had	 bought	 in	 order	 to	 look	 good	 for	 their	 perfor-

mance.	Throughout	the	morning,	their	endurance	amazed	me.	They	were	still	

dancing	a	few	hours	later	when	the	heat	had	reached	an	unbearable	forty	de-

grees	Celsius.		

During	 the	 season	of	hunting	 festivals,	which	 lasts	 about	one	month,	ku-
mang	and	his	team	had	attended	and	performed	on	about	twenty	occasions.	He	
pointed	 at	 two	 forested	mountains	 in	 the	 distance.	 “There	 Tuar	buru	sendra	
bonga	 takes	 place,	 and	 there	Banka	buru	sendra	bonga”.	 Either	 they	 heard	 of	
the	 festivals	 by	word	 of	mouth	 or	 saw	 printed	 invitations	 handed	 around	 at	

village	markets	 or	 hunting	 festivals.	When	 kumang	 was	 a	 child,	 he	 attended	
singrai	 performances	 and	became	very	 fond	of	 them.	He	 started	 learning	 the	
stories	and	songs	through	listening	and	taught	his	two	brothers,	who	live	with	

him	in	the	same	village.	 “His	head	overflows	with	stories”,	other	people	com-

mented.		

In	 front	of	his	brother’s	house	there	was	a	small	shrine	where	they	wor-

shipped	before	 they	went	 to	different	sendra	patas.	Here	 they	asked	 for	 their	
family’s	 safety	during	 their	 absence	and	 for	 success	 at	 the	 competitions.	And	

their	success	was	remarkable:	on	many	occasions	in	the	preceding	month	they	

had	 returned	 home	 with	 a	 sheep	 or	 goat.	 As	 they	 explained,	 they	 usually	

slaughtered	these	animals	and	shared	the	meat	with	other	villagers,	so	that	the	

latter	would	not	feel	left	out	from	their	success.	Kumang,	his	wife,	and	their	six	
children	–	aged	between	four	and	eighteen	–	make	a	living	from	farming	rice.	

The	rice	harvest	lasts	them	for	the	whole	year,	but	cash	is	short	and	in	case	of	

illness	they	have	to	sell	one	of	their	animals	–	chickens,	goats	or	cattle.	His	eld-

est	son,	around	eighteen	years	of	age,	follows	in	his	father’s	footsteps.	When	I	

met	him,	his	painted	fingernails	and	the	bangles	he	was	wearing,	usually	only	

worn	by	women,	surprised	me.	He	was	an	actor,	 they	explained,	and	had	 just	

returned	 from	a	Santali	 theater	play	 in	one	of	 the	neighboring	villages	where	

he	had	earned	one	thousand	Rupees	for	the	season.	

I	 recognized	similar	 types	of	personality	 in	different	singrai	men	 from	my	 in-
teractions	with	those	who	had	been	booked	for	village	performances,	come	to	
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people’s	houses	to	entertain	their	relatives	after	a	clan	sacrifice,	or	visited	my	

hosts’	house	in	order	to	sing	singrai	for	me.	They	were	talkative,	engaging	and	
humorous	men	who	were	experts	at	what	 the	Santal	 call	 “tasty	 talking”	 (sibil	
ror).	This	type	of	language	is	aimed	at	making	others	feel	good,	filled	with	em-
pathic	comments,	making	listeners	laugh	and	engage	with	the	speaker.	When	a	

singrai	team	arrived	at	the	house	of	my	hosts,	the	first	thing	they	told	me	was	
that	 Santal	 culture	 (they	 use	 the	word	 sanskriti)	 had	 always	 been	 passed	 on	
orally	 (mucha	te	 –	 “by	 mouth”).	 This	 oratory	 skill	 is	 one	 they	 all	 possessed.	
Kumang	was	 especially	 gifted	 and	 always	 explained	 things	 patiently	 through	
elaborate	 descriptions	 and	 analogies	 until	 even	 I	 could	 understand.	 At	 the	

same	time,	they	were	modest	and	slightly	shy	in	their	first	encounters	with	me,	

a	behavior	I	found	typical	of	most	Santal	villagers.	Almost	all	of	the	singrai	men	
I	met	came	from	villages	further	away	from	the	towns	of	the	area	and	none	of	

them	were	from	wealthy	families.	Furthermore,	singrai	men	were	not	only	the	
elderly	and	wise,	but	often	young	men	who	had	learned	their	stories	from	gu-
rus.	The	dancing	and	singing	requires	a	physical	fitness	some	older	men	often	
do	not	possess	anymore.	

	

Singrai	and	its	Content:	Views	on	Hunting	and	the	Forest	
What	does	the	content	of	the	singrai	narratives	reveal	about	Santal	perceptions	
of	the	environment?	The	singrai	songs	and	narratives	performed	and	recorded	
by	me	in	the	villages	around	Musabani,	Ghatsila	and	Chakulia,	and	on	the	occa-

sion	of	Dalma	disom	sendra	close	to	Jhamshedpur	revolve	around	two	clusters	
of	 topics.	 First,	 the	 songs	dealt	with	hunting.	They	described	 the	 activities	 of	

the	hunters,	the	fear	of	the	prey	and	the	intervention	of	deities.	These	stories	

also	reflected	local	perceptions	of	the	forest.	Second,	as	the	word	samaj	singrai	
(“society	 singrai”)	 suggests,	 they	 contained	 what	 people	 called	 “relationship	
stories”	 (segey	sampok).	This	 touched	mostly	upon	 relations	between	kin	but	
also	 reflected	 the	 social	 structure	of	 the	 region.	During	 the	performances	 the	

term	ato	disom	(“village	country/region”)	appeared	frequently	–	samaj	singrai	
is	about	life	in	the	villages	of	Santal	country.	Due	to	my	interest	in	Santal	per-

ceptions	 of	 the	 forest	 and	 the	 better	 quality	 of	 the	 recordings	 of	 songs	 that	

dealt	mostly	with	the	forest	and	hunting,	I	focus	mainly	on	these	in	the	follow-

ing.	

When	 they	 concern	hunting,	 the	 singrai	 narratives	performed	during	 the	day	
exhibit	similar	patterns.	None	of	these	stories	underline	and	praise	the	success	
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of	hunting,	but	rather	comment	on	its	cruelty.	Thus,	we	listen	to	the	fawns’	fear	

as	 the	 hunters	 approach.	 The	 animals	 urge	 the	 gods	 to	 send	 rain	 and	 storm,	

and	as	the	rain	arrives,	the	hunters	return	back	to	the	village.	This	singrai	story	
is	included	here	at	length	to	exemplify	the	type	of	performance	and	its	content.	

	

Deer	Speaking	at	Dalma	buru	sendra	

This	 piece	 was	 played	 in	 a	 field	 bordering	 the	 Jamshedpur-Ranchi	 highway	

about	five	kilometers	northeast	of	Jamshedpur,	on	April	30,	2012,	at	the	occa-

sion	of	Dalma	disom	sendra.	 The	 sung	parts	of	 the	performance	were	 carried	
out	by	a	lead	singer	with	a	banam	and	consecutively	repeated	by	two	men	with	
leaf-branches	in	their	hands,	waving	them	in	the	air	while	singing.	The	spoken	

parts	were	solely	performed	by	the	lead	singer.	

	

(Sung)	

At	Dalma	buru	gire	sendra169	the	hunters	(disua)	climb	up	the	mountain	and	
shout	

	

[A	 teenage	 boy	 entered	 the	 circle,	wearing	 a	 loincloth	 (gamcha),	 his	 upper	
body	painted	white	with	ash.	He	wore	sindur	on	his	forehead	and	shoulders.	
His	tongue	was	sticking	out,	he	had	a	sheepish	look	on	his	face	(acting)	and	
was	waving	leaf-branches.	The	bystanders	explained	that	he	was	a	deer]	

	

(Young	boy)	na	gooooo	
	

(Sung)		

[deer	are	speaking]	
“Every	 day	 the	 hunters	 are	 searching	 for	 us.	 They	will	 kill	 us	 and	 take	 us	

away.	If	the	hunters	find	us,	they	will	kill	us	and	take	us	away.”	
	

(Spoken)		

On	Dalma	buru	two	deer	were	born.	They	said	this	to	their	mother:		
	

[Man	from	the	crowd]:	What	did	they	say?	
They	 said:	 “They	 have	 done	 the	 hunt’s	 invitation	 on	 Dalma	 buru	 and	 the	
hunters	 are	 climbing	 up	 and	 shouting.”	 Then	 they	 were	 speaking	 to	 their	

mother	 and	 father,	 urging	 them:	 “Mother,	 father,	 when	 the	 hunters	 will	

come,	you	will	run	away	and	leave	us,	they	will	surely	kill	us.”	

	

When	 they	 heard	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 hunters	 the	 helpless	 parents	 left	 their	

children.	There	the	children	were	left.	

																																																								
169	Here	 the	 singer	 refers	 to	 the	 hunt	 at	Dalma	buru	 as	gire	sendra,	 which	would	 be	 an	 inter-
village	hunt.	Contrary	to	this	all	the	men	of	this	area	I	talked	to,	refered	to	it	as	disom	sendra	–	a	
regional	hunt.	The	next	section	will	provide	more	details.		
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How	they	cried	that	time	we	will	hear	now:	

	

(Sung)	

“Mother,	father,	the	hunters	have	arrived,		

You,	mother,	left	us.”	
	

(Spoken)	

That	 time	Ram	 and	 Lokhon	 [hunters	 in	 the	 Ramayana]	 heard	 how	 bitterly	

the	deer	were	crying	

They	said:	“Where	are	there	small	birds	crying?”	

The	hunters	have	climbed	up	the	mountain	and	the	mother	and	father	deer	
had	gone	away.	

But	in	front	were	Ram	and	Lokhon	and	only	behind	them	came	the	hunters.	

There	Ram	and	Lokhon	met	the	deer.	

	

[From	the	audience]:	How	did	they	meet?	

	

Meaning,	on	the	way	they	met	them.	
	

That	time	they	said:	“He	babu	[address	term	for	any	type	of	younger	brother	
or	son],	why	are	you	crying?”	

What	they	said	then	we	will	hear	now:	

	

(Sung)	
“Eh	 baba,	 Ram,	 eh	 Lokhon,	 save	 our	 kind.	 If	we	 had	 feathers,	we	 could	 fly	

allover	the	country	(disom).”	
If	we	had	strong	hooves,	we	could	 jump	and	run	from	one	mountain	to	an-

other.”		

	

(Spoken)	

Standing	there,	Ram	and	Lokhon	heard	them	speak:		
“Save	our	kind.	 If	our	hooves	were	strong,	we	could	climb	 from	this	moun-

tain	to	that	mountain”.	The	deer	were	crying	very	sadly:	

	

(Sung)	

“Heh,	sara	sugi	[a	forest	bird	that	sings	before	the	onset	of	rain.	For	address-
ing	the	bird,	the	polite	form	is	used,	 indicating	that	the	addressed	is	a	god],	

please	bring	rain	through	the	tore	sutam	[a	type	of	string	through	which	the	
gods	come	to	earth	or	send	rain]”	

	

(Spoken)	

A	big	rainstorm	came.	The	hunters	were	just	taking	the	young	deer	to	the	gi-
pidi	 tandi	 [field],	 but	 when	 the	 storm	 came	 the	 hunters	 ran	 away	 and	 the	
deer	escaped.	
	

(Recorded	 in	a	village	of	 Jamshedpur	block,	East	Singhbhum,	 Jharkhand	on	

April	30,	2012)	
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In	 the	 song	 the	 singers	 refer	 to	Dalma	sendra,	 the	 annual	hunt	 at	which	 they	
perform.	Although	the	participants	and	the	singrai	men	often	had	travelled	for	
hours	 to	 attend	 different	 sendra	patas,	 this	 reference	 to	 place	 repeatedly	 oc-
curred	 in	 the	 singrai	 narratives.	 Addressing	 the	 audience,	 the	 singrai	 men	
showed	that	place	bears	importance.	

In	 the	above	song	another	motive	 is	apparent:	 In	many	Santal	narratives	ani-

mals	possess	 the	ability	 to	 speak.	 In	 the	Santal	 creation	myth	and	 in	 the	my-

thology	 related	 to	 many	 Santal	 festivals,	 animals,	 humans	 and	 deities	 speak	

and	communicate	with	each	other.	Only	in	the	“true	age”	(sog	jug),	a	long	time	
ago,	when	gods,	animals	and	humans	were	close,	could	they	communicate	with	

each	other.	These	anthropomorphic	features	of	animals,	capable	of	speech	and	

feelings	 such	 as	 the	 above-mentioned	 fear	 of	 the	 young	 deer,	 repeatedly	 ap-

pear	in	the	singrai	narratives	on	the	topic	of	hunting.		
Contrary	 to	what	one	might	expect,	 the	singrai	hunting	songs	do	not	un-

derline	 the	 bravery	 or	 success	 of	 the	 hunters,	 but	 instead	 relate	 the	 hunt	 to	

danger.	The	forest	is	especially	dangerous	when	the	mountain	gods	make	it	so.	

In	 Santali	 this	 is	 expressed	with	 the	word	bagahi	 and	 a	 forest	 designated	 as	
such	is	filled	with	wild	animals	like	tigers	and	lions.	“The	tiger	is	the	buru	bon-
ga’s	 dog.	The	gods	 send	 them	out	 to	protect	 the	 forest”,	 people	would	 some-
times	explain	to	me.	One	of	 the	singrai	 stories	sung	by	kumang	at	Pindegadia	
sendra	pata	 in	May	2012	revolved	around	a	hunter	named	Siteram	who	went	
hunting	together	with	others	in	a	bagahi	forest	(approximate	meaning:	“forest	
made	dangerous	by	the	gods”).	There	they	shot	a	deer,	but	 the	wounded	ani-

mal	 escaped	 and	 when	 chasing	 it	 they	 burned	 down	 part	 of	 the	 forest.	 The	

singrai	 storyteller	 commented:	 “The	 deeds	 of	 the	 hunters	 are	 like	 this:	 We	
want	 to	 kill	 only	 one	 animal,	 but	we	 destroy	many	 lives.	 This	 is	 the	work	 of	

hunters.”	 In	 the	 course	 of	 the	 story	 Siteram	 encounters	 a	 yak,	which	 attacks	
and	finally	kills	him,	piercing	through	his	body	with	its	horns.	At	the	end	of	the	

story	his	body	is	carried	to	the	village	and	the	message	is	brought	to	his	wife,	

who	has	been	waiting	 for	meat	and	now	receives	her	husband’s	 lifeless	body	

instead.	

The	topic	of	a	wife	fearing	or	learning	about	her	husband’s	death,	appears	

in	other	singrai	songs	as	well.	The	following	short	song	pays	close	attention	to	
this	 topic	 and	 additionally	 makes	 a	 humorous	 comment	 on	 the	 conflict	 be-

tween	the	state	and	tribal	hunters,	which	has	arisen	around	Dalma	sendra.	This	
conflict	will	be	treated	in	more	detail	further	on	in	this	chapter.		
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A	Husband’s	Death	
	

(Sung)	

Heh,	friend,	heh	dear	friend,	they	have	invited	to	the	Dalma	buru	hunt	
	

(Spoken)	
Many	people	went	to	the	hunt.	They	returned	from	the	hunt	to	the	gathering	

field,	but	one	man	did	not	return.	Now	let	us	listen	to	what	his	wife	is	saying:	

	

(Sung)	

[Wife	is	singing]	

“At	Dalma	buru	gire	sendra	 the	 hunters	 (disua)	went	 up	 the	mountain,	 but	
my	dear	husband	has	not	returned.	
Perhaps	he	is	hunting	in	the	jungle	killing	deer,	

perhaps	he	is	distributing	meat.	

If	he	came	back,	if	he	arrived,		

I	would	wash	his	feet	on	a	golden	plate.	

I	would	give	him	rice	on	a	silver	plate,		

then	I	would	ask	him	what	happened.”		
	

[Husband	is	singing]	

“At	Dalma	buru	gire	sendra	the	hunters	are	going	up	the	mountain,	
but	I	am	taken	to	jail.	

After	tying	me	up	they	are	taking	me	to	jail.	

The	sub-inspector	is	my	wife’s	younger	brother	(iril	kora),	
the	inspector	is	my	wife’s	uncle	(kaka	honarin).	
After	tying	me	up	they	brought	me	to	the	jail,	

and	I	felt	like	in	my	in-laws’	village	(naihar).”	
	

(Recorded	 in	a	village	of	 Jamshedpur	block,	East	Singhbhum,	 Jharkhand	on	

April	30,	2012)	

	

To	sum	up,	these	singrai	stories	do	not	boast	with	the	hunters’	success,	but	ra-
ther	deal	with	their	failure.	Expressed	by	many	Santal	I	encountered,	there	is	a	

deep	 fear	 of	 the	 forest.	 This	 shines	 through	 in	 these	 narratives.	 The	 forest	

emerges	as	a	dangerous	place,	as	 the	domain	of	wild	animals	and	ambivalent	

deities.	The	gods	need	to	allow	humans	to	enter	the	forest	and	protect	them	as	

they	embark	on	the	dangerous	quest	for	prey.	If	the	gods	make	the	forest	dan-

gerous	by	 filling	 it	with	wild	 animals,	 a	 situation	 captured	by	 the	 expression	

bagahi	bir,	the	hunters	will	die.	If	the	gods	are	pleased	by	and	accept	the	sacri-
fices	dedicated	to	them,	the	hunters	will	return	safely.170	

																																																								
170	The	gods’	permission	required	to	enter	the	forest	safely	is	also	reflected	in	a	story	told	in	the	

villages	around	Musabani	and	Ghatsila.	It	draws	out	why	a	certain	village	cannot	go	hunting	on	

Arak	buru	anymore:	“There	is	a	place	called	Jharie	Dhobani.	 In	that	place	people	used	to	dance	
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Lastly,	the	gist	of	the	first	singrai	story	portrayed	above,	namely	that	the	gods	
save	the	prey	from	the	cruel	activity	of	the	hunters	through	the	sending	of	rain,	

resonates	with	 the	goal	of	 the	hunting	worship:	when	 the	chickens	are	sacri-

ficed,	 the	hunting	god	and	 the	gods	of	 the	 local	mountains	are	asked	 to	 send	

rain	to	nurture	the	rice	seeds.	In	this	song	it	is	mentioned	that	the	deer	ask	for	

rain	to	be	sent	through	the	tore	sutam.		
Since	 the	motive	of	 tore	sutam	 is	 repeatedly	used	 in	 singrai	 songs,	 it	 de-

serves	further	attention	here.	In	rituals	taking	place	at	the	foot	of	trees,	such	as	

the	sacrifices	in	the	sacred	grove	on	the	occasion	of	baha	or	the	sacrifice	pre-
ceding	the	hunt,	a	string,	often	made	of	straw,	with	a	straw	bundle	at	its	end,	is	

tied	around	the	tree.	This	is	the	venue	through	which	the	gods	are	said	to	come	

when	they	are	asked	to	join	the	people	and	possess	a	medium.	The	tore	sutam	
finds	mention	in	the	Santal	creation	myth:	when	the	earth	was	full	of	water,	the	

supreme	god	came	down	from	the	sky	through	the	tore	sutam.	Without	the	tore	
sutam,	 life	 becomes	 difficult	 for	 humans	 on	 earth.	 As	 one	 singrai	 song	 de-
scribes:	“If	god	cut	the	tore	sutam,	the	people	of	this	country,	would	be	wander-
ing	around	aimlessly	(hale	dale)”.	 Incorporating	many	meanings	 in	one	word,	
the	 term	 hale	 dale171	indicates	 rootlessness,	 a	 sense	 of	 stress	 and	 endless	
search	for	something.	

It	becomes	clear	here	that	the	domain	of	the	forest	is	conceptually	associ-

ated	with	rain,	a	connection	also	encountered	by	Gold	(1999,	40f)	in	her	inter-

views	with	people	of	Rajasthan.	When	discussing	the	 increased	occurrence	of	

drought	 in	Rajasthan	 in	previous	years,	people	 linked	 it	directly	 to	deforesta-

tion,	 explaining	 that	 “trees	 now	 vanished	 from	 the	 hilltops	 had	 formerly	

‘pulled’	the	rain	clouds	to	the	village”	(40).	

	A	 team	 of	 young	 singrai	 men,	 performing	 in	 January	 2012	 in	 a	 village	
northeast	of	Chakulia	town,	composed	a	song	reflecting	on	the	human	effect	on	

the	forest	and	the	ensuing	environmental	and	social	degradation:	

																																																																																																																																														
langre	every	day,	very	happily.	One	day	many	goddesses,	kuri	bongas,	came	in	the	shape	of	girls.	
They	 started	 dancing.	 Boys,	kora	bongas,	 also	 came.	 They	 took	 the	 shape	 of	 other	 villagers.	 If	
girls	dance,	then	men	also	like	to	dance.	Many	men	were	trying	to	dance,	but	the	girls	did	not	let	

them	join	their	rows.	The	men	got	angry	and	started	disturbing	the	girls.	The	girls	told	the	bonga	
kora:	‘They	are	disurbing	us.’	The	bonga	kora	told	them:	‘Don't	say	anything	to	them,	because	the	
time	will	 come	when	 they	go	 to	 the	 jungle.	That	 time	we	will	 see	 them.	When	 they	go	 to	buru	
bapla,	to	sendra,	we	will	see	them.’	The	men	understood	and	did	not	go	hunting	anymore	from	
that	day	on.	This	happened	on	Arak	buru.	From	that	time	on	that	village	does	not	go	to	the	jungle	
anymore.”	
171	Like	many	 poetic	 expressions	 used	 in	 Santal	 songs	hale	dale	 is	 a	 figurative	 one,	 so	 that	 its	
literal	translation	remains	unknown	to	me.	
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“As	the	Forest	was	Gone,	the	Rain	Stopped”	
	

A	long	time	ago,	in	the	true	
age	

There	were	many	creepers	in	

the	forest	

A	breeze	brought	rain	from	

the	sky	in	the	right	time	

	
We	made	a	long	way	short	

[we	built	roads]	

[after	clearing	the	jungle]	

we	built	cities	and	markets	

As	the	forest	was	gone,	the	

rain	stopped	

	
The	people	have	increased	

and	the	country	has	become	

crowded	

We	used	to	eat	a	bowl	of	rice,	

now	we	are	sharing	only	a	

fistful	

Even	two	real	brothers	do	
not	get	along	

Daily	they	fight		

Sedai	tahe	khan	jugdo	tahekhan	
	
Bir	buru	re	dare	nari	ho	tahekhan	
	
Hisit	hoy	te	serma	jari	te	dinge	
sawaeled	
	
Sedai	horbon	kato	ke	a	
	
	
Sohor	bajarbon	teyar	rana	
Bir	buru	ujar	saont	te	serma	jari	
hoy	bagi	ked	
	
Hor	bon	sangeyen	disom	kuchiten	
	
	
Barti	daka	bon	chuput	hatin	
	
	
Boko	boeha	bakin	sapahob	
	
Dikin	rapachakhan	
	

	

(Recorded	in	a	village	of	Chakulia	block,	East	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	on	

January	17,	2012)	

	

This	song	is	remarkable	in	that	it	links	changes	in	the	environment	directly	to	

human	society.	The	message	is:	If	one	of	the	components	of	the	order	between	

forest,	fields	and	humans	deteriorates,	it	pulls	the	others	along	with	it.	That	is,	

if	the	forest	is	gone,	the	rain	stops,	there	is	less	food	for	people	and	social	con-

flict	follows.	

As	this	section	revealed,	these	singrai	songs	serve	as	an	adequate	point	of	ac-
cess	to	Santal	perceptions	of	the	environment.	The	songs	mirror	the	fear	of	the	

forest,	 and	 the	 intricate	 order	 of	 deities,	 animals	 and	 humans	 as	 they	 act	 in	

this	 space.	Whenever	 I	 enquired	 about	 the	hunting	 ritual	 and	 the	 forest,	my	

informants	 provided	 lengthy	 explanations	 about	 how	 they	 depended	 on	 the	

buru	bonga’s	 protection.	 “Who	could	 stay	 in	 the	 forest?	We	cannot.	 If	we	do,	
animals	will	 attack	 us.”,	 a	man	 of	 Sonagada	 village	 told	me.	After	 I	 attended	



Chapter	4	⎜Perceptions	of	the	Environment	
	

	

	 238	

sendra	bonga	in	Kolabadia	in	2013,	it	rained	non-stop	for	two	days.	One	of	the	
men	present	at	the	worship	remarked	a	few	days	after:	“What	a	powerful	god	

our	buru	bonga	is,	we	asked	him	for	rain	and	he	sent	it.	He	protects	us	against	
the	 wild	 animals	 as	 well.	We	 live	 in	 the	 ‘corner	 of	 the	 forest’	 (buru	kocha).	
There	are	bears	and	tigers	in	the	forest”.	To	underline	his	statement,	he	made	

a	clenched	fist	at	his	heart,	showing	how	scared	people	are	of	these	animals.		

The	 relationship	 between	 people,	 the	 forest	 and	 its	 deities	 is	 foremost	

characterized	 by	 reciprocity.	 Only	 when	 sacrifices	 are	 offered,	 is	 the	 forest	

safe	 for	 hunting.	 This	 is	 clearly	 a	 difference	 to	what	Bird-David	 (1990,	 195)	

writes	 about	 the	 gatherer-hunter	 Nayaka	 of	 South	 India,	 who	 conceptualize	

the	forest	as	a	parent	who	gives	unconditionally.	

In	the	Santal	worldview,	the	forest	is	dangerous,	but	as	the	ritual	for	the	

hunting	god,	and	the	buru	bongas	described	in	the	course	of	this	chapter	show,	
it	is	at	the	same	time	an	indispensable	source	of	fertility.	Without	the	rain	sent	

by	 the	 gods	 of	 the	 forested	mountains	 the	 rice	 could	 not	 grow	 and	 humans	

could	simply	not	exist	in	Santal	country.	

As	the	next	section	discusses,	rituals	do	not	exist	 in	a	historical	vacuum.	

Many	hunting	rituals	of	 the	area	 interfere	with	a	ban	on	hunting	 imposed	by	

the	 state.	 This	 ban	 is	 however	 of	 lesser	 relevance	 the	 farther	 a	 hunt	 takes	

place	 from	 the	 nearest	 police	 station.	 All	 the	 above	 described	 ritual	 hunts	

seemed	relatively	unrestricted	by	 this	ban.	 In	 contrast	 to	 these	village	hunts	

the	 case	 of	 Dalma	 buru	 disom	 sendra	 is	 more	 directly	 confronted	 with	 the	
state’s	intervention.	It	is	especially	contentious,	because	it	takes	place	in	a	for-

est	declared	as	a	wildlife	sanctuary,	just	on	the	outskirts	of	the	industrial	city	

of	 Jamshedpur.	The	 idea	of	 the	annual	hunt	 as	 a	 sacred	activity,	directed	 to-

wards	 the	mountain	 gods,	 as	well	 as	 the	 hunt	 as	 a	 dangerous	 and	 therefore	

male	activity,	seems	to	fuel	the	hunters’	ongoing	resistance	against	the	Indian	

Forest	Department.	
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4.1.3	Disom	sendra:	The	Regional	Hunt	
When	speaking	about	the	different	types	of	ritual	hunts,	the	men	differentiat-

ed	between	gire	sendra,	 the	inter-village	hunts	described	in	the	previous	sec-
tion,	 and	 disom	 sendra,	 regional	 hunts.	 In	 the	 Musabani	 and	 Ghatsila	 area	
Santal	men	speak	with	great	respect	of	two	disom	sendras	–	one	on	a	hill	called	
Ajodhya	buru	in	West	Bengal,	and	the	one	I	will	be	presenting	here	first,	which	
is	Dalma	sendra.	Because	many	aspects	of	this	regional	hunt	are	similar	to	the	
village	hunt,	among	 them	the	making	of	 the	 invitation	and	 the	singrai	narra-
tives,	and	I	could	not	gain	access	to	some	activities,	such	as	the	actual	sacrific-

es,	 my	 depiction	 especially	 focuses	 on	 the	 conflict	 between	 the	 Forest	

Department	and	the	tribal	hunters.		

This	restriction	of	the	local	population	in	their	access	to	natural	resources	

under	the	guise	of	environmental	protection	and	the	general	struggle	between	

state	and	local	communities	regarding	the	control	over	natural	resources	has	

been	 addressed	by	Karlsson	 (2011),	 Cederlöff	 and	 Sivaramakrishnan	 (2005)	

and	Lainé	and	Subba	(2012)	in	regard	to	North-East	India	and	by	Padel	(2011)	

in	regard	to	the	effect	of	British	colonial	policy	and	contemporary	mining	ac-

tivities	on	the	Kond	of	Central	India.172	The	publications	underline	the	link	be-

tween	environment	 and	 indigenous	 identity	on	 the	one	hand	and	 the	 state’s	

policies,	be	it	the	contemporary	Indian	state	or	the	colonial	one,	on	the	other.	

These	 themes	 resonate	 with	 the	 struggles	 between	 Santal	 hunters	 and	 the	

Forest	Department	laid	out	in	what	follows.	

	

The	Case	of	Dalma	disom	sendra	
Dalma	 is	 the	 name	of	 a	mountain	 range	north	 of	 Jamshedpur,	where	 people	

say	 that	 they	 have	 always	 hunted.	 They	 go	 hunting	 there	 “to	 enjoy”	 (raska),	
and	because	their	ancestors	have	taught	them	to	do	so.	According	to	villagers	

of	the	area,	every	year	thousands	of	people	come	from	Jharkhand	and	the	ad-

joining	states	of	West	Bengal	and	Odisha	 to	participate	 in	 this	hunt.	 In	1975	

the	Dalma	mountain	range	was	established	as	a	wildlife	sanctuary	to	protect	

its	animals	such	as	elephants,	hyenas	and	barking	deer.173	From	then	on	hunt-

																																																								
172	In	 Central	 India,	 with	 its	 rich	 mineral	 resources,	 another	 struggle	 unfolds	 around	 adivasi	
land	 and	 mining,	 often	 carried	 out	 in	 Special	 Economic	 Zones	 established	 by	 the	 Indian	

government.	Cf.	for	example	Padel	and	Das	(2010)	and	Kalshian	(2007).	
173	Cf.	 “Dalma	 Wildlife	 Sanctuary”,	 Jharkhand	 Tourism	 Department,	 Government	 of	 India:	

http://www.jharkhandtourism.in/dest/wildlife.asp#		

(accessed	December	1,	2015).	
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ing	has	been	prohibited	 in	 these	hills.	A	Kolkata-based	newspaper,	The	Tele-
graph,	features	articles	from	recent	years	about	the	conflicts,	which	have	aris-
en	 around	 the	 prohibition	 to	 hunt	 in	 the	 sanctuary	 (cf.	 Jenamani	 2012;	

Majumdar	2010;	Singh	2009;	Thaker	2011).	Although	the	Forest	Department	

runs	awareness	campaigns	and	employs	staff	to	prevent	the	hunters	from	en-

tering	the	sanctuary,	the	latter	do	succeed	in	killing	animals	every	year.	In	re-

cent	years,	several	hunters	have	been	arrested	for	violating	this	hunting	ban.	

The	 following	 section	will	 describe	 the	different	 activities	 and	 rituals	 of	 this	

sendra	in	greater	detail,	in	order	to	better	understand	the	activists’	arguments,	
who	are	fighting	for	the	right	to	continue	hunting	in	this	area.	

	

Making	the	Invitation	
The	Raja	of	Dalma,	Rakesh	Hembrom,	ritually	invites	to	Dalma	sendra.	He	is	a	
slender	Ho	man	 in	his	 twenties,	whose	 forefathers	were	granted	 the	right	 to	

hunt	in	Dalma	by	the	British.	After	Independence	the	family	paid	a	fee	to	the	

Indian	government	 for	the	continued	permission	to	hunt.	With	the	establish-

ment	 of	 the	wildlife	 sanctuary	many	 interested	 parties	 including	 the	 Forest	

Department,	social	workers,	government	officials	and	members	of	the	nearby	

TATA	Group,	an	 Indian	multinational	 conglomerate,	asked	 the	 family	 to	stop	

inviting	people	to	the	hunt	in	this	area.	The	Raja’s	family	was	promised	money	

and	told	they	would	receive,	in	his	words,	“a	house	like	the	Taj	Mahal”	–	as	op-

posed	to	their	simple	mud-house,	if	they	would	only	stop	the	hunt.	But	the	Ra-

ja	 emphasized	 to	me	 that	 he	 could	 not	 stop	 the	 hunting	 ritual,	 because	 the	

mountain	 gods	 (buru	 bonga)	 would	 get	 angry	 if	 they	 were	 no	 longer	 wor-
shipped.		

About	 two	weeks	 before	 the	 actual	 hunt	 took	 place	 in	 the	 end	 of	 April	

2012,	 an	 invitation	 ceremony	was	 held	 at	 the	 Raja’s	 house	 in	 the	 village	 of	

Sarjomdak,	 close	 to	 Jamshedpur.	The	village	has	a	 rural	appearance,	with	 its	

mud	houses	and	surrounding	rice	fields.	But	the	furnaces	of	the	big	industrial	

complexes	of	 Jamshedpur	 arise	 just	 behind	 its	 borders.	 People	 later	 told	me	

about	land	quarrels	between	the	village	and	TATA.		

The	 ritual	 making	 of	 the	 invitation	 was	 attended	 by	 villagers	 of	

Sarjomdak,	but	also	by	officers	of	the	Forest	Department	who	were	invited	by	

a	 local	 committee	 that	mediates	 between	 the	 villagers	 and	 the	 state.	 People	

alternated	 between	 speaking	Ho,	 Santali,	 Hindi	 and	 because	 of	my	 presence	

also	English.	Other	than	the	material	it	was	made	from;	the	invitation	did	not	
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differ	much	from	the	one	of	gire	sendras.	The	event	began	with	the	worship	of	
the	mountain	 god,	 the	 god	 of	 Dalma	 called	Dalma	buru	bonga.	 In	 front	 of	 a	
small,	 elevated	 structure	with	 a	 pile	 of	 long	 grass	 bundles,	 the	 Raja	 applied	

sindur	 spots	and	addressed	 the	deity.	Later	people	 tied	knots	 into	each	 indi-
vidual	 grass	 stem,	 again,	 the	 number	 of	 knots	 equivalent	 to	 the	 number	 of	

days	before	the	hunt.	These	invitations	were	then	passed	on	to	the	headmen	of	

surrounding	villages	at	local	markets.		

	

Mediation	and	the	Meeting	between	Forest	Department	Officials	

and	Villagers	
Because	of	these	conflicts	with	the	Forest	Department,	the	people	of	the	Raja’s	

village	and	other	activists	established	a	hunting	committee	named	Dalma	Buru	
Sendra	 Samiti	 in	 2010.	 Chote	 Hembrom,	 a	 Santal	 lawyer	 and	 businessman	
started	 to	 mediate	 between	 the	 Forest	 Department,	 the	 hunting	 committee	

and	 the	 people	 of	 these	 villages.	 In	 the	 years	 following	 the	 establishment	 of	

the	 committee	he	 chose	 the	 invitation	 ceremony	 to	 stage	 a	meeting,	which	 I	

had	the	chance	to	attend	in	April	2012,	between	villagers	and	the	Forest	De-

partment.	Three	men	in	uniform	were	present	and	welcomed	by	the	Raja	and	

other	members	of	the	hunting	committee.	The	officials	handed	out	awards	in	

the	form	of	shawls	to	men	of	special	merit,	some	of	them	were	old	men,	who	

had	been	very	active	in	hunting	before.	Also	good	story	tellers	and	drummers	

received	prizes.	Afterwards	members	of	the	hunting	committee	gave	speeches	

and	the	Forest	Department	officers	gave	even	longer	speeches	about	the	pro-

tection	 of	 animals.	 They	 urged	people	 to	 go	 hunting,	 but	 not	 to	 kill	 any	 ani-

mals.	They	also	emphasized	that	the	use	of	nets	and	guns	was	prohibited.	To	

me	 the	whole	 event	 seemed	 to	 be	 staged,	 a	 symbolic	 encounter	 on	 unequal	

terms	between	villagers,	activists	and	Forest	Department	officials,	not	reach-

ing	very	far	beyond	the	boundaries	of	this	village.		

Some	of	the	hunters,	especially	 from	villages	a	 few	hours’	 journey	away,	

were	prevented	from	hunting	altogether	–	among	them	even	people	from	the	

respective	villages	of	my	fieldwork	had	come	on	rented	trucks.	They	had	only	

remotely	heard	about	 the	Forest	Department’s	bans	and	speeches	 that	even-

ing	 in	 Sarjomdak,	 and	decided	 to	 go	hunting	 anyway.	The	villagers	 from	 the	

nearby	areas	already	knew	that	the	police	would	be	present	on	the	day	of	the	

hunt.	To	avoid	the	police,	 they	went	hunting	a	 few	days	before	and	returned	

with	two	black	bears,	as	the	Hindi	newspapers	reported.	
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Claiming	Rights	by	Emphasizing	Tradition	
The	 activists	 present	 on	 that	 evening	 in	 Sarjomdak,	 however,	 showed	 their	

willingness	 to	 enter	 into	 dialogue	with	 the	 Forest	 Department.	 At	 the	 same	

time,	they	kept	emphasizing	their	traditions	and	their	right	to	continue	prac-

ticing	them.	They	strategically	drew	on	a	local	understanding	of	the	hunt	and	
molded	 it	 into	 the	parameters	 set	by	 the	 state.	 	This	activist	 rhetoric	will	be	

discussed	again	in	more	detail	in	chapter	five.		

The	following	quote	summarizes	most	of	the	activists’	reasoning	regarding	the	

right	 to	 continue	 the	 hunting	 ritual.	 This	 extract	 is	 part	 of	 a	 speech,	 held	 in	

English	 and	 thereafter	 in	 Hindi	 by	 Chote	 Hembrom,	 given	 at	 the	 above	 de-

scribed	hunting	invitation	event.		

	

“What	is	sarna	religion?	We	have	jaher	puja,	magh	puja...but	there	are	gods	
in	 the	 jungle.	During	 sendra	we	worship	our	 jungle	 gods.	This	 is	 very	 im-
portant.	You	can	play.	Don't	bring	nets,	or	guns.	Killing	is	not	hunting.	It	is	a	

criminal	act.	Our	council	 and	 the	Forest	Department	will	 interfere.	Dance,	

enjoy,	but	don't	bring	guns	or	nets.	The	government	says	they	will	have	to	

close	the	hunt.	But	that	cannot	be....it	 is	our	culture.	We	will	have	a	devel-
oped	 culture.	 This	 year	we	will	 not	 use	 nets.	 It	 is	 our	niam	 [custom].	We	
want	 to	do	our	 singrai	 dance	 and	 serve	our	buru	bongas	 [mountain	gods]	
well.”		

	

(Recorded	in	a	village	of	Jamshedpur	block,	East	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	on	

April	13,	2012)	
	

In	other	 statements	he	 cited	 the	 Indian	 constitutional	 right	 to	practice	one’s	

religion	and	related	 it	 to	 the	right	 to	continue	hunting	 in	Dalma.	He	 thus	ex-

plicitly	 emphasized	 the	 “religious”	 aspect	 of	 the	 hunting	 ritual	 and	 down-

played	 the	 violent	 one,	 therefore	 also	 making	 it	 compatible	 with	 an	

environmental	discourse	pertaining	to	protecting	nature	and	wild	animals.	

To	 conclude,	 the	 case	 of	 Dalma	 sendra	 differs	 from	 the	 village	 annual	
hunts	 especially	 in	 its	 scale.	 People	 from	 the	 whole	 region,	 hence	 the	 local	

term	disom	in	its	name,	come	to	attend	this	large	event.	While	this	chapter	en-
gages	mostly	with	an	understanding	of	place	in	local	context,	the	case	of	Dal-
ma	disom	sendra	 illustrates	 that	 the	 Santal	 are	 also	 embedded	 in	 a	 national	
context.	It	exemplifies	the	relations	between	the	state	and	the	adivasi,	charac-
terized	by	a	power	play	between	the	state’s	authority	and	adivasi	resistance.		



Chapter	4	⎜Perceptions	of	the	Environment	
	

	

	 243	

Besides	Dalma	sendra	 another	 regional	hunt	 featured	prominently	 in	 the	ac-
counts	 of	 Santal	 hunters.	 At	 least	 once	 in	 his	 lifetime	 a	 man	 should	 attend	

Ajodhya	buru	disom	sendra,	they	maintained.	
	

Ajodhya	buru	sendra	–	The	Danger	of	the	Hunt	and	its	Function	as	

Initiation	Rite	into	Manhood	
The	Ajodhya	Hills	 are	 located	north	 of	 Jamshedpur	 in	West	Bengal’s	 Purulia	

district,	near	its	border	with	Jharkhand.	It	takes	several	hours	by	bus	and	train	

from	 the	 villages	 where	 I	 encountered	 people	 mentioning	 the	 hunt	 in	 the	

Ajodhya	Hills.	 People	 from	nearby	but	 also	 as	 far	 as	Dumka	 in	 the	 northern	

Santal	 areas	 come	 to	 attend	 this	 regional	 hunt,	 hence	 the	 prefix	disom	 (“re-
gion”)	 in	 Santali.	 Because	 of	 the	 Naxalite	 presence	 in	 this	 area	 of	 Purulia,	 I	

could	not	visit	 this	particular	place,	 and	 thus	my	material	on	 this	event	only	

stems	from	conversations	with	Santal	men	who	had	attended	this	hunt.	One	of	

the	common	things	people	were	amazed	by	when	remembering	this	place	was	

the	thick	forest	on	the	hills	and	the	abundance	of	wild	animals.		

Another	 feature,	 I	 repeatedly	 encountered	 in	 the	 tales	 about	 Ajodhya,	

were	 its	mythological	 importance	 and	 the	 traces	 thereof.	 An	 elderly	man	 of	

Pawra	village	remembers	his	trip	to	this	disom	sendra:	
	

“Ajodhya	buru	sendra	is	held	at	Baisakh	kunami	[the	full	moon	of	Baisakh	in	
April/May].	Today	 there	 are	many	 symbols	of	Ramayana	on	Ajodhya	buru.	
Sita's	hair	and	footprints.	I	brought	hair	of	Sita	with	me.	Water	is	coming	out	

from	a	rock.	A	gulachi	tree	is	also	there.	If	you	move	around	it	three	times,	
without	 breathing,	 then	 a	 flower	will	 fall	 down.	 That	 place	 is	 called	Suyur	
buru.	I	saw	many	people,	but	nobody	could	complete	circling	around	it	three	
times.	We	went	by	train,	four	people.	We	brought	only	two	leaf-packages	of	

rice	(daka	potom),	we	were	feeling	very	hungry.	Other	people	were	drinking	
rice	beer.	If	you	go	to	Ajodhya	you	have	to	go	odd	times	(bejor)	–	one,	three	
or	 seven.	There	 is	 a	 pond	where	 they	meet	before	 climbing	 the	mountain.	

That	time	you	cannot	sleep,	because	you	have	to	dance.	At	two	at	night	you	

wake	up	and	eat	your	 food	and	then	go.	When	you	go	up	Ajodhya	buru	 the	
road	is	very	narrow.	If	at	that	time	an	animal	comes,	an	elephant	or	lion,	you	

cannot	 step	 aside.	We	kept	moving	 and	 reached	 a	Kharia	 home.	Near	 that	
home	we	saw	the	traces	of	a	wild	pig.	We	were	afraid,	because	it	looked	like	

a	big	pig.	We	decided	then	that	we	would	call	our	pursi	[people	from	neigh-
boring	villages	who	had	also	gone	on	this	hunt].”		

	

(Recorded	in	a	village	of	Ghatsila	block,	East	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	on	Feb-
ruary	20,	2012)	
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In	this	passage	Suresh	Hansda	mentions	that	one	must	go	to	this	disom	sendra	
an	odd	number	of	times.	This	points	to	the	hunt	as	a	sacred	practice,	just	like	

all	matters	 concerning	 the	 gods	must	 be	 accompanied	 by	 odd	 numbers.	 For	

example,	during	rituals	there	is	always	an	odd	number	of	sindur	spots	applied	
in	front	of	the	sacrificial	site.		

Disom	sendra	 is	 an	 occasion	where	 different	 social	 groups	 are	 involved,	
also	pointing	to	certain	spatial	units.	Thus,	the	quote	above	mentions	pursi,	as	
people	from	neighboring	villages	who	have	also	come	to	the	hunt.	Further,	as	I	

was	told,	people	would	go	in	units	of	gaonta	–	as	people	from	one	village	–	to	
the	Ajodhya	buru	hunt.	They	would	then	inform	the	villagers,	who	had	invited	
to	 the	hunt,	 from	which	disom	 they	had	 come.	Therefore,	 the	 regional	 hunts	
represent	a	traditional	assembly	where	people	have	to	be	aware	of	their	place,	

their	disom	of	origin.	The	concept	of	disom	 is	discussed	 in	more	detail	at	 the	
end	of	this	chapter.	

Further,	all	of	 the	men	 I	discussed	 this	hunt	with	mentioned	 that	a	man	

should	go	 to	Ajodhya	disom	sendra	 at	 least	 once	 in	his	 lifetime.	 	Only	 then	 is	
one	 called	 baper	beta	kora174	–	 “father’s	 son”.	 As	 one	man	 stated,	 “I	went	 in	
2005.	When	you	return	from	there	you	are	a	real	man.	I	went	the	year	after	my	

father	had	died.”	Another	man	mentioned	that	he	had	gone	to	this	hunt	three	

times,	 together	with	 relatives	 from	 another	 village.	 He	 stated	 that	 he	 felt	 at	

peace	(shanti),	because	he	had	acquired	the	status	of	baper	beta	kora.		
One	reason	why	attending	Ajodhya	sendra	serves	as	an	initiation	into	full	

manhood	lies	in	its	danger.	It	is	“like	a	battlefield”	(tupun)	where	animals	and	
men	fight	each	other.	By	surviving	the	dangers	of	the	hunt	a	young	man	proves	

that	he	is	fierce,	it	is	the	test	to	show	that	he	is	mature	enough	to	raise	a	fami-

ly.	Another	aspect	of	the	hunt	as	an	initiation	was	pointed	out	to	me	with	ref-

erence	to	the	singrai	narratives	to	which	the	participants	listen	after	the	hunt.	
At	 night,	 during	 nide	 singrai,	 a	 man	 receives	 a	 kind	 of	 “sexual	 education”	
through	 the	 obscene	 songs	 and	 stories	 performed	 at	 this	 event.	 In	 addition,	

during	the	day	samaj	singrai	teaches	him	about	appropriate	behavior	with	kin,	
hunting,	 the	gods	and	Santal	mythology.	 	He	receives	an	“adult	education”	as	

someone	phrased	it.		

For	a	woman,	a	similar	occasion	on	which	she	becomes	“a	father’s	daugh-

																																																								
174	This	 fixed	 term	 is	 one	 I	 repeatedly	 encountered	 in	my	 conversations	 about	 this	 hunt	 and	

consists	of	an	interesting	mix	of	Santali	and	Bengali.	Baper,	to	my	knowledge,	means	“father”	in	
Bengali,	beta,	used	 in	Hindi,	Bengali	and	Santali,	means	“son”	and	kora,	 literally	 “boy/man”	 in	
Santali.	
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ter”	(baper	beti	kuri)	takes	place	in	the	same	area.	This	is	a	fair	called	Chakor	
Tari	Pata,	 where	 women	 perform	 songs	 and	 dance	 all	 night	 long.	 The	 chal-
lenge	 lies	 in	 showing	 “good	 behavior”	 throughout	 this	 event,	 although	men	

might	provoke	 the	woman	or	make	her	 feel	uncomfortable.	 She	 is	 to	 remain	

talkative	 and	 friendly.	 “Today	 we	 have	 Miss	 India	 on	 TV,	 where	 a	 lady	 can	

show	her	qualities.	 In	 the	 tribal	area	of	East	Singbhum	we	have	Chakor	Tari	

Pata”,	a	Santali	professor	once	explained.	

During	 the	 first	 conversation	 of	my	 fieldwork	 about	 the	 regional	 Santal	

hunt,	 my	 interlocutors	 pointed	 out	 to	 me	 that	 disom	sendra	 is	 the	 occasion	
when	lo	bir	(“burned	forest”),	the	highest	court	of	the	Santal,	takes	place.	

	

Lo	Bir:	The	Highest	Santal	Court	
During	 the	 night	 of	 disom	 sendras,	 and	 occasionally	 also	 during	 the	 inter-
village	hunts	 (gire	sendras),	 all	 the	men	attending	 the	hunt	come	 together	 to	
finally	solve	disputes	which	could	not	be	solved	before	on	other	 levels.	Most	

people	 know	 about	 lo	 bir	 and	 can	 give	 details	 about	 it,	 but	 its	 occurrence	
seems	less	frequent	than	in	the	past.	It	still	takes	place	at	Ajodhya	buru	sendra,	
if	 there	 is	 the	 need	 for	 solving	 a	 dispute,	 and	 on	 the	 occasional	 inter-village	

hunt.		

The	legal	institution	of	 lo	bir	 is	related	to	the	socio-political	organization	
of	 Santal	 society.	 If	 a	 conflict	 cannot	 be	 solved	 by	 a	 meeting	 called	 by	 the	

headman	(manjhi)	of	a	village,	 it	 is	 transferred	to	the	pargana,	a	person	pre-
siding	over	a	certain	federation	of	villages	called	torop.	If	the	pargana	cannot	
solve	 it,	 the	matter	 is	passed	on	to	 the	desh	pargana	and	 if	again	no	solution	
can	be	found,	lo	bir,	often	presided	over	by	the	dihuri,	is	the	last	instance.	Here,	
the	manjhis,	parganas	and	other	people	of	 the	disom	are	present.	My	inform-
ants	mostly	mentioned	matters	of	forbidden	relations,	such	as	between	Santal	

and	other	communities,	to	be	discussed	at	lo	bir.	Similar	to	Santal	jurisdiction	
in	the	villages	it	is	open	to	whoever	wishes	to	participate	and	contribute	to	the	

discussion,	which	is	carried	out	until	an	agreement	is	reached.		

During	my	enquiries	I	encountered	several	opinions	on	the	meaning	of	lo	
bir	as	“burned	forest”.	Some	men	mentioned	that	it	takes	place	during	a	time	
of	 the	 year	 when	 parts	 of	 the	 forest	 are	 burning,	 lit	 by	 people	 to	 clean	 the	

ground	from	old	leaves.	Others	had	heard	that	if	a	guilty	person	does	not	com-

ply	with	the	decision	made	in	the	council,	he	or	she	is	tied	up	with	a	rope	and	

lit	on	fire.	
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Another	 relevant	 theme	of	 lo	bir	 are	 its	divine	qualities.	 People	 say	 that	 you	
die	on	the	spot,	if	you	are	in	the	wrong	at	lo	bir.	Death	is	brought	by	a	bonga,	
for	example	by	an	arrow	shot	up	in	the	air	and	then	directed	upon	the	guilty	

person.	 “The	 final	 work	 of	 justice	 is	 finished	 on	 the	 mountain”,	 people	 say.		

This	 type	 of	 law	 is	 differentiated	 from	 the	 one	 carried	 out	 by	 the	 state,	 as	

someone	 formulated:	 “The	 government	 courts	 are	 a	matter	 of	 the	 state	 law	

(kanun),	 lo	bir,	 however,	 is	a	matter	 concerning	 the	gods	 (bonga	buru	rin	ka-
tha)”.	 Law	 and	 the	 deities’	 judgment	 is	 hence	 closely	 related	 in	 the	 Santal	
worldview.		

Because	 these	 bongas	 are	 considered	 especially	 powerful,	 people	 offer	
mansik	 on	 this	 occasion.	 For	mansik	 a	 person	 presents	 a	 request	 to	 a	 deity	
combined	with	the	promise	of	a	future	sacrifice	in	case	the	request	is	granted.	

One	of	 the	most	common	reasons	 for	mansik	during	 the	night	of	 lo	bir	 is	 the	
childlessness	of	a	couple.	Then,	during	the	night	of	the	hunt,	a	man	addresses	

the	buru	bongas	and	promises	to	offer	a	sacrifice	at	the	same	occasion	the	fol-
lowing	year,	if	his	request	is	fulfilled.	

In	 conclusion,	 this	 section	has	 given	an	account	of	 two	disom	sendras	 in	
the	area	of	East	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand.	It	has	shown	in	the	case	of	Dalma	di-
som	sendra	that	the	Santal	find	themselves	situated	within	the	modern	Indian	
state.	While	 they	are	on	 the	one	hand	 forced	 to	comply	with	 the	restrictions	

set	by	the	state,	some	activists	on	the	other	hand	strategically	use	the	provi-

sions	provided	by	this	state,	such	as	the	right	to	practice	one’s	religion,	in	or-

der	to	fight	for	a	continuation	of	the	ritual	hunt.	

Further,	providing	the	context	for	lo	bir,	the	highest	Santal	council,	these	
regional	 hunts	 present	 an	 occasion	 for	 the	men	 of	 a	 large	 area	 to	 assemble.	

Here	 social	 and	 spatial	 categories	 are	 acted	 out:	Men	 from	different	 regions	

come	in	units	of	villages	and	village	 federations	to	a	mountain	they	venerate	

as	the	abode	of	a	deity.	Here	they	experience,	ideally	at	least	once	in	their	life,	

what	it	means	to	act	together	in	the	dangerous	sphere	of	the	forest.	These	di-
som	sendras	are	remarkable,	when	we	compare	the	Santal	to	other	Central	In-
dian	tribal	societies,	because	they	present	one	of	the	largest,	ritual	gatherings	

outside	of	a	village	and	kin	context.	
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4.1.4	Notions	of	Place	in	the	Context	of	Santal	Hunting	Rites		

The	Danger	of	the	Forest	
Santal	hunting	rituals	as	well	as	the	narratives	and	songs	performed	at	this	oc-

casion	offer	a	 rich	context	 for	approaching	Santal	notions	of	place.	These	no-

tions	mainly	pertain	to	the	forest	as	a	dangerous,	but	also	fertile	place.		

As	 the	 previous	 descriptions	 have	 shown,	 Santal	 hunting	 rituals	 address	

the	hunting	deity	who	is	assumed	to	reside	in	the	forest.	The	ritual	invocations	

state	 that	 the	sacrifices	offered	to	 the	deity	are	made	to	request	rain	 to	 flood	

the	 rice	 fields	and	 the	deity’s	protection	 from	wild	animals	of	 the	 forest.	The	

idea	of	the	forest	as	the	domain	of	the	hunting	deity	becomes	apparent	in	the	

culture-specific	 notion	 of	 bagahi	bir	 (“forest	 made	 dangerous	 by	 the	 gods”).	
This	term	refers	to	the	fact	that	a	deity	can	make	the	forest	inaccessible	to	hu-

mans	 by	 filling	 it	 with	 dangerous	 animals.	 In	 such	 a	 type	 of	 forest	 a	 human	

would	surely	die.		

The	forest	as	a	deadly	place	emerges	from	many	hunting	songs	portrayed	

in	this	chapter,	in	which	men	die	while	hunting.	The	danger	and	alterity	associ-

ated	with	 the	 forest	 corresponds	 to	 the	danger	of	 the	hunting	deity,	which	 is	

further	 reflected	 by	 the	 symbolism	 of	 veiled	 language	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	

hunting	ritual.	The	forest	represents	the	space	of	“the	other”,	a	wild	space	dis-

tinguished	from	the	village	and	the	fields.	The	same	veiled	language	is	spoken	

with	 the	 affines,	who	 also	 represent	 “the	 other”	 in	 social	 terms.	 As	men	 and	

boys	participate	 in	 the	hunting	rites	and	 listen	to	 the	singrai	narratives,	 their	
perception	of	the	forest	as	a	dangerous	and	wild	place	is	formed	and	confirmed	

each	year.		

	

The	Forest	as	“Backward”	
In	the	context	of	the	hunting	rites	there	is	another	remarkable	aspect	regard-

ing	Santal	conceptualizations	of	the	forest.	This	is	related	to	the	important	role	

of	the	hunting	priest	(dihuri),	who	is	not	Santal,	but	belongs	to	the	(gatherer-
hunter)	Kharia.	His	position	during	 the	 ritual,	 as	hunting	priest	whose	hands	

are	tied,	his	eyes	partly	covered	by	a	 leaf	hat	and	enacting	a	deer	shot	by	the	

Santal,	points	 to	his	subordinate	position.	According	 to	 the	Santal,	 the	Kharia	

are	ideal	intermediaries	between	them	and	the	forest	deities	due	to	the	Khari-

as’	proximity	 to	 the	 forest.	 In	general,	however,	 the	Santal	have	a	derogatory	

view	on	the	Kharia,	likening	the	Kharia	to	animals	and	regarding	them	as	dirty	

and	uncivilized.	This	 corresponds	 to	 the	Santal	pride	 in	 living	as	 rice	 cultiva-
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tors,	who	once	in	a	distant	past	used	to	inhabit	the	forest.	The	forest	is	hence	

not	 only	 a	 dangerous,	 but	 also	 a	 “backward”	place.	 The	notion	of	buru	kocha	
(“corner	of	the	forest”)	as	an	underdeveloped	place	far	away	from	modern	city	

life	 appears	 to	 be	 the	modern	 extension	 of	 this	 older	 Santal	 view	 of	 the	 for-

est.175		

	

The	Forest	as	Fertile	
Besides	 being	 dangerous,	 and	 “backward”,	 in	 songs	 and	 stories	 the	 forest	 is	

also	articulated	as	a	place	of	joy,	away	from	the	social	control	of	the	village.	It	is	

the	 place	 where,	 during	 the	 hunting	 night’s	 entertainment,	 obscene	 singrai	
songs	 and	 stories	 are	meant	 to	 placate	men	 and	 hunting	 deity	 alike.	 As	 dis-

cussed,	the	association	of	hunting	with	sexuality	is	not	unique	to	the	Santal,	but	

is	 a	 theme	 equally	 found	 in	 other	 societies.	 Besides	 the	 appearance	 of	 the	

theme	of	sexuality	in	the	context	of	the	hunting	songs,	the	forest	is	also	explic-

itly	mentioned	as	a	place	for	sexual	encounters	in	these	songs.	In	that	sense	the	

forest	is	not	only	a	dangerous	but	also	a	fertile	place.	The	request	for	rain	made	

to	the	hunting	deity	during	the	hunting	ritual	underlines	this	point.		

In	the	context	of	the	ritual	hunt	and	generally	during	the	Santal	flower	fes-

tival	 an	 important	 theme	 is	 thus	 the	 linking	 of	 forest	 and	 fields/village.	 This	

can	be	interpreted	as	bringing	the	fertility	of	the	forest	into	the	village.	Spatial	

movements	 between	 these	 two	 domains	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 bringing	 about	 the	

transfer	 of	 fertility.	Sal	 and	mahua	 flowers	 and	hunted	 animals,	 for	 example,	
are	brought	from	the	forest	into	the	village	during	the	flower	festival.	In	sum,	

although	distinctions	 are	made	between	 forest	 and	 fields,	 the	hunting	 rituals	

show	that	these	domains	nevertheless	are	mutually	interlinked.	This	point	will	

be	made	 even	more	 strongly	 through	 the	 examples	 of	 the	buru	bonga	 rituals	
described	 in	 the	 last	 part	 of	 this	 chapter.	 In	 the	 following	 section	 the	 rituals	

around	 the	 sowing	 and	 transplanting	 of	 rice	 are	 described.	 They	 take	 place	

shortly	after	the	hunting	rituals.		

																																																								
175	I	 once	 witnessed	 the	 ending	 of	marriage	 arrangements,	 before	 the	 “viewing	 of	 the	 bride’s	

house”,	 justified	 by	 reference	 to	 the	 notion	 of	 buru	 kocha.	 The	 groom’s	 party	 had	 sent	 the	
matchmaker	 (raebar)	 to	 the	 bride’s	 house	 to	 transmit	 the	message	 that	 they	 did	 not	wish	 to	
marry	 their	 son	 to	 a	daughter	whose	 family	 lived	 in	buru	kocha.	 The	 girl’s	 family	was	 gravely	
offended	 by	 this	 accusation	 of	 them	 being	 associated	 with	 the	 backwardness	 of	 the	 forest.	

Whenever	 I	 visited	 Santal	 villages	 far	 away	 from	 towns,	 people	 would	 link	 the	 (relative)	

simplicity	of	their	living	arrangements	to	their	location	in	buru	kocha.	When	I	stayed	overnight	
in	 such	 a	 village	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 ritual	 handing	 over	 of	 a	 bridewealth,	 the	mother	 of	 the	

house	jokingly	commented	to	me	the	next	morning:	“This	is	buru	kocha,	mai	(“daughter/young	
girl”).	We	do	not	have	Colgate	(toothpaste)	here,	you	have	to	use	sticks	to	clean	your	teeth.”	
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4.2	Rice	Cultivation,	the	Ancestors	and	the	Importance	of	

Rain	
From	the	end	of	May	onwards,	sporadic	rain	showers	gradually	reduce	the	in-

tense	heat	of	the	previous	months.	They	loosen	the	soil	and	mark	the	beginning	

of	agricultural	work.	Plowing,	pulling	weeds,	sowing	the	rice	seeds	and	finally	

transplanting	the	rice	seedlings	into	other	fields	fills	the	days	of	Santal	villag-

ers	during	these	weeks.	For	all	these	steps	of	rice	cultivation	the	timing	of	rain	

is	of	utmost	importance.	As	shown	in	the	previous	sections,	rain	is	associated	

with	 the	 domain	 of	 the	 forest	 and	 its	 deities	 and	 we	 find	 references	 to	 this	

again	during	 the	 time	of	 rice	 cultivation.	Different	 ritual	 activities	 further	 re-

veal	how	rice	cultivation	is	closely	related	to	the	ancestors	and	the	house.	Here	

my	 focus	 is	placed	more	on	 the	beginning	of	 the	 cycle	of	 rice	 cultivation	and	

less	on	the	harvest,	as	the	beginnings	fall	into	the	time	of	hunting	and	the	buru	
bonga	rituals	addressed	in	this	chapter.	The	aim	of	this	section	is	to	illustrate	
how	rice	cultivation	and	its	ritual	symbolism	express	Santal	perceptions	of	the	

environment.	

	

4.2.1	Erok	mut:	The	Ritual	Sowing	of	Rice	

The	Auspicious	Timing	of	erok	mut	
The	cycle	of	rice	cultivation	begins	in	most	households	with	a	ritual	called	erok	
mut	 (“sowing	a	handful	of	seeds”)	which	includes	taking	rice	seeds	out	of	 the	
house	and	the	first	sowing	of	rice	in	a	corner	of	the	field.	Only	households	with	

oxen	observe	the	ritual.	The	ritual	actions	show	that	rice	is	conceptualized	as	

closely	linked	to	the	people	of	a	house	and	the	ancestors.	

The	 timing	 of	 erok	mut	 depends	 on	 certain	 prescriptions	 that	 should	 be	
followed.	It	should	fall	on	a	day	when	rice	cannot	be	given	to	outsiders,	for	ex-

ample	as	payment	for	laborers.	One	of	these	days,	when	the	movement	of	rice	

out	 of	 the	 house	 is	 inauspicious,	 is	 Thursday.	 Thursday	 is	 the	 day	when	 it	 is	

also	not	auspicious	for	new	brides	to	leave	the	house.	Skoda	(2003,	36)	writes	

of	exactly	the	same	prescription	among	the	peasant	Aghria	of	Odisha.	For	them	

Thursday	is	the	day	of	the	goddess	Lakshmi	and	it	is	inauspicious	to	give	rice	

out	of	the	house	on	this	day.	The	Santal	speak	of	another	inauspicious	day:	On	

the	day	when	a	family	member	has	died,	rice	cannot	be	given	out	of	the	house.	

In	my	host	family	the	daughter	had	died	on	a	Saturday,	therefore	Saturday	was	
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a	day	when	rice	could	not	be	given	out	of	the	house.	For	them,	both	Saturday	

and	Thursday	was	a	good	day	for	erok	mut.		
In	 parts	 the	 rice	 seems	 to	 be	 likened	 to	 a	 bride.	 Just	 like	 the	 bride,	 rice	

should	not	leave	the	house	on	a	Thursday.	Can	one	therefore	conclude	that	rice	

is	perceived	as	affinal	by	the	Santal?	Regarding	the	other	rule,	namely	that	the	

death	 of	 a	 member	 of	 the	 household	makes	 this	 day	 inauspicious	 for	 giving	

rice,	seems	to	 liken	the	rice	to	a	member	of	the	house.	 Is	rice	then	not	rather	

conceptualized	 as	 agnatic?	 This	 ambiguity,	 however,	 does	 not	 seem	 to	 be	

unique	to	the	Santal,	as	a	comparison	with	the	peasant	Aghria	and	tribal	Gada-

ba	of	Odisha	suggests.		

Skoda	(2003)	describes	the	parallels	drawn	in	Aghria	ritual	between	Lak-

shmi,	 rice	 and	 the	 bride.	 But	 he	 also	 speaks	 of	 Lakshmi	 as	 a	 semantic	 field	

which	comprises	several,	 sometimes	contradictory	notions.	 In	some	contexts,	

she	is	portrayed	as	an	ideal	bride,	submissive	and	industrious,	in	others	she	is	

a	ferocious	mother.	While	Skoda’s	article	describes	rice	cultivation	as	concep-

tualized	affinally,	Berger	(2003,	19;	2015a,	415ff)	draws	another,	more	differ-

entiated	picture.	During	 the	rice	harvest,	 the	Gadaba	describe	and	sing	of	 the	

rice	brought	 in	 from	the	wet	rice	 fields	as	a	bride.	Similarly,	 the	rivers	 them-

selves	and	their	deities	are	conceptualized	as	affines.	But	the	plants	of	the	dry	

rice	fields	are	conceptualized	consanguinally,	in	ritual	they	are	likened	to	chil-

dren	whose	growth	depends	on	the	deities	of	the	earth	(2015a,	469).	Both	the	

Aghria	and	the	Gadaba	example	reveal	that	conceptualizations	are	not	always	

homogenous	and	can	contain	contradicting	notions	or	differentiations	within.	

Other	ritual	activities	of	the	Santal	lead	to	a	more	detailed	picture.	Some	of	

my	informants	had	heard	of	the	image	of	the	rice	as	bride,	but	could	not	further	

elaborate	 on	 it.	More	widespread	 however	was	 the	 image	 of	 rice	 as	 another	

person	of	the	household.	Unhusked	rice,	for	example,	is	stored	in	large	baskets	

above	the	ancestral	shrine	(bhitar)	in	a	Santal	house.	When	a	child	is	born,	rice	
gruel	mixed	with	neem,	a	bitter	herb,	is	cooked.	The	same	is	done	on	the	day	of	

ritually	sowing	the	first	rice	as	described	below.	Erok	mut	takes	place	on	a	day	
when	rice	cannot	be	transferred	to	the	outside,	but	is	moved	from	one	agnatic	

space,	the	abode	of	the	ancestors,	to	another,	the	field	owned	by	a	house.	
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The	Ritual	of	erok	mut	
The	following	description	portrays	erok	mut	as	carried	out	by	the	sada	Hansda	
household	of	Damudih	in	June	2013.	The	daughter-in-law	of	the	house	(bahu),	
used	 rice	 flour	 (holong)	mixed	with	water	 to	paint	 elaborate	patterns	 (called	
alpina)	 on	 the	 ground	 in	 front	 of	 the	 doorsteps.176	For	 this	 activity	 she	 had	
fasted	beforehand.	She	painted	a	pattern	at	the	house’s	front	door	and	in	front	

of	 the	door	 leading	 into	 the	ancestral	 room	(marang	orak)	containing	 the	an-
cestral	shrine.		

The	 wife	 of	 the	 house	 also	 applied	 dots	 of	 sindur	 and	 rice	 flour	 on	 the	
frames	of	these	doors.	After	she	had	prepared	these	thresholds,	the	eldest	male	

household	member,	 took	a	small	basket	 (udli),	 its	 inside	walls	plastered	with	
mud,	containing	the	rice	seeds	to	be	sown	that	day.	He	carried	the	seeds	to	the	

field	 together	with	a	 lota	 filled	with	water,	 a	 leaf	 containing	cow	dung,	 a	 leaf	
cup	of	rice	flour	(holong)	and	oil	made	from	mahua	seeds.	His	son	had	already	
brought	the	oxen	to	the	field.	They	were	washed	in	a	nearby	stream	to	be	pure	

for	the	ritual.	

The	son	then	plowed	the	eastern	corner	of	the	field.	With	a	mixture	of	wa-

ter	and	cow	dung,	his	father	plastered	a	spot	within	this	space	and	placed	a	pile	

of	 crushed	 rice	within.	 In	 front	 of	 this	 he	 applied	 three	 spots	 of	 rice	 flour	 in	

four	 locations.177	More	 spots	 of	 rice	 flour	were	 applied	 on	 the	 basket	 and	 on	

different	 parts	 of	 the	 plow.	 The	 son	 washed	 the	 oxen’s	 feet	 and	 oiled	 their	

horns.	The	father	then	offered	each	of	them	a	mouthful	of	rice	to	eat	from	the	

basket.	Before	 leaving,	 the	son	plowed	 the	 field	again,	while	 the	 father	 threw	

the	rice	seeds	with	circular	motions	onto	the	earth.	

	

																																																								
176	Skoda	 (2003)	 observed	 these	 paintings	 among	 the	 Aghria	 as	well.	 Just	 like	 the	 Santal,	 the	

Aghria	draw	footprints.	My	Santal	 informants	however	did	not	mention,	as	 the	Aghria	do,	 that	

these	footsteps	are	meant	to	point	the	way	for	the	goddess	Lakshmi	to	enter	the	house.	
177	Different	 from	other	 local	 lines,	 the	sada	Hansdas	do	not	use	vermillion	during	their	rituals.	
This	practice	refers	back	to	their	myth	of	origin	as	previously	mentioned.	
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Photo	28:	Erok	mut,	the	ritualized	first	sowing	of	rice.	
	

Offerings	to	the	Ancestors	in	the	Ancestral	Shrine	(bhitar)	
Upon	returning	to	the	house,	the	most	senior	man	of	the	house	entered	the	an-

cestral	 shrine	 (bhitar)	 to	 offer	 rice	 beer	 and	 rice	 gruel	 cooked	 with	 neem	
(called	neem	daka)	 to	 the	 ancestors.	 The	bhitar	 is	 separated	 from	 the	 rest	 of	
the	room	by	a	low	mud	wall.	Strong	beams	cover	the	wall	and	build	a	kind	of	

roof	over	the	shrine,	on	top	of	which	large	baskets,	sometimes	as	tall	as	a	per-

son,	contain	the	year’s	rice	harvest.	The	bhitar	itself	usually	consists	only	of	an	
empty,	neatly	plastered	mud	floor.		

Because	of	its	low	height,	the	bhitar	can	only	be	entered	in	a	squatting	po-
sition.	The	bhitar,	 as	abode	of	 the	ancestors,	 is	 considered	 to	be	 the	most	sa-
cred	and	most	interior	space	of	a	house.	The	room	containing	the	bhitar,	called	
marang	orak,	is	in	some	houses	also	used	as	a	kitchen.	If	it	is	separate	from	the	
kitchen	 it	 is	usually	 locked.	The	marang	orak	 is	 the	 space	where	 the	married	
couple	 is	 first	 served	 rice	 beer	 by	 the	 groom’s	 mother,	 it	 is	 also	 the	 space	

where	the	bridewealth	(gonong)	is	evaluated	and	ultimately,	where	a	deceased	
person’s	 jiwi	 (“life	 force”)	 dwells.	 At	 the	 occasion	 of	 Santal	 seasonal	 or	 life-
cycle	rituals	the	ancestors	are	served	rice	beer	here.		

Erok	mut	 is	one	of	the	occasions	when	rice	beer	and	neem	rice	 is	shared	with	
the	ancestors	 in	 the	bhitar.	When	 I	observed	 this	 ritual,	 the	head	of	a	house-
hold	placed	one	 leaf	 cup	of	 rice	beer	 inside	 the	bhitar	 and	poured	part	of	 its	
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content	on	the	ground.	While	doing	so,	he	addressed	Marang	Buru,	the	highest	
god	of	the	Santal	in	the	following	way:	

	

In	the	name	of	erok	mut	kindly	re-
ceive	this	rice	beer	[lit.:	“cloudy	wa-

ter”]	
	

Erok	mut	nutum	te	jhar	dak	jhapan	
dak	nay	te	napay	te	atanga	me	

Together	we	drink	and	eat	
	

ona	saonte	nu	le	jom	ale		

Do	not	give	us	any	stomachache	or	

headache	
	

lat	hasu	bohot	hasu	alom	lagaama	

If	someone	sent	ghosts	or	witches	

our	way,	make	them	turn	back		
	

bhut	peretko	bahanako	singerako	
onako	achurko	bihurka	me	

If	cattle	and	goats	go	grazing	in	the	

forest,	let	them	return	safely	

mihu	meromko	atinko	calaako	bir	
buru	ko	unko	ho	mereti	ko	hijuma	

	

Then,	he	repeated	the	same	action	with	a	row	of	rice	beer	cups	for	his	 father	

and	 his	 father’s	 father,	 and	 another	 row	 for	 his	mother	 and	 father’s	mother,	

while	speaking.		
	

In	the	name	of	erok	mut	kindly	
receive	this	rice	beer	

Erok	mut	nutum	te	jhar	dak	jha-
pan	dak	suk	te	atanka	te	lagape	

Together	we	drink	and	eat	
	

ona	saonte	nu	le	jom	ale	
	

Do	not	give	us	any	stomachache	

or	headache	

lat	hasu	bohot	hasu	alom	
lagaama	

With	your	blessing	we	will	stay	

well	
	

apeak	asirbat	te	nay	bale	napay	
bale	tahenma	

Make	diseases	go	around	our	

country	

desh	re	disom	re	roga	bigina	re	
achurukhan	

Do	not	let	them	spread	in	our	

jati	[could	refer	to	household,	
the	local	line	or	all	the	Santal	of	

the	area]	

[translation	unavailable]	
	

ale	jati	bhitar	re	alope	bolochoy	
	
	
	
onako	jange	janum	daramkape	

All	those	who	have	gone	across	

the	big	river	and	the	small	

stream	

Nei	parom	gada	parom	jahape	

All	those	who	have	died,	as	one	I	

give	you,	receive	it	nicely	and	go	
	

gocakhan	mitenge	emked	
chalked	suk	te	sawarte	atanka	
calakape	

(Recorded	in	a	village	of	Ghatsila	block,	East	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	on	June	
6,	2013)	
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He	repeated	the	same	action	with	neem	rice.	After	the	offerings,	he	and	his	son	
drank	the	rice	beer	left	in	the	cups.	They	likewise	ate	the	leftover	neem	rice	in	
the	cups,	and	gave	the	content	of	the	cups	for	the	female	ancestors	to	his	two	

granddaughters.	The	only	other	occasion	when	neem	rice	is	eaten	is	the	birth	of	
a	child.	When	you	eat	this	bitter	rice	the	body	stays	well	for	a	long	time,	even	if	

a	snake	bit	you	nothing	would	happen,	the	old	man	affirmed.		

As	previously	discussed,	genealogies	are	of	little	importance	to	the	Santal.	

When	addressing	the	ancestors,	the	Santal	remember	only	the	names	of	two	or	

three	 previous	 generations.	 The	 rest	 of	 the	 deceased,	 the	 ones	whose	 names	

are	not	known	anymore,	are	collectively	addressed	as	nei	parom	gada	parom,	
which	 literally	means	 “the	 ones	 across	 the	 big	 river	 and	 the	 stream”.	My	 in-

formants	saw	this	less	as	a	place	where	these	ancestors	actually	stay,	and	more	

as	a	symbolic	way	of	saying	that	these	ancestors	are	very	far	away,	just	like	a	

person	who	stays	across	the	big	river	lives	far	away.	After	the	described	wor-

ship	 in	 the	bhitar	 the	 commensality	 and	 drinking	 of	 rice	 beer	 is	 extended	 to	
other	household	members	and	neighbors	as	well.	

	

4.2.2	Plowing,	Sowing	and	Transplanting	Rice	
While	the	transplanting	of	rice	seedlings	 lies	 in	the	hands	of	women,	plowing	

and	sowing	the	rice	seeds	is	clearly	a	male	activity.	Women	are	not	to	touch	the	

plow	and	 if	 they	were	to	sow	the	rice,	 it	would	not	grow,	say	the	men.	These	

taboos	become	clearer	when	one	understands	the	sexual	connotation	attached	

to	plowing.	This	is	seldom	explicitly	stated,	but	becomes	apparent	in	the	analo-

gies	and	customs	surrounding	the	activity.	People	maintained	that	the	earth	is	

like	a	woman,	called	“mother	earth”	(dherti	ayo)	and	can	only	be	plowed	at	cer-
tain	times.	The	Santal	observe	the	Hindu	festive	day,	Raja	Sala,	by	frying	sweet	
bread	(gur	pithe).	On	this	day,	they	say	that	the	earth	is	menstruating	and	be-
cause	of	this,	plowing	and	other	forms	of	working	the	earth	are	forbidden.	This	

includes	 the	 female	 task	of	 renewing	 the	walls	of	 the	house.	A	week	 later,	on	

the	day	called	Gorbobuti,	the	earth	is	considered	pregnant	and	should	again	not	
be	plowed.		

While	the	men	plow,	their	wives	often	accompany	them	to	the	fields	in	or-

der	to	pull	out	weeds	(tola).	Usually	rice	seeds,	kept	from	the	previous	year’s	
harvest,	are	 first	 sown	 in	 just	one	 field.	The	seeds	are	simply	broadcasted	by	

hand	on	the	earth,	which	has	been	plowed,	and	if	enough	rain	falls	light	green	

shoots	will	grow.	While	the	rice	seedlings	are	growing,	the	wet	fields	are	pre-
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pared.	The	men	improve	the	small	boundary	walls	that	separate	them,	so	that	

the	 rainwater	 stays	 in	 each	 field.	 They	 also	 smooth	 over	 the	 flooded,	muddy	

ground	by	standing	on	a	beam	pulled	behind	two	oxen.	

When	the	rice	seedlings	are	tall	enough	and	there	is	sufficient	water	in	the	

field,	women	begin	pulling	out	the	small	plants,	washing	the	dirt	off	the	roots	

and	tying	them	into	bundles.	For	this	work	many	helping	hands	are	needed	and	

all	ages	join	in,	working	in	their	own	and	in	neighbors’	and	relatives’	fields	dur-

ing	these	weeks.	The	women	of	the	house	in	whose	field	the	work	is	done,	cook	

rice	and	vegetables	in	the	morning	and	take	it	to	the	field	as	a	meal	for	all	who	

help	during	the	day.	Many	women	also	provide	rice	beer	during	the	day’s	work.	

Before	the	seedlings	are	transplanted	into	the	wet	rice	fields	a	special	rit-

ual	is	observed.	For	the	ritual,	the	field	owner’s	wife	plays	a	central	role.	With	

cow	dung	 she	makes	 a	 flat	 area	 in	 the	 eastern	 corner	 of	 the	 field	 and	plants	

four	rows	of	 five	rice	seedlings	each.	Then	she	greets	(god)	the	rice	plants	by	
bowing	and	 joining	her	 fingertips	below	her	head.	The	greeting	 is	directed	at	

Lukhi	Ayo,	the	goddess	of	rice	who	stays	in	the	rice	field	until	the	day	when	the	
last	batch	of	the	harvest	has	been	brought	into	the	house.	During	the	harvest,	

five	 rice	 plants	 are	 left	 in	 a	 field.	 People	 say	 that	 the	 goddess	 stays	 in	 these	

plants	and	the	cow	herders	pay	special	attention	that	grazing	cattle	do	not	eat	

them.	Together	with	the	last	rice	bundles	of	the	year	these	rice	plants	are	ritu-

ally	brought	into	the	house	after	the	harvest.	

On	the	first	day	of	transplanting	the	rice	seedlings	another	activity	points	

to	the	importance	of	affinity	in	these	contexts.	After	the	field	owner’s	wife	had	

greeted	the	deity	located	in	the	five	rice	seedlings,	her	husband’s	younger	sis-

ter	 (her	 iril	kuri),	 to	whom	she	 is	hili	and	with	whom	she	maintains	 a	 joking	
relationship,	 applied	mud	 on	 her	 legs,	 arms	 and	 a	 tika	 on	 her	 forehead	 and	
greeted	her.	 It	 is	 important	that	these	two	people	involved	stand	in	an	affinal	

relationship	to	each	other.	Shortly	after	they	finished,	I	witnessed	a	young	boy	

and	girl	imitating	their	actions	and	how	they	were	reprimanded	by	the	women:	

“You	cannot	do	this,	you	are	brother	and	sister”.	In	the	evening	of	this	first	day,	

after	the	women	had	taken	a	bath	together,	all	the	married	women	applied	sin-
dur	on	their	hair	parting,	their	ears	and	on	the	joint	of	their	bangle	(merhet	sa-
kom).	They	also	rubbed	their	arms	with	oil	and	turmeric	(sasang	sunum).	This	
is	 otherwise	 done	 especially	 at	weddings	 and	 secondary	 funerals	 (bhandan),	
occasions	where	affinal	relations	are	especially	emphasized.	In	the	same	even-

ing,	 neighbors	 arrive	 at	 the	 house	 to	 be	 served	 rice	 beer	 and	 provided	with	

small	snacks	of	fried	leaves	or	chickpeas	(chakna).		
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Photo	29:	The	wife	of	the	field’s	owner	has	transplanted	four	rows	of	rice	seedlings.	
Lukhi	Ayo,	the	mother	goddess	of	rice,	is	said	to	reside	in	these	plants	until	harvest.	

Here	the	woman	greets	the	deity.	

	

	
Photo	30:	An	elder	brother’s	wife	(hili)	and	her	husband’s	younger	sister	(iril	kuri)	

apply	mud	to	each	other’s	arms	after	the	ritual	greeting	of	the	rice	goddess.	They	stand	

in	an	affinal	relationship	to	each	other.	
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One	more	 activity	 which,	 according	 to	 the	 women,	 makes	 the	 long	 hours	 of	

hard	 work	 in	 the	 fields	 enjoyable,	 are	 the	 songs	 they	 sing	 together.	 These	

songs,	 literally	 called	 “transplanting	songs”	 (rohoy	seren)	are	also	 sung	at	 the	
festivals	 for	 local	buru	bongas,	which	 fall	 in	 the	 same	 time	period	 as	 the	 rice	
transplantation.	 These	 songs	 comment	 on	 local	 places,	 events	 of	 the	 season,	

the	relationships	between	women	and	often	contain	humorous	twists	of	reali-

ty.		

To	conclude,	 the	 initial	work	 in	the	rice	 fields	 in	 the	 form	of	plowing	the	

fields	and	sowing	the	rice	seeds	is	a	male	activity.	Female	involvement	in	these	

activities	is	strictly	taboo	and	said	to	harm	the	crop’s	growth.	Once	the	rice	has	

sprouted	and	small	seedlings	have	grown,	the	work	in	the	fields	is	carried	out	

by	women.	During	the	small	ritual	of	applying	mud,	an	affinal	relationship	be-

tween	hili	and	iril	kuri	is	emphasized.	Additionally,	the	women’s	application	of	
sindur	and	rubbing	of	oil	and	turmeric	on	their	bodies	emphasizes	their	mar-
ried	status	in	these	first	days	of	rice	transplantation.	Thus,	while	the	rice	seeds	

and	the	dry	rice	fields	are	associated	with	the	house	and	the	patriline,	during	

its	growth	the	rice	plant	acquires	affinal	connotations.	

	

4.2.3	Different	Connotations	of	Rice	and	Fields		
In	the	context	of	the	beginning	of	rice	cultivation,	different	places,	as	linked	to	

the	 movement	 and	 growth	 of	 rice,	 and	 their	 meaning,	 are	 articulated.	

Throughout	the	year,	rice	paddy	is	stored	mainly	in	the	ancestral	room	in	large	

baskets	above	the	bhitar.	As	abode	of	the	ancestors	it	is	considered	the	inner-
most	room	of	a	house,	only	accessible	to	members	of	a	house.	The	bhitar	is	an	
agnatic	space,	where	the	members	of	a	house’s	local	line	are	offered	rice	beer	

and	 food,	 for	 example	 during	 the	 occasion	 of	 erok	mut	 described	 above.	 The	
cooking	of	neem	rice	at	 this	occasion	bears	parallels	 to	childbirth	rituals.	Alt-

hough	the	ritual	actors	did	not	explicitly	formulate	it	like	this,	erok	mut	 likens	
the	rice	seeds	to	children.	

The	rice	seeds	are	brought	to	the	still	dry	rice	fields	on	that	day,	carried	in	

a	small	basket	by	the	most	senior	member	of	the	household.	With	regard	to	the	

spatial	movements	connecting	the	house	and	the	field,	it	is	remarkable	that	no	

boundaries	 are	 articulated.	 During	 other	 rituals,	 like	 the	wedding	 rituals	 de-

scribed	 above,	 village	 boundaries	 or	 thresholds	 of	 the	 house	 have	 to	 be	

acknowledged	 and	 ritually	 crossed.	 Because	 this	 is	 not	 the	 case	 during	 erok	
mut,	I	suggest	that	the	space	of	the	house,	surely	its	innermost	room	with	the	
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bhitar,	 and	 the	space	of	 the	 fields	are	not	distinguished,	but	 closely	 linked	as	
agnatic	 spaces.	 This	 corresponds	 to	 the	notions	of	 land	 and	 fields	 as	 agnatic,	

discussed	in	the	previous	chapter	in	the	context	of	jom	sim	bonga.		
In	the	course	of	the	rice	plant’s	growth,	affinal	relations	and	the	role	of	women	

become	more	 important.	The	rice	 field	owner’s	wife	ritually	greets	Lukhi	Ayo,	
the	mother	goddess	of	rice,	said	to	stay	in	a	corner	of	the	rice	field	until	harvest	

time.	Moreover,	women	 in	 general	 play	 a	 central	 role	 in	 the	 transplanting	 of	

rice	 seedlings.	 In	 their	 ritual	 actions	 their	marital	 status	 is	 especially	empha-

sized	in	the	first	days	of	the	transplantation	season.	In	conclusion,	the	connota-

tions	of	rice	are	not	stable,	and	sometimes	unclear	or	contradictory	throughout	

its	different	stages	of	growth.	 In	the	described	rituals,	rice	seeds	bear	agnatic	

connotations	while	the	rice	plant	is	associated	with	affinal	relations.		

This	section	has	shown	that	the	fields	are	closely	related	to	the	social	unit	

of	the	household.	But	this	does	not	mean	that	the	rituals	related	to	rice	cultiva-

tion	exist	in	isolation.	Rather,	especially	during	the	sowing	season,	it	becomes	

apparent	that	the	fields	are	linked	with	the	domain	of	the	forest.	As	the	hunting	

rites	 and	 singrai	 songs	 have	 shown,	 the	 forest	 and	 its	 deities	 are	 associated	
with	 rain.	 This	 association	 is	 articulated	 in	 another	 ritual	 of	 this	 season	 de-

scribed	consecutively.	As	opposed	to	the	rice	cultivation	rites,	which	are	only	

performed	by	a	 small	 social	 group,	 the	buru	bongas	 are	attended	and	carried	
out	by	the	people	of	a	region.	The	rituals	begin	at	the	time	of	rice	transplanta-

tion,	as	rain	is	needed	for	this	activity.	People,	whose	fields	are	located	in	the	

realm	of	these	gods,	contribute	to	the	sacrifices	offered	to	the	respective	buru	
bonga	of	 the	 area.	 This	 is	 another	 point	 illustrating	 the	 conceptual	 link	 be-
tween	fields	and	forest	among	the	Santal.	

	

	

4.3	Buru	bonga	–	The	Ritual	of	the	Local	Mountain	God	
An	 additional	 cluster	 of	 rituals	 in	 which	 the	 sacred	 landscape	 plays	 an	 im-

portant	role	are	the	buru	bongas,	taking	place	in	the	beginning	of	the	rainy	sea-
son.	 In	 Santali	 the	 term	 buru	 refers	 to	 a	 mountain	 or	 hill.	 This	 term	 also	
simultaneously	includes	the	forest.	Buru	bonga	is	the	general	term	referring	to	
the	deity	of	a	mountain,	but	 it	also	describes	 the	sacrifice	 for	and	worship	of	

this	god.	For	the	sake	of	readability,	I	have	chosen	the	English	term	“mountain	

ritual”	instead	of	“mountain	god	ritual”,	which	would	be	the	literal	translation.	

This	section	describes	three	of	these	rituals	in	the	rural	areas	around	Chakulia	
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and	Musabani.	The	location	of	the	rituals	is	closely	related	to	the	landscape,	for	

the	mountains	of	this	region	are	the	abode	of	the	deities	whom	the	rituals	ad-

dress.		

	

4.3.1	Kanhai	Sol	buru	bonga	
The	 largest	buru	bonga	 of	 the	 region,	 in	 terms	 of	 numbers	 of	 participants,	 is	
Kanhai	Sol	buru	bonga.	Kanhai	Sol	 is	a	mountain	 located	about	 ten	kilometers	
north	of	Chakulia	town.	The	name	concurrently	refers	to	this	location	and	the	

deity	residing	there.	Kanhai	Sol	 is	 the	 first	mountain	ritual	 that	 takes	place	 in	
the	area	and	people	explained	that	it	is	because	this	mountain	god	is	the	most	

senior	 (marang)	 of	 all	 the	mountain	 gods	 around.	 The	 event	 is	 of	 ritual	 im-
portance	to	twelve	villages	that	own	rice	fields	in	its	surroundings.	They	each	

contribute	a	goat	buck	to	a	collective	sacrifice.	 In	addition,	many	people	from	

the	area	perform	mansik	on	this	occasion.		
The	actual	sacrifice	 I	attended	took	place	on	the	day	of	 the	new	moon	in	

July	of	2013.	In	the	evening	prior	to	the	sacrifices	given	to	the	deity	a	festival	

(buru	bonga	pata)	took	place.	In	the	morning	representatives	from	the	twelve	
villages	 fasted	 and,	 after	washing	 at	 a	 pond,	 climbed	 up	 the	mountain.	 They	

announced	the	beginning	of	the	ritual	by	sounding	a	horn	(sakua),	considered	
one	of	the	“instruments”	(sapab)	of	the	buru	bonga.	Today,	people	also	light	a	
firecracker,	so	that	all	surrounding	villages	are	informed	about	the	start.		

The	hill	itself	steeply	rises	above	the	fields,	to	its	east	lie	the	flat	plains	of	

West	Bengal,	to	its	northwest	the	forested	hills	leading	to	the	Dalma	mountain	

range.	 At	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 hill	 many	 stalls	 had	 been	 set	 up,	 selling	 fruit,	

sweets,	drinks	and	jewelry.	Cars,	mostly	jeeps	booked	by	villagers	for	the	occa-

sion,	and	numerous	motorbikes	were	parked	in	a	designated	spot.	Most	people,	

however,	had	come	on	bicycles	and	on	foot.	The	steep,	rocky	trail	leading	up	to	

the	sacrificial	site	located	on	the	top	of	the	mountain	can	only	be	walked.	The	

crowd,	surely	many	thousands	of	people,	hailed	from	villages	across	the	region.	

I	 later	 spoke	 to	people	who	had	 traveled	several	hours	 to	attend	 the	 festival.	

The	event	is	not	restricted	to	the	Scheduled	Tribe	communities	of	these	villag-

es.	My	Santal	informants	were	quick	to	point	out	the	loud,	rowdy	behavior	ex-

hibited	by	groups	of	young	Hindu	men	also	attending	the	buru	bonga.		
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Photo	31:	View	from	Kanhai	Sol	mountain	east	towards	West	Bengal.	People	have	
climbed	the	mountain	to	reach	the	sacrificial	site	and	the	food	stalls	on	its	top.	

	

The	first	sacred	site,	when	following	the	trail	up	the	mountain,	was	the	shrine	

of	Dueri	Budhi,	 the	wife	 of	 the	mountain	 god	Kanhai	Sol.	 The	 shrine	 contains	
clay	statues	of	horses	and	elephants	representing	the	goddess	atop	a	large	rock	

platform	at	the	entrance	to	a	cave.	Here	women	hand	sweets,	coconuts,	incense	

sticks,	flowers	and	money	over	to	priests.	The	priests	then	offer	the	gifts	to	the	

goddess,	who	is	especially	known	to	help	with	childlessness.	

The	priests	carrying	out	the	worship	on	this	day	are	called	dihuri,	like	the	hunt-
ing	priest	mentioned	before,	and	they	belong	to	a	Hindu	caste	with	the	family	

name	Nayak.	People	in	the	area	spoke	of	this	caste	as	mar	jat.	Their	village	was	
called	Dhengaam,	situated	a	few	kilometers	from	the	mountain.	The	priests,	at	

least	ten	in	number,	officiating	at	both	sacrificial	sites	were	wearing	the	Hindu	

sacred	 thread	 (poeta)	 over	 their	 shoulder.	 I	 encountered	 several	 stories	 con-
cerning	this	community	and	the	place	where	they	worship.	One	of	these	stories	

people	told	me	in	Bhandaru,	one	of	the	Santal	villages	which	contributed	a	goat	

at	the	sacrifice	to	Kanhai	Sol.	The	eldest	priest	from	this	caste,	they	said,	is	deaf.	
Just	 like	 he	 passed	 on	 his	 office	 as	 a	 dihuri	 to	 the	 next	 generation,	 he	 also	
passed	on	his	deafness.	This	helps	the	dihuris	concentrate	on	their	work,	peo-
ple	said.	

Just	below	 the	peak	of	 the	hill,	 surrounded	by	 forest,	 there	were	 several	

large	 rocks	 that	 formed	 the	 sacrificial	 site	 for	 the	buru	bonga.	 A	 story	 about	
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this	place	illustrates	the	link	between	the	sacrifice	to	the	buru	bongas	and	rain	
once	more:	

	

“On	the	hill	there	is	a	door	formed	by	rocks,	and	it	opens	only	once	a	year	for	

buru	bonga.	One	day	the	dihuri	 forgot	his	sacrificial	axe	(kapi)	there	and	re-
turned	in	the	evening,	afraid	that	it	might	be	gone	the	next	day.	He	disturbed	

the	mountain	god	who	became	angry.	The	god	threw	the	axe	far	away	and	it	

landed	in	a	field	close	to	a	village.	Now	there	is	a	pond	where	the	axe	landed.	
Whenever	people	worship	at	Kanhai	Sol	 it	rains	 first	 in	this	spot.	Up	to	this	
day	the	people	 from	Dhengaam	cannot	come	close	to	this	pond.	 If	 they	did,	

the	earth	would	open	up	and	swallow	them.”	

	

(Recorded	in	a	village	in	Chakulia	block,	East	Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	on	July	

7,	2013)		
	

The	 sacrificial	place	 for	Kanhai	Sol	 consists	of	 a	 steep	 slope,	 framed	on	 three	
sides	by	large	boulders.	A	crowd	of	men	with	goats	to	be	sacrificed	had	assem-

bled.	Each	goat	was	led	to	the	very	top	of	the	slope,	where	a	large	sindur	spot	
marked	the	rock.	Here	one	of	the	dihuris	applied	sindur	on	the	animal	and	let	it	
eat	 from	 sinjo	 (the	 bael	 tree,	Aegle	marmelos)	 and	meral	 (Indian	 gooseberry	
tree,	Phyllanthus	emblica)	 leaves.	While	he	offered	 the	animal	 to	 the	deity,	he	
asked	 for	 rain	 so	 that	 the	 rice	 seedlings	 grow	well	 and	he	 also	 asked	 for	 the	

well-	 being	 of	 the	 people	 of	 the	 area	 (disom),	 that	 no	 diseases	 would	 harm	
them.	

Each	 household	 of	 a	 village	 that	 participated	 in	 the	 buru	bonga	 contributed	
money	from	which	a	goat	was	bought.	The	twelve	goats	from	the	twelve	villag-

es	were	sacrificed	first.	Their	heads	were	fixed	in-between	two	wooden	poles	

and	then,	one	after	another,	severed	from	the	bodies	with	an	axe.	Drums	were	

beaten	while	the	still	moving	carcasses	tumbled	down	the	steep	rocks	to	where	

they	were	 finally	 caught.	 The	 goats’	 heads	were	placed	 in	 front	 of	 the	 sindur	
spotted	rock	and	were	kept	by	the	dihuris.	Because	they	would	not	be	able	to	
eat	all	the	heads,	the	dihuris	also	sold	them,	people	informed	me.	The	bodies	of	
the	goats	were	taken	back	to	the	village	and	each	household	that	contributed	

to	the	purchase	of	the	animal	received	a	share	of	raw	meat.	After	these	twelve	

goats	had	been	sacrificed,	people	brought	the	sacrificial	animals	that	they	had	

promised	 one	 year	 before	 as	mansik.	 According	 to	 the	 villagers	 hundreds	 of	
mansik	sacrifices	are	carried	out	at	Kanhai	Sol	each	year.	
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Photo	32:	The	sacrificial	site	for	the	mountain	god	Kanhai	Sol,	marked	by	sindur	on	the	
rock.	Twelve	villages	have	brought	goats	to	sacrifice.	After	this	sacrifice,	individuals	

offer	goats	in	sacrifice	because	their	mansik	request	from	the	previous	year	has	been	
fulfilled.		

	

With	regard	to	the	creation	of	notions	of	place,	Kanhai	Sol	buru	bonga	presents	
a	similar	pattern	as	the	hunting	rituals	discussed	previously.	It	constitutes	the	

notion	of	a	region	as	an	area	including	a	certain	number	of	villages.	The	villag-

es	and	their	 fields	are	close	to	the	mountain	where	Kanhai	Sol	buru	bonga	 re-
sides,	and	therefore	fall	under	his	area	of	influence.	Whoever	owns	fields	in	his	

immediate	 surroundings	 is	 obliged	 to	 sacrifice.	 The	 sacrifice	 should	 precede	

the	work	of	 transplanting	the	rice	seedlings.	 If	any	household	of	 these	twelve	

mauza	were	 to	 start	 transplanting	 rice	 (rohoy)	before	 the	worship	had	 taken	
place,	 they	would	 have	 to	 offer	 an	 additional	 goat	 at	 the	buru	bonga.	 If	 they	
failed	to	do	so,	the	rice	would	not	grow.	
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4.3.2	Gotasile	buru	bonga	
A	 few	 days	 after	 Kanhai	 Sol,	 his	 younger	 brother	 Gotasile,	 who	 resides	 in	 a	
mountain	to	his	west,	is	worshipped.	People	refer	to	Kanhai	Sol	as	marang	buru	
bonga	 (“senior	 buru	bonga”)	 and	 Gotasile	 as	 hudin	buru	bonga	 (“junior	 buru	
bonga”).	The	 third	brother	of	 these	deities	 is	Boirop	buru	bonga,	who	 is	wor-
shipped	during	the	cold	season.	

In	contrast	to	Kanhai	Sol,	Gotasile	buru	bonga	was	well	organized.	No	mo-
tor	 vehicles	were	 allowed	 to	 pass	 a	 gate	 behind	which	 a	 broad,	 newly	made	

gravel	 road	 led	up	 to	 the	place	of	 sacrifice.	 Sweets	 stalls	were	 located	on	 the	

sides	of	the	road.	At	the	gate	a	large	green	banner	revealed	the	organizers’	po-

litical	 affiliation.	 In	 front	 of	 a	 forested	 background	 the	 banner	 featured	 bow	

and	arrow,	as	the	symbols	of	the	Jharkhand	Mukti	Morcha,	and	their	president	

Sibho	Soren	(referred	to	as	disom	guru	on	the	banner)	together	with	the	MLA	
of	Baharagoda	constituency,	Bidyut	Baran	Mahato.	The	priests,	who	were	serv-

ing	as	dihuris	for	this	buru	bonga,	belonged	to	the	Kurmi	caste,	their	family	title	
being	Mahato.	The	Kurmi	are	listed	as	Other	Backward	Class	in	the	Indian	Con-

stitution,	but	have	also	attempted	to	be	included	in	the	list	of	Scheduled	Tribes	

in	Jharkhand	(Dheogaria	2004).	In	the	area	of	my	fieldwork	they	mostly	live	as	

peasants,	own	small	portions	of	land,	and	raise	cows	or	water	buffalo.	Some	of	

them	also	hold	jobs	as	school	teachers,	as	does	one	of	the	dihuris	carrying	out	
the	worship	at	the	buru	bonga.		

In	 the	past	 the	 ritual	 activities	 had	 taken	place	 in	 front	 of	 a	 rock,	 but	 in	

1994	one	of	the	Kurmi	dihuris	built	a	temple	over	the	rock.	In	front	of	the	tem-
ple	there	was	also	a	large	statue	of	Shiva’s	bull	Nandi,	built	by	someone	whose	

mansik	request	brought	forth	at	the	temple	had	been	fulfilled.	On	the	occasion	I	
witnessed	many	people	bringing	sweets	and	money	into	the	temple	before	the	

sacrifices.	Meanwhile	the	main	dihuri	kept	a	list	of	the	villages	that	had	brought	
a	 goat	 as	 a	 sacrificial	 offering.	Twenty-five	goats	were	 ritually	 slaughtered	 in	

front	of	the	temple.	Their	heads	were	then	carried	into	the	temple	and	placed	

before	the	stone	representing	the	god.	The	first	goat	was	black	and	came	from	

Matiabandi,	 the	 village	 of	 the	 dihuris.	 An	 additional	 fifteen	 goats	were	 sacri-
ficed	at	the	shrine	for	the	buru	bonga’s	wife,	located	in	front	of	a	tree	in	the	vil-
lage	itself.	The	heads	were	kept	by	the	dihuris	while	the	bodies	of	the	sacrificial	
animals	were	 brought	 back	 to	 the	 respective	 village.	 The	 crowd	 at	 this	buru	
bonga	appeared	to	come	from	nearby	villages.	Most	people	spoke	Santali	and	
even	the	dihuris	could	communicate	in	this	language.	
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Both	of	these	buru	bongas,	Kanhai	Sol	and	Gotasile,	point	to	a	ritual	symbiosis	
of	the	different	ST,	OBC	and	SC	communities	of	the	area.	Although	they	regard	

themselves	 as	 distinct	 from	 each	 other,	 intermarriage	 for	 example	 is	 not	 an	

option,	this	does	not	prevent	them	from	acting	together	as	ritual	units.	Togeth-

er	 they	serve	 the	buru	bongas	who	bring	 rain	and	 thus	provide	 for	 the	 liveli-
hood	 of	 all	 the	 people	 of	 the	 area.	 Both	 the	 rituals	 described	 so	 far	 are	

exceptional	 in	that	 they	are	open	to	a	wide	public.	People	 from	the	whole	re-

gion	attend	 this	 large	event,	women	and	men,	 castes	and	 tribes	alike.	 In	 fact,	

the	Santal	villages	depend	on	the	Mahato	and	Nayak	dihuris,	who	worship	the	
buru	bongas	for	them.	

The	ethnographic	literature	on	the	Santal	does	not	mention	the	buru	bon-
gas	as	part	of	the	Santal	seasonal	ritual	cycle.	One	of	the	reasons	could	be	that	
this	is	a	specific	phenomenon	for	the	East	Singhbhum	area.	In	general,	the	San-

tal	regions	differ	in	some	of	their	rituals.	Nevertheless,	in	East	Singhbhum	buru	
bongas	are	widespread.	At	each	of	the	two	buru	bongas	described	above	people	
listed	the	other	ones	taking	place	in	the	following	days:	South	of	Chakulia	there	

was	Kuripahari	Buru	bonga;	the	next	one	was	in	the	vicinity	of	Chakulia	town;	
followed	by	one	in	the	Musabani	area	close	to	Surda	called	Dhapue	buru	bonga;	
Goeralata	buru	bonga	was	adjacent	to	Musabani	town;	and	Sarjom	Buru	bonga	
was	not	far	from	Patorgoda.	Another	possible	reason	for	the	void	in	the	litera-

ture	 could	 be	 related	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 these	 rituals	 do	 not	 seem	 to	 be	merely	

Santal	rituals.	The	perspective	that	this	is	not	even	a	Santal	custom	at	all,	was	

expressed	 to	me	by	a	Santal	man	who	stated	 that	 “buru	bongas	 are	upel	bon-
gas”	 –	bongas	 that	 reveal	 themselves	 to	 people,	 often	 in	 dreams	 after	which	
these	 people	 start	 worshipping	 them.	 “You	 see”,	 he	 said,	 “no	 buru	bongas	 in	
this	area	are	worshipped	by	Santal	priests,	only	by	Munda	and	other	jati”	and	
he	distinguished	 these	 from	baha	 and	 sohrae,	 the	most	 important	Santal	 sea-
sonal	festivals.178		

The	following	description	of	a	buru	bonga	 to	the	south	of	Musabani,	does	
however	 underline	 the	 ritual	 importance	 this	 event	 has	 for	 all	 the	 predomi-

nantly	Santal	villages	of	this	area.	This	buru	bonga,	different	from	the	previous	
ones,	is	not	accessible	to	women,	which	is	why	my	material	of	this	event	stems	

from	videos	and	pictures	taken	by	a	young	man	of	Sonagada	village.	Later	I	dis-

																																																								
178	Similar	 to	 this	man’s	 statement	about	 the	buru	bongas	 being	a	Santal	 custom	or	non-Santal	
custom,	 I	 often	 encountered	 lively	 discussions	 about	 the	 alleged	 “trueness”	 of	 Santal	 rituals.	

Especially	 educated	 Santal	 were	 interested	 in	 defining	 and	 differentiating	 “true	 ritual”	 (sari	
bonga)	from	“false	ritual”	(ere	bonga).	This	topic	is	discussed	in	detail	in	chapter	five.	
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cussed	these	photographs	with	some	of	the	men	who	had	attended	the	event.	

Kopat	Pat	 buru	bonga	 in	 general	 appears	 to	 be	much	more	 restricted	 to	 the	
people	from	the	immediate	villages.	This	might	be	related	to	it	being	relatively	

inaccessible	by	road,	but	possibly	also	due	to	the	fact	that	the	involved	villages	

regard	this	god	as	especially	powerful	and	easily	disturbed	by	the	presence	of	

outsiders.	

	

4.3.3	Kopat	Pat	buru	bonga	
When	speaking	about	the	date	for	Kopat	Pat	buru	bonga,	the	people	of	the	par-
ticipating	villages	emphasize	that	it	has	to	take	place	after	Kanhai	Sol.	The	lat-
ter	 is	 the	 first	 buru	 bonga	 of	 the	 area.	 Different	 from	 Gotasile	 buru,	 who	 is	
described	as	 related	 to	Kanhai	Sol,	Kopat	Pat	 seems	 too	 far	 away	 (more	 than	
two	hours	by	motorbike)	 for	such	relations.	Kopat	Pat	 is	however	considered	
to	be	the	most	senior	one	of	his	area,	 in	 the	hills	behind	Musabani.	He	 is	ma-
rang	hor	(“a	senior	person”),	therefore	all	the	other	buru	bongas	in	his	immedi-
ate	surroundings	take	place	later.		

His	 worship	 concerns	 the	 same	 villages	 involved	 in	 Pindegadia	 sendra	
bonga.	As	mentioned,	in	the	past	they	used	to	be	seven	villages,	each	bringing	a	
goat	 to	 the	 sacrifice.	 But	 gradually	 some	 of	 these	 villages	 divided,	 so	 that	 at	

some	point	 there	were	nine,	and	 in	2013,	eleven	villages	ritually	participated	

in	the	buru	bonga.	They	sacrificed	the	goats	for	rain,	people	specified.	The	links	
between	fields	and	the	forested	mountains	become	especially	apparent	during	

this	ritual.	People’s	ownership	of	fields	in	the	vicinity	of	the	mountain	is	stated	

as	 the	 reason	 for	 their	 participation	 in	 the	 ritual.	 Each	 village	 contributes	 a	

goat	 buck	 to	 the	 sacrifice	 for	 Kopat	 Pat,	 and	 each	 household	 owning	 fields	
around	the	village	contributes	money	to	the	purchase	of	the	sacrificial	animal.	

Before	the	sacrifices	took	place	on	the	day	of	the	ritual,	the	eleven	naekes	of	the	
participating	villages	met	the	Kharia	dihuri	and	the	naeke	of	all	the	villages	at	
the	latter’s	house	in	Sonagada	village.	Joined	by	other	villagers,	they	began	the	

walk	 towards	Kopat	mountain.	 They	 took	 along	 ritual	 paraphernalia	 such	 as	
sindur,	a	sacrificial	axe,	a	horn	(sakua)	and	rice	and	cooking	pots	for	the	sacrifi-
cial	meal.	

The	first	part	of	the	ritual	commenced	when	they	stopped	at	a	meadow	at	

the	 foot	 of	 the	 hill.	 Here	 the	 bongas	 were	 consulted	 before	 the	 sacrifice.	 Six	
mediums,	five	Santal	and	one	Ho	man	were	seated	in	a	row	on	sal	 leaves.	The	
male	villagers	and	boys	were	sitting	around	them	in	a	circle.	As	in	other	rituals,	
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the	mediums	and	the	dihuri	were	wearing	dhotis.	The	dihuri	handed	each	of	the	
mediums	 ground	 fenugreek	 (methi)	 in	 a	 leaf	 cup	 and	 greeted	 them.	 They	
rubbed	 the	methi	 on	 their	 body,	 after	which	 they	 each	 received	 crushed	 rice	
from	the	dihuri.	The	naekes,	together	with	the	dihuri	were	seated	opposite	the	
row	 of	mediums	 and	 discussed	which	 bonga	 was	 to	 possess	which	medium.	
Not	 all	 gods	 could	 come,	 the	 dihuri	 later	 explained,	 because	 there	 were	 not	
enough	mediums.	 The	 ones	 present	were	Kopat	Haram	 and	Kopat	Budhi,	 the	
mountain	 god’s	 wife.	 Choroi	 Pat,	 the	 god	 of	 Barge	 Buru,	 the	 hill	 behind	
Sonagada	village	and	Bomro	Pat	also	joined,	the	god	of	nearby	Arak	Buru.	Both	
of	 these	 last	 two	 buru	 bongas	 are	 also	 worshipped	 in	 the	 sacred	 grove	 of	
Sonagada	village	during	the	baha	 festival.	Whenever	people	or	animals	 in	the	
village	 are	 ill,	 these	 two	 gods	 are	 worshipped	 in	 the	 courtyard	 of	 a	 house.	

Kopat	Pat	is	also	joined	by	his	bala	kora	(“co-parent-in-law”)	Ranga	Haram	and	
by	Darha	Budhi,	the	goddess	of	the	stream	running	through	the	valley.	I	asked	
where	Kopat	Pat’s	daughters	were.	They	would	later	attend	the	sacrificial	meal	
(jom	nu,	 “eating	 and	 drinking”),	 because	 that	 is	when	married	 daughters	 are	
usually	invited,	I	was	informed.	

	By	 rubbing	 the	 rice	 in	 between	 their	 hands	 the	 mediums	 became	 pos-

sessed,	 violently	 shaking	 their	 heads	 and	 arms.	 The	dihuri	 greeted	 them	and	
the	sound	of	the	sakua	simultaneously	announced	the	arrival	of	the	gods.	The	
naekes	then	engaged	in	a	discussion	with	the	bongas,	asking	if	they,	after	drink-
ing	 rice	 beer	 and	 liquor	 (parua),	 would	 agree	 to	 let	 the	men	 enter	 the	 cave,	
which	is	considered	to	be	Kopat	Pat’s	house.	It	was	a	lively	discussion,	in	which	
the	men	attempted	to	convince	the	bongas	to	join	them	in	climbing	the	moun-
tain.	The	bongas	 hesitated,	Kopat	Budhi	 even	 started	 crying,	 because	 she	had	
felt	neglected	by	the	villagers	in	the	previous	year.	After	she	had	calmed	down,	

the	dihuri	handed	a	pile	of	white	and	red	pieces	of	cloth	to	the	bongas.	Handing	
it	 from	one	to	another	they	finally	choose	one	red	and	two	white	ones.	These	

would	later	be	placed	on	the	peak	of	Kopat	Buru,	marking	it	as	the	deity’s	place.	
Then	 the	 bongas	 each	 received	 a	 pipe,	 a	 ganja,	 made	 from	 sal	 leaves,	 which	
they	 smoked.	 Then	 the	mediums	 stood	 up	 and	 began	 climbing	 the	mountain	

towards	the	cave	where	the	goats	were	to	be	sacrificed.	

There	are	many	stories	and	people	speak	with	great	awe	about	the	cave,	

where	Kopat	Pat	 is	 said	 to	 reside.	One	 story	 recounts	 the	 seven	doors	 inside	
the	 cave,	 but	 explains	 that	 humans	 can	 only	 enter	 through	 the	 first	 door	

formed	by	rocks.	Inside	of	the	cave,	people	say,	there	are	two	large	cobras	and	

other	wild	animals.	On	the	day	of	the	sacrifice	the	possessed	mediums	are	said	
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to	enter	 the	cave	and	Kopat	Haram	 and	Kopat	Budhi	 sit	on	 the	cobras	 like	on	
chairs.	People	are	too	afraid	to	enter	and	do	not	even	dare	to	shine	light	inside.	

When	the	mediums	reappear	from	the	cave,	they	give	advice	to	the	men	carry-

ing	 out	 the	 sacrifice.	 At	 the	 second	 door	 of	 the	 cave	 two	 sacrificial	 circles	

(khond)	 are	 made.	 The	 dihuri	 offers	 crushed	 rice	 to	 a	 goat	 buck	 (boda),	 for	
Kopat	Haram,	and	to	a	female	goat	(pati),	for	Kopat	Budhi.	The	same	is	repeat-
ed	with	a	cock	and	a	pullet.	 If	 the	animals	eat	the	rice,	they	agree	to	be	sacri-

ficed.	

While	the	dihuri	and	other	naekes	were	preparing	the	place	where	the	sac-
rifice	later	took	place,	another	group	of	men	climbed	the	remaining	distance	to	

the	 peak.	 There	 on	 top	 of	 the	 rocks,	 overlooking	many	 other	 forest-covered	

mountains	and	some	rice	fields,	the	men	set	up	bamboo	poles.	Atop	these	poles	

the	men	 tied	 the	 two	white	 and	one	 red	 flag	 (jhanda).	This	marked	 the	peak	
and	 the	whole	mountain	as	a	place	of	 the	god	 (bonga	jaega),	one	 that	people	
should	not	enter	during	the	rest	of	 the	year.	 If	people	did	enter,	wild	animals	

would	attack	them.	

After	 purifying	 the	 ground	with	water	 and	 cow	dung,	 the	dihuri	made	 a	
pattern	of	six	squares	in	front	of	the	cave.	In	the	middle	he	placed	adoa	caole,	
from	which	the	remaining	nine	goats	were	given	to	eat.	After	this	he	sprinkled	

methi	on	the	pattern,	laid	down	bael	tree	leaves	(sinjo	sakam)	and	applied	sin-
dur,	 oil	 and	milk.	Then,	 first	 the	brown	cocks	 from	each	village	and	 then	one	
after	another	each	goat	was	beheaded	with	the	sacrificial	axe.	The	heads	were	

placed	in	the	khond	squares,	and	the	bodies’	blood	dripped	on	them.		
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Photo	33:	Seated	mediums	prior	to	the	sacrifices	to	the	buru	bonga	Kopat	Pat.	
The	dihuri	and	“naeke	of	seven	villages”	sit	across	the	mediums	in	order	to	

communicate	with	the	deities.	

	

	

Photo	34:	Marking	the	mountain	with	flags	as	the	“place	of	the	deity”	(bonga	jaega).	
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Photo	35:	Sacrificial	site	for	the	buru	bonga	Kopat	Pat.		

	

The	ensuing	sacrificial	meal	was	held	in	the	meadow	further	down	the	moun-

tain	 where	 the	 possession	 had	 previously	 taken	 place.	 Many	 men	 from	 the	

eleven	villages	who	did	not	attend	the	ritual	activities	of	the	day	were	present	

at	the	sacrificial	meal.	The	details	of	this	meal	reveal	concepts	of	belonging	to	

social	groups	and	the	links	between	the	ownership	of	fields	and	the	buru	bon-
ga’s	region.	In	fact,	after	the	rice	harvest	the	owners	of	these	fields	bring	rice	to	
Kopat	Pat’s	cave	as	an	offering.	

After	the	goats	had	been	killed,	their	heads	and	bodies	were	taken	to	the	

meadow.	The	head	meat	was	cooked	 first,	 followed	by	 the	rice	 that	had	been	

contributed	by	each	village.	Only	the	mediums,	the	naekes	and	the	dihuri,	who	
had	been	fasting	all	day,	could	partake	in	this	meal.	Those	from	the	eleven	vil-

lages	who	had	been	fasting	could	also	consume	this	sacrificial	meal	(sore).	Be-
fore	the	buru	bonga	took	place,	each	household	contributed	to	the	purchase	of	
the	sacrificial	goat	and	a	cock,	and	gave	one	kilo	of	rice.	In	Sonagada	Pitamber’s	

family	 contributed	 one	 hundred	 Rupees.	 This	 entitled	 them	 and	 the	 others,	

who	had	also	given,	to	a	share	of	the	goat’s	meat.	When	speaking	of	these	social	

units	people	used	the	term	“people	of	one	house”	(mit	orak	hor).	As	discussed	
in	 chapter	 three,	 they	consider	each	other	 to	be	descendants	of	one	ancestor	

who	 once	 lived	 in	 one	 house.	 Later	 some	 of	 these	 brothers	 might	 have	 dis-
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persed	to	other	villages.	In	Sonagada,	Pitamber’s	“people	of	one	house”	live	in	

three	households	(orak).	It	was	men	from	these	three	houses	who	ate	the	sore	
together	in	the	meadow	after	the	sacrifices.	Because	his	family	owns	fields	rel-

atively	far	away	from	Sonagada,	towards	another	village,	they	also	contributed	

money	 to	 the	purchase	of	 the	sacrificial	goat	on	behalf	of	 that	village	and	re-

ceived	 a	 share	of	 the	meat	 from	 this	 goat	 as	well.	 People	 from	other	 villages	

who	owned	fields	around	Sonagada	similarly	contributed	to	the	goat	given	to	

Kopat	Pat	by	Sonagada.		
In	 addition	 to	 Santal	 households,	 blacksmith	 (Kamar),	 Nayak	 and	 Ho	

households	 are	 also	 located	 in	 the	 villages	 participating	 in	 the	 buru	 bonga.	
Some	of	 them	 form	only	one	 single	household	 in	 an	otherwise	Santal	 village,	

and	my	informants	assured	me	that	they	“eat	with	whomever	they	are	close	–	

also	with	Santal”.	The	dihuri	received	a	handful	of	meat	from	each	goat	and	one	
kilo	of	rice	 from	each	village.	After	 the	meal	he	 took	home	the	meat	he	could	

not	consume	in	the	field.	

		

4.3.4	Notions	of	Region	(torop/disom)	and	their	Creation	in	Ritual		

Kinship	Relations	as	Permeating	the	Landscape	
Which	 notions	 of	 place	 are	 particularly	 prevalent	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 por-

trayed	buru	bongas?	Foremost	 these	 rituals	articulate	 that	 the	Santal	 concep-
tualize	a	part	of	their	environment,	namely	the	forested	mountains,	in	terms	of	

kinship.	 The	 three	 mountains	 in	 the	 Chakulia	 area,	 Kanhai	 Sol,	 Gotasile	 and	
Boirop	are	considered	to	be	brothers.	The	principle	of	seniority,	so	familiar	to	
the	people	of	this	locality,	structures	the	mountains’	relationships	to	each	oth-

er.	People	first	worship	the	most	senior	buru	bonga	and	then	consecutively	his	
younger	brothers.	 In	 the	mountains	behind	Musabani	 this	structure	seems	 to	

slightly	differ.	Here	Kopat	Pat’s	affinal	ties	are	underlined.	People	nevertheless	
emphasize	that	he	is	senior	to	other	buru	bongas,	but	his	seven	daughters	and	
bala	kora	are	invited	to	and	do	attend	the	ritual	as	well.	Because	these	daugh-
ters	and	the	bala	kora	each	reside	in	different	places,	a	network	of	kinship	ties	
connects	 these	 places.	 Both	 buru	 bonga	 complexes,	 thus,	 are	 structured	 by	
principles	 of	 seniority,	 brotherhood	 and	 affinity.	 The	 environment	 hence	 is	

conceptualized	according	to	similar	principles	as	found	in	society.		
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The	Connections	between	Forest	and	Fields	
In	 the	 context	 of	 hunting	 rituals,	 I	 have	 already	 discussed	 the	 distinctions	

drawn	between	 the	domain	of	 the	 forest	 and	 the	domain	of	 fields.	 Similar	 to	

the	hunting	rituals,	 the	buru	bongas	express	that	 fields	and	forest	are	concep-
tually	linked.	In	all	three	of	the	mentioned	rituals,	those	villages	that	own	fields	

in	the	area	around	the	mountain,	contribute	to	the	sacrifices	performed	for	the	

deity.	The	stated	aim	of	the	rituals	is	thus	to	obtain	rain	from	the	buru	bonga,	
to	flood	the	rice	fields.	The	timing	of	buru	bonga	is	relevant	in	this	regard,	be-
cause	the	plowed	fields	need	to	be	flooded	with	water	before	the	rice	seedlings	

can	be	transplanted	into	these	fields.		

	

Notions	of	Region		
Besides	bringing	forth	the	idea	of	a	sacred	landscape	structured	by	kinship	re-

lationships	and	 the	conceptual	 links	between	 forests	and	 fields,	 the	notion	of	

region	is	key	in	the	three	buru	bongas	introduced	above.	This	is	a	fuzzy	notion.	
A	region,	for	example,	has	no	empirical	spatial	boundaries.	Rather,	a	region	is	

held	together	by	people’s	activities	in	its	ritual	center.	This	section	is	intended	

to	 discuss	 the	 concepts	 of	 region	 as	 contained	 in	 the	 Santal	 notions	 of	 torop	
and	disom.	These	 two	concepts	of	 region	are	also	 linked	 to	 the	socio-political	
structure	of	Santal	society.		

Dalapati	 Murmu,	 a	 now	 retired	 anthropologist	 who	 worked	 for	 the	 An-

thropological	 Survey	 of	 India,	 first	 introduced	 me	 to	 the	 different	 socio-

political	 units	 involved	 in	 Santal	 dispute	 solution.	 First,	 there	 is	 the	 village,	

where	 disputes	 are	 to	 be	 solved	with	 the	 help	 of	 the	manjhi,	 in	 an	 assembly	
called	 “the	 sitting	 in	 the	 village	 street”	 (kulhi	dhurup).	 Then,	 there	 are	 units	
called	pursi	(“neighbors”),	referring	to	a	group	of	two	or	three	neighboring	vil-
lages,	which	can	be	consulted	for	help	in	cases	of	conflict.	On	a	third	level	there	

are	gaonta,	a	group	of	seven	to	thirteen	villages.	Above	them	there	exist	feder-
ations	called	torop	(sometimes	also	called	pir).	People	refer	to	the	level	above	
torop	 as	 desh	(Hindi)	 or	 disom	(Santali),	 using	 these	 two	 words	 often	 inter-
changeably.	The	final	level	a	dispute	can	reach	is	lo	bir,	the	highest	court,	held	
at	disom	sendra,	where	all	the	people	of	the	disom	can	attend.		

The	two	spatial	units	above	the	village	that	seemed	to	be	of	greatest	rele-

vance	 to	people	were	 torop	 and	disom.	There	are	specific	names	used	 for	 the	
torops	and	disoms	of	the	area	by	adivasi	and	local	castes	alike.	People	repeated-
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ly	emphasized	that	these	names	have	nothing	to	do	with	the	names	given	to	an	

area	by	the	government.		

In	researching	the	territorial	units	of	torop	and	disom	 I	encountered	sev-
eral	contradictions.	One	of	the	reasons	for	this	can	be	attributed	to	the	varying	

abilities	 of	 abstraction	 among	my	 informants.	While	 several	 highly	 educated	

Santal	men	 in	 Ranchi	 drew	models	 of	 Santal	 socio-political	 organization	 and	

listed	 the	names	of	 the	different	disoms	 in	East	Singhbhum,	people	 in	 the	vil-
lages	possessed	more	of	a	lived	and	practice-based	understanding	of	these	spa-

tial	 units.	 In	 some	 cases,	 this	 led	 to	 contradictions	between	 the	 two	 levels	 of	

region.	

	

Torop	

When	 explaining	 the	 different	 socio-political	 units	 Dalapati	Murmu	 used	 the	

term	pir,	as	the	Santali	term	for	the	sub-unit	of	disom.	In	a	discussion	of	Munda	
village	federations,	Robert	Parkin	(1992,	90-95)	also	writes	of	pir	or	parha	as	
the	name	 for	 the	 council	 of	 these	 federations.	 In	 the	villages	 around	Ghatsila	

and	Musabani	I	never	encountered	the	term	pir,	instead,	people	spoke	of	torop,	
which	Dalapati	Murmu	considered	to	be	a	Bengali	term.	Bodding’s	(2010)	dic-

tionary	contains	no	entry	on	either	of	the	terms,	which	could	be	due	to	the	fact	

that	such	 terms	seem	to	differ	 from	one	Santal	area	 to	another.	Troisi	 (2000,	

64)	 for	example	 speaks	of	 “Bungalow	 or	Bangla,	 [as]	 a	 confederacy	of	 village	
communities,	 under	 the	 leadership	 of	 a	 pargana”,	 for	 the	 Santal	 Parganas.	
Common	 to	all	 these	varying	 terms	 is	 that	 this	 territorial	unit	plays	a	 role	 in	

dispute	solutions	on	a	level	above	the	village,	and	that	each	of	these	differently	

named	units	is	presided	over	by	a	torop	pargana.	
Kantasola,	the	second	village	in	which	I	lived,	belonged	to	Dampara	torop.	

People	used	the	name	of	this	area	especially	when	they	were	visiting	relatives	

outside	of	the	area	and	referring	to	the	place	they	came	from.	They	also	used	

the	names	of	 other	 torops,	when	 referring	 to	 their	wives’	 native	place	or	 the	
places	where	 their	daughters	were	married.	According	 to	 the	people	 in	Dam-

para,	 Dampara	 torop	 consists	 of	 sixty	 villages.	 All	 the	 Santal	 areas	 of	 East	
Singhbhum	are	divided	into	torops.	The	villages	to	the	northeast	and	south	of	
Ghatsila	for	example	belong	to	Pawra	torop,	said	to	comprise	120	villages,	and	
towards	Musabani	there	is	Athkusi	torop,	said	to	consist	of	106	villages.	These	
units	are	presided	over	by	a	torop	pargana.	Most	of	the	parganas	are	male,	but	
in	the	case	of	Athkusi	torop,	Kamla	Hansdah,	a	woman,	took	over	the	pargana	
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position	 after	 her	 husband’s	 death.	 The	 office	 is	 hereditary	 and	 its	 functions	

mostly	concern	serious	social	conflicts,	which	cannot	be	solved	in	the	village.	

Together	with	the	number	of	villages	in	a	torop	people	usually	mentioned	
the	place	where	these	villages	carry	out	a	yearly	sacrifice.	The	sixty	villages	of	

Dampara	 torop,	 for	 example,	 come	 together	 once	 a	 year	 at	Dampara	garh,	 a	
worship	place	in	the	hills.	Here,	in	the	cold	season,	each	village	brings	a	goat	to	

be	sacrificed	to	Boirop	buru	bonga.	He	 is	 the	younger	brother	of	Gotasile	buru	
bonga,	who	 receives	 his	 collective	 sacrifice	 by	 all	 the	 forty	 villages	 of	Matia-
bandi	torop	in	the	above	described	buru	bonga	at	the	onset	of	the	rainy	season.	
Not	 all	 the	 buru	bongas,	 however,	 are	 carried	 out	 by	 torops.	 Kanhai	Sol	 and	
Kopat	Pat	buru	bonga,	 two	of	the	three	buru	bongas	described	in	the	previous	
section,	 were	 instead	 organized	 by	 smaller	 territorial	 units	 of	 eleven	 and	

twelve	villages.	These	village	federations	did	not	form	torops,	and	thus	did	not	
possess	 these	 socio-political	 functions.	What	 brought	 these	 villages	 together	

into	 federations	was	 their	 proximity	 to	 the	mountain,	 the	 abode	 of	 the	buru	
bonga,	not	their	belonging	to	a	torop.	
	

Disom	

The	concept	of	disom	is	a	vague	one,	referring	to	a	large	area,	often	with	conno-
tations	of	belonging.	Santal	students	 in	Ranchi	would	speak	of	ale	disom,	 “our	
region”,	 with	 reference	 to	 their	 native	 area.	 When	 speaking	 of	 their	 native	

place,	women	would	also	use	 this	 term.	Members	of	 the	weaver	 caste	 (Pere),	
explained	their	fluency	in	Santali	with	the	statement:	“This	is	Santal	disom,	you	
have	to	know	Santali	here.”	In	these	uses	the	term	denotes	a	close	connection	

between	people	and	an	area,	in	line	with	what	Somers	(1977,	57)	describes	as	

the	 emotional	 component	 of	 the	 term	 “Santal	 country”	 (hor	disom).	 The	 area	
designated	as	such	was	often	comparatively	small	and	any	place	further	away	

was	 labeled	bahre	disom,	 an	 “outside	 region”.	 This	 referred	 to	 a	 place	 some-
where	in	Odisha	as	much	as	a	place	outside	of	India,	the	common	criteria	being	

that	both	these	places	were	outside	of	a	Santal	area.		

On	a	socio-political	level,	there	are	Santal	names	for	these	different	disoms,	
and	most	people	roughly	know	where	these	disoms	are.	This	 is	where	the	us-
age	becomes	imprecise,	and	a	common	understanding	of	the	different	notions	

of	as	torop	or	disom	seemed	to	be	absent.	The	region	reaching	from	Jamshed-
pur	to	Dhalbhumgarh,	including	Musabani	and	Ghatsila,	is	known	as	Dharh	di-
som.	 Ganesh	Murmu	 traced	 this	 name	back	 to	Dhol	Raja,	 a	 king	who	used	 to	
control	 this	area.	The	area	around	Chandil	Reservoir,	north	of	 Jamshedpur,	 is	
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known	as	Patkom	disom,	 and	past	Dumaria	 towards	Odisha	 lies	Babonathi	di-
som.	West	of	Musabani	towards	Hata	is	Kutchung	disom.	Specific	Santal	names	
for	 these	disoms	 seem	 to	 exist	 in	most	 Santal	 areas.	 In	 villages	 around	 Jhar-
gram,	West	Bengal,	 people	 could	 also	 point	 out	 the	 names	 of	 their	 Santal	di-
soms,	 namely	Hudintum	disom	 and	Koelanpur	disom.	 A	 Santal	 can	 usually	 tell	
the	people	 from	 these	different	 areas	 apart	 by	 styles	 of	 dress	 and	 speech.	 In	

this	 list,	 however,	 people	 also	 often	mentioned	Athkusi	 and	Dampara,	 which	
others	insisted,	were	not	disom	but	torop.	Clear	is	that	the	names	are	important	
and	denote	an	area	a	person	or	a	village	belongs	to,	whereas	the	category	the	

name	falls	in	is	of	less	relevance	in	everyday	usage.	

Each	of	these	disoms	have	a	desh	pargana	as	their	head.	Dhar	disom’s	desh	
pargana	 is	Baiju	Murmu,	a	man	 in	his	 fifties,	who	 lives	 in	Ghatsila.	Generally,	
the	 parganas	 I	 encountered	 belonged	 to	 large	 and	 educated	 families.	 Baiju	
Murmu	holds	 a	 position	 as	 superintendent	 of	 Ghatsila	 College.	 The	parganas	
and	manjhis	in	this	area	are	often	of	the	Hansda	or	Murmu	clans,	because	these	
clans	own	a	lot	of	land.	In	the	past,	parganas	also	often	had	several	wives,	be-
cause	they	could	afford	to	support	a	large	family,	as	the	desh	pargana	pointed	
out.	Both,	 the	pargana	 family	 in	Pawra	and	 the	pargana	 family	 in	Patorgoda,	
are	large	extended	families,	consisting	of	over	twenty	family	members	each.		

The	desh	pargana	of	Pawra	is	a	soft-spoken	but	well-known	man	in	the	ar-
ea.	His	office,	he	stated,	 is	 less	relevant	today	than	it	was	in	the	past,	because	

serious	 offenses	 are	 dealt	with	 by	 the	 state.	 But	 his	 role	 as	 a	 political	 figure,	

representing	and	bringing	together	people	of	the	area,	still	remains	important.	

He	is	invited	to	every	regional	Santal	ritual,	such	as	disom	baha,	and,	together	
with	other	men	from	his	village	Pawra,	organizes	several	of	these	rituals	him-

self.	Once	a	year	he	organizes	a	large	meeting	for	all	the	manjhis	of	his	disom,	
about	 1,200	 in	 total.	 They	 assemble	 in	 a	 spacious	 concrete	 hall	 outside	 of	

Ghatsila	built	 for	such	large	meetings	 led	by	the	desh	pargana.	Here	the	gath-
ered	manjhis	and	parganas	mostly	discuss	political	and	social	matters	regard-
ing	their	office.	In	Jharkhand,	for	example,	as	opposed	to	other	states,	they	do	

not	receive	any	salary	from	the	state.	Therefore,	each	year	during	this	meeting	

they	organize	new	steps	in	their	demand	for	remuneration.		

Besides	 these	more	political	aspects	of	disom,	 it	 also	has	a	 ritual	 compo-
nent.	 The	 regional	 flower	 festival,	 disom	 baha,	 the	 regional	 harvest	 festival	
called	 disom	sohrae,	 where	 the	 greatest	 attraction	 are	 bull	 fights,	 and	 finally	
disom	 sendra,	 the	 regional	 hunt	 discussed	 in	 this	 chapter,	 are	 all	 occasions	
where	“the	people	of	the	disom”	come	together	in	ritual	action.	One	of	the	de-
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fining	features	of	disom	is	thus	its	inclusivity.	At	most	of	these	festivals	this	ex-
tends	 towards	 non-Santal	 as	 well,	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 many	 of	 the	 artisan	

castes	and	other	adivasi	groups	of	the	area	attend	the	events.	The	fifth	chapter	
will	elaborately	deal	with	these	rituals	and	the	identity	politics	related	to	them.		

In	conclusion	for	this	section	it	remains	important	to	note	that,	next	to	to-
rop,	the	concept	of	disom	has	spatial,	ritual	and	social	connotations.	One	of	the	
meanings	attached	to	disom	 is	 that	of	belonging,	 in	 the	sense	of	an	emotional	
bond	to	the	place	of	one’s	origin	is.	Because	of	the	patrilocal	residence	pattern	

this	place	of	origin	remains	mostly	stable	throughout	a	man’s	life,	whereas	the	

contrary	holds	true	for	women.	If	a	woman’s	native	place	is	far	away	from	her	

husband’s,	 she	often	 refers	 to	 two	places	 as	ale	disom	 (“our	 region”).	As	out-
lined	above,	the	second	connotation	of	the	term	disom	is	a	political	one.	It	is	an	
arena,	in	which,	under	the	auspices	of	a	desh	pargana,	conflicts	are	solved	and	
political	decisions	are	made.	The	third	component	is	of	a	ritual	nature,	as	best	

represented	by	 the	disom	sendra,	 the	regional	hunt	 in	which	all	 the	people	of	
the	 disom,	 among	 them	 especially	 the	 parganas	 and	manjhis,	 come	 together	
before	a	powerful	god	to	solve	serious	affronts	to	Santal	niam.	In	a	local	under-
standing	the	notions	of	disom	and	torop	therefore	combine	space	with	a	socio-
cosmic	order.	

In	addition	to	 inferring	different	notions	of	place	from	Santal	ritual	prac-

tice,	it	is	my	argument	throughout	this	work	that	ritual	activities	create	notions	

of	 place.	 The	 mountain	 rituals,	 which	 are	 collectively	 performed	 by	 villages	

that	constitute	a	torop,	serve	as	a	case	in	point.	People	and	their	sacrificial	an-
imals	move	from	various	locations	towards	a	ritual	center.	In	Feldhaus’	(2003)	

sense,	we	can	thus	say	that	the	region	(torop)	 is	created	by	the	spatial	move-
ments	 of	 people	 and	 their	 sacrificial	 animals.	 People’s	 movements	 connect	

places	 into	regions,	 they	create	“sets	of	connected	places”	(5).	With	regard	to	

the	notion	of	disom	we	can	equally	say	that	it	is	constituted	by	people’s	partici-
pation	in	the	regional	hunt	(disom	sendra).	Which	entities	are	actually	included	
in	a	disom,	however,	 is	much	 less	defined.	Nevertheless,	disom	 represents	the	
largest	 socio-spatial	 Santal	 unit,	 the	 largest	 gathering	 in	 Santal	 society.	 It	 is	

therefore	no	coincidence	that	this	is	the	occasion	to	judge	extremely	grave	vio-

lations	of	niam	in	this	context.	
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4.4	Conclusion:	Santal	Perceptions	of	the	Environment	

and	the	Distinction	between	Forest	and	Fields	
4.4.1	Attributes	of	the	Forest	and	the	Forested	Mountains	
An	analysis	of	Santal	perceptions	of	the	environment	as	emerging	from	the	rit-

uals	discussed	in	this	chapter	best	takes	its	starting	point	from	the	distinctions	

the	Santal	make	in	their	environment.	It	was	these	distinctions	that	first	caught	

my	attention	and	consecutively	pointed	me	towards	the	topic	of	environment.	

This	brings	us	back	to	the	much	discussed	opposition	between	society	and	na-

ture	as	previously	presented	in	the	theory	section	of	this	work.		

The	starkest	distinction	the	Santal	maintain	in	their	environment,	in	“that	

which	surrounds	them”,	 is	 the	one	between	 forest	 (bir)	and	 fields	(bad).	This	
chapter	has	most	elaborately	dealt	with	the	domain	of	the	forest,	which,	in	the	

presented	 ritual	 contexts,	was	 articulated	 as	 a	 dangerous	place.	 This	 became	

first	apparent	in	the	hunting	rituals	(sendra	bonga)	during	which	different	vil-
lage	 federations	 perform	 sacrifices	 to	 the	 hunting	 deity	 and	 to	 other	 deities	

located	 in	nearby	mountains.	 In	return	 for	 their	 sacrifices	people	request	 the	

deity	to	protect	them	and	their	animals	from	the	wild	animals	of	the	forest.	The	

veiled	language	(bhet	katha),	used	between	ritual	participants	and	the	hunting	
deity	possessing	a	medium,	hints	at	 the	 said	deity’s	dangerous	nature.	Direct	

communication	 is	 considered	 inappropriate	 with	 such	 an	 ambivalent	 being.	

Before	a	man	embarks	on	the	hunt,	his	wife	takes	off	her	bangles,	 in	order	to	

distract	from	her	husband’s	existence	and	ward	off	danger.	

Furthermore,	the	idea	of	the	forest	as	a	dangerous	place,	as	a	place	where-

in	 an	 encounter	 with	 wild	 animals	 could	 lead	 to	 a	 man’s	 death,	 is	 found	 in	

many	 singrai	 songs	 and	 stories	 performed	 during	 the	 hunting	 festival.	 With	
regard	 to	 the	 focus	 of	 this	 chapter	 the	 singrai	 songs	 have	 served	 as	 a	 rich	
source	for	Santal	perceptions	on	the	environment,	especially	concerning	Santal	

ideas	on	hunting	and	the	forest.	In	the	singrai	narratives	I	portrayed,	the	per-
formers	present	 the	 story	of	 a	hunter’s	death,	 the	 cruelty	of	hunting	and	hu-

man	empathy	with	young	deer.		

In	addition	to	 its	danger,	 the	 forest	 is	represented	as	a	 fertile	place.	This	

becomes	most	 apparent	 in	 its	 association	with	 rain.	 The	 hunting	 ritual	 is	 in-

tended	to	request	 the	deities	of	 the	 forest	 to	send	rain	to	 flood	the	rice	 fields	

for	the	ensuing	rice	cultivation,	which	provides	the	basis	of	people’s	existence	

in	this	area.	The	fertility	of	the	forest	is	also	reflected	in	the	theme	of	sexuality	
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contained	most	prominently	in	the	hunting	night’s	singrai	entertainment.	The	
crude	content	is	considered	to	please	the	hunting	deity	assumed	to	be	present	

during	 these	nightly	performances.	The	 forest	as	a	place	of	 sexual	encounter,	

away	from	the	social	control	of	the	village,	is	a	theme	also	contained	in	another	

genre	of	songs	called	“forest	songs”	(bir	seren).		
One	 last	 important	 point	 regarding	 the	 forest	 has	 been	 discussed	 in	 the	

context	 of	mountain	 rituals	 (buru	bonga),	which	 take	 place	 after	 the	 hunting	
rituals	around	the	time	of	rice	transplantation.	Several	of	these	mountain	ritu-

als	are	performed	in	the	region	under	study,	and	one	of	their	defining	features	

is	that	they	involve	people	from	all	communities	living	in	the	area.	Each	village	

in	the	vicinity	of	the	mountain,	where	the	respective	deity	is	said	to	reside,	con-

tributes	a	goat	to	the	sacrifice	performed	on	the	mountain.	The	timely	order	in	

which	the	rituals	take	place	follows	the	order	of	seniority,	which	structures	the	

deities’	 relations	 among	 each	 other.	 The	 most	 senior	 mountain	 god	 is	 wor-

shipped	first,	and	only	after	this	do	the	villages	worship	his	younger	brothers.	

During	the	mountain	ritual	for	Kopat	Pat,	his	in-laws	and	daughter	are	invited	
as	well.	It	becomes	apparent	that	the	domain	of	the	forested	mountains	exhib-

its	a	similar	structure	to	society.	The	principles	of	seniority	and	affinity	play	an	

important	role	in	this	regard.	

	

4.4.2	Attributes	of	the	Fields	
The	associations	made	with	the	fields,	which	emerge	as	a	domain	distinct	from	

the	forest,	are	of	a	different	nature.	The	ritual	actions	in	the	context	of	the	first	

sowing	 of	 rice	 (erok	mut)	 articulate	 the	 fields	 as	 closely	 related	 to	 the	house	
and	its	people.	The	fields	can,	in	fact,	be	seen	as	an	extension	of	the	house,	visi-

ble	for	example	in	the	fact	that	during	the	ritual	no	boundaries	are	articulated.	

If	we	recall	 the	ritual	of	 jom	sim	bonga	discussed	 in	 the	previous	chapter,	 the	
fields	 represent	 the	 settlement	 and	 forest	 clearing	activities	of	 the	 ancestors.	

They	are	a	material	reminder	of	the	roots	a	local	line	has	established	in	a	place.	

This	 notion	 is	 contained	 in	 the	 term	mul	gadi,	 a	 local	 line’s	 “place	 of	 origin”.	
The	ancestors’	importance	equally	becomes	apparent	in	the	ritual	invocations	

and	offerings	made	 to	 them	 in	 the	ancestral	 shrine	before	a	 small	 amount	of	

rice	seeds	is	taken	out	to	be	sown	in	the	fields.	Even	spatially	the	association	of	

ancestors	with	rice	is	expressed,	as	a	year’s	rice	harvest	is	stored	in	man-size	

baskets	above	the	ancestral	shrine.	 In	sum,	 I	have	argued	 in	this	chapter	that	
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the	 fields	carry	agnatic	connotations	as	 they	are	 linked	 to	a	house,	 its	people	

and	their	ancestors.		

	

4.4.3	Introducing	the	Distinction	between	Cultivated	and	Unculti-

vated	
The	forest	is	a	dangerous	and	fertile	place.	It	is	a	place	where	humans	can	only	

intrude	and	survive	with	the	help	of	its	deities.	It	is	a	place	of	ambivalence.	The	

fields	and	its	corresponding	spaces,	the	village	and	the	house,	on	the	contrary,	

are	secure	places	for	humans.	These	are	the	spaces	of	human	activity.	Regard-

ing	 these	 distinctions,	 the	 question	 arises,	 as	 to	whether	 they	 correspond	 in	

any	way	to	the	distinctions	between	nature	and	society.	 If	one	understanding	

of	 nature	 is	 a	 place	where	 humans	 do	 not	 belong,	 a	 place	 outside	 of	 human	

agency,	could	the	forest	then	be	regarded	as	nature?	

In	 the	 following	 I	 argue	 that	 a	 dichotomy	 between	 society	 and	 nature	

would	be	a	misrepresentation	of	the	Santal	worldview	for	several	reasons.	The	

strongest	 argument	 against	 this	dichotomy	 is	my	 finding	 that	 at	 least	part	 of	

the	domain	of	 the	 forest,	 the	 forested	mountains,	are	structured	according	 to	

the	same	principles	as	society,	namely	the	principle	of	seniority.	There	is	hence	

no	dichotomy	in	the	sense	that	“each	is	what	the	other	is	not”	(Strathern	1980,	

182).	Moreover,	the	forest	for	the	Santal	is	not	a	domain	completely	outside	of	

human	agency.	It	is	clearly	a	place	where	the	deities	and	their	wild	animals	are	

in	 control,	 but	 humans	 nevertheless	 attempt	 to	 influence	 and	 enter	 this	 do-

main.	They	do	so	through	the	sacrifices	they	offer	to	the	forest	deities	and	they	

do	so	consecutively	through	the	violent	act	of	hunting.		

Instead	 of	 reproducing	 the	 problematic	 distinction	 between	 society	 and	

nature,	I	propose	here	a	series	of	conceptual	distinctions	that	correspond	bet-

ter	 to	 the	ones	 inherent	 to	Santal	views	of	 the	environment.	As	 these	are	my	

analytical	 abstractions	 from	 the	more	 concrete	 distinctions	 the	 Santal	make,	

they	do	not	necessarily	have	equivalent	Santali	terms.	

Most	 generally,	 the	 Santal	 differentiate	between	 spaces	 in	 their	 environ-

ment	that	are	cultivated	and	uncultivated.	The	rice	fields,	but	also	correspond-

ingly	gardens	(barge)	behind	houses	and	the	village	itself,	represent	cultivated	
spaces.	These	places	are	the	abode	of	benevolent	deities	and	the	place	where	

humans	and	their	ancestors	live.	These	places	are	regarded	as	familiar,	as	one’s	

“own”,	as	places	of	agnation.	Here	human	agency	and	control	are	at	the	highest.	

Humans	plow,	sow,	transplant	and	harvest	rice	in	their	fields.	In	their	villages,	
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humans	domesticate	animals	and	offer	 these	animals	 to	 their	deities	 in	sacri-

fice.	Cultivation	further	is	a	source	of	considerable	pride	and	status	for	the	San-

tal,	 as	 it	 represents	 a	 stage	 of	 “social	 evolution”	 above	 the	 gatherer-hunter	

stage	 associated	with	 the	beginnings	of	 Santal	 society.	 Cultivation	 represents	

civilization	for	the	Santal.		

The	 uncultivated,	 wild	 and	 dangerous	 space,	 as	 distinguished	 from	 the	

fields,	 is	 the	 forest.	The	 forest	 represents	 “the	other”	 in	several	ways.	 Its	dei-

ties,	for	example,	are	more	ambivalent	than	the	deities	of	the	village,	so	that	in	

communication	with	them	only	veiled	 language	 is	considered	appropriate.	By	

offering	these	deities	sacrifices,	humans	gain	the	possibility	to	temporarily	en-

ter	the	forest,	but	the	risk	of	death	remains.	The	wild	animals	of	the	forest	re-

main	 a	 threat,	 and	 they	 sometimes	 even	 intrude	 on	 village	 space.	One	 of	 the	

most	 remarkable	 features	 of	 Santal	 hunting	 rituals	 is	 the	 role	 of	 the	 hunting	

priest	 (dihuri),	 who	 belongs	 to	 a	 gatherer-hunter	 community	 of	 the	 area.	 In	
most	cases	I	witnessed,	he	was	a	Hill	Kharia.	In	the	eyes	of	the	Santal,	the	Kha-

ria	 are	 especially	 suited	 for	 this	mediating	 role	 between	 themselves	 and	 the	

forest	deities.	Because	the	Kharia	 live	 in	the	 forest,	 they	are	said	to	know	the	

forest	deities	well.	As	previously	discussed,	 in	ritual	as	well	as	in	Santal	opin-

ions,	the	Kharia	represent	“the	other”.	They	are	considered	junior	in	status	to	

the	Santal.	In	parts	of	the	hunting	rituals	the	Kharia	dihuri	is	likened	to	an	ani-
mal,	most	visibly	when	he	 is	 (pretend)	shot	with	an	arrow	and	hung	up	on	a	

stick	 like	prey	after	 the	hunt.	The	Kharia	clearly	does	not	belong	 to	 the	culti-

vated	and	“civilized”	domain	in	the	eyes	of	the	Santal.	

The	 Kharia	 dihuri’s	 important	 ritual	 role,	 also	 in	 the	 mountain	 rituals,	
however,	underlines	a	 crucial	point	about	 the	 relationship	between	 the	culti-

vated	and	the	uncultivated.	These	two	domains,	although	articulated	as	oppo-

sites,	are	not	to	be	thought	about	as	strictly	separate	from	each	other.	Instead	

connections	and	relations	between	 these	domains	are	essential	 for	 the	conti-

nuity	of	humanity.	This	is	most	clearly	expressed	in	the	idea	of	the	forest	dei-

ties	providing	rain	 for	 the	rice	 fields.	As	 this	chapter	has	shown,	rituals	are	a	

means	for	establishing	relations	between	the	domain	of	the	cultivated	and	un-

cultivated.
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4.4.4	Placing	the	Distinction	between	Cultivated/Uncultivated	in	

Context		
Regarding	the	stark	distinctions	between	the	forest	and	the	fields	and	its	asso-

ciated	equivalents	of	cultivated	and	uncultivated,	civilized	and	uncivilized	the	

question	about	their	historical	and	social	context	arises.	If	the	Santal	associate	

the	forest	with	a	stage	of	their	own	development	from	gatherer-hunters	to	cul-

tivators,	 did	 they	maintain	 the	 same	 view	 of	 the	 forest	 in	 the	 past?	 Has	 this	

view	changed,	has	the	forest	acquired	new	connotations?	

A	comparison	with	views	of	the	forest	in	Sanskritic	literature,	as	discussed	

by	 Sontheimer	 (1994),	 proves	 fruitful	 in	 this	 regard.	 Sontheimer	 introduces	

the	distinction	between	ksetra,	 as	 “inhabited,	well-settled	 space,	with	 regular	
plough	agriculture”	and	the	vana,	as	“‘wild	space’,	‘forest’	or	jungle	which	har-
bours	the	‘hermitage’,	the	tribals”	(127).	The	similarity	between	these	distinc-

tions	and	those	maintained	by	the	Santal	is	extremely	striking.	Further	details	

are	 reminiscent	 of	what	 has	 been	 discussed	 as	 the	 Santal	 view	 of	 the	 forest:	

Vana	is	an	ambivalent	sphere	associated	with	death	and	chaos,	but	it	is	also	the	
source	of	creation	and	life	(130),	as	reenacted	for	example	in	the	Navakelevara	

ritual	for	Lord	Jagannath	in	Puri.	In	the	poetry	and	religion	of	the	settled	peo-

ple,	the	forest	appears	as	a	space	of	freedom	and	as	the	domain	of	tribal	peo-

ple.	It	is	also	associated	with	eroticism	(138).		

In	Sontheimer’s	view,	the	ksetra	and	the	vana	are	not	to	be	understood	as	
opposites	but	as	a	continuum	similar	to	that	from	tribal	religion	to	“normative	

codified	Hinduism”	(128).	The	forest	is	associated	with	tribal	people	and	their	

religion,	 it	 is	 a	place	where	 the	 roots	of	Hinduism	with	 its	worship	of	 spirits	

located	in	mountains,	trees	and	animals	lie.		

It	is	remarkable	that	in	Sontheimer’s	scheme,	derived	from	Sanskrit	litera-

ture,	the	associations	made	with	the	forest	include	tribal	people	and	their	reli-

gion,	 but	 that	 the	 Santal	 as	 tribal	 people	 themselves	 maintain	 such	 similar	

distinctions.	The	Santal	locate	their	place	in	the	forest	in	their	past.	Their	my-

thology,	for	example,	speaks	of	the	first	seven	Santal	brothers	and	sisters	hunt-

ing	 and	 gathering	 in	 the	 forest.	 Only	 later	 does	 the	 myth	 mention	 the	

introduction	of	the	plow	and	the	cultivation	of	fields.	Today,	the	Santal	associ-

ate	 the	 forest	with	 the	 gatherer-hunter	 communities	 living	 close	 to	 or	 in	 the	

forest	 and	 regard	 these	 people	 as	 “uncivilized”.	 They	 in	 a	 sense	 project	 onto	

others,	what	has	been	projected	onto	them	by	high-caste	Hindus	according	to	

Sontheimer’s	 writing.	 Sontheimer’s	 continuum	 from	 tribal	 religion	 to	 brah-
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manical	 Hinduism	 and	 its	 spatial	 associations	 from	 vana	 to	 ksetra	 should	
therefore	be	extended	by	one	more	component,	namely	that	of	gatherer-hunter	

society	and	religion.		

Based	 on	 the	 ethnography	of	 gatherer-hunters	 (cf.	 Bird-David	1990)	 the	

forest	carries	different	associations	for	these	societies,	so	that	the	stark	distinc-

tions	between	forest	and	fields	found	among	tribal	cultivators	such	as	the	San-

tal	and	also	in	Sanskrit	literature	do	not	exist.	One	could	therefore	assume,	that	

the	Santal	view	of	the	forest,	as	presented	in	this	work	through	the	lens	of	ritu-

al,	only	developed	with	the	beginning	of	cultivation.	However,	it	cannot	be	an-

swered	if	the	Santal	have	adapted	this	view	from	higher	caste	Hindus	or	if	the	

latter	have	adapted	 this	view	 from	the	 former.	The	similarities	 should	 rather	

be	 regarded	 as	 one	 of	 the	 many	mutual	 influences	 these	 societies	 have	 and	

have	had	on	each	other	in	the	past.		

Regarding	changes	in	Santal	notions	of	the	forest	a	more	modern	spin	on	

the	 “backwardness”	 of	 this	 domain	 is	 contained	 in	 the	 expression	 “corner	 of	

the	forest”	(buru	kocha).	This	refers	to	the	“remoteness”	of	some	Santal	villag-
es,	 located	 close	 to	 the	 forest,	 due	 to	 their	 lack	 of	modern	 amenities	 such	 as	

electricity,	 cell	 phone	 coverage	 and	 paved	 roads.	 In	 this	 context	 it	 is	 not	 the	

village	and	its	cultivated	lands	that	are	seen	as	progressive	and	“civilized”,	but	

the	modern	Indian	city	or	town.	This	differences	between	Santal	living	in	“the	

corner	 of	 the	 forest”	 and	 Santal	 living	 near	 or	 in	 a	 city	 correspond	 to	 differ-

ences	of	education	and	wealth	existing	in	Santal	society	more	generally.	In	the	

context	 of	 politicized	 rituals	 discussed	 in	 the	 next	 chapter,	 these	 differences	

again	become	relevant.		

Whereas	 in	 this	 chapter	 I	 dismissed	 the	distinction	between	 society	 and	

nature	as	it	does	not	facilitate	an	understanding	of	 local	systems	of	classifica-

tion,	the	next	chapter	brings	up	the	concept	of	nature	again.	This	time	the	term	

“nature”	is	evoked,	in	English,	by	the	organizers	of	Santal	regional	rituals.	San-

tal	 regional	 flower	 festivals	 (disom	baha)	 have	 only	 been	 celebrated	 in	 this	
manner	since	the	1980s	and	they	show	that	place	is	increasingly	made	in	a	po-

litical	context.	Vis-à-vis	other	communities,	but	also	towards	the	 Indian	state,	

the	Santal	are	communicating	their	“tribal”,	“adivasi”	and	“indigenous”	identity	
during	these	transformed	ritual	practices.	The	use	and	content	of	the	term	“na-

ture”	in	these	contexts	is	worth	exploring	as	it	points	to	the	openness	of	place	

for	global	discourses.	
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5.	Fields	of	Contestation:	Region,	Politics	and		

Identity	
The	dynamics	of	globalization,	so	prevalent	in	contemporary	times,	are	said	to	

have	pulled	culture	away	from	place	(Inda	and	Rosaldo	2008,	13).179	Cultures	

are	not	 place-bound	 anymore,	 instead,	 they	move	 through	migrants	 and	net-

works	of	ideas,	irrespective	of	location.	At	the	same	time	as	the	social	sciences	

have	become	increasingly	cautious	of	the	essentialization	and	territorialization	

of	 culture,	 indigenous	 social	 movements	 have	 begun	 to	 emphasize	 exactly	

those	features.		

Some	movements	 have	 strategically	made	 use	 of	 the	 opportunities	 pro-

vided	 by	 globalization	 in	 order	 to	 assert	 their	 rootedness	 in	 a	 specific	 place,	

often	as	a	reaction	to	the	threats	globalization	has	posed	to	them.	Local	black	

and	indigenous	movements	in	the	Pacific	region	of	Columbia,	for	example,	have	

made	use	of	 increasing	networking	opportunities	 in	order	 to	build	 translocal	

coalitions	 with	 like-minded	 movements	 (Escobar	 2001,	 159ff).	 International	

legal	 instruments,	 such	 as	 the	 United	Nations	Working	 Group	 on	 Indigenous	

Populations,	have	 further	provided	another	possibility	 for	articulating	 indige-

nous	claims	to	place,	often	in	cultural	terms	(Muehlebach	2001).		

Such	“strategies	of	localization”	(Escobar	2001,	159),	referring	to	the	fact	

that	indigenous	groups	actively	link	culture	and	territory,	often	in	a	trans-local	

arena,	form	the	core	of	this	chapter.	By	first	analyzing	an	annual	spring	festival	

(disom	baha)	celebrated	on	a	regional	 level,	and	second	the	rituals	and	activi-
ties	of	a	reform	movement	promoting	the	“correct”	practice	of	Santal	custom,	I	

discuss	the	intricate	relations	between	and	the	meaning	attributed	to	place	and	

identity	by	different	actors.	

In	 recent	 decades	 the	 Santal	 have	 increasingly	 begun	 performing	 their	

identity	in	a	political	context.	This	assertion	of	“Santal	culture”	was	a	constant	

companion	during	my	 fieldwork.	 Soon	after	 I	had	arrived	at	 the	house	of	my	

first	 Santal	 host	 family,	 they	 handed	 me	 a	 brochure	 stating	 the	 aims	 of	 the	

movement	 they	 were	 active	 members	 of.	 I	 later	 understood	 that	 this	 move-

ment	was	called	sarna	dhorom,	one	among	many	Santal	socio-political	associa-
tions	I	encountered	in	the	area.		

																																																								
179	Parts	 of	 this	 chapter	 have	 been	 published	 in	 an	 article	 titled	 Fertility	 or	 Indigeneity?	Two	
Versions	of	the	Santal	Flower	Festival	(Schulte-Droesch	2014).	
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The	main	 argument	 of	 this	 chapter	 is	 that	 the	 cultural	 politics	 staged	 by	 the	

Santal	 form	 a	 strategy	 of	 “making	 place”.	While	 the	making	 of	 place	 through	

ritual,	as	discussed	above,	also	featured	in	the	context	of	regional	rituals	(such	

as	the	regional	hunt),	the	large,	staged	performances	portrayed	in	this	chapter	

have	a	broader	frame	of	reference.	They	are	concerned	with	the	formation	and	

portrayal	of	a	Santal	 identity	to	other	communities	of	 the	region	and	beyond.	

This	portrayal	of	Santal	 identity	is	achieved	by	localized	performances,	which	

claim	the	region	as	Santal.	Before	moving	on	to	ethnographic	descriptions,	this	

introduction	further	discusses	my	understanding	of	identity.	

“The	 question	 of	 identity	 seems	 to	 crop	 up	 everywhere	 today”,	 notes	

Karlsson	 (2000,	 20)	 in	 his	 book	 titled	 Contested	 Belonging.	 The	 Santal	 are	
hence	 no	 exception	 in	 their	 staging	 of	 cultural	 identity.	My	 understanding	 of	

cultural	identity	is	based	on	Friedman’s	definition	thereof	as:	

	

(…)	 a	 social	 identity	 that	 is	 based	 on	 a	 specific	 cultural	 configuration	 of	 a	

conscious	 nature.	History,	 language,	 race	 are	 all	 possible	 bases	 for	 cultural	

identity	and	they	are	all	socially	constructed	realities.	(Friedman	1993,	212,	

cited	in	Karlsson	2000,	200)		

	

Several	other	characteristics	of	identity,	as	developed	in	the	literature,	feature	

prominently	in	this	chapter.	One	important	component	is	seen	in	its	construc-

tion	in	relation	to	“the	other”,	“the	constitutive	outside”	as	Hall	(1996b,	4)	calls	

it.	It	is	“the	way	a	person	is,	or	wishes	to	be,	known	by	certain	others”	(Cohen	

1993,	195).	This	plays	a	large	role	in	Santal	identity	construction	expressed	in	

statements	such	as	“We	worship	in	sacred	groves,	not	in	buildings	like	church-

es	or	temples.”	To	underline	what	the	other	is	not,	is	to	underline	what	one	is.	
But	 what	 is	 emphasized	 by	 a	 group	 or	 person	 as	 its	 cultural	 identity	 might	

change	over	 time,	 it	 is	a	positioning	bound	up	with	historical	processes	 (Hall	

1996b,	2-4).	This	selective	positioning,	however,	 is	never	merely	invented.	“It	

is	 rather	 a	 positioning	 which	 draws	 upon	 historically	 sedimented	 practices,	

landscapes	and	repertoires	of	meaning”	(Li	2000,	151).	The	aspects	of	identity	

that	certain	Santal	groups	emphasize	are	neither	natural	or	given	nor	are	they	

invented.	Much	more	 they	 are	 strategically	 selected	 from	a	 repertoire	of	 cul-

tural	practice.	Taking	this	into	accounts	helps	one	better	understand	how	cer-

tain	groups	construct	specific	Santal	identities.	

Stuart	Hall’s	 (1996a,	 141)	 notion	 of	 the	 “articulation	 of	 identity”	 further	

provides	a	relevant	concept	for	an	understanding	of	contemporary	Santal	iden-

tity	constructions.	He	uses	articulation	in	its	double	meaning:	First,	in	its	mean-
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ing	of	“to	utter,	to	speak	forth”,	in	the	sense	of	expressing	something.	Second,	it	

can	also	refer	to	“a	connection	that	can	make	a	unity	of	two	different	elements,	
under	 certain	 conditions.	 It	 is	 a	 linkage,	which	 is	 not	 necessary,	 determined,	

absolute	and	essential	 for	all	time.	(…)	Different,	distinct	elements	(…)	can	be	

rearticulated	 in	 different	 ways	 because	 they	 have	 no	 necessary	 ‘belonging-

ness’”	(141).	Hall	(142)	sees	it	as	crucial	to	understand	the	circumstances,	the	

historical	context,	under	which	connections	can	be	forged.	Thus	he	draws	our	

attention	 to	 the	 possibility	 that	 identity	 articulations	might	 emphasize	 some	

cultural	elements	at	some	point	in	history	and	later	discard	them	again.	In	sum,	

my	understanding	of	identity	as	articulated,	as	a	selective	positioning	with	ref-

erence	to	“the	other”	and	bound	up	in	historical	processes,	informs	my	analysis	

in	this	chapter.		

By	focusing	first	on	the	regional	version	of	the	Santal	flower	festival,	and	

second	on	the	activities	of	 the	sarna	movement,	 this	chapter	explores	the	no-
tions	 of	 identity	 and	 region	 evoked	 in	 these	 contexts.	 I	 analyze	 how	 cultural	

identity	is	articulated	in	these	two	contexts,	and	ask	which	aspects	of	identity	

are	emphasized	by	 the	different	actors	 involved.	These	 identities	make	refer-

ence	to	the	region,	in	which	people	locate	their	cultural	practices.	Regions	are	

formed	by	connected	places,	as	Feldhaus	(2003)	suggests.	Hence,	my	analysis	

takes	 into	 focus	 the	places	 evoked	 in	 the	process	 of	 identity	 articulation	 and	

discusses	how	these	places	come	to	form	the	idea	of	a	region.	Because	the	iden-

tity	politics	staged	by	the	Santal	vis-à-vis	the	state	are	a	rather	recent	phenom-

enon,	 dating	 back	 roughly	 to	 the	 1940s,	 it	 is	 relevant	 to	 take	 the	 historical	

context	 in	which	they	seem	to	have	thrived,	 into	account.	My	exploration	will	

ultimately	show	that	identity,	region	and	history	cannot	be	separated.		
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5.1	Flower	Festivals,	Politics	and	the	Recent	Emergence	of	

Regional	Sacred	Groves	(disom	jaher)	
Once	a	year,	when	the	sal	and	mahua	trees	start	blooming	in	the	lunar	month	
of	 Phagun	 (February/March),	 the	 Santal	 flower	 festival,	 baha	 porob,	 takes	
place.	 For	 several	 days	 it	 unites	 the	whole	 village	 and	 its	 guests	 in	 common	

worship,	 dancing	 and	 feasting.	 The	 festival	 has	 taken	 place	 in	 villages	 for	 as	

long	as	people	can	remember,	but	in	recent	years	it	has	taken	on	a	more	politi-

cal	 shape	beyond	 the	village	context.	This	 change	has	been	brought	about	by	

national	and	global	dynamics	in	which	the	Santal	position	themselves.	Regard-

ed	by	the	Santal	as	one	of	 their	most	 important	 festivals,	 it	 is	connected	with	

questions	of	identity	and	a	worldview	different	from	other	communities	living	

in	 the	area.	Today,	 Santal	 activists	and	politicians	promote	 the	 festival	 as	ex-

pressing	an	 inherently	“tribal”	or	“indigenous”	 lifestyle.	The	festival	 therefore	

presents	an	arena	for	the	articulation	of	identity.	In	the	following	a	more	elab-

orate	description	of	Santal	sacred	groves	than	undertaken	in	the	introduction	

is	given.	 In	order	to	grasp	how	the	 festival	has	been	taken	from	a	village	to	a	

more	political	 regional	 level,	 its	 two	versions	are	 compared.	Finally,	 this	 sec-

tion	analyzes,	which	parts	of	Santal	identity	are	chosen	to	be	represented	dur-

ing	 the	 regional	version	of	 the	 festival,	which	notions	of	place	emerge	 in	 this	

context	and	how	this	relates	to	“strategies	of	localization”.	

	

5.1.1	Village	Sacred	Groves	(jaher)	and	the	Annual	Flower	Festival	

Sacred	Groves	in	India	
Sacred	 groves,	 as	 the	 literature	 points	 out	 (Burman	1995;	 Gadgil	 and	Vartak	

1976;	Malhotra,	Gokhale	and	Das	2001),	exist	all	over	India.	Some	parts	of	the	

literature	 depict	 them	 as	 sites	 of	 biodiversity.	 As	 the	 Santal	 position	 them-

selves	in	this	discourse,	it	is	worth	a	short	elaboration	here.	

In	Rajasthan,	all	along	the	Western	Ghats,	 in	Central	India	and	in	various	

states	of	 the	North	East,	 patches	of	 forest	 are	 said	 to	be	protected	by	deities	

and	 subsequently	 treated	 with	 special	 care.	 To	 subsume	 these	 various	 phe-

nomena	under	one	term,	might	however	gloss	over	important	local	differences.	

Part	of	the	literature	on	the	topic	is	concerned	with	the	study	of	sacred	groves	

as	paradigms	of	 biodiversity	 conservation	 (cf.	 for	 example	Gadgil	 and	Vartak	

1976;	 Ormsby	 2011).	 Tomalin	 (2004)	 criticizes	 in	 this	 regard	 that	 these	 at-

tempts	oversimplify	sacred	groves	as	“pristine	forest”	and	fall	prey	to	romanti-
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cizing	 local	 practices	 as	 inherently	 nature	 conserving.	 Freeman	 (1994,	 9-11,	

cited	in	Tomalin	2004,	278)	points	out	“that	sacred	groves	were	protected	out	

of	respect	for	the	deity	rather	than	because	of	an	innate	belief	in	the	intrinsic	

value	of	nature”.		

A	more	serious	attempt	to	understand	the	local	cultural	meaning	of	sacred	

groves	is	presented	by	Uchiyamada	(2008),	who	writes	about	groves	in	Kera-

la.180	A	summary	of	Uchiyamada’s	example	serves	as	a	short	illustration	of	how	

sacred	groves	are	 intricately	 linked	 to	a	 local	worldview.	 In	 the	South	 Indian	

state	 of	 Kerala,	 Uchiyamada	 (2008)	 depicts	 kaavus,	 as	 the	 groves	 are	 called	
there,	as	traditionally	associated	with	the	“untouchable”	Kuravas.	In	his	article	

he	analyzes	 the	 transformation	some	of	 these	places	have	undergone	as	 they	

have	 become	 appropriated	 by	 higher	 castes.	 These	 groves	 host	 a	 variety	 of	

trees	 and	 deities,	 such	 as	 ancestors,	 ghosts,	 demi-goddesses	 and	 demi-gods	

and	the	divine	snake	Naga.	They	are	liminal	places	characterized	by	both	life-

force	and	danger.	In	these	places	the	soul	of	the	dead	is	located	and	from	there	

continues	to	be	involved	in	the	world	of	the	living.		

The	case	of	kaavus	 in	Kerala	or	wooded	groves	under	the	protection	of	a	
deity	in	Rajasthan	(Gold	and	Gujar	1989)	show	sacred	groves	as	related	to	lo-

cal,	low-caste	variants	of	Hinduism.	Many	of	the	features	described	in	relation	

to	 the	groves,	 such	as	 the	animal	sacrifices	carried	out	 in	 them	or	 the	 female	

deities	presiding	over	 them	(Gadgil	and	Vartak	1976,	156),	 resemble	 the	cul-

tural	traditions	in	the	groves	in	tribal	Central	India.	Sacred	groves,	in	fact,	are	

often	described	as	a	defining	feature	of	many	of	the	adivasi	religious	practices	
of	Central	India	(Hembram	1983;	Roy	1970,	221;	Sahay	1965).	In	some	of	the-

se	contexts	they	have	been	used	to	represent	a	certain	social	identity	of	being	

adivasi	(Burman	2013;	Borde	and	Jackman	2010;	Parajuli	2001),	as	this	chap-
ter	will	equally	show	in	the	Santal	case.		

Like	 Tomalin	 and	 Freeman	 mentioned	 above,	 Uchiyamada	 (2008)	 criti-

cizes	 the	 recent	 upsurge	 of	 literature	 praising	 sacred	 groves	 as	 biodiversity	

preservation	areas.	During	my	fieldwork	I	had	similar	reservations	whenever	

my	Santal	 informants	pointed	out	that	they	“worship	nature”.	The	actual	eve-

ryday	behavior	I	observed	in	villages	towards	the	environment	seemed	to	dif-

fer	 greatly	 from	 these	 statements	 often	made	 by	 Santal	 political	 activists.	 As	

Uchiyamada	rightly	points	out,	the	“traditional	meaning”	of	sacred	groves,	re-

																																																								
180	Cf.	also	Mishra	and	Rangad	(2008)	on	sacred	groves	among	the	Khasi	of	Meghalaya.	
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lated	to	death-life	reciprocity	in	the	case	of	kavuus,	and	modern,	utilitarian	en-
vironmentalism	are	based	on	different	premises.	

In	a	similar	vein,	the	point	that	groves	are	paradigms	of	biodiversity	man-

agement	is	difficult	to	make	in	the	Santal	context,	especially	since	these	groves	

often	 only	 contain	 few	 trees.	 Rather	 than	 focusing	 on	 the	 correctness	 of	 the	

claims	 to	 tribal	 society	being	 inherently	 “close	 to	nature”,	 I	will	 later	discuss	

the	 implications	 behind	 this	 identity	 articulation.	 In	 what	 follows,	 I	 give	 a	

summary	of	 the	cultural	meanings	of	village	sacred	groves	 for	 the	Santal	and	

the	most	important	festival	held	in	them.	This	will	provide	the	background	for	

the	more	politicized	version	of	 these	groves	and	 festivals	 introduced	 thereaf-

ter.	

	

Santal	Villages	and	their	Sacred	Groves	
Sacred	groves	(jaher)	among	the	Santal	usually	consist	of	a	cluster	of	trees	on	
the	outskirts	of	a	village.	They	should	ideally	contain	three	sal	trees,	as	abode	
for	 the	 deities	Marang	Buru,	 Jaher	Era	 and	Moreko	Turuiko	 and	 two	mahua	
trees	for	Gosae	Era	and	Pargana	bonga	(Kochar	1966,	243).	These	are	consid-
ered	 to	 be	 the	 deities	 concerned	with	 the	well-being	 of	 the	 village.	 They	 are	

benevolent	deities,	different	from	the	dangerous	ones	residing	in	the	forest	or	

in	other	places	outside	of	the	village.	

At	the	foot	of	these	trees	one	finds	small	stones,	representing	the	deities.	

The	stones	are	often	covered	with	the	remains	of	wooden	structures	that	func-

tion	as	 temporarily	erected	shrines.	These	shrines	are	renewed	each	year	 for	

the	 annual	 flower	 festival	 inside	 the	 grove.	 In	 some	 groves	 the	 shrines	 have	

been	built	out	of	concrete	and	and	are	often	 located	around	the	stem	of	a	sal	
tree.	Besides	the	shrines	for	the	village	deities	the	groves	also	contain	a	place	

of	 worship	 for	 the	 hunting	 god	 sendra	bonga,	 usually	 also	 represented	 by	 a	
stone,	 encircled	 by	 a	 small	 boundary	 of	 stones.	 Another	 deity	worshipped	 at	

the	occasion	of	the	annual	flower	festival	in	the	grove	is	in	many	cases	a	local	

mountain	 god,	buru	bonga.	As	 chapter	 four	 discussed,	 this	 god	 is	 included	 in	
the	worship,	because	it	 is	 located	in	the	area	and	cannot	be	left	out	when	the	

local	village	deities	are	addressed.	

In	the	villages	of	East	Singhbhum,	in	the	Santal	Parganas	and	in	Midnapur	

district	of	West	Bengal,	I	encountered	sacred	groves	in	many	different	shapes.	

In	some	newly	established	groves,	 the	 trees	are	small	and	have	been	planted	

only	recently,	other	groves	contain	many	large	trees	still	resembling	a	patch	of	
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old	forest.	The	groves	also	vary	in	size,	some	measuring	only	ten	meters	in	di-

ameter,	while	others	measure	one	hundred	meters	across.	Santal	sacred	groves	

are	often	surrounded	by	a	boundary.	In	the	less	conspicuous	versions	of	groves	

this	boundary	is	marked	with	rows	of	small	stones.	In	other	sacred	groves	the	

boundary	 consists	 of	 a	 high	 concrete	wall	 obscuring	 the	 view	 into	 the	 grove	

completely.	In	Sarjumburu	village,	for	example,	the	original	sacred	grove	is	lo-

cated	outside	of	the	village	and	contains	many	old	trees.	One	can	still	spot	the	

stones	representing	the	deities,	but	compared	to	the	new	grove	many	parts	of	

it	 are	 overgrown	 by	 vegetation,	 giving	 it	 a	 rather	 wild	 impression.	 Several	

years	ago	a	new	one	was	established	in	the	center	of	the	village,	between	two	

hamlets.	 The	wall	 around	 it	 had	 been	 built	 by	 funds	 obtained	 from	 the	 local	

government	block	office.	These	funds	are	reserved	for	members	of	Scheduled	

Tribes	 in	 Jharkhand	and	are	part	of	a	state	government	scheme	implemented	

to	protect	sacred	sites	of	 these	communities.	Villages	can	 file	applications	 for	

such	funds	with	block	development	offices,	which	then	pass	it	on	to	the	district	

magistrate.	As	with	any	scheme	which	entitles	people	 to	 funding	 through	 the	

block	office,	bribery	and	political	sway	influence	the	availability	of	these	funds.		

In	 sum,	 the	 sacred	groves	 in	Santal	villages	vary	 in	 size	and	appearance.	

None	of	the	groves	I	saw	formed	thick	or	pristine	forest,	as	other	authors	em-

phasize	 for	sacred	groves	 in	 India.	Some	Santal	groves	contain	a	group	of	old	

trees,	while	newer	groves	only	have	two	or	three	young	trees.	Rather	than	rep-

resenting	some	kind	of	“pristine	nature”,	these	groves	foremost	symbolize	the	

settling	activity	of	 the	ancestors.	When	asked	about	the	 foundation	of	 the	vil-

lage	sacred	grove,	people	state	that	it	is	linked	to	the	foundation	of	the	village.	

It	dates	back	 to	 the	 time	when	 the	 founders	of	 the	village	 first	arrived	 in	 the	

area,	cleared	the	forest	for	fields	and	built	houses,	but	left	one	patch	of	the	for-

est	 for	the	village	deities	to	reside.	The	grove	hence	represents	the	roots	that	

the	ancestors	established	in	this	place.	As	discussed	in	chapter	three,	the	place	

where	a	specific	local	line	established	a	sacred	grove	is	referred	to	its	mul	gadi.		
Throughout	the	year	several	ritual	activities	take	place	inside	of	the	grove,	

the	most	elaborate	one	being	the	spring	flower	festival	called	baha	porob.	Ko-
char	(1966,	246)	mentions	that	at	the	time	of	the	harvest	festival	sohrae	cattle	
worship	 takes	 place	 in	 the	 sacred	 grove.	 In	 East	 Singhbhum	 area	 this	 “cattle	

worship”	 is	 called	 jaher	dangri	 (literally	 “the	 cattle	 of	 the	 sacred	grove”)	 and	
takes	the	shape	of	a	cattle	sacrifice	in	the	grove,	dedicated	to	the	“mother	god-

dess	of	the	grove”,	Jaher	Ayo.	People	speak	of	it	as	a	large	festival,	attended	by	
thousands	of	visitors	from	near	and	far	villages.	It	should	ideally	be	performed	
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in	three,	five	or	seven	year	intervals	in	every	village,	although	many	villages	do	

not	perform	it	at	all.	This	is	the	case	when	there	are	many	Hindu	castes	resid-

ing	with	 the	 Santal	 in	 the	 same	 village	 or	when	 villages	 are	 located	 close	 to	

larger	towns.	The	Santal	I	asked	were	at	first	careful	to	not	give	too	much	in-

formation	about	this	cattle	sacrifice.	They	are	aware	that	the	Hindu	population	

of	the	area	rejects	such	ritual	activity.	Another	festival	held	in	the	sacred	grove	

is	 called	ma	more	(“cut	 five”,	 possibly	 referring	 to	 the	 sacrifices	made	 to	 five	
deities	of	the	grove).	It	takes	place	in	equally	large	intervals	at	the	beginning	of	

the	rainy	season,	and	entails	both	goat	and	cattle	sacrifices.	

In	general,	there	are	several	annual	Santal	rituals,	which	do	not	take	place	

in	 the	 sacred	 grove.	 Among	 them	 are	 sohrae,	 the	 harvest	 festival	 and	magh	
bonga,	during	which	the	worship	is	carried	out	in	a	field	outside	of	the	village.	
The	worship	at	the	occasion	of	the	annual	hunting	festival,	too,	 is	 located	in	a	

small	grove	called	“hunting	grove”	(sendra	jaher)	separate	from	the	village	one.	
The	 following	 section	 illustrates	 the	annual	 flower	 festival	held	 in	 the	village	

sacred	grove	in	greater	detail	in	order	to	later	distinguish	it	from	the	regional	

flower	festival	(disom	baha).	
	

The	Annual	Village	Flower	Festival	(baha	porob)	
Almost	 every	Santal	 ethnography	 includes	 a	description	of	 the	 annual	 flower	

festival	(cf.	for	example	Archer	2007,	237ff;	Carrin-Bouez	1986,	104ff;	Culshaw	

2004,	103ff;	Troisi	2000,	134ff).	This	event	contains	none	of	 the	secrecy	 that	

accompany	 several	 other	 ritual	practices,	 as	 for	 example	 the	 sacrifices	of	 the	

local	 line	(jom	sim	bonga)	described	 in	chapter	 three	or	 the	ancestor	worship	
in	 the	ancestral	shrine,	 the	most	 interior	place	of	a	Santal	house.	 Instead,	 the	

spring	flower	(baha)	festival	is,	next	to	the	harvest	festival	sohrae,	one	of	most	
widely	talked	about	and	attended	festivals	in	Santal	areas.		

The	baha	festival	is	relevant	for	this	chapter,	because	it	represents	the	dy-
namic	 of	 “tradition”	 and	 a	 staging	 of	 identity	 in	 its	 context.	 Since	 about	 the	

1980s,	baha	 festivals	have	been	celebrated	 in	a	regional	context,	 in	 larger	sa-
cred	groves	called	disom	jahers.	For	 this	occasion,	people	 from	allover	 the	re-
gion	 come	 to	 attend	 the	 festival.	 Here,	 “celebrating	 the	 Santal	 way”	 is	

performed	 to	 the	 participants	 and	 the	 media,	 portraying	 certain	 features	 of	

Santal	 culture	 to	a	 large	group	of	 spectators.	For	 the	sake	of	 comparison,	 the	

following	section	introduces	the	main	aspects	of	the	village	flower	festival.	
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The	blossoming	of	the	sal	tree	marks	the	beginning	of	baha	 festivals	in	Santal	
villages,	 celebrating	 spring	 and	 new	 growth.	 The	 central	 role	 sal	 and	mahua	
flowers	play	 in	 the	 festival	gives	 it	 its	name.	The	 festival	often	takes	place	on	

different	dates	in	different	villages	and	thus	enables	mutual	visits	of	relatives.	

It	 is	 a	 high-spirited	 time,	 characterized	 by	 joy	 (raska),	 as	 many	 people	 ex-
pressed	it.	

A	comparison	of	the	five	baha	festivals	I	attended	in	2011	and	2012	in	dif-
ferent	villages	of	East	Singhbhum	shows	slight	variations	in	the	ritual	practices	

of	the	festival	from	one	place	to	another.	The	core	activities	of	the	festival,	such	

as	the	sacrifices	in	the	grove,	the	handing	of	flowers	to	each	villager,	the	pos-

sessions,	the	dancing	in	the	grove	and	the	hunt	on	the	third	day	are	the	same,	

but	 the	 elaboration	 of	 certain	 features	 within	 these	 activities	 varies.	 My	 de-

scription	in	the	following	brings	together	features	from	these	different	places	

and	points	out	variation	where	it	is	relevant.	

	
The	First	Day:	Preparation	

On	 the	 first	 day	 of	 the	 baha	 festival	 the	 village	 usually	 buzzes	with	 activity:	
Women	mend	 the	 outside	walls	 of	 their	 houses	with	mud	 and	paint	 them	 in	

different	 colors	afterwards.	While	 the	women	 tend	 to	 the	houses,	 the	men	of	

the	village	repair	the	shrines	of	the	 jaher	and	hang	colorful	paper	garlands	in	
the	grove,	across	the	village	street	and	in	the	village	dance	ground	(akhra).	It	is	
at	this	time	that	I	first	encountered	the	overt	sexual	symbolism	that	reappears	

later	in	various	other	activities	of	the	festival:	In	the	morning	young	men	form	

straw	figures	in	the	jaher.	One	is	in	the	shape	of	a	peacock,	and	another	figure	
is	a	 straw	male	 figure	with	over-sized	genitals,	 joined	 together	with	a	 female	

figure,	 suggesting	 sexual	 intercourse.	 Later,	 both	 figures	hang	 from	a	 rope	 at	

the	entrance	to	the	jaher.	
The	evening	activities	of	this	first	day	were	most	elaborate	in	Sarjomburu	

village.	Here	at	least	one	hundred	men	and	women	assembled	in	the	courtyard	

of	the	village	priest’s	house,	where	young,	unmarried	boys	of	the	village	served	

rice	beer	to	everyone.	The	women	were	seated	in	one	corner	of	the	courtyard,	

the	men	in	another.	For	hours	the	men	sang	one	verse	of	a	song	and	the	wom-

en	repeated	these	verses.	With	these	songs	the	villagers	called	the	gods,	and	up	

to	 five	people	 fell	 into	a	trance,	possessed	by	the	village	deities	Marang	Buru,	
Jaher	Ayo,	Moreko	Turuiko	 and	Manjhi	Haram.	 In	Muruguti	 village	 no	women	
attended	the	evening	activities	and	no	singing	took	place.	Here	the	possession	

was	brought	about	by	the	mediums	themselves,	who	each	received	a	winnow-
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ing	fan	with	husked	rice.	With	circular	hand	movements	they	moved	the	rice	in	

the	winnowing	fan,	which	then	resulted	in	possession.	

As	the	gods	speaking	through	the	mediums	are	the	ones	residing	in	the	sa-

cred	grove,	their	number	is	prescribed	and	should	be	at	least	four	(Marang	Bu-
ru,	Jaher	Ayo,	Moreko	Truiko	and	Manjhi	Haram).	Since	Moreko	Turuiko	literally	
means	 “Five	 Six”,	 he	 often	 appears	 in	 the	plural	 and	possesses	 several	medi-

ums.	In	the	courtyard	the	village	elders	then	presented	the	gods	with	their	at-

tributes.	Moreko	Turuiko,	as	a	god	associated	with	hunting,	 received	bow	and	
arrow	(ak	sar),	 Jaher	Ayo	was	given	a	broom	(jono)	and	a	basket	(daore),	Ma-
rang	Buru	 was	 handed	 an	 iron	 rod	 (barsi	hapa).	With	 these	 instruments	 the	
possessed	mediums	made	 their	way	 to	 the	 sacred	grove	 to	 see	 if	 it	had	been	

prepared	well	for	the	activities	of	the	next	day.		

	

The	Main	Day:	Sacrifices,	Feasting	and	Dancing	

On	the	main	day	of	the	baha	festival	relatives	from	other	villages	arrived.	Espe-
cially	married	women,	together	with	their	husbands	and	children	make	use	of	

this	occasion	 to	visit	 their	native	villages.	But	also	 relatives	 like	 the	mother’s	

brother	 or	 father’s	 sister	 come	 and	 bring	 their	 respective	 partners	 and	 chil-

dren	along.	Although	these	visits	by	affinal	relatives	played	an	important	role	

in	the	festival’s	activities,	the	ritual	activities	in	the	sacred	grove	were	reserved	

for	the	men	of	the	village.	Only	they	attended	the	ritual	act	of	sacrificing	to	the	

jaher	deities	in	the	morning.	
The	sacrifices	were	performed	by	the	village	priest	(naeke)	at	 the	 foot	of	

sal	 trees	within	the	grove	and	a	chicken	of	prescribed	color	was	dedicated	to	
each	deity	of	the	grove.	In	the	main	shrine,	Marang	Buru,	the	male	deity	of	the	
grove,	received	sal	flowers	and	a	white	cock	(pond	sandi),	while	Jaher	Ayo,	the	
mother	of	the	grove,	was	offered	mahua	blossoms	and	a	speckled	pullet	(herak	
kalot).	The	bodies	of	the	sacrificed	chickens	and	goats	were	later	jointly	eaten	
by	the	men	of	the	village.	Moreko	Turuiko	received	a	red	cock	(arak	sandi)	and	
possessed	several	mediums.	While	dancing	around	the	shrine	in	the	grove,	he	

took	a	bow	and	arrow	and	the	hunters’	horn	(sakua)	as	his	attributes.	In	most	
villages	at	least	one	goat,	a	white	one	for	Marang	Buru,	was	sacrificed	as	well.	
This	was	done	by	the	gods	themselves,	through	the	mediums.	Moreko	Turuiko	
shot	an	arrow	into	the	goat,	after	which	the	goat	was	beheaded	with	a	sacrifi-

cial	axe.	

Each	 village	 household	 contributed	 a	 chicken	 to	 the	 collective	 sacrifices	

and	these	chickens	were	offered	later	in	a	separate	sacrificial	circle.	Although	
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women	were	excluded	from	the	ritual	sacrifices	in	the	shrine,	their	attendance	

of	 the	 worship	 activities	 was	 essential.	 Only	 once	 they	 started	 singing	 and	

dancing	did	the	gods	arrive	and	possessed	the	mediums,	making	it	possible	for	

the	 ritual	 to	 proceed.	 Five	 people	 then	 became	possessed	 by	 the	 gods	 of	 the	

sacred	 grove,	who,	 like	 the	 evening	 before,	 each	 took	 on	 their	 respective	 at-

tributes.	In	some	villages	the	mediums	then	left	the	grove	and	collected	sal	and	
mahua	flowers	from	the	forest.	Women’s	contribution	to	the	ritual	activities	in	
the	 jaher	 is	especially	remarkable,	because	the	baha	 festival	 is	one	of	the	two	
occasions	when	they	are	allowed	to	enter	the	grove.	In	some	villages	their	en-

try	into	the	jaher	is	also	tolerated	during	the	cattle	sacrifice	(jaher	dangri).		
	

	
Photo	36:	Women	dancing	in	the	sacred	grove	at	the	occasion	of	the	baha	festival.	
Their	singing	and	dancing	calls	the	gods,	while	the	village	priest	(naeke)	is	preparing	
the	sacrificial	circles.	The	straw	bundle	on	the	tree	is	called	tore	sutam	and	considered	

to	be	the	venue	through	which	the	deities	come.		

	

In	 the	 evening,	 after	 resting	 during	 the	 heat	 of	 the	 afternoon,	 villagers,	 their	

visiting	relatives	and	people	from	neighboring	villages	moved	in	large	crowds	

towards	 the	 jaher.	 The	women	 stood	 in	 lines	 in	 front	 of	 the	 shrine.	Here	 the	
village	priest	handed	each	one	a	 sal	 flower,	which	 they	put	 in	 their	hair.	The	
men,	who	also	received	these	flowers	shortly	after,	put	them	behind	their	ears.	

People	 took	great	 care	of	 these	 flowers	and	 later	hung	 them	above	a	door	of	
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their	house	as	a	sign	of	auspiciousness	(sagun).	While	the	groups	of	men	and	
women	dance	to	the	rhythm	of	the	drums,	the	gods	returned	again,	manifested	

in	the	screams	and	seemingly	uncontrolled	dancing	of	the	mediums.		

With	 the	onset	of	darkness,	people	 returned	 to	 their	houses,	where	 they	

ate,	drank	rice	beer,	sang	and	socialized.	In	the	house	where	I	was	hosted	by	an	

old	 lady,	 her	 brothers-in-law	 had	 brought	 their	 banam.	 They	 sang	 a	 singrai	
song,	usually	sung	at	the	hunting	festivals	discussed	in	chapter	four.	Later,	dur-

ing	 the	night,	all	generations	and	especially	 the	young,	started	dancing	 in	 the	

village	dance	ground.	Until	the	following	morning,	the	dancing	joined	men	and	

women	from	inside	and	outside	the	village	in	long	lines.	Often	the	girls	danced	

together,	hands	firmly	 locked.	When	a	boy	saw	a	girl	he	was	interested	in,	he	

approached	her	and	tried	to	convince	her	to	let	him	join	in	the	line	and	dance	

next	 to	her.	Often	I	could	observe	that	 the	girl	and	her	 friends	rejected	him	–	

sometimes	he	tried	a	few	more	times,	until	he	had	to	give	up.	But	it	is	not	only	

the	men	who	 initiate	 such	 encounters	 –	 for	 a	 girl,	 often	 together	with	 other	

girls,	 can	 do	 so	 as	well.	 The	 flirtatious	 atmosphere	 cannot	 be	 overlooked,	 as	

Babiracki	(2001,	44)	has	pointed	out	in	writing	about	village	adivasi	dancing	in	
general	and	Munda	dancing	in	particular.		

	
The	Third	Day:	Observing	the	Auspicious	Clay	Pitcher,	Hunting	and	Water	

Fights	

As	already	described	in	detail	in	chapter	four,	the	third	day	of	the	baha	festival	
consists	of	 three	main	activities,	which	are	mentioned	here	 again	 shortly	be-

cause	they	provide	important	details	for	my	later	argument	about	fertility.	The	

last	ritual	activities	took	place	in	the	priest’s	house	on	the	morning	of	the	third	

day.	Here	a	clay	pitcher	was	used	to	predict	the	rainfall	for	the	coming	agricul-

tural	 season.	After	 singing	 songs	 commenting	 on	hunting	 activities	 and	 com-

municating	 with	 the	 hunting	 deity	 through	 a	 medium,	 men	 and	 boys	 of	 the	

village	embarked	on	the	first	hunt	of	the	year	armed	with	bows,	arrows,	axes	

and	spears,	accompanied	by	their	hunting	dogs.	They	later	returned	to	the	vil-

lage	 led	by	 a	 group	of	drummers,	 singing	 songs	 (singrai	seren).	 In	 the	 village	
the	priest’s	wife	received	them	by	washing	and	oiling	their	feet.	Parallel	to	the-

se	hunting	activities,	water	fights	took	place	in	each	household	and	on	the	vil-

lage	street	between	affinal	relatives.		
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Themes	of	Village	Flower	Festivals:	Fertility	of	Humans	and	Fields		
To	summarize,	the	Santal	village	flower	festival	celebrates	the	arrival	of	spring.	

It	brings	together	villagers	and	their	affinal	relatives	in	a	celebration	of	renew-

al,	symbolized	by	the	blooming	of	sal	and	mahua	 trees.	The	ritual	actions	and	
symbolism	of	the	festival	suggest	that	the	theme	of	fertility	in	the	sense	of	fe-

cundity	and	fruitfulness	stands	at	its	center.	The	concept	of	fertility	in	my	anal-

ysis	is	an	abstraction	from	the	many	concrete	enactments	and	symbols	thereof	

within	the	Santal	flower	festival.		

More	specifically,	 this	 fertility	appears	within	 the	more	general	 theme	of	

new	growth	in	the	context	of	the	flower	festival.	People	offer	the	first	sal	and	
mahua	 flowers	of	the	season	to	the	deities	of	the	sacred	grove.	In	addition,	as	
discussed	in	the	context	of	the	ritual	of	observing	the	auspicious	clay	pitcher,	

the	rain	for	the	coming	agricultural	season	is	predicted.	This	rain	is	to	flood	the	

fields	and	nourish	the	soon	to	be	sown	rice	seeds.		

But	this	fertility	also	appears	in	the	shape	of	references	to	sexuality,	which	

hint	at	human	reproduction.	The	straw	figure	of	a	human	couple	in	sexual	in-

tercourse	 hung	 in	 the	 sacred	 grove,	 the	 visits	 of	 affinal	 relatives,	 the	 promi-

nence	of	rice	beer	as	a	symbol	of	human	reproduction,	and	the	central	role	of	

dancing	during	 the	 festival	 serve	as	examples.	The	 fertility	articulated	during	

the	Santal	 flower	festival	 thus	comprises	human	as	well	as	environmental	as-

pects.	Instead	of	distinguishing	these	two	domains,	or	speaking	of	“human	fer-

tility”	 and	 “natural	 fertility”	 as	 Bloch	 and	 Parry	 (1982,	 18)	 do,	 my	 Santal	

ethnography	 suggests	 no	 such	 distinction.	 Rather,	 the	 growth	 of	 plants	 and	

humans	 result	 from	 similar	 mechanisms,	 namely	 the	 joining	 of	 and	 connec-

tions	between	 two	distinct	 entities.	While	human	 reproduction	 results	out	of	

the	 relationships	 between	 agnatic	 and	 affinal	 relatives,	 the	 growth	 of	 rice	

plants	results	out	of	the	established	connection	between	forest	and	cultivated	

fields.	

My	 argument	 concerning	 human	 reproduction	 here	 is	 that	 on	 the	 one	

hand	the	flower	festival	ensures	the	fertility	and	the	continuation	of	the	whole	

village.	The	 sacred	grove	 itself	 is	 a	 reminder	of	 the	 foundation	of	 the	 village.	

The	grove	is	the	patch	of	forest	left	over	from	when	the	ancestors	cleared	the	

forest	in	order	to	till	the	land	and	establish	a	village.	The	deities	of	the	sacred	

grove	function	as	benevolent	deities	for	the	village	as	a	whole,	including	many	

latecomers	who	do	not	belong	 to	 the	agnatic	groups	of	 the	original	 founders.	

For	the	sacrifices	to	the	deities	of	the	grove	each	village	household	contributes	
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a	chicken.	Therefore,	 the	 festival	 is	 concerned	with	 the	 fertility	of	 the	village,	

with	its	generally	agnatic	connotation.	

On	the	other	hand,	the	flower	festival	also	expresses	the	complementarity	

of	affines,	ideally	residing	in	other	villages,	and	agnates.	It	states	that	the	join-

ing	of	 these	 two	categories	 is	 essential	 for	 the	 continued	existence	of	 the	ag-

nates.	 This	 is	 most	 vividly	 expressed	 in	 the	 important	 role	 married	 women	

play	 during	 the	 festival.	 They	 are	 the	 ones	 who	 have	 come	 into	 the	 agnatic	

group	 as	 in-laws.	 Once	 a	 year,	 at	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 flower	 festival	 they	 are	

permitted	to	enter	the	sacred	grove.	Their	contribution	to	the	ritual	activities	is	

essential.	Through	their	singing	and	dancing	they	call	the	deities,	whose	partic-

ipation	makes	the	festival	an	especially	auspicious	and	happy	event.		

The	fertility	of	fields	and	the	forest	equally	plays	an	important	role	in	the	

flower	 festival.	 This	 is	 expressed	 in	 several	 of	 the	 festival’s	 ritual	 actions,	 in-

cluding	 the	general	 role	of	wild	 sal	 and	mahua	 flowers,	 the	hunt	 and	 the	ob-
serving	of	 the	auspicious	clay	pitcher.	 In	all	 these	actions,	 spatial	movements	

between	the	spheres	of	forest	and	village	are	crucial.	Wild	flowers	are	brought	

into	the	sacred	grove,	offered	to	the	village	deities,	handed	to	the	villagers	and	

later	placed	in	the	houses.	Prey	from	the	forest	is	brought	into	the	village.	And	

on	the	same	day	the	clay	pitcher	filled	with	water	predicts	the	coming	rainfall	

for	the	agricultural	year.	The	hunting	(sendra	bonga)	and	mountain	rituals	(bu-
ru	bonga)	discussed	in	chapter	four	articulate	the	same	association	of	the	for-
est	with	 rain.	 The	 fertility	 of	 the	 fields	 is	 in	most	 villages	 of	 East	 Singhbhum	

solely	 dependent	 on	 the	monsoon.	 Ritual	 logic	 hence	 suggests	 that	 the	 fields	

receive	their	fertility	from	the	domain	of	the	forest.	The	flower	festival	there-

fore	articulates	that	the	forest	plays	an	 important	role	 in	the	continued	exist-

ence	 of	 the	 village	 and	 its	 inhabitants.	 Because	 a	 sufficient	 rice	 harvest,	

supplemented	by	the	use	of	forest	products	(for	example	dried	mahua	flowers	
and	 various	 other	 edible	 plants	 of	 the	 forest),	 is	 the	 most	 important	 food	

source	for	the	Santal	in	this	area,	this	fertility	of	the	forest	and	the	fields	is	the	

condition	for	human	growth	and	reproduction.	

The	reference	to	women	as	flowers	in	several	contexts	shows,	that	human	

reproduction	and	the	 fertility	of	plants	are	conceptualized	 in	similar	 terms	 in	

the	Santal	worldview.	 In	songs	sung	during	the	baha	 festival,	 the	 flowers	of	a	
tree	refer	to	young	women	who	have	matured,	ready	to	be	“picked”	by	suitable	

men.	As	portrayed	in	chapter	three,	during	one	of	the	first	ritual	encounters	in	

the	context	of	marriage	arrangements,	the	groom’s	party	refers	to	the	potential	

bride	as	a	flower.		
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These	and	other	Santal	metaphors,	which	often	draw	analogies	between	plants	

and	humans	–	 life	 stages	are,	 for	example,	expressed	 in	 terms	of	 tress	and	 in	

ritual	practice	a	child	or	groom	and	bride	can	be	married	to	a	tree	–	underline	

my	previous	assertion	 that	 there	 is	no	ontological	difference	between	society	

and	“nature”.	Rather,	one	is	expressed	in	terms	of	the	other.		

While	 it	 is	my	 conclusion	 here	 that	 the	 village	 flower	 festival	 celebrates	

and	generates	 fertility	 in	 the	sense	of	 the	 fecundity	of	plants	and	society,	 the	

case	of	regional	flower	festivals	(disom	baha)	portrayed	in	the	following	shows	
that	 this	 is	not	 the	 core	 concern	of	 these	 festivals.	 Instead,	 some	elements	of	

the	village	festival	have	been	elaborated	while	others	have	been	left	out	com-

pletely.	 Instead	of	visits	between	relatives	or	the	 importance	of	 the	forest	ex-

pressed	 in	 the	 hunt,	 organized	 dancing	 and	 the	 gathering	 of	 thousands	 of	

people	from	allover	the	region	stands	in	the	forefront.	Not	fertility,	but	the	ar-

ticulation	of	a	specific	Santal	identity	is	central	to	this	ritual.		

	

5.1.2	Regional	Sacred	Groves	(disom	jaher)	
In	 contrast	 to	 village	 sacred	 groves,	 their	 regional	 counterparts	 have	 only	

been	established	recently.	Dating	back	to	roughly	the	1960s,	 the	building	of	

regional	 sacred	 groves	 is	 linked	 to	 the	history	 of	 industrialization	 in	 Santal	

areas.	The	secretary	of	 the	disom	jaher	 at	Surda	mines,	 located	between	the	
towns	 of	 Ghatsila	 and	 Musabani,	 explained	 that	 the	 reason	 for	 the	 jaher’s	
foundation	was	the	migration	of	Santal	workers	to	this	area.	They	had	come	

from	West	Bengal,	Odisha	and	other	places	of	Jharkhand	to	work	in	local	cop-

per	 mines,	 run	 by	 the	 company	 Hindustan	 Copper	 Limited.	 Because	 these	

men	 and	 their	 families	 did	 not	 belong	 to	 any	 village	 of	 the	 area,	 they	 ex-

pressed	the	desire	to	establish	a	place	for	collective	worship.	Together	with	

their	local	colleagues	they	decided	to	build	a	sacred	grove	independent	from	

villages,	in	which	they	could	hold	Santal	annual	rituals,	most	importantly	the	

spring	 flower	 festival	 (baha	 porob).	 In	 Jhargram,	 a	 town	 in	 West	 Bengal,	
young	Santal	men	spoke	of	the	same	motivation	for	the	building	of	the	disom	
jaher	 located	 in	 the	 town’s	 center:	 “It	 was	 built	 for	 those	 Santal	 who	 had	
found	 jobs	 in	 the	 city	 and	 had	 left	 their	 villages.”	 Migration	 of	 this	 kind	 is	

most	 often	 spurred	 by	 employment	 opportunities	 in	 regional	 mines	 and	

therefore	closely	related	to	industrialization	in	the	area.	The	establishment	of	

disom	 jahers	 located	 in	 the	 industrial	 town	 of	 Jamshedpur	 as	 well	 as	 in	
Ghatsila,	close	to	Moubhandar	copper	mines,	fits	into	this	pattern.	People	also	
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spoke	of	disom	jahers	built	 in	large	cities	such	as	Kolkata	and	Ranchi,	where	
Santal	men	have	found	employment	in	the	government	and	railway	sector.	

A	relevant	aspect	related	to	urban	migration	is	the	increased	interaction	

with	 other	 religious	 communities	 and	 the	 growing	 awareness	 of	 one’s	 own	

cultural	 and	 religious	 background.	 “All	 these	 communities	 have	 their	 own	

places	 of	 worship.	 The	 Hindus	 have	 temples,	 Muslims	 have	 mosques	 and	

Christians	go	to	church,	but	the	Santal	only	had	their	village	sacred	groves”,	

the	previously	mentioned	secretary	of	a	disom	jaher	specified.	With	the	build-
ing	 of	disom	jahers,	 the	 Santal	workers	 created	 their	 own	 place	 of	worship	
(bonga	jaega)	as	a	material	representation	of	their	religious	difference	from	
other	communities.	

The	land	used	for	establishing	the	sacred	grove	at	Surda	mines	belongs	

to	 the	 Indian	 government.	 Because	 it	was	 forested	 land,	 the	 Forest	Depart-

ment	had	previously	administered	it.	The	Santal	men	working	at	Surda	mines	

asked	the	Forest	Department	to	make	the	land	available,	so	that	a	wall	could	

be	erected	around	the	forest	and	it	could	be	used	as	a	place	of	worship.	Ini-

tially,	the	Forest	Department	refused	and	people	started	occupying	the	place.	

After	negotiations,	 it	was	 finally	 allocated	 to	 them	under	 the	 condition	 that	

they	would	 not	 cut	 any	 trees.	 The	District	 Forest	Officer	 then	 provided	 the	

building	 material	 to	 surround	 the	 grove.	 The	 government	 block	 office	 fi-

nanced	another	building	on	the	inside	of	the	grove.	Writing	on	the	jaher’s	wall	
dates	its	establishment	back	to	1989.	In	the	case	of	the	sacred	grove	in	Jhar-

gram	certain	similarities	exist.	It	is	located	in	a	place	where	a	weekly	market	

(hat)	 used	 to	 be	 held.	 The	 people	 I	 interviewed	 stated	 that	 eventually	 the	
government	gave	permission	to	use	the	place	as	a	sacred	grove.	The	remark-

able	 fact	 that	 in	 both	 cases	 public	 land	 was	 made	 available	 for	 the	 Santal	

community	points	to	the	local	political	influence	the	Santal	possess.	

A	common	theme	emerged	from	many	conversations	I	had	about	the	re-

gional	 sacred	 groves	 in	Musabani,	 Ghatsila	 and	 Jhargram.	 People	 especially	

highlighted	the	environmental	benefits	of	these	forested	places.	Some	of	the	

founders	emphasized	 that	disom	jahers	were	established	 “against	deforesta-
tion”.	Statements	such	as	“we	tribal	people	worship	nature”,	referring	to	the	

location	 of	 Santal	 sacrificial	 rituals	 under	 trees,	made	 use	 of	 the	 same	 dis-

course,	 namely	 that	 indigenous	 people	 have	 a	 special	 relationship	with	 the	

environment.	Some	of	the	Santal	political	movements	I	encountered	strategi-

cally	 employed	 this	 global	 discourse,	 in	 order	 to	 lend	 their	 political	 claims	

more	legitimacy.	The	establishment	of	regional	sacred	groves	can	be	linked	to	
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a	raised	awareness	among	the	Santal	of	the	political	possibilities	and	benefits	

their	 minority	 position	 offers.	 Performing	 large	 annual	 celebrations	 in	 re-

gional	 sacred	 groves	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 one	 way	 of	 emphasizing	 this	

unique	Santal	identity.		

The	organization	behind	 regional	 sacred	groves	 itself	differentiates	be-

tween	different	communities	of	the	area.	In	general,	non-Santal,	such	as	pot-

ters,	weavers	or	 ironsmiths,	can	be	simple	members	of	a	disom	jaher.	Surda	
disom	 jaher	 for	 example	 has	 501	 so-called	 “simple	 members”.	 Today	 each	
person	pays	200	Rupees	a	year.	At	the	 jaher’s	 time	of	foundation	this	yearly	
membership	 fee	was	 set	 at	 10	Rupees.	Apart	 from	 this	 simple	membership	

open	 to	 anyone,	 the	 decision-making	 committee,	 as	 people	 emphasized,	

should	only	consist	of	Santal	members.	This	committee	has	an	elected	Secre-

tary,	President	and	Treasurer.		

To	the	left	of	the	 jaher’s	gate	a	 large	wall	states	the	names	of	donors	to	
the	annual	spring	flower	festival	celebrated	in	the	jaher.	In	2011	a	local	poli-
tician,	Ghatsila’s	Member	of	Legislative	Assembly	(MLA)	Ramdas	Soren	from	

the	political	party	 Jharkhand	Mukti	Morcha	(JMM),	donated	 the	 largest	 sum	

of	25,001	Rupees.	Other	donations	range	 from	24,900	Rupees	 to	 the	 lowest	

sum	of	500	Rupees.	In	addition	to	the	MLA	of	Ghatsila,	there	are	other	nota-

ble	 individuals	 invited	 to	 and	 involved	 in	 the	 activities	 in	 the	 jaher.	 Among	
them	are	 local	politicians	and	Santal	 leaders,	such	as	the	desh	pargana	Baiju	
Murmu	and	 the	 torop	parganas	 of	 the	 area.	 In	 2013	 the	 list	 comprised	117	
names.	Most	of	the	donors	were	Santal,	but	one	also	finds	family	names	such	

as	Dutta	and	Singh,	which	are	not	Santal	names.	A	donor’s	place	of	residence	

is	listed	next	to	his	name.	Many	live	in	villages	of	the	area,	but	some	of	them	

also	reside	further	away	in	Jamshedpur,	Ranchi	and	one	even	in	Delhi.	

On	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 annual	 flower	 festival,	 a	 priest	 (naeke)	 especially	
appointed	 for	 this	disom	jaher,	 carries	 out	 all	 of	 the	 ritual	 activity.	When	 the	
jaher	was	 founded	several	naekes	 of	 the	area	were	summoned	 to	decide	who	
was	 to	 take	on	 this	 function.	Through	a	medium	one	of	 them	was	chosen.	He	

happens	to	be	the	village	priest	of	the	nearby	village	of	Surda.	Apart	from	the	

flower	 festival,	 many	 regional	 sacred	 groves	 also	 celebrate	 the	 ritual	 called	

mak	more	(“to	cut/behead	five”).	In	the	village	it	is	held	either	in	May/June	or	
in	December	and	consists	of	a	cow	and	water	buffalo	sacrifice.	The	meat	is	then	

distributed	 in	 even	 portions	 to	 each	 household	 in	 the	 village.	 People	 agreed	

that	 cow	sacrifices	 could	not	be	carried	out	 in	 the	disom	jahers,	 because	 they	
are	located	in	towns	where	high-caste	Hindus	reside.	Because	cows	are	sacred	
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animals	 in	 Hinduism,	 it	was	 decided	 that	 sacrificing	 them	would	most	 likely	

create	conflict.	In	order	to	avoid	any	such	negative	attention,	goats	and	chick-

ens	are	sacrificed	in	the	disom	jahers	during	mak	more	instead.	
A	comparison	of	different	regional	sacred	groves	around	Surda,	and	in	the	

towns	of	Ghatsila	and	Chakulia	reveals	 that	 their	 foundation	 falls	 in	one	 time	

period.	The	Surda	disom	jaher	was	founded	in	1989,	the	one	in	Ghatsila	in	1985	
and	 the	 Chakulia	 one	 in	 1984.	 People	 reported	 that	 the	 building	 of	 a	 disom	
jaher	 in	one	town	gave	other	people	in	another	place	the	idea	to	do	the	same,	
and	 so	 a	 snowball	 effect	 led	 to	 the	 local	 emergence	 of	 disom	 jahers	 in	 the	
1980s.	As	I	will	argue	later,	another	factor	can	be	found	in	the	cultural	activi-

ties	supported	by	the	Jharkhand	movement,	active	in	the	area	at	that	time.	Es-

pecially	 the	 JMM	 supported	 many	 cultural	 activities,	 among	 them	 large	

celebrations	of	village	festivals.		

The	following	depictions	of	two	different	flower	festivals	celebrated	in	di-
som	jahers	will	 portray	how	a	 festival,	 previously	only	 celebrated	 in	 a	 village	
context,	serves	as	a	vital	example	of	Santal	“culturalism”	(Sahlins	1999,	x)	to-

day.	 The	 performance	 of	 this	 re-invented	 tradition	 has	 become	 an	 annual	

marker	of	Santal	identity	in	this	area	in	the	last	decades.	

	

5.1.3	Description	of	Two	disom	baha	Festivals		
A	 comparison	 of	 Santal	 rituals	 in	 general	 reveals	 a	 variety	 of	 practices.	 De-

pendent	on	their	circle	of	participants	and	their	 location	some	of	 them	give	a	

rather	invariable	impression	while	others	appear	more	dynamic.	“We	do	it	like	

this,	because	our	ancestors	taught	us	to	do	so”	was	the	answer	I	often	received	

when-ever	I	attempted	to	probe	into	the	reasons	behind	a	peculiar	activity	in	

any	Santal	ritual.	The	sharing	of	drink	and	food	with	the	ancestors	in	the	ances-

tral	shrine	is	limited	to	a	close	circle	of	people	who	live	in	the	same	household.	

Chapter	three	depicted	an	example	of	a	similarly	restrictive	ritual	of	the	 local	

line:	during	 the	 sacrificial	 ritual	 jom	sim	bonga	 the	deity	of	 the	 local	 line	was	
pleased	with	sacrificial	goat	blood	poured	on	this	group’s	land.	While	some	as-

pects	 of	 these	 rituals	 bear	 signs	of	 slight	 alteration	 –	 today	 a	printed	banner	

written	in	the	Santal	script	Ol	Chiki	states	the	name	of	its	organizers	–	people	

regarded	them	as	serious	events	with	little	room	for	change	in	their	core	ritual	

actions.	This	sets	these	rituals	apart	from	the	three	cases	presented	in	the	next	

section.	
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What	 distinguishes	 these	 regional	 versions	 of	 the	 annual	 flower	 festival	

from	 their	 village	 counterparts	 are	 their	 large	groups	of	participants	 and	 the	

ensuing	 publicity.	 In	 regional	 sacred	 groves,	 the	 festival	 revolves	 neither	

around	mutual	 visits	 of	 kin,	 nor	 around	 sacrifices	 and	 commensality.	 Rather,	

disom	baha	 festivals	 feature	 large	 dance	 performances,	 politicians’	 speeches	
and	an	organized	portrayal	of	Santal	culture.	

	

A	disom	baha	Festival	at	Surda	
The	largest	and	best-known	regional	sacred	grove	(disom	jaher)	in	the	area	is	
the	“Surda	crossing	 jaher”	located	at	a	road	intersection	connecting	Musabani	
and	Ghatsila.	 Its	 remarkable	 set-up	makes	 it	 easily	 visible	 as	 a	 “Santal	place”	

from	 the	 outside.	 The	 grove	 is	 surrounded	by	 a	 concrete	wall	 and	 its	 gate	 is	

decorated	 with	 signs	 stating:	 “Disom	 Jaher	 Garh”	 and	 “Puja	Place”	 (worship	
place)	 in	 Roman,	 Hindi	 and	 Ol	 Chiki	 script.	 To	 the	 right	 of	 the	 gate	 a	 board	

gives	 information	 about	 the	 different	 worship	 places	 within	 the	 jaher.	 The	
board	further	specifies	the	jaher’s	construction	date	in	1989.	To	the	left	of	the	
main	gate	a	wall	with	the	writing	“Disom	jaher	garh,	Bahabonga	2011	honora-
ble	 donors	 list”	 states	 the	 names	 of	 about	 120	 individuals	 together	with	 the	

amount	of	money	they	donated	 for	 the	annual	disom	baha	 festival.	 In	 front	of	
the	disom	jaher	stands	a	small	temple-like	building,	sheltering	a	bronze	statue	
of	 Baba	 Tilka	 Manjhi	 –	 the	 first	 Santal	 freedom	 fighter,	 who	 took	 up	 arms	

against	the	British	in	1784	(Munda	2004,	185)	–	decorated	with	a	flower	chain	

and	armed	with	bow	and	arrow.	The	inside	of	the	grove	features	a	large	circle	

surrounded	by	patches	of	forest.	The	center	consists	of	an	elevated	platform	on	

which	a	circle	of	sal	trees	was	planted.	In	the	middle	of	this	tree	circle	stands	a	
small	 shed	made	of	wooden	poles,	 serving	as	a	 shrine	 for	 the	 flower	 festival.	

Here	 sacrifices,	 possession	 and	 invocations	 take	 place	 in	 the	morning	 of	 the	

festival.	The	largest	part	of	the	grove	consists	of	the	dance	ground	surrounding	

this	inner	circle	of	trees.	
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Photo	37:	The	regional	sacred	grove	(disom	jaher)	at	Surda.		

	

For	 the	occasion	of	 the	annual	 regional	 flower	 festival	 in	2011	 the	grove	had	

been	decorated	elaborately.	From	the	trees	in	the	middle,	colorful	rows	of	cloth	

stretched	to	the	edges	of	the	dance	ground,	creating	a	sort	of	roof.	Between	the	

cloths	hung	 ropes	with	 glittery	paper.	On	one	 side	of	 the	 grove	 a	 large	 stage	

had	been	set	up,	where	politicians	and	the	board	members	of	the	disom	jaher	
were	later	seated.	

The	day	of	the	festival	began	with	a	less	public	even,	namely	the	worship	

in	 the	shrine	 in	 the	morning.	The	naeke	 of	 the	disom	jaher	performed	similar	
ritual	actions	as	take	place	during	the	village	baha	festival.	At	the	foot	of	a	sal	
tree	 he	 drew	 sacrificial	 circles	 and	 sacrificed	 chickens	 to	 the	 deities	 of	 the	

grove.	The	chickens	were	brought	by	each	household	of	the	adjoining	villages	

to	the	disom	jaher.	A	white	goat,	sacrificed	to	the	god	Marang	Buru,	as	well	as	
other	ritual	 ingredients	had	been	purchased	by	 the	 jaher	 committee	with	 the	
help	of	donations.	The	sacrificial	 food	(sore)	was	cooked	hereafter,	and	could	
only	be	consumed	by	members	of	the	disom	jaher.	The	large	crowds,	so	charac-
teristic	of	this	festival,	arrived	in	the	afternoon.	At	that	time	the	priest	with	the	

help	 of	 assistants,	 handed	 sal	 flowers	 to	 the	 attendants,	 who	 then	 wore	 the	
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flowers	behind	their	ears	or	in	their	hair.	The	sacrifices	and	the	distribution	of	

flowers	are	equally	features	of	the	village	flower	festival,	but	they	do	not	nec-

essarily	shape	the	image	of	the	disom	baha	festival	in	the	minds	of	the	partici-
pants,	spectators	and	the	media.	

The	core	of	this	disom	baha	festival	consisted	of	large	dance	performances.	
For	many	hours	the	dance	ground	was	transformed	into	a	cloud	of	dust,	vibrat-

ing	with	the	steps	of	hundreds	of	female	and	male	dancers	dressed	in	identical	

clothes.	 The	women	wore	 checkered	 “Santal	 sarees”,	 some	 of	 them	balanced	

water-filled	vases	on	 their	heads	while	dancing.	The	men	danced	 in	 separate	

lines,	dressed	in	identical	dhotis	with	peacock	feathers	tied	to	their	turbans.	In	
front	 of	 each	 line	 of	 dancers	 a	 group	 of	men	were	 beating	 Santal	 drums,	 the	

tamak	 and	 tumda.	 Many	 young	 men	 who	 were	 watching	 the	 dance	 perfor-
mances	 filmed	 the	 dance	 groups	with	 their	mobile	 phones.	 Several	 videos	 of	

disom	baha	dances	can	be	found	on	YouTube,	an	Internet	video	platform,	evi-
dence	of	 the	many	disom	baha	 festivals	 organized.	Unlike	 the	dancing	during	
the	village	 flower	 festival,	 the	dancing	at	 the	disom	jahers	 is	not	 inclusive.	 In-
stead	it	is	an	organized	performance.	The	day	following	the	disom	baha	festival,	
all	major	regional	newspapers	featured	pictures	of	these	dances,	often	provid-

ing	very	little	background	information	about	the	festival.		

The	disom	baha	festival	at	Surda	crossing	further	provides	an	arena	for	lo-
cal	politicians.	While	 the	groups	danced,	 the	politicians	gave	speeches	broad-

casted	to	the	crowd	through	microphones	and	loudspeakers.	They	did	so	from	

the	 stage	 set	 up	 for	 their	 attendance.	 In	 2012,	 Ghatsila’s	MLA	Ramdas	 Soren	

attended	 the	 celebration	 accompanied	 by	 several	 armed	bodyguards.	He	 is	 a	

member	of	the	locally	very	prominent	political	party	Jharkhand	Mukti	Morcha.	

Next	to	him	sat	the	desh	pargana	of	Ghatsila,	who	traditionally	presides	over	all	
the	village	headmen	(manjhis)	of	a	large	area.	Also	on	the	stage	were	the	area’s	
torop	parganas	 and	members	of	 the	board	of	 the	disom	jaher,	many	of	whom	
work	in	the	nearby	copper	mine.	The	presence	of	these	politicians	might	be	the	

reason	why	some	Santal	critics	of	these	disom	jahers	referred	to	them	as	“polit-
ical	worshipping	places”.	
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Photo	38:	Dance	performances	during	the	regional	flower	festival	at	Surda.	The	

women	are	wearing	what	is	called	“Santal	sarees”.	

	

	
Photo	39:	Group	of	drummers	and	dancers	during	the	regional	flower	festival	at	Surda	

disom	jaher.	
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While	many	people	 came	mainly	 to	watch	 the	dances,	 others	 embarked	on	 a	

trail	 from	one	sacred	site	of	 the	grove	 to	another.	The	maze	 formed	by	 these	

sites	is	portrayed	outside	on	the	wall	of	the	jaher.	Each	of	these	places	featured	
clay	statues,	measuring	about	one	meter	in	height.181	The	statues	taught	people	

about	Santal	tradition,	such	as	the	main	gods	of	the	sacred	grove	and	the	activi-

ties	of	the	ancestors.	Behind	each	of	the	scenes	attached	to	a	tree	was	a	short	

Santali	description,	written	in	Devanagari	script.	Different	scenes,	for	example,	

depicted	the	seven	sons	and	seven	daughters	of	the	ancestral	Santal	couple	Pil-
cu	Haram	 and	Pilcu	Budhi.	 They	were	 hunting	 and	 gathering,	 dancing,	 drum-
ming,	and	worshipping	the	gods.	

	

	

Photo	40:	Clay	statues	in	the	regional	sacred	grove	depicting	the	Santal	ancestors	as	
hunters.		

	

The	 most	 defining	 feature	 of	 the	 disom	 baha	 festival	 at	 Surda	 is	 the	 large	
amount	 of	 participants.	 Several	 thousand	 people	 attended	 the	 large	 celebra-

tion.	Word	of	mouth	and	printed	invitations	sent	out	by	the	disom	jaher	com-
mittee	drew	people	from	many	parts	of	Jharkhand	and	the	adjoining	states	of	

																																																								
181	Similar-looking	clay	statues	seem	to	be	used	in	other	adivasi	festivals	in	Central	India	as	can	
be	seen	on	a	picture	of	the	2009	Adivasi	Exhibition	in	Bhubaneswar,	taken	by	Markus	Schleiter	

(De	Maaker	and	Schleiter	2010,	16).	
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Odisha	 and	West	 Bengal.	 The	 organizers	 even	 maintained	 that	 people	 come	

from	 as	 far	 away	 as	 Assam	 and	 Nepal.	 They	 arrived	 in	 chartered	 busses,	 in	

hired	jeeps,	on	motorbikes	and	on	foot.	On	that	day,	before	reaching	the	grove,	

one	had	to	weave	through	a	 long	traffic	 jam.	As	their	names	already	state,	di-
som	baha	festivals	attract	the	people	of	the	whole	region	(disom)	to	attend	this	
new	format	of	the	village	flower	festival.	The	case	of	the	Surda	disom	baha	fes-
tival	 is	 representative	 for	many	other	ones	 that	have	grown	out	of	 industrial	

structures	in	the	area.	In	a	similar	manner,	in	the	nearby	towns	of	Ghatsila	and	

in	 Chakulia,	 Santal	 workers	 have	 acquired	 the	 right	 to	 use	 land	 for	 these	

groves,	formed	committees	and	annually	organize	large	flower	festivals	similar	

to	the	Surda	one.	The	collective	aspect	of	these	types	of	regional	sacred	groves	

with	an	industrial	background	sets	them	apart	from	the	case	described	in	the	

following.	This	disom	jaher	was	built	by	an	influential	family,	who	already	pos-
sessed	resources	to	build	it.	Therefore,	they	were	relatively	free	to	shape	cer-

tain	 aspects	of	 the	 festival	 to	 their	 liking,	 a	 leeway	unthinkable	 in	 the	village	

context.	

	

A	disom	baha	Festival	in	the	Village	of	Chanua	
Away	from	the	area’s	towns	and	main	roads,	a	local	resident	of	Chanua	village	

built	a	disom	jaher	on	the	outskirts	of	his	small	village	in	2007.	The	man’s	fami-
ly	appeared	 to	be	rather	wealthy.	Not	resembling	other	houses	 in	 the	village,	

his	house	was	built	of	concrete.	A	well	was	 located	on	the	 inside	of	 its	court-

yard	 and	 a	 refrigerator	 and	motorbikes	 pointed	 to	 sources	 of	 ample	 income.	

The	man’s	wife	and	his	married	son	were	teachers	in	local	schools.	

Located	besides	a	dirt	road	leading	to	villages	in	the	forest,	the	disom	jaher	
he	 had	 built	was	modest	 in	 appearance	 compared	 to	 the	 Surda	 one.	 A	 stone	

slab	informed	the	by-passers	that	it	was	the	jaher	of	Kherwal	bongso	(bongso	–	
“kin,	kindred,	 lineage”	(Bodding	2010,	1:	342)).	The	founder	himself	 listed	all	

Santal	 clans	 as	 belonging	 to	 the	Kherwal.182	A	 low	wall	 of	 bricks	 surrounded	

the	center	of	 the	sacred	grove.	Within	 the	boundary	of	 the	walls	a	small	con-

crete	house	was	located.	It	sheltered	a	 large	stone	slab	cemented	into	a	small	

platform.	 In	 front	 of	 the	 platform	 a	 linga	 was	 placed,	 bearing	 strong	 resem-
blance	to	the	shiva	linga	in	a	Hindu	temple.	This	shed	was	where	Marang	Buru,	

																																																								
182	The	spelling	of	this	term	differs	between	Kherwal,	Kharwar	or	Kherwar	in	different	sources.	

In	contrast	to	my	informant,	Bodding	(2010,	1:	ix)	describes	“Kharwar”	as	including	the	Santal,	

the	Munda,	the	Birhor	and	the	Kurmis.		
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the	supreme	god	of	the	sacred	grove,	was	called	during	the	festival.	People	told	

me	that	the	 linga	represented	the	god	himself,	as	do	small	stones	in	other	sa-
cred	 groves.	 To	 the	 right	 of	 the	 shed	 three	 small	 cemented	 platforms	 with	

stones	represented	the	other	gods	of	the	grove:	Jaher	Ayo,	Marang	Buru’s	wife,	
MorekoTuruiko	and	the	spirit	of	the	village	headman,	Manjhi	Haram.	

	

	
Photo	41:	The	shrine	for	Marang	Buru	in	the	regional	sacred	grove	of	Chanua	village.	
	

In	2012,	when	I	attended	the	disom	baha	festival	held	in	the	grove,	its	main	rit-
ual	events	resembled	the	ones	already	described	for	other	disom	baha	festivals.	
The	founder	of	the	grove	served	as	its	priest	and	carried	out	all	the	ritual	steps	

of	anointing	the	stones,	applying	sindur	to	the	sacrificial	chickens	and	later	in-
voking	the	deities	to	accept	the	sacrifices.		

The	naeke	and	his	family	clearly	cared	about	the	publicity	of	the	event	and	
had	invited	several	journalists	of	local	newspapers,	who	were	allowed	to	enter	



Chapter	5	⎜Fields	of	Contestation	
	

	

	 308	

the	grove	during	the	ritual	activities.	The	family	gave	interviews	and	arranged	

staged	photographs,	which	included	me	and	some	festival	participants	in	San-

tal	dress.	My	participation	in	the	dancing	was	also	photographed	by	many.	Fur-

ther	 remarkable	 was	 that	 the	 naeke	 seemed	 concerned	 about	 painting	 a	
progressive	 picture	 of	 the	 activities	 in	 his	 sacred	 grove.	 He	 emphasized	 that	

even	 girls	 and	 women	 were	 allowed	 to	 eat	 the	 sacrificial	 food	 in	 his	 jaher,	
which	is	not	the	case	in	the	village	jahers.	The	crowd	attending	this	disom	baha	
festival	consisted	mainly	of	the	naeke’s	wife’s	students	from	the	nearby	school	
and	residents	of	Chanua	village.	 In	his	explanations	to	me	and	to	the	 journal-

ists,	the	naeke’s	son	emphasized	repeatedly	in	a	mix	of	Hindi	and	English,	that	
“we	Santal	worship	nature,	 and	have	 sacred	groves	 and	no	buildings	 such	as	

churches	 or	 temples”.	 The	 fact	 that	 many	 disom	 jahers	 are	 especially	 eye-
catching,	because	of	their	surrounding	concrete	wall	and	less	because	of	their	

abundance	of	trees	within,	seemed	insignificant	to	his	statements.	

These	statements	regarding	nature	were	especially	pronounced	at	this	di-
som	baha	 festival,	but	 I	encountered	similar	ones	 from	many	educated	Santal	
as	they	described	their	“religion”	to	me	throughout	my	fieldwork.	What	is	the	

relevance	of	these	statements?	Why	are	they	made	in	these	contexts?	As	I	see	

it,	by	making	these	statements,	the	activists	position	themselves	in	much	larger	

discourses.	 They	 strategically	 employ	 the	 global	 language	 of	 environmental-

ism,	to	represent	their	society	to	the	outside.	But	the	disom	baha	festivals	I	de-
scribed	have	a	performative	effect	also	within	Santal	 society.	They	reaffirm	a	

pride	in	being	Santal,	especially	among	the	youth,	who	form	the	largest	crowds	

at	 these	events.	What	 further	 characterizes	 this	 rather	new	emergence	of	 re-

gional	rituals	is	the	creative	potential	they	bear	for	a	negotiation,	contestation	

and	performance	of	tradition.	The	next	section	will	now	discuss,	how	the	San-

tal	make	place	through	these	newly	emerging	large	flower	festivals	and	embed	

it	briefly	in	larger	contexts,	which	I	see	related	to	this	dynamic.	

	

5.1.4	Santal	Regional	Flower	Festivals	as	Linking	Region	and	Iden-

tity		
At	the	heart	of	this	chapter	stand	notions	of	identity	and	region,	as	they	emerge	

from	 Santal	 practice.	How	 is	 this	 linked	 to	 the	 general	 focus	 of	 this	work	 on	

Santal	notions	of	place	and	practices	of	place-making?	The	regional	flower	fes-

tivals	articulate	the	notion	of	region	as	a	“Santal	region”,	which	is	closely	con-

nected	 to	 certain	 aspects	 of	 Santal	 identity.	One	 aspect	 of	 this	 identity	 is,	 for	
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example,	the	claimed	environment-friendly	practices	inherent	in	Santal	ritual.	

The	 regional	 sacred	 groves,	 as	well	 as	 the	 statues	 of	 Santal	 heroes	 found	 all	

over	this	region	further	serve	as	prime	examples	of	Santal	strategies	of	place-

making.	

	

The	Santal	and	their	Sacred	Groves:	Claims	to	Environmentalism	
A	central	aspect	of	the	regional	flower	festival	is	how	its	organizers	describe	it	

as	 linked	 to	 their	 society’s	 close	 relationship	 with	 nature.	 Hindu	 journalists	

from	Ghatsila,	present	for	the	festival,	and	I,	the	anthropologist,	were	repeated-

ly	 told	 during	 the	 sacrifices	 in	 the	 regional	 sacred	 groves:	 “We	 tribal	 people	

worship	nature.”	Among	the	reasons	 for	establishing	regional	sacred	groves	 I	

often	 encountered	 people	 explaining	 that	 they	were	 built	 “against	 deforesta-

tion”.	The	context	of	these	statement	appeared	to	be	much	more	relevant	than	

their	actual	truth,	for	many	of	these	groves	contained	very	few	trees.	The	new-

ly	built,	regional	sacred	grove	outside	of	the	small	village	of	Chanua	in	fact	was	

even	surrounded	by	thick	forest	and	caught	the	eye	mostly	because	of	its	con-

crete	 shrine	 and	 stones	 representing	 the	 deities	 embedded	 in	 cement	 plat-

forms.	 I	 see	 these	 statements	 made	 during	 the	 festival	 as	 influenced	 by	 the	

political	claims	of	organizations	such	as	sarna	dhorom,	introduced	 in	 the	next	
part	 of	 this	 chapter.	 In	 a	memorandum,	 submitted	 to	 the	 president	 of	 India,	

through	 the	 Collector	 of	Mayurbhanj	 in	 January	 2012,	 this	 organization	 lists	

the	environmental	benefits	of	sacred	groves	(such	as	“no	scarcity	of	water”	and	

“pure	air”)	and	demands	 its	protection,	preservation	and	maintenance	by	 the	

government.	 As	 pointed	 out	 by	 Baviskar	 (1995,	 239),	 indigenous	 people	 are	

often	 environmentalists	 “by	 default”,	 due	 to	 their	 small	 population	 size	 and	

dependence	 on	 their	 environment.	 Therefore,	 describing	 them	 as	 inherently	

nature-protecting	is	a	misrepresentation.	The	protection	of	trees	in	Santal	sa-

cred	 groves	 similarly	 cannot	 be	 attributed	 to	 a	 veneration	 of	 “nature”,	 but	 is	

due	to	respect	 for	the	deities	 located	therein.	Nevertheless,	political	claims	to	

ethnic	distinctiveness	are	 increasingly	made	 in	environmental	 terms,	 in	 India	

(see	 for	 example	Arora	2006;	Burman	2013;	Damodaran	2012)	 as	well	 as	 in	

other	countries	around	the	world	such	as	Mexico	(Parajuli	1998)	or	Indonesia	

(Li	 2000).	 These	 claims	 are	 often	made	by	outsiders	 on	behalf	 of	 indigenous	

people,	or	by	a	 local	elite.	 In	 the	case	of	 Jharkhand,	 for	example,	Shah	(2010)	

illustrates	 the	differences	between	 activists	 claiming	 to	 represent	adivasi	 vil-
lagers	and	actual	village	practice.	Baviskar	 (1995,	1997)	presents	 similar	dy-
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namics	in	the	case	of	the	movement	against	the	Narmada	dam	in	western	India.	

The	Santal	 regional	 flower	 festival	 serves	as	an	 indicator	 that	 the	Santal,	 too,	

employ	this	strategy	of	couching	identity	politics	in	terms	of	an	environmental-

ist	discourse.		

To	 conclude,	 the	 existence	of	 regional	 sacred	groves	 and	 the	grand	 cele-

brations	of	 flower	 festivals	 in	 these	places	have	partly	 invested	 the	notion	of	

disom	with	new	meanings.	Through	the	establishment	of	these	visible	“worship	
places”	and	the	even	more	public	celebrations	within,	the	Santal	claim	the	re-

gion	 to	 be	 Santal.	 Regarding	 the	 articulation	 of	 a	 Santal	 identity	 as	 closely	

linked	to	the	region,	the	activists	emphasize	only	certain	aspects	of	Santal	cul-

tural	 practice.	 Among	 these	 is	 the	 Santals’	 close	 relationship	 to	 “nature”,	 as	

symbolized	by	the	existence	of	sacred	grove.	In	a	nutshell	we	can	thus	say	that	

through	the	regional	flower	festival	the	Santal	are	creating	the	notion	of	a	re-

gion	inhabited	by	“nature-loving”	Santal.		

In	 the	previous	chapter	Santal	perceptions	of	 the	environment	were	dis-

cussed	in	terms	of	cultivated	and	uncultivated	spaces,	rather	than	making	use	

of	the	ambiguous	term	“nature”.	In	the	context	of	regional	flower	festivals,	San-

tal	 activists	 themselves	make	use	of	 this	English	 term.	This	point	 is	 taken	up	

again	 in	 the	 conclusion,	 so	 that	 it	 suffices	 to	 say	 here	 that	 “nature”	 seems	 to	

have	become	political	capital	for	some	Santal	activists.	The	term	helps	them	to	

position	 themselves	 in	 larger	 discourses,	 which	 are	 only	 remotely	 related	 to	

local	perceptions	of	the	environment.	

	

“The	Dancing	Santal”	as	Stigma	and	Strategy	
In	addition,	one	of	the	most	eye-catching	features	of	the	regional	flower	festival	

are	its	uniform	Santal	dances.	Women	and	men,	wearing	the	same	outfits,	per-

form	to	 the	beat	of	drums	for	hours	on	end.	As	mentioned,	people	attend	the	

festival	especially	to	watch	these	dances,	and	regional	newspapers	contribute	

to	promoting	this	image	the	days	after.		

Although	this	stereotype	of	the	“dancing	tribal”	has	existed	since	colonial	

times,	 surely	replicated	by	newspaper	 images	with	 little	accompanying	 infor-

mation	still	today,	I	never	encountered	any	critical	comments	about	this	image	

among	my	Santal	contacts.	Many	famous	activists	of	the	Jharkhand	movement,	

such	as	Ram	Dayal	Munda	(Babiracki	2001)	and	Mukund	Nayak,	used	the	par-

ticipatory	 types	 of	adivasi	 dance	 to	 unite	 people	 for	 the	movement	 and	 por-
trayed	dancing	as	an	essential	component	of	adivasi	culture.	As	I	encountered	
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it,	dancing	in	the	village	dance	ground	(akhra)	is	a	crucial	feature	of	any	village	
festival,	 uniting	 young	 and	 old,	 men	 and	 women,	 visitors	 and	 villagers	 in	

rhythmic	steps	throughout	the	night.	People	told	me	repeatedly	that	the	great-

est	 fun	 a	 person	 can	 have	 happens	while	 dancing.	 And	 they	were	 convinced	

that	“the	way	white	people	dance,	not	in	lines	but	alone,	cannot	be	fun	at	all.”		

Although	the	dances	performed	at	the	disom	baha	festival	lacked	this	par-
ticipatory	 inclusiveness,	 the	organizers	of	 the	 festival	chose	them	to	 form	the	

core	of	the	festival.	The	Santal	community	of	the	area	rejuvenates	this	image	of	

dancing	as	a	part	of	adivasi	 identity	each	year	anew.	This	 image	 is	 thus	culti-
vated	by	insiders	and	outsiders	alike.	It	is	maintained	by	the	Santal	themselves	

through	 their	 large	 regional	 rituals,	 but	 also	 as	 part	 of	 a	 stereotype	 of	 tribal	

people	by	the	Indian	government:	the	first	thing	catching	travelers’	eyes	upon	

arriving	at	Kolkata	and	Ranchi	airport	are	large	boards	portraying	lines	of	adi-
vasi	dancers	and	drummers.	Significantly,	the	strategy	to	make	use	of	a	stereo-
type	 to	 politicize	 culture	 has	 been	 noted	 in	 various	 contexts.	 Cohen	 (1993,	

203)	describes	a	similar	 tendency	among	 the	Norwegian	Saami	 that	 “it	 is	 the	

very	everyday	emblems	of	 their	culture,	by	which	 they	have	been	recognized	

and	stigmatized	in	the	past,	which	they	now	turn	against	the	state	to	denigrate	

it	and	to	proclaim	their	own	moral	cause.”	The	northeast	Indian	Garo,	too,	have	
used	Wangala	dancing	as	a	multivocal	symbol	to	represent	their	identity	vis-à-
vis	 the	 Indian	 state,	 and,	 as	 De	 Maaker	 (2013)	 argues,	 are	 hereby	 asserting	

their	claims	to	a	“Garo	nation”,	and	the	land	that	in	their	eyes	belongs	to	it.	All	

these	 cases	 show	 that	 indigenous	 peoples	 articulate	 their	 identity	 in	 various	

ways,	creatively	utilizing	their	stereotypical	representation	by	others.		

Dancing	as	an	important	aspect	of	Santal	identity	has	been	chosen	strate-

gically	by	its	organizers.	They	could	have,	for	example,	elaborated	other	com-

ponents	 of	 the	 village	 flower	 festival,	 such	 as	 sacrificing	 or	 hunting.	 Instead,	

they	chose	dancing	as	an	uncontroversial	image,	which	bears	meaning	for	the	

Santal	 and	 can	be	 filled	with	meaning	by	outsiders	 to	whom	 the	Santal	 com-

municate	this	identity.	Through	these	disom	baha	festivals	the	regional	sacred	
groves	and	the	region	in	general	become	associated	with	this	image	of	belong-

ing	to	the	“dancing	Santal”.	
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The	Region	as	Made	up	of	Material	Representations	of	Santal	

Identity	
The	literal	meaning	of	the	regional	flower	festivals	already	points	to	a	relevant	

spatial	aspect.	Disom,	referring	to	the	region,	linguistically	labels	these	practic-
es	 as	 different	 from	 their	 village	 counterparts.	 As	 the	 secretary	 of	 the	 Surda	

regional	sacred	grove	explained,	these	sacred	sites	were	established	explicitly	

to	create	a	“place	of	worship”	for	those	men	and	their	families	who	had	moved	

to	the	area	due	to	their	employment	in	the	local	copper	mine.	Because	they	did	

not	have	“their	village	jaher”	to	go	to,	an	alternative	was	formed.	These	disom	
jahers	then	became	places	for	people	of	the	whole	region	to	attend	at	the	occa-
sion	of	the	annual	disom	flower	festival.	Disom	hence	refers	to	a	spatial	concept	
above	 the	 village	 and	 includes	 the	 people	 inhabiting	 this	 area.	 It	 is	 not	 a	

bounded	 spatial	 concept,	 for	 no	 one	 could	 name	 its	 boundaries,	 but	 rather	

stands	for	an	idea	of	a	large	area	from	which	many	(mostly	Santal)	people	ar-

rive	to	attend	the	festival.	Their	sheer	numbers	make	the	festival	an	occasion	

for	claiming	the	area	as	being	Santal.	

Besides	the	people	and	the	festival	as	a	cultural	performance	in	itself,	the	

site	on	which	the	celebration	takes	place,	stands	as	a	constant	marker	of	a	San-

tal	presence	in	the	area.	Located	in	many	cases	at	visible	places	–	at	road	inter-

sections	 or	 in	 cities	 –	 these	 recognizable	 sacred	 groves	 stand	 as	 a	 telling	

counterpart	to	the	rather	inconspicuous	village	groves.	They	are	“puja	places”,	
as	 the	 gate	 to	 the	 entrance	 of	 Surda	disom	jaher	 claims.	Whereas	 in	 the	 past	
only	small	stones	at	the	foot	of	trees	were	the	place	for	Santal	religious	activity,	

today	their	sacred	sites	are	much	more	visible	to	outsiders.	What	Arora	(2006,	

56)	notes	for	the	Himalayan	Lepcha,	holds	true	for	the	Santal	as	well,	namely	

that	“sacred	groves	(…)	materially	represent	their	indigenous	identities.”	These	

groves	as	different	places	have	 things	 in	 common	which	connect	 them	 into	a	

region:	the	same	regional	rituals	are	held	in	them,	all	containing	an	emphasis	

on	worship	and	dancing.	These	separate	places	are	further	connected	through	

being	 embedded	 by	 the	 different	 activists	 in	 the	 same	 discourse	 of	 environ-

mentalism.	

Disom	 jahers	 are	 not	 the	 only	 markers	 the	 Santal	 community	 has	 con-
structed	in	the	area.	Statues	of	Santal	heroes	built	next	to	roads	or	in	villages	

and	towns	can	be	seen	as	such	markers	as	well.	We	can	understand	these	stat-

ues	as	icons	of	Santalness,	contributing	to	the	idea	of	a	Santal	region.	Musaba-

ni’s	bus	stand,	one	of	the	busiest	spots	in	this	small	town,	immediately	reminds	
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the	traveler	 that	 this	 is	a	Santal	area.	A	statue	of	 the	Santal	heroes	Sidho	and	

Kanho,	 holding	 bow	 and	 arrow,	 has	 been	 erected	 just	 across	 from	 a	 Hindu	

temple	in	the	middle	of	the	square.	As	one	travels	on	rural	roads	through	the	

villages	of	the	area	one	sees	many	such	life-sized	statues.	Some	of	them	portray	

Baba	 Tilka	 Manjhi,	 the	 first	 Santal	 who	 took	 up	 arms	 against	 the	 British	 in	

1784	 (Munda	 2004,	 185),	 others	 show	Ragunath	Murmu	 the	 inventor	 of	 the	

Santal	script	Ol	Chiki.	Many	statues	state	 the	name	of	 the	person	who	built	 it	

and	 in	many	 cases	 this	 is	 Ramdas	 Soren,	 the	 Santal	MLA	 of	 Ghatsila.	 Once	 a	

year	small	or	large	worship	rituals	are	held	in	honor	of	these	heroes.		

Kantasola	 village,	 for	 example,	 has	 been	 celebrating	 Pandit	 Ragunath	

Murmu’s	 birthday	 since	 1972	 on	 the	 day	 of	 the	 full	 moon	 of	 Baisakh	
(April/May).	 In	 2012	 the	 village	 had	 organized	 a	whole	 day	 program,	which	

consisted	 of	 ritual	 worship	 of	 Ragunath	 Murmu’s	 spirit	 in	 the	 morning,	 and	

dance	 performances	 and	 speeches	 from	 the	 village	 headman	 and	 Ghatsila’s	

MLA	in	the	afternoon.	

In	a	similar	manner	the	birthday	of	Sidho	and	Kanho	Murmu	is	celebrated	

in	the	month	of	Asar	(June/July)	wherever	there	are	statues	of	these	heroes	of	

the	Santal	rebellion.	The	 largest	celebrations	 for	Sidho	and	Kanho	are	held	 in	

the	 Santal	 Parganas,	 the	 place	 of	 their	 birth	 from	where	 the	 Santal	 rebellion	

started	in	1855.	
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Photo	42:	Statue	of	Ragunath	Murmu,	the	inventor	of	the	Santal	script	Ol	Chiki.		

	

	

Photo	43:	Statue	of	Sidho	and	Kanho	Murmu,	the	leaders	of	the	Santal	rebellion	in	
1855.	
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In	 sum,	 both	 the	 statues	 and	 the	 disom	jahers	 in	 the	 region	 of	my	 fieldwork	
function	 as	physical	 reminders	of	 the	presence	of	 the	 Santal	 in	 the	 area.	The	

fact	that	many	of	the	disom	jahers	and	statues	are	located	outside	of	Santal	vil-
lages,	 in	 places	 which	 members	 of	 other	 communities	 of	 the	 area	 regularly	

pass,	 shows	 that	 the	Santal	have	made	a	conscious	effort	 to	make	 their	pres-

ence	felt	even	outside	of	their	villages.	To	conclude,	this	section	has	shown	that	

Santal	identity	is	articulated	in	particular	places,	which	serve	as	visible	mark-

ers	 of	 a	 Santal	 presence	 in	 the	 area.	 The	 region	 is	 thus	made	 up	 of	 different	

places,	which	are	connected	to	each	other	through	being	drawn	into	the	same	

discourse	and	through	the	performance	of	similar	rituals.		

	

	

Photo	44:	Statue	of	Baba	Tilka	Manjhi,	the	first	Santal	who	took	up	arms	against	the	
British.	He	is	venerated	once	a	year	in	the	village	where	his	statue	is	located.		

	

The	next	section	introduces	the	ritual	practices	and	political	demands	of	a	re-

form	 movement	 called	 All	 India	 Sarna	 Dhorom.	 The	 movement	 articulates	
slightly	 different	 aspects	 of	 Santal	 identity,	 but	 these	 also	make	 reference	 to	
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places	 in	 the	Santal	 region	 this	work	deals	with.	The	movement	 further	 illus-

trates	that	the	Santal	community	is	far	from	homogenous	and	that	cultural	pol-

itics	and	reform	of	tradition	create	conflict	within	the	community.		

	

	

5.2	The	Struggle	for	the	“True	Tradition”:	The	All	India	

Sarna	Dhorom	Movement		
5.2.1	“Our	Religion	is	Called	sarna”	
Upon	my	first	visit	to	a	Santal	village	from	the	city	of	Ranchi,	the	family	of	my	

fellow	 student	 handed	me	 a	 brochure	 introducing	 the	 movement	 they	 were	

involved	in.	“Through	this	organization	you	can	learn	many	things	about	Santal	

culture”,	 they	instructed	me.	The	brochure	contained	the	bylaws	(regulation),	

in	its	1992	edition,	of	All	India	Sarna	Dhorom	Chemet	Ashra.	My	hosts	were	ac-
tively	 involved	 in	 the	activities	of	 this	organization,	participating	 in	 its	mem-

bership	meetings,	an	annual	sacrificial	 feast	organized	by	a	branch-office	and	

in	political	rallies.	The	organization’s	main	goals,	listed	on	page	one	of	the	bro-

chure,	give	insight	into	its	relevance	for	Santal	cultural	politics:		

	

“The	aims	and	objectives	of	the	association	(chemet	ashra)	are	as	follows	–		
1. to	 reform	and	 consolidate	 the	Sarna	 religion	as	practiced	by	 the	Sched-

uled	Tribes	belonging	to	Santal,	Ho,	Munda,	Mahale	and	Birhor	worship-

ping	in	Jaher	Garhs	[sacred	groves]	all	over	India	
2. to	conduct	research	and	cause	the	development	of	Sarna	religion	

3. to	print	and	publish	books,	 journals	on	Sarna	religion	in	Santali,	Ho	and	

Munda	languages	in	the	OL-CHIKI	Adivasi	Ol	Script	

4. to	set	up,	maintain	and	protect	religious	places	like	“jaher	garh”	and	such	

other	places	of	religion	and	popular	interest	of	Adivasis	all	over	the	coun-

try	
5. to	 establish	 educational	 institutions	 and	 libraries	 and	 take	 steps	 for	 re-

moval	 of	 illiteracy	 among	 the	 Santal,	 Ho,	 Munda,	 Mahale	 and	 Birhor	

groups	of	the	Scheduled	Tribes	to	widen	their	religious	outlook	

6. to	 re-organise	manjhi,	 paranik,	 godet,	 nayke	 and	 jogmajhi	 of	 the	 village	

[Santal	village	officials]”		

	

The	list	reveals	that	the	organization’s	interest	lies	in	consolidating	and	unify-

ing	 adivasi	 cultural	 and	 religious	 practices.	 Examples	 of	 these	 activities,	 as	 I	
encountered	them	between	2011	and	2013	are	illustrated	in	the	following.	It	is	

remarkable	that	the	movement	very	confidently	speaks	of	“sarna	 religion”,	as	
seen	 in	 its	name,	 and	makes	use	of	 the	Sanskrit	derived,	Oriya	 term	dhorom.	
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Orans	(1965,	106)	translates	dhorom	as	“meaning	roughly	 ‘religion’”.	The	use	
of	 the	 word	 sarna	 to	 specify	 this	 pan-adivasi	 religion	 shows	 the	 intended	
broader	 scope	 of	 the	 endeavor.	Sarna	 is	 the	Mundari	 word	 for	 sacred	 grove	
(Carrin	2012,	 212),	while	 the	 Santal	 call	 the	 same	place	 jaher.	 As	 the	bylaws	
state,	sarna	 is	 the	religion	practiced	by	several	adivasi	groups	of	 the	area,	 in-
cluding	the	Ho,	Munda,	Mahale	(also	referred	to	as	Mahali)	and	Birhor.	The	use	

of	 the	term	sarna	 for	describing	“Santal	religion”,	especially	against	 the	back-
ground	of	not	 being	Hindu,	Christian	or	Muslim,	was	 at	 the	 time	of	my	 field-
work	widespread	 in	Santal	villages.	 It	needs	 to,	however,	be	understood	as	a	

highly	politicized	term,	which	evolved	out	of	an	effort	to	invent	a	term,	which	

would	describe	adivasi	religious	practice	in	its	difference	from	other	major	re-
ligions	in	India.	The	origin	of	this	political	term	proves	difficult	to	trace,	Carrin	

(2008a,	12)	holds	that	according	to	its	founder	Besnao	Murmu183	sarna	dhorom	
as	 “first	 used	by	Birsa	Munda,	 the	 leader	of	 the	Munda	 insurrection	of	 1895,	

who	had	declared	that	the	Sarna	would	one	day	become	the	symbol	of	Adivasi	

identity”.	Orans	(1965,	106)	already	encountered	this	emphasis	on	sarna	reli-
gion	 and	 its	 link	with	 politics	 among	his	 Santal	 informants	 in	 Jamshedpur	 in	

the	1950s.		

Sarna,	 as	 it	 is	used	 today	refers	 to	 the	whole	complex	of	Santal	 religious	
practice,	with	a	special	emphasis	on	worship	in	the	sacred	grove.	Outside	of	the	

political	 context,	only	 the	very	generic	Santali	word	bonga	 is	used	 to	 refer	 to	
activities	directed	towards	the	deities.	Bonga	as	an	activity	consists	mostly	of	
animal	sacrifices,	 such	as	sacrifices	of	chickens,	goats	and	very	occasionally	a	

cattle	and	water	buffalo.	But	the	deities	can	also	be	worshipped	by	sharing	rice	

beer	and	food	with	them,	as	is	done	with	the	ancestors	in	the	ancestral	shrine.	

Sacrificing	and	sharing	rice	beer	and	food	are	practical	activities,	and	as	I	came	

to	know	it	these	activities	are	how	the	Santal	in	villages	thought	of	and	talked	

about	their	“religion”.	Almost	no	one,	except	members	of	sarna	dhorom,	would	
describe	their	“religion”	in	abstract	terms,	but	would	instead	refer	to	their	rit-

ual	practice.	The	fact	that	Santali	lacks	an	equivalent	to	the	English	word	“reli-

gion”	or	 the	Hindi	dharm	must	have	been	perceived	as	problematic	 for	 those	
seeking	 a	 term	 to	 differentiate	 their	 practices	 from	 those	 of	 other	 religions.	

This	is	the	context	in	which	the	popularity	and	political	importance	of	the	con-

temporary	use	of	sarna	dhorom	needs	to	be	understood.	
	

																																																								
183	The	spelling	of	his	name	differs,	in	the	sarna	dhorom	bylaws	it	is	spelled	Banau	Murmu.		
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5.2.2	Foundation	and	Organization	of	the	Movement	
The	foundation	of	sarna	dhorom	goes	back	to	Besnao	Murmu,	who	is	venerated	
as	“the	guru	of	religion”	(dhorom	guru)	by	the	members	of	the	movement.	Dur-
ing	some	of	 their	meetings,	which	 I	attended,	a	 large	picture	of	 the	guru	was	
often	placed	 in	 the	 center	 and	people	prostrated	 themselves	before	 it	 on	 the	

ground,	adorned	it	with	flower	chains	and	lit	incense	in	front	of	it.		

Carrin	 (2008a,	 32)	 dates	 the	 foundation	 of	 the	movement	 back	 to	 1963	

and	writes	that	it	united	thousands	of	followers	in	former	Bihar	and	Odisha.184	

According	to	its	General	Secretary	the	movement	had	85,000	registered	mem-

bers	in	2011.	In	1970	the	guru	established	an	ashram	and	wrote	a	repertory	of	
invocations	dedicated	to	the	deity	of	the	sacred	grove	of	Marankindam	village,	

in	 today’s	Odisha,	 as	Carrin	 (32)	mentions.	The	use	of	 such	 standard	 invoca-

tions	during	worship	by	sarna	members	–	some	leaders	had	obviously	memo-
rized	 them	 –	was	 one	 of	 the	 characteristics	 that	 differentiated	 their	worship	

practice	 from	 the	 rather	 individually	 formulated185	invocations	 common	 in	

non-sarna	village	rituals.	Similar	to	what	Carrin	(ibid.)	writes	about	the	time	of	
the	movement’s	foundation,	today	it	still	rejects	some	features	of	Santal	prac-

tice,	such	as	the	healing	powers	of	Santal	shamans	(ojha)	and	exorcists	(sokha).	
Instead,	sarna	dhorom	maintains	its	own	gurus,	who	are	said	to	possess	special	
powers.	 Some	 of	 its	 original	 demands	 seem	 to	 have	 been	 restricted,	 such	 as	

advocating	meat	 consumption.	 In	 villages	 of	East	 Singhbhum	 sarna	members	
consumed	chicken	and	mutton,	but	refrained	from	pork	and	were	strictly	op-

posed	 to	 eating	 beef.	 They	 further	 strongly	 spoke	 against	 the	 veneration	 of	

Hindu	gods,	as	their	opposition	to	the	festival	of	sakrat	will	show	in	the	follow-
ing.	Carrin	(2008b,	162)	mentions	that	many	of	the	founding	gurus	of	the	sarna	
dhorom	 movement	 were	 equally	 involved	 in	 the	 Jharkhand	movement,	 their	
religious	and	political	activism	was	and	still	is	today	closely	related.		

	

																																																								
184	On	 the	 branch	 office	 board	 in	 the	 village	 of	 Asulghati,	 Odisha	 the	 establishment	 of	 the	

organization	 was	 dated	 back	 to	 1952.	 In	 general,	 exact	 numbers	 and	 dates	 about	 the	

organization	were	difficult	to	obtain.	
185	In	 non-sarna	 rituals	 the	 participants	 each	 formulate	 and	 murmur	 their	 own	 invocations.	
These	all	more	or	 less	contain	 the	same	request,	put	 in	different	words.	Sarna	 invocations	are	

printed	in	leaflets	and	memorized	by	the	ritual	participants.				
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Photo	45:	Women	bowing	to	Besnao	Murmu,	the	founder	of	the	sarna	dhorom	

movement	at	the	occasion	of	a	sarna	meeting.	
	

The	 bylaws	 further	 reveal	 the	 formality	 of	 the	 whole	movement.	 They	 state	

that	 the	 movement	 was	 registered	 with	 the	 Indian	 Government	 in	 1979/80	

and	 that	 every	 adult	 can	 apply	 for	membership.	 The	 annual	membership	 fee	

consists	of	twelve	Rupees;	lifelong	members	pay	hundred	Rupees	once.	Twice	

a	 year,	 on	 the	 full	moon	 of	Magh	 (January/February)186	and	 in	 the	month	 of	

Asar	 (July/August)	 all	 the	members	 should	meet	 in	 a	 General	 Body	Meeting,	

where	 they	 hear	 the	 progress	 report,	 make	 financial	 decisions	 and	 possibly	

elect	 the	 Executive	 Committee.	 This	 committee	 is	 the	 administrative	 body	 of	

the	organization	and	consists	of	the	Founder	President,	Vice-President,	General	

Secretary	 and	 Treasurer	 as	 well	 as	 between	 fifteen	 and	 thirty	 elected	mem-

bers.	Further,	 several	office-bearers	are	 responsible	 for	 the	day-to	day	work-

ings	of	the	organization.	These	are	elected	from	the	Executive	Committee	and	

consist	of	a	Founder	President,	Vice-President	 I	and	II,	General	Secretary,	Or-

ganizing	 Secretary	 and	 three	 Secretaries	 (one	 for	 Establishment,	 one	 for	 Fi-

nance	 and	 one	 for	 Office	 and	 Educational	 Institutions,	 Libraries	 and	Medical	

																																																								
186	At	this	time	all	 the	male	members	and	officials	of	a	Santal	village	meet	 for	a	worship	called	

Magh	Bonga.	During	Magh	Bonga	the	posts	of	village	officials	such	as	headman	(manjhi),	priest	
(naeke),	 messenger	 (godet)	 can	 be	 laid	 down	 and	 new	 persons	 chosen	 for	 these	 positions.	 I	
suggest,	that	the	sarna	movement	consciously	chose	this	time	for	one	of	its	annual	meetings	to	
root	themselves	in	age-old	village	customs.	



Chapter	5	⎜Fields	of	Contestation	
	

	

	 320	

and	Health	welfare).	The	names	of	each	of	these	office-bearers	are	listed	in	the	

bylaws,	but	many	of	them	have	been	replaced.	In	2011	one	of	the	main	figures	

of	the	organization	was	Chote	Hembrom,	who	functioned	as	General	Secretary.	

With	his	wealthy	background	–	he	was	a	lawyer	by	training	and	owned	a	facto-

ry	 in	 Jamshedpur	 –	 he	 was	 no	 exception	 among	 the	 active	 leaders	 of	 the	

movement.	

The	 formality	 of	 the	 organization	 is	 reflected	 in	many	 other	 activities	 of	

sarna	dhorom,	 as	 I	 got	 to	 know	 it,	 especially	 in	 villages	 south	 of	 Musabani,	
Jharkhand	and	in	bordering	villages	of	Odisha.	Its	main	office	is	located	in	the	

village	of	Bodkedam,	Mayurbhanj	district,	Odisha,	but	on	a	local	level	it	is	orga-

nized	in	many	branch	offices.	These	are	often	visibly	marked	by	boards	on	the	

person’s	 house	 in	 charge	of	 this	 office.	 The	board	 I	 saw	 in	 a	 village,	 south	of	

Musabani,	mentioned	the	name	of	All	India	Sarna	Dhorom	Chemet	Ashra	 in	Ro-
man	and	Ol	Chiki	letters,	underneath	this	it	featured	a	painting	of	a	red	sun	ris-

ing	 behind	mountains,	 which	 is	 used	 as	 the	 symbol	 of	 the	 organization.	 The	

board	further	mentioned	the	registration	number	and	the	establishment	of	the	

branch	office.		

In	this	village	the	movement	had	established	a	parallel	type	of	ritual	prac-

tice	to	the	common	village	practice.	While	there	was	a	village	priest,	there	was	

also	a	naeke	appointed	by	sarna	dhorom,	who	conducted	his	own	worship	at-
tended	by	sarna	members	at	the	occasion	of	magh	bonga.	Other	members	scat-
tered	throughout	several	villages	in	the	area	participated	in	this	ritual	instead	

of	 in	 the	ritual	carried	out	 in	 their	village.	They	brought	chickens	to	be	sacri-

ficed	by	the	naeke	of	sarna	dhorom.	Usually	during	annual	Santal	rituals,	such	
as	magh	bonga,	baha	bonga	and	sohrae,	each	household	of	a	village	contributes	
a	chicken	to	be	sacrificed	by	the	village	priest.	Being	located	in	a	certain	village	

obliges	a	household	to	contribute	to	these	rituals,	attend	the	sacrifice	and	later	

consume	a	sacrificial	meal.	My	impression	was	that	members	of	sarna	dhorom	
withdrew	 from	 this	 obligation	 and	 joined	 in	 the	 ritual	 activities,	 which	 they	

considered	“true”	(sari)	and	which	were	carried	out	by	a	priest	appointed	by	
sarna	dhorom.	

In	 the	mountains	southeast	of	Musabani	 there	was	another	branch	office	

of	 sarna	dhorom	 in	 a	 village	 called	 Laldih.	When	 different	members	 of	 sarna	
dhorom	talked	about	their	membership,	they	often	maintained:	“We	worship	in	
Laldih”.	The	village	 is	 located	about	 two	hours	by	motorbike	 from	Musabani,	

accessible	by	dirt	roads	winding	up	the	mountains.	The	road	has	only	recently	

been	built,	which	 shows	 the	political	 influence	of	 the	organization,	 especially	



Chapter	5	⎜Fields	of	Contestation	
	

	

	 321	

since	there	is	a	general	lack	of	roads	connecting	other	villages	in	these	moun-

tains.		

Every	Saturday	the	sarna	priest	 in	Laldih	and	several	gurus	of	 the	move-
ment	organized	a	worship	activity	in	the	sacred	grove	of	the	village.	This	grove	

had	been	established	by	sarna	members,	functioning	parallel	to	a	village	sacred	
grove,	where	 the	 village	naeke	 performed	village	 rituals.	After	 each	 Saturday	
worship,	consisting	of	offerings	of	sweets,	coconuts	and	bananas	to	the	deities	

of	the	grove,	 the	 local	sarna	priest	held	a	meeting	to	discuss	matters	of	sarna	
religion.	Being	an	eloquent	speaker,	this	naeke	gave	hour-long	speeches	about	
Santal	 custom,	often	 lamenting	a	decline	 in	 correct	practice.	Like	many	other	

members	of	sarna	dhorom,	he	was	eager	to	have	me	record	his	version	of	San-
tal	 tradition	 in	 a	 rather	 authoritarian	 style,	which	 I	 only	 encountered	within	

sarna	circles.		
Once	a	year,	on	the	full	moon	of	Chait	(April/May)	a	large	sacrificial	feast	

is	 held	 in	 Laldih’s	 jaher,	 one	 which	 makes	 sarna	 dhorom’s	 activities	 widely	
known	in	the	area.	The	organization’s	activities	 form	thus	also	a	spatial	prac-

tice.	 Their	 rituals	 are	 attached	 to	 certain	 places,	 which	 they	 have	 become	

known	 for.	 The	 next	 section	 examines	 their	 claims	 to	 practicing	 “true	 Santal	

tradition”	as	opposed	to	 the	many	village	rituals	carried	out	 in	a	“false”	man-

ner,	as	they	label	it.		

	

5.2.3	“True	Tradition”	–	“False	Tradition”	
In	 their	 speeches	 sarna	 members	 often	 spoke	 of	 “true	 tradition”	 (sari	niam)	
and	“false	tradition”	(ere	niam)	and	were	not	shy	to	comment	on	ritual	or	so-
cial	customs	that	they	deemed	to	be	false.	When	attending	the	annual	harvest	

festival	sohrae	 in	Kantasola	village	in	2011	the	sarna	members	accompanying	
me	remarked	that	this	was	ere	sohrae,	a	“false	sohrae”	festival,	because	it	was	
not	 organized	well,	 people	wore	 shoes	 in	 the	 village	akhra	 and	many	people	
were	drunk.	A	“true	sohrae”	(sari	sohrae)	was	organized	by	sarna	members	in	
the	village	of	one	of	their	branch	offices	that	year.	As	mentioned,	sarna	mem-
bers	often	established	an	alternative	to	village	worship	or	festivals,	and	explic-

itly	withdrew	from	some	of	the	practices,	which	they	disapproved	of.	
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Cattle	Sacrifices	and	Other	“Errant”	Practices	in	the	Eyes	of	sarna	

Members		
In	 some	villages	around	Musabani	 and	Ghatsila	once	a	year,	 or	 sometimes	 in	

gaps	 of	 several	 years,	 two	 calves	 and	 a	 young	water	buffalo	 are	 sacrificed	 to	

three	deities	in	the	sacred	grove.	This	ritual	is	called	jaher	dangri	and	often	not	
publicly	 talked	 about	 outside	 of	 Santal	 society.	 In	many	 towns	 or	 in	 villages	

with	resident	Hindu	castes	 the	ritual	 is	not	practiced	at	all,	 for	 the	Santal	are	

well	aware	of	their	Hindu	neighbors’	disapproval	of	this	practice.	Sarna	mem-
bers	equally	condemn	this	practice,	as	“no	true	Santal	tradition”.	

To	my	knowledge	no	descriptions	of	a	cattle	sacrifice	among	the	Santal	ex-

ist	 in	 the	ethnographic	 literature,	which	can	be	attributed	 to	 the	secrecy	sur-

rounding	it	or	possibly	to	a	decrease	in	its	practice	in	many	Santal	regions.	It	is	

an	event,	however,	often	used	for	statements	about	identity	running	along	eth-

nic	and	religious	lines.	As	Santal	men	told	me,	in	some	areas	the	BJP	(Bharatiya	
Janata	Party,	a	pro-Hindu	party)	has	filed	cases	against	cow	sacrifices	with	the	
local	police.	 “The	police	are	dikus,	 so	 they	punish	us,	although	this	 is	our	cul-
ture.”	My	conversation	partners	pointed	out	the	injustice	of	this	discrimination,	

as	 local	 Hindus	 also	 sacrifice	water	 buffalos	 at	 a	 large	 sacrificial	 feast	 to	 the	

goddess	Rankini187	in	a	 temple	 in	Ghatsila	every	year	 in	October.	Whenever	 I	

brought	up	the	topic	of	beef	consumption	and	cattle	sacrifice	people	were,	until	

they	 knew	 that	 they	 could	 trust	 me,	 reluctant	 to	 reveal	 much	 information	

about	 it.	 Sacrificing	 cattle	 has	 not	 been	 included	 in	 the	 assertion	 of	 cultural	

practices	among	the	Santal,	as,	 for	example,	 the	flower	festival	 in	regional	sa-

cred	groves	has.	

The	type	of	rituals	considered	acceptable	in	sarna	and	general	adivasi	ac-
tivist	 circles	 seem	 to	have	been	 subject	 to	 change:	Carrin	 (2008b,	163)	men-

tions	 a	 discussion	 among	 tribal	 leaders,	 “who	 declared	 that	 the	 Mundari	

sacrifice	 par	 excellence,	 was	 the	 salei	 bonga,	 the	 ritual	 killing	 of	 a	 cow	 in	

memory	of	a	prestigious	deceased.”	Orans	(1965,	106)	also	reports	conversa-

tions	 with	 Santal	 professing	 the	 practice	 of	 sarna	dhorom,	 although	 it	 is	 not	
clear	 if	 these	people	were	part	of	 the	same	movement	 I	am	speaking	of	here.	

They	emphasized	the	importance	of	rice	beer,	worship	in	the	sacred	grove	and	

the	consumption	of	beef.	These	cases,	as	well	as	the	rejection	of	cattle	sacrifices	

																																																								
187	According	 to	 O’Malley	 (2011,	 214)	 Rankini	 was	 the	 tutelary	 goddess	 of	 the	 Rajas	 of	

Dhalbhum.		
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and	beef	consumption	in	the	sarna	movement	today	show	that	these	issues	still	
play	an	important	role	in	the	definition	of	identity.		

Sakrat,	 a	 festival	 celebrated	 on	 the	 15th	 of	 January	 in	 Santal	 villages	
around	Musabani,	Ghatsila	and	Chakulia,	 serves	as	one	more	example	 for	 the	

contestation	of	ritual	practice	by	sarna	members.	It	shows	that	the	boundaries	
between	Santal	and	non-Santal	ritual	practices	are	often	difficult	to	draw,	but	

that	 the	 sarna	 movement	 attempts	 to	 cement	 these	 boundaries.	 When	 I	
showed	 interest	 in	 the	 background	 of	 sakrat,	 sarna	members	 denounced	 the	
festival	as	being	a	diku	tradition.	And	in	fact,	the	Encyclopedia	of	Hinduism	de-
scribes	Makara	Samkranti,	which	the	Santal	just	called	sakrat,	as	an	auspicious	
day	in	Hinduism,	“celebrating	the	beginning	of	spring	and	the	new	harvest.	(…)	

it	is	preceded	by	‘lohri’	(the	‘bonfire	festival’),	which	marks	the	culmination	of	

winter	 and	 celebrates	 fertility”	 (Ferrari	 2008,	 485).	Makara	Samkranti	 takes	
place	on	the	winter	solstice	of	Pausa	(December/January)	as	 the	sun	ascends	

from	its	southern	to	its	northern	position.		

My	 Santal	 hosts,	who	were	 sarna	members,	 insisted	 that	 since	 I	was	 re-
searching	Santal	culture,	there	was	no	need	for	me	to	further	understand	this	

diku	 festival.	 At	 the	 occasion	 of	 all	 Santal	 village	 rituals,	 the	 head	 of	 a	 Santal	
household	offers	rice	beer	 to	 the	ancestors	 in	 the	bhitar.	Many	village	house-
holds,	 did	 so	 on	 the	 occasion	 of	 sakrat.	Sarna	 households	 refrained	 from	 the	
ancestor	worship	at	this	occasion,	because	sakrat	was	not	a	Santal	tradition	in	
their	eyes.		

Sakrat	consists	of	many	ritual	events	none	of	which,	however,	address	the	
Santal	deities	of	the	sacred	grove	or	any	other	village	deities.	The	narratives	I	

collected	 from	 elderly	 Santal	men,	 too,	 contained	many	Hindu	 elements	 (the	

names	of	Hindu	gods	for	example),	and	could	provide	very	little	mythological	

reasoning	for	the	festival.	People,	however,	were	able	to	provide	the	mytholog-
ical	background	of	the	Santal	flower	(baha)	and	harvest	(sohrae)	festival.		

The	ritual	actions	of	sakrat	 include	an	archery	competition,	during	which	
men	 aim	with	 bow	 and	 arrow	 at	 a	 target	 consisting	 of	 a	 plantain	 stem.	 Fur-

thermore,	 young	men	dress	 as	women	wearing	 sarees	 and	wigs	 and	go	 from	

one	house	to	another	to	perform	dances	and	sing	songs	in	Bengali.	At	the	same	

time	 young	 boys,	 often	 accompanied	 by	 an	 adult,	 go	 from	 house	 to	 house	

dressed	 and	 painted	 as	 monkeys.	 Both	 of	 these	 teams	 receive	 puffed	 rice,	

husked	rice	and	sweets	in	each	household	where	they	perform.	In	the	evening	

of	January	14th	the	children	set	up	pyres	of	dry	palm	branches,	which	they	light	

at	night.	Sakrat	is	further	the	occasion	for	special	sweets	(gur	pithe)	and	meat	
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filled	bread	(jel	pithe)	 to	be	made.	On	the	days	surrounding	the	 festival,	 large	
village	fairs	take	place,	which	display	Hindu	deities.	People	in	the	area	call	this	

event	Tusu	pata.	These	statues	were	not	regarded	as	actually	representing	dei-
ties,	 and	 no	 one	 showed	 reference	 to	 them.	 Rather,	 people	 made	 their	 way	

through	the	crowds	“to	see”	them.	These	fairs	were	also	the	occasion	for	cock-

fights,	dancing	and	drumming.	

McDaniel	(2002)	has	researched	the	worship	of	the	goddess	Tusu,	close	to	
the	area	where	I	carried	out	 fieldwork,	on	the	border	areas	of	 Jharkhand	and	

West	Bengal.	In	the	rural	southwest	of	Bengal,	the	Tusu	festival	is	celebrated	as	
a	popular	festival,	attended	by	great	masses,	accompanied	by	many	rites	on	a	

household	 level.	 She	 describes	 Tusu	 as	 the	 goddess	 of	 both	 the	 adivasi	 and	
Hindu	population	of	 these	areas,	 thus	representing	the	blurred	 lines	between	

these	 communities.	 The	 Kurmi	Mahatos,	who	 live	 close	 to	 the	 Santal	 in	 East	

Singhbhum	as	well,	are	portrayed	by	her	as	they	sing	songs	and	worship	Tusu.	
The	goddess,	according	to	 the	author	 is	celebrated	at	 the	time	of	harvest	and	

the	New	Year,	as	a	goddess	of	fertility	and	the	virgin	(unplanted)	earth.	Crucial	

for	my	argument	is	that	the	Santal	seem	to	have	adopted	many	actions	that	the	

Kurmi	Mahatos	 carry	out	 in	McDaniel’s	 (2002,	178,	179)	description	as	well.	

They	light	a	bonfire,	sing	songs	(in	Bengali),	attend	fairs	where	the	Tusu	stat-
ues	are	exhibited,	but	the	Santal	seem	not	to	conceptualize	Tusu	as	a	deity	wor-
thy	 of	 worship	 on	 a	 household	 level.	 The	 different	 views	 of	 Tusu	 by	 the	

communities	 living	 in	 this	area	are	worth	 further	research.	The	 festival	could	

provide	a	lens	through	which	to	analyze	the	commonalities	and	differences	of	

groups	on	the	caste	and	tribe	continuum.		

As	 I	 observed	 it,	 sarna	members	 drew	 rigid	 boundaries	 between	adivasi	
and	 non-adivasi	 (diku)	 traditions,	 sakrat	 being	 one	 of	 the	 examples.	 There	
were,	however,	those	village	rituals	sarna	members	generally	approved	of,	but	
instead	of	 joining	their	 fellow	villagers,	 they	often	established	parallel	rituals.	

As	mentioned,	during	magh	bonga	the	sarna	members	I	knew	joined	the	ritual	
in	another	village,	where	a	sarna	naeke	carried	out	the	worship.	During	sohrae	
they	 took	over	 the	organization	of	 the	 festival	 in	 the	 same	village.	Equally	 at	

the	occasion	of	baha	bonga,	 they	 carried	out	 their	 own	 sacrificial	 rituals	 in	 a	
small	 jaher	 they	 had	 previously	 established	 in	 the	 hamlet	 they	 lived	 in.	 This	
separatism	was	not	talked	about	openly.	Especially	the	women	of	these	sarna	
households	 lowered	 their	voice	when	speaking	 to	others	about	 these	parallel	

practices,	as	if	not	to	draw	too	much	attention	to	their	special	status.	
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Everyday	Practices	of	sarna	Members	
With	regard	to	everyday	practices	sarna	members	tended	to	take	Santal	niam	
especially	 serious.	 The	 cooking	 hearth	 (chulhe),	 for	 example,	was	 exclusively	
accessible	to	members	of	the	household.	This	was	attributed	to	the	belief	that	a	

god	was	staying	in	the	hearth	and	would	be	upset,	if	this	rule	was	broken.	Visi-

tors,	such	as	me,	were	not	to	come	near	nor	cook	on	the	hearth.	Moreover,	the	

women	of	the	household	could	not	approach	it	during	the	times	of	their	men-

struation.	Both	 these	 rules	were	observed	with	much	 less	 stringency	 in	non-

sarna	households.		
A	similar	seriousness	prevails	 in	sarna	households	concerning	the	ances-

tral	 shrine,	 the	 bhitar.	 As	 mentioned	 in	 previous	 chapters,	 the	 bhitar	 repre-
sents	 the	 innermost	 space	 of	 a	 Santal	 house.	 No	 one	 is	 to	 enter	 the	 bhitar	
except	for	household	members	and	the	daughter’s	husband	and	daughters	lose	

this	 right	 on	 the	 day	 of	 their	wedding.	 In	 the	 house	 of	 the	 sarna	members	 I	
lived	with	for	several	months,	however,	special	care	was	taken	that	the	room	

containing	the	bhitar	was	always	locked.	Later	during	my	fieldwork,	non-sarna	
members	 explained	 to	me	 that	 in	 sarna	 households	 only	 sarna	members	 can	
enter	the	bhitar.		

Another	 aspect,	 which	 characterized	 the	 everyday	 behavior	 of	 sarna	
members,	was	their	relative	abstinence	from	and	rejection	of	alcohol	consump-

tion.	In	their	eyes,	“drunkards”	as	they	called	them,	could	not	know	about	San-

tal	 tradition	 and	 not	 practice	 it	 in	 the	 right	 way.	 In	 their	 ancestral	 worship,	

they	did	 share	 rice	beer	with	 their	ancestors	 in	 the	bhitar,	 but	as	 I	 could	ob-
serve	they	never	joined	into	communal	drinking	at	village	festivals.	

	

5.2.4	Local	Ritual	Activities:	The	Annual	Sacrifice	in	Laldih	
In	the	region	the	sarna	movement	is	known	for	several	activities,	most	of	them	
political	rallies	and	meetings.	But	the	movement	also	makes	place	by	annually	

organizing	a	large	sacrificial	feast	in	a	mountain	village	called	Laldih.	Its	mem-

bers	see	 this	village	as	a	special	 location,	and	often	define	 their	adherence	 to	

the	movement	in	terms	of	their	worship	in	Laldih.		

In	Laldih	there	exists	a	sacred	grove	established	by	the	movement	and	an-

other	 one	 used	 by	 other	 villagers	 for	 their	 ritual	 practice.	 The	 sarna	 sacred	
grove	contains	different	shrines	for	the	worship	of	the	grove’s	deities.	Some	of	

them	are	encircled	by	a	stone	wall	and	one	shrine	 is	made	of	concrete	with	a	

tiled	roof.	
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For	 the	 annual	 sacrificial	 feast	 held	 in	 Laldih	 on	 the	 day	 of	 the	 full	moon	 of	

Chait	 (April/May),	 in	 2011	 the	 sacred	 grove	 had	 been	 decorated	 with	 small	

colorful	 flags.	 Several	 hundred	 people	 had	made	 their	way	 up	 the	mountain,	

bringing	their	sacrificial	chickens	and	goats.	Many	of	them	were	dressed	in	fes-

tival	clothes,	which	they	changed	for	a	“Santal	saree”	and	dhoti	upon	their	arri-
val.	Many	of	them	were	not	members	of	sarna	dhorom	itself,	but	were	attracted	
by	 the	 effect	 a	 sacrifice	 in	 this	 place	 was	 known	 to	 have.	 People	 said	 past	

events	 showed	 that	 the	gods	 favored	 this	place.	 If	 one	offers	a	 sacrifice	here,	

the	gods	will	 fulfill	one’s	wish.	Sarna	members	connected	the	presence	of	 the	
deities	 in	 Laldih	 further	 to	 the	 pristine	 beauty	 of	 the	 place:	 “Laldih	 is	 a	 very	

original	place,	there	is	always	fresh	air	and	no	malaria,”	the	General	Secretary	

stated.		

On	the	day	of	the	feast,	people	first	brought	an	offering	to	one	shrine	for	

Marang	Buru,	who	was	represented	by	a	 small	 round	stone	at	 its	 center.	The	
offering	consisted	of	beaten	rice,	banana,	a	coconut	and	a	sweets	(laddu).	Men	
belonging	 to	 the	 movement,	 who	 functioned	 as	 priests	 (people	 referred	 to	

them	as	gurus)	on	that	day,	offered	these	sweets	to	the	god	while	murmuring	
an	 invocation.	One	part	of	 the	offering	remained	on	the	ground	 in	 the	shrine,	

while	 another	 part	was	 returned	 to	 the	worshipper	 to	 be	 eaten	 as	prasad,	 a	
word	 prevalent	 in	 the	 Hindu	 context.	 A	 distinguishing	 feature	 of	 this	 sacred	

grove	were	 three	 small	 shrines	with	 portraits.	 The	 first	 portrait	 showed	 Ra-

gunath	Murmu,	the	inventor	of	Ol	Chiki.	The	next	featured	Besnao	Murmu,	the	

founder	of	sarna	dhorom.	The	third	portrait	showed	Marang	Buru,	the	supreme	
Santal	deity,	in	interaction	with	Pilcu	Haram	and	Pilcu	Budhi,	the	Santal	ances-
tral	 couple.	 At	 each	 of	 these	 shrines,	 people	 prostrated	 themselves	 on	 the	

ground	and	addressed	the	respective	deity.		

	



Chapter	5	⎜Fields	of	Contestation	
	

	

	 327	

	
Photo	46:	Gurus	of	the	sarna	movement	are	making	offerings	brought	by	people	to	the	

deities	of	the	sacred	grove.	

	

Adjacent	to	the	grove	and	encircled	by	stones,	the	mountain	deity	(bonga	buru)	
of	Laldih	was	worshipped.	Children	and	adults	brought	mostly	black	or	brown	

chickens	 to	 be	 sacrificed	 here.	 This	was	 also	 the	 place	where	 people	 offered	

goats	 to	be	 sacrificed	 to	 the	deity.	 In	 total,	 on	 that	day	more	 than	a	hundred	

goats	and	roughly	 two	hundred	chickens	were	sacrificed.	People	 took	 the	re-

spective	animal’s	bodies	home.	The	heads	remained	at	the	sacrificial	site	to	be	

later	eaten	by	the	gurus.		
Meanwhile,	a	stage	had	been	set	up	and	in	the	afternoon	all	the	committee	

members	 of	 sarna	 dhorom	 gave	 speeches	 from	 this	 stage.	 People,	 who	 had	
come	to	attend	the	sacrificial	feast,	stood	and	sat	in	front	of	the	stage,	divided	

by	 gender.	One	of	 them,	 Sambu	Murmu,	was	 the	 son	of	 the	deceased	Besnao	

Murmu,	the	founder	of	the	movement.	Each	of	these	members,	all	of	them	were	

men,	was	given	a	flower	necklace	in	honor	of	their	office.	Following	this,	their	

wives	 and	 children	 also	 received	 a	 flower	 necklace.	 The	 long	 speeches	were	

interceded	by	songs	sung	by	the	wives	of	 the	committee	members.	A	 team	of	

men	also	played	the	banam	and	sang	a	self-composed	song.	The	speeches	were	
about	topics	such	as	the	content	of	sarna	religion	and	the	moral	code	its	mem-
bers	should	observe.	Every	sarna	meeting	I	attended	consisted	of	such	multi-
hour	stage	performances	and	was	much	different	from	the	interactive	charac-
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ter	 of	 village	meetings.	 The	 stage	 performance	was	 later	 followed	 by	 female	

dancing	led	by	a	group	of	male	drummers.		

The	annual	 sacrificial	 feast	 in	Laldih	 thus	 combines	elements	of	worship	

from	 common	 village	 (sacrificial)	 practice	with	 features	 characteristic	 of	 the	

movement.	 The	 event	 attracts	 a	 relatively	 large	number	 of	 people,	 especially	

for	its	difficult	to	access	location.	Laldih	has	come	to	be	known	for	the	effect	of	

the	sacrifices	offered	 there.	Sarna	dhorom	has	been	keen	 to	capitalize	on	 this	
alleged	 power	 of	 the	 place.	While	 this	 section	 illustrated	 the	 ritual	 activities	

organized	by	the	movement,	the	next	section	deals	with	its	political	aims.	

	

5.2.5	Political	Activities:	Demanding	a	sarna	Code	and	the	Promo-

tion	of	Ol	Chiki	
The	annual	sacrificial	feast	has	shown,	that	sarna	activists	assert	their	attach-
ment	 to	 the	 region	 through	 recurring	 rituals.	 These	 rituals	 enact	 certain	 fea-

tures	 of	 Santal	 culture,	 such	 as	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 sacred	 grove	 and	

sacrifice,	and	add	other	aspects,	such	as	the	veneration	of	gurus.	But	the	sarna	
movement	also	claims	the	region	through	its	political	efforts	which	address	the	

state.	 This	 political	 activism	 comes	 in	 the	 shape	 of	memoranda	 submitted	 to	

the	government	of	India	and	political	rallies,	which	often	accompany	the	hand-

ing	 over	 of	 these	memoranda.	 An	 analysis	 of	 the	 content	 of	 two	memoranda	

available	to	me	reveals	“strategies	of	localization”	(Escobar	2001)	around	cul-

tural	 features	 chosen	by	 the	activists.	These	 strategies,	while	underlining	 the	

importance	of	place,	at	the	same	time	make	use	of	powerful	global	vocabulary.	

	

Demanding	the	Promotion	and	Protection	of	sarna	Religion	
In	the	following	I	outline	selected	points	of	a	“Memorandum	submitted	to	the	

Honorable	President	of	the	Republic	of	India,	through	the	Collector	of	Mayur-

bhanj,	Odisha	on	19th	January	2012	by	All	India	Sarna	Dhorom	Chemet	Ashra”,	

a	 twelve-page	 document	 written	 in	 English.	 The	 memorandum	 states	 as	 its	

main	 demand	 the	 “promotion,	 preservation	 and	 development	 of	 sarna	 reli-

gion”.	 This	 general	 demand	 is	 split	 into	 different,	more	 precise	 points.	 In	 an	

opening	paragraph	the	document	supports	 its	demands	by	 lamenting	the	dis-

crimination	of	sarna	religion	by	the	Indian	government:	While	other	religions	
like	Hinduism,	Islam	and	Christianity	have	been	provided	with	 land	and	their	

own	marriage	acts,	sarna	religious	rights	have	been	overseen.		
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The	 first	 specific	 point	 of	 the	 document	 is	 a	 demand	 for	 the	 protection	 and	

recognition	of	sacred	groves.	The	groves,	together	with	sarna	religion,	are	por-
trayed	as	environmentally	sound	practices	by	the	following	phrase:	“Sarna	re-
ligion	 has	 developed	 out	 of	 an	 understanding	 of	 small	 features	 of	 nature,	

environment,	hill,	mountain,	air,	water,	forest	and	jungle”	while	simultaneously	

denouncing	other	religions,	which	“have	no	direct	concern	with	nature	and	en-

vironment.”	 If	 the	government	passed	laws	to	protect	the	environment,	sarna	
religion	“and	the	universe”	would	be	protected	as	well,	suggests	the	document.	

It	goes	further	to	provide	an	understanding	of	sacred	groves	as	worship	places	

during	times	of	village	festivals,	as	established	by	the	ancestors	and	as	places	

of	 natural	 beauty,	where	 there	 is	 “no	 scarcity	 of	water	 for	 crops	 or	 drinking	

and	oxygen	is	found	in	adequate	measurement”.	A	subsequent	section	lists	six-

teen	trees188,	among	them	sal,	mahua	and	banyan,	which	should	be	planted	in	
sacred	 groves	 by	 the	 government.	 It	 further	 encourages	 the	 government	 to	

support	the	establishment	of	such	groves	not	only	in	villages	but	also	in	towns	

in	 cities	 “for	 ecological	 balance”.	 In	 order	 to	 protect	 and	 preserve	 sacred	

groves,	“which	are	as	old	as	civilization	itself”	the	government	should	make	an	

amendment	to	the	Recognition	of	Forest	Rights	Act	of	2006	and	give	legal	sta-

tus	to	sacred	groves.	

A	second	request	brought	forth	by	the	memorandum	is	the	renaming	of	a	

mountain	range,	which	is	today	a	national	park	and	tiger	reserve,	named	Simli	

Pahar	(pahar	meaning	“hill”	 in	Hindi).	According	 to	 the	document,	due	 to	 the	
activities	 of	 “forest	mafia	 and	 government	 authorities”	 the	 park’s	 vegetation	

and	animal	population	have	been	destroyed.	 In	order	to	“preserve	and	devel-

op”	 Simli	 Pahar,	 it	 should	 be	 renamed	 into	 Sarna	 pahar,	 because	 it	 harbors	

many	trees	worshipped	by	“sarna	tribes”.	Once	the	hill	has	been	officially	rec-

ognized	as	a	 sacred	site,	people	 “will	 respect	and	worship”	 it	 and	prevent	 its	

destruction	by	the	mafia,	states	the	document.	

A	 third	demand	made	by	 the	document	 is	 the	 recognition	of	Santali	 as	a	

second	official	 language	of	 the	state	of	Odisha.	The	 lack	of	 this	recognition	so	

far	is	brought	forth	as	the	reason	why	the	Santal	tribe	“is	still	far	behind	from	

the	 standard	 level	 of	welfare	 and	development”.	 In	 another	memorandum	 to	

																																																								
188	It	 lists	 the	 (mythological)	 Santali	 names	 for	 trees,	 only	 few	 of	 which	 I	 am	 able	 to	 provide	

botanical	 names	 for,	 in	 the	 following	way:	 suri	sarjam	 (sal	 tree),	 sakhi	sargam,	 bonga	saryom,	
erecy	 atnang	 (crocodile	 bark	 tree),	 khodey	matkom	 (mahua	 tree),	 pefer	 barey	 (banyan	 tree),	
dughah	raher,	towa,	atal	bohal,	champa,	saugh	nari,	bando	nari,	sita	hari,	lweda	lamang,	lepej	tiril	
(the	Ebony	tree)	and	chandan.	
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the	government	of	India,	which	must	have	been	submitted	prior	to	2003,	a	de-

mand	is	made	to	include	Santali	into	the	8th	Schedule	of	the	Constitution.	In	the	

same	document	 the	sarna	movement	makes	reference	 to	 the	North	American	
Cherokee,	who	originally	had	no	script	of	their	own,	but	invented	one	in	1820.	

Subsequently,	 as	 the	 memorandum	mentions,	 the	 United	 States	 government	

has	 recognized	 and	 supported	 the	 script,	 “therefore	 removing	 illiteracy	 from	

the	Cherokee”.	Similar	to	the	environmental	claims	the	movement	makes	in	its	

memoranda,	this	connection	sought	with	the	Cherokee	can	be	seen	to	give	the	

demands	a	broader,	and	hence	more	legitimate,	base.	In	general,	the	promotion	

of	education	and	of	Ol	Chiki	as	a	script	is	one	of	the	main	activities	of	the	sarna	
movement.	A	more	detailed	background	of	Ol	Chiki	is	provided	in	the	course	of	

this	section.	

One	last	demand	deserving	attention	in	the	2012	memorandum	is	the	de-

mand	to	enact	a	hunting	legislation	allowing	people	to	exercise	hunting	as	part	

of	 sarna	 religious	 practice.	 As	 evidence	 supporting	 this	 claim,	 the	 document	
informs	that	hunting	is	an	essential	part	of	the	baha	(flower)	festival.	The	doc-
ument	 further	 states	 that	 the	 forest	mafia	 is	known	 to	extract	products	 from	

the	forest,	but	where	the	government	“has	allowed	the	sendra	or	hunting,	the	
forest	and	its	products	are	saved”.	Similar	to	the	statements	made	by	activists	

involved	in	the	Dalma	regional	hunt	in	chapter	four,	the	argument	in	the	doc-

ument	 is	again	that	hunting	 is	essentially	an	environmentally	 friendly	as	well	

as	a	religious	activity.	 I	attribute	this	emphasis	on	hunting	to	the	 influence	of	

the	 General	 Secretary	 of	 the	 sarna	 movement,	 who	 has	 organized	 a	 hunting	
committee	for	the	hunt	at	Dalma	Buru	in	recent	years.	The	same	committee	is	
listed	as	supporting	the	submission	of	the	memorandum	at	its	end.	It	becomes	

obvious	 that	 sarna	 political	 demands	 are	 continually	 being	 constructed,	 not	
necessarily	always	emphasizing	the	same	Santal	cultural	practices.	

	

Demanding	a	“sarna	Code”	
Besides	the	promotion	and	protection	of	sarna	religion,	the	memorandum	fur-
ther	requests	the	political	recognition	of	it.	It	makes	mention	of	a	“sarna	code”,	
equivalent	to	codes	the	government	has	given	to	Hindu,	Muslim	and	Christian	

religions.	This	 is	 of	 relevance	 in	 the	population	 census	 carried	out	 in	 regular	

intervals	in	India.	The	document	states	that	a	separate	code	for	sarna	religion	
would	 lead	to	the	 identification	of	 the	actual	number	of	 followers	of	 this	reli-

gion.	 Many	 people,	 who	were	 not	 actively	 involved	with	 sarna	dhorom,	 sup-
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ported	 this	 demand.	 In	 2011	 there	 were	 several	 houses	 in	 the	 area	 around	

Ghatsila,	 with	 the	 slogan	 “No	 sarna	 code,	 no	 census”	 written	 on	 their	 wall.	
Many	administrative	documents	 issued	by	the	government	ask	 for	a	religious	

code	 to	 be	 filled	 in,	 and	 Santal	 today	 feel	 that	 “Hindu”,	which	 is	 still	 the	 box	

they	check,	does	not	represent	their	affiliation	adequately.	The	memorandum	

lists	several	documents	to	which	the	sarna	code	should	be	added,	among	them	
census	forms,	land	documents,	employment	forms,	caste	and	residential	certif-

icates.	

	

The	Teaching	of	Ol	Chiki	
One	of	the	main	goals	of	sarna	dhorom	is	and	has	been	since	its	foundation,	as	
stated	in	its	bylaws,	to	print	and	publish	books	and	journals	on	sarna	religion	
in	Ol	 Chiki	 script.	 Despite	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 ability	 to	 read	 and	write	Ol	 Chiki	

among	 the	 Santal	 population	 is	 relatively	 low,	 my	 rough	 estimate	 would	 be	

around	ten	percent,	it	serves	as	a	crucial	marker	of	Santal	identity	today.		

The	writing	of	Santali	has	a	relatively	 long	history,	albeit	one	not	shaped	

by	Santal	actors	in	its	beginnings.	British	civil	servants	and	Western	missionar-

ies	began	to	write	down	Santal	legends	and	mythology	in	Roman	script	around	

the	middle	of	the	nineteenth	century	(Lotz	2007,	236).	Among	them,	the	Nor-

wegian	missionary	Bodding	translated	and	published	several	books	and	a	five	

volume	Santali	dictionary.	Bodding’s	publications	are	well-known	in	the	circles	

of	educated	Santal	today,	one	of	the	sarna	dhorom	memoranda	discussed	above	
even	mentions	his	work.	According	to	Lotz	(245),	by	the	1930s	so	many	differ-

ent	researchers,	administrators	and	missionaries	were	working	on	Santali,	that	

the	question	of	a	 standardized	script	arose.	Bodding	proposed	 the	use	of	Ro-

man	 script	 with	 diacritical	 marks	 as	 most	 suitable,	 for	 both	 publications	 by	

foreigners	and	the	teaching	of	the	script	to	Santal	themselves.	

While	for	a	long	time	this	discussion	about	a	suitable	script	for	Santali	was	

led	by	non-Santal,	from	the	1930s	onwards	the	Santal	schoolteacher	Ragunath	

Murmu	 founded	 a	 cultural	movement	which	 later	 gained	 influence	much	 be-

yond	his	native	village	in	Odisha.	He	designed	the	Ol	Chiki	alphabet	and	subse-

quently	wrote	his	 first	drama	named	Bidu-Chandan	in	1942	(246).	The	script	

consists	 of	 thirty	 characters,	 some	 of	 which	 are	 said	 to	 be	 derived	 from	 the	

physical	environment,	such	as	a	plow,	mushroom	or	swan.	All	 the	vowels	are	

attributed	separate	letters.	The	suitability	of	the	script	to	write	Santali	was	un-

derlined	 to	 me	 several	 times	 by	 Santal	 men,	 who	 emphasized	 that	 “only	 Ol	
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Chiki	 can	express	all	 of	 the	 sounds	of	our	 language.”	When	writing	Santali	 in	

Devanagari	 or	 Roman	 script	 diacritical	 signs	 are	 added.	Murmu	 preferred	 to	

underline	the	scientific	achievement	made	through	the	script,	and	represented	

it	as	a	rediscovery	of	a	system	of	symbols,	which	had	always	been	present	 in	

Santal	history	in	the	form	of	“tattoo	marks,	way	signs	and	other	symbolic	pic-

tographs”	(252).	The	existence	of	the	Santali	word	“ol”	designating	the	making	
of	all	 these	symbols	was	taken	to	support	 this	claim.	 In	spite	of	 the	 founder’s	

emphasis	on	the	scientific	aspects	of	the	script,	soon	after	its	invention,	several	

myths	 about	 its	 origin	 developed.	 It	was	 “endowed	with	 a	 sacred	 and	divine	

status	 by	 assigning	 its	 revelation	 to	 the	 Santal	 gods	 Bidu	 and	 Chandan,	who	

had	granted	it	to	Ragunath	Murmu,	after	he	had	prayed	to	them”	(252).			

When	 traveling	 through	 Santal	 regions	 today,	 one	 encounters	 the	 pres-

ence	of	Ol	Chiki	in	many	forms.	Many	cultural	events	are	announced	by	leaflets	

written	in	Ol	Chiki,	the	statues	of	Santal	cultural	heroes	mentioned	above	often	

have	Ol	Chiki	writing	on	 them,	 and	 several	 publications,	 such	 as	 the	Ghatsila	

regional	Santali	journal	Holong	Baha	(“flower	made	from	rice	flour”)	are	print-
ed	in	Ol	Chiki.	The	Santal	I	met,	who	could	read	the	script,	had	often	learned	it	

either	 in	colleges	(in	Ghatsila	or	Ranchi),	where	Santali	study	programs	exist,	

or	 in	 village	 summer	 schools	 taught	 by	 villagers	who	 knew	 the	 script.	 Sarna	
dhorom	also	organizes	Ol	Chiki	schools	in	villages	with	branch	offices.	

Several	publications	serve	as	study	material	at	these	occasions.	For	begin-

ners	 a	 booklet	 called	 Ol	Chemet,	 designed	 by	 Ragunath	 Murmu,	 and	 several	
publications	by	 the	All	 India	Santali	Writers	Association	were	used.	More	ad-

vanced	 learners	 could	 then	 read	books	written	by	Murmu,	 among	 them	Bidu	
Chandan	and	Kherwar	Bir	(“Kherwar	heroes”).	At	the	university	level,	the	pro-
motion	of	Ol	Chiki	is	developed	further:	The	Department	of	Tribal	and	Regional	

Languages	at	Ranchi	University,	for	example,	designed	a	computer	font	for	the	

use	 of	 Ol	 Chiki.	 At	 the	 Santali	 Department	 of	 Shantiniketan	 University,	West	

Bengal,	several	Santal	scholars	are	currently	writing	their	PhD	dissertation	in	

the	Ol	Chiki	script.	In	sum,	the	mastery	of	the	script	is	still	reserved	for	an	edu-

cated	elite,	although	efforts	are	being	made	to	teach	it	to	school	children	in	vil-

lages.		
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Photo	47:	A	Santal	man	is	teaching	Ol	Chiki	to	the	children	of	his	village.	

	

Apart	from	the	actual	use	of	Ol	Chiki	in	increasing	literacy	among	the	Santal,	it	

serves	as	a	powerful	marker	of	“Santalness”	in	several	contexts.	In	ritual	prac-

tice,	I	saw	Murmu’s	publications	used	as	objects	of	worship	during	the	annual	

festival	at	the	occasion	of	his	birthday:	the	books,	together	with	a	bow	and	ar-

row,	were	placed	in	front	of	the	sacrificial	circles,	and	consecrated	with	spots	

of	oil	and	sindur.		
In	sum,	Ol	Chiki,	represents	several	aspects	of	Santal	identity,	as	also	em-

phasized	 by	 sarna	dhorom:	 Alleged	 close	 relations	 with	 the	 natural	 environ-
ment,	 its	distinction	 from	other,	 especially	mainstream	Hindu	cultures,	 and	a	

specific	relation	with	their	own	deities,	as	expressed	in	the	origin	of	the	script.	

Having	outlined	the	main	activities	of	the	sarna	dhorom	movement,	in	the	next	
section	I	turn	to	the	tensions	between	sarna	and	non-sarna	members.	
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5.2.6	Conflicts	over	the	Practice	of	niam	
“Our	Santal	 society	 is	divided	 into	 those	who	 follow	 sarna	 and	 those	who	do	
not”,	a	young	sarna	member	explained	 to	me	one	day.	This	division	of	Santal	
society	became	apparent	to	me	only	gradually,	and	was	rarely	named	so	blunt-

ly.	 Conflict	 and	 disagreement	 about	 the	 topic	 of	 “right	 and	 wrong	 religious	

practice”	 within	 families	 or	 even	 between	 whole	 villages	 was	 primarily	 ex-

pressed	through	avoidance	and	not	through	open	discussions.		

Sarna	members	openly	criticized,	in	an	authoritarian	manner,	all	kinds	of	
“wrong	traditions”,	as	they	called	it:	cattle	sacrifices,	alcohol	consumption,	po-

lygamy	 and	 different	ways	 of	 organizing	 village	 festivals.	 But	 the	 ones	 being	

criticized	seemed	to	quietly	carry	on	these	practices,	sometimes	even	proudly	

stating,	that	“in	our	village	there	are	no	sarna	members”.	Sarna	members	and	
their	practices	were	perceived	as	different.	People	were	aware	that	the	mem-

bers	were	out	to	proselytize	them,	but	many	were	resistant	to	“changing	their	

religion”,	as	they	phrased	it.		

One	of	the	apparent	differences	between	sarna	members	and	other	people	
was	their	attitude	towards	authority.	In	sarna	circles	I	encountered	many	men,	
some	 of	 them	 regarded	 as	 gurus,	 who	were	 convinced	 they	 knew	 the	 “right	
way”,	correcting	others	whenever	they	saw	fit.	They	even	showed	others	how	

to	dance	correctly	in	the	village	dance	ground.	In	common	village	practice,	con-

sensus	 is	 usually	 sought	 through	 long	 discussions,	 in	 which	 everyone	 con-

cerned189	is	 entitled	 to	present	his	opinions	and	arguments.	When	discussing	

the	sarna	movement,	an	elderly	man,	not	being	a	member	himself,	named	what	
I	had	been	sensing	for	a	while:	“There	is	a	bit	of	tension	in	our	Santal	religion”.	

Sarna	ritual	practice,	he	pointed	out,	is	very	formal	and	standardized,	while	in	
the	village	there	are	“many	men	and	many	minds”.	Village	festivals,	for	exam-

ple,	are	not	always	held	on	the	same	day	every	year	for	various	reasons.	Sarna	
members,	however,	have	fixed	specific	days	according	to	the	lunar	calendar	on	

which	their	rituals	are	held	each	year.	The	difference	between	the	authoritari-

an	manner	 of	 sarna	members	 and	 the	 inclusive,	 discussion-led,	 “democratic”	
way	of	village	practice	seemed	to	lie	at	the	heart	of	the	conflict	brought	about	

by	the	presence	of	the	sarna	movement.	
	

																																																								
189	Women,	 however,	 were	 only	 part	 of	 these	 discussions	 on	 a	 household	 level	 and	 did	 not	

participate	in	village	meetings	where	conflicts	were	settled.	
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5.2.7	Notions	of	Region	and	Identity	as	Articulated	by	the	sarna	

Movement	

“Santalization”	
The	previous	sections	have	outlined	the	different	activities	of	the	sarna	move-
ment	 and	 its	 political	 goals.	 The	 movement	 strategically	 emphasizes	 some	

practices	while	condemning	others.	It	has	shown	that	Santal	custom	is	subject	

to	negotiation	and	conflict.	These	negotiations	around	“true	 tradition”	do	not	

happen	in	isolation	from	other	ideas	relevant	in	a	national	and	global	context,	

as	some	of	the	references	in	the	sarna	movement’s	publications	illustrate.	
Some	of	 the	 Santal	 village	practices	disregarded	by	 the	 sarna	movement	

make	 sense	when	 seen	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Hinduism	 in	 India.	 The	 rejection	 of	

beef	or	alcohol	 consumption	can	be	 contextualized	as	part	of	 a	more	general	

pattern	 of	 status	 enhancement	 among	 marginalized	 communities	 in	 India.	

Srinivas	 (1966)	 introduced	 the	 term	 Sanskritization	 referring	 to	 the	 way	 in	

which	 lower	castes	 imitate	and	take	on	moral	values	and	codes	of	conduct	of	

higher	castes,	in	order	to	raise	their	status.		

Several	authors	have	deemed	it	inadequate	to	speak	of	Sanskritization	as	

taking	place	in	Santal	society	(Carrin-Bouez	1986;	Gautam	1977;	Parkin	2000).	

My	analysis	 takes	 a	 similar	 stance.	Many	of	 the	 activities	of	 sarna	dhorom,	 in	
fact,	show	that	the	movement	is	making	a	conscious	effort	to	differentiate	itself	

from	Hinduism	and	caste	society.	The	demand	for	governmental	recognition	of	

sarna	 religion	 and	 the	 creation	of	 a	 sarna	 code	 are	 cases	 in	point.	While	 this	
assertion	of	a	distinct	identity	can	be	identified	earlier	in	history,	such	as	in	the	

Santal	 rebellion	 of	 1855,	 the	modern	national	 and	 global	 context	 has	 further	

supported	some	sections	of	Santal	society	in	formulating	this	separate	identity.	

Describing	the	Santal	revival	of	their	customs	through	modern	means,	Gautam	

(1977,	373)	has	called	this	development	“Santalization”.	The	sarna	movement	
presents	a	prime	case	of	Santalization.	 It	 is	crucial,	however,	to	see	Santaliza-

tion	not	 as	 a	 static	 phenomenon,	 but	 as	 one,	which	 is	 subject	 to	 change.	The	

content	of	what	 these	core	 features	of	Santal	 identity	are,	 is	 constantly	being	

negotiated	and	re-emphasized	within	the	sarna	movement.	Currently,	besides	
rejecting	 the	 above-mentioned	 aspects	 of	 Santal	 cultural	 practice,	 the	move-
ment	also	underlines	the	following	points	of	Santal	identity:	Through	its	educa-
tional	 goal	 of	 promoting	 Ol	 Chiki	 literacy,	 it	 places	 Santal	 identity	 firmly	 in	

discourses	of	literacy.	Overlapping	with	the	identity	performance	staged	in	re-

gional	sacred	groves,	the	movement	also	emphasizes	the	importance	of	nature	
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in	 Santal	 religious	 practice.	 And	 last,	 it	 connects	 Santal	 identity	 to	 certain	

points	in	the	landscape,	such	as	Simli	mountain	in	Odisha.		

	

Sarna	and	the	Region	
Although	mobility	has	partly	replaced	 locality	as	a	result	of	 the	ever-growing	

importance	of	globalization,	 it	has	at	the	same	time	been	countered	by	subal-

tern	strategies	of	localization.	Indigenous	social	movements	are	making	use	of	

a	global	discourse	in	order	to	assert	their	rights	to	a	specific	locality.	The	sarna	
movement	 employs	 a	 similar	 strategy	 as	 the	 above	 discussed	 memoranda	

demonstrate.	This	section	is	concerned	with	how	the	sarna	movement	is	claim-
ing	place,	 in	 the	area	where	 they	are	active	and	beyond.	 It	also	discusses	 the	

notion	of	place	emerging	from	this	practice.	Because	the	movement’s	activities	

are	carried	out	 in	several	places,	 they	can	be	viewed	as	“claiming	 the	region”	

more	than	any	specific	locality.	Through	their	activities	sarna	members	are	al-
so	claiming	a	“place”	in	a	political	way:	a	place	among	other	religions	in	India	

and	a	place	among	indigenous	people	worldwide.	

Concerning	the	claims	to	a	region,	we	could	say	that	a	network	of	branch	

offices	organizing	different	types	of	worship	activities	such	as	village	festivals	

and	 the	annual	 sacrifice	 in	Laldih,	 is	marking	 sarna	dhorom’s	 presence	 in	 the	
region.	 In	Feldhaus’	(2003)	sense,	 the	activities	organized	by	sarna	members,	
connect	different	places	into	a	region	through	a	standardized	practice	of	wor-

ship.	 Active	members	 travel	 throughout	 the	 region	 in	 order	 to	 attend	 events	

like	staged	dramas	written	by	Ragunath	Murmu,	membership	meetings,	politi-

cal	rallies	and	rituals	organized	by	the	movement.	Their	movements	 in	them-

selves	 connect	 these	 places,	 just	 as	 the	Maharashtrian	 pilgrims	 described	 by	

Feldhaus	do.	 In	 ritual	practice	and	 in	 the	memoranda	specific	places	are	em-

phasized:	Laldih,	as	an	important	place	for	the	deities	of	the	sacred	grove	and	

the	demand	to	rename	Simli	Pahar	into	Sarna	Pahar	serve	as	examples	for	this	

strategic	claiming	of	places.	

Different	 from	 the	 Munda	 devotees	 described	 by	 Verardo	 (2003,	 185),	

who	attribute	a	sense	of	backwardness	to	the	forest,	the	sarna	movement	em-
phasizes	the	power	of	Laldih	as	a	pristine	and	pure	place.	The	deities	favor	the	

place,	 according	 to	people,	 exactly	because	of	 these	qualities.	The	movement,	

thus,	seems	to	impose	no	dichotomy	between	the	forested	and	the	more	urban	

landscape,	although	it	places	an	emphasis	on	“development”	and	modernity	in	

the	sense	of	“development	of	sarna	religion”	and	education	of	other	Santal.	The	
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different	 background	 of	 the	 movement’s	 members,	 some	 living	 in	 cities	 like	

Jamshedpur,	 others	 in	 more	 remote	 villages	 like	 Laldih,	 connects	 rural	 with	

urban	 places.	 Sarna	meetings	 create	 a	 platform	 for	 an	 exchange	 of	 ideas	 be-
tween	 these	 people	 from	 different	 backgrounds.	 This	 shows	 that	 the	 region	

claimed	by	the	movement	is	not	bounded,	but	is	continuously	being	infused	by	

ideas	from	other	places,	often	brought	from	a	more	urban	context.	Global	ideas,	

such	as	indigenous	peoples’	closeness	to	nature	and	the	mention	of	the	situa-

tion	of	 the	Cherokee,	are	being	drawn	into	the	political	strategy	employed	by	

the	sarna	movement	in	order	to	localize	themselves	politically	in	the	region.	
Two	 spatial	 perspectives	 present	 themselves	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 sarna	

movement.	 On	 the	 one	 hand	 there	 is	 the	mobility	 of	 people	 and	 ideas	 along	

networks,	 a	 greater	 mobility	 than	 in	 any	 of	 the	 previously	 mentioned	 ritual	

contexts.	 In	 the	 context	of	 the	 sarna	movement,	place	presents	 itself	 as	most	
open	to	ideas	from	the	outside,	such	as	discourses	on	environmentalism	or	in-

digeneity.	On	the	other	hand,	specific	localizing	strategies	exist,	such	as	the	es-

tablishment	of	sarna	branch	offices	or	sarna	sacred	groves.		
This	dynamic	could	be	regarded	as	a	specific	configuration	of	deterritori-

alization	and	territorialization,	in	Hervieu-Léger’s	(2002)	sense.	In	comparison	

with	all	other	ritual	contexts	discussed	in	this	work,	sarna	ritual	practice	main-
tains	a	loose	relation	to	place.	As	mentioned,	new	worship	places	can	be	estab-

lished.	People	have	no	particular	obligation	 to	attend	sarna	 rituals	 in	specific	
places.	This	differs	 greatly	 from	 the	 obligation	of	 a	member	of	 a	 local	 line	 to	

contribute	 to	and	attend	 the	 jom	sim	 ritual	 in	his	 “place	of	origin”	 (mul	gadi).	
Moreover,	membership	in	the	sarna	movement	is	voluntary.	Hence,	a	person’s	
belonging	to	a	“religious”	community	as	well	as	that	community’s	ties	to	a	spe-

cific	 locality	 are	much	 less	 fixed	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 sarna	movement.	 This	
corresponds	to	the	“sect-type	religious	spatiality”	(102)	and	its	loosened	ties	to	

territory,	a	constellation	Hervieu-Léger	attributes	to	modernity.		

But	it	seems	that	the	specific	constellation	of	modernity	present	in	Santal	

society	 has	 not	 led	 to	 a	 complete	 detachment	 from	 place.	 Through	 its	 ritual	

practice,	the	sarna	movement	still	grounds	itself	in	specific	places,	for	example,	
as	the	annual	sacrificial	festival	in	Laldih	has	shown.	In	addition,	a	new	form	of	

“territorialization”	(Hervieu-Léger	2002,	103)	emerges.	This	territorialization,	

however,	takes	place	on	a	political	level.	In	memoranda	submitted	to	the	gov-

ernment,	the	sarna	movement	claims	specific	places	to	be	Santal,	among	them	
sacred	groves	and	a	specific	mountain.		
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To	 sum	 up,	 so	 far	 this	 chapter	 has	 portrayed	 two	 different	 cases	 of	 regional	

politics,	which	both	claim	a	certain	identity	for	the	Santal.	The	case	of	regional	

flower	 festivals	 has	 emphasized	 the	 importance	 of	 dancing	 and	 the	 environ-

ment	in	large-scale	performances.	The	sarna	movement	claims	the	practice	of	
“true	 tradition”,	 aiming	 to	 reform	 those	 village	 customs,	 which	 do	 not	 fit	 its	

definition.	Both	cases	have	the	region,	much	more	than	specific	places,	as	their	

reference	 point,	 connecting	 places	 through	 their	 ideology	 and	 standardized	

practice.	They	further	show	that	place	continues	to	be	important	for	the	Santal,	

but	also	 that	 this	place	 is	claimed	on	different	 levels,	namely	on	regional,	na-

tional	and	global	ones.		

Compared	to	other	adivasi	groups	in	Central	India	(cf.	for	example	Berger	
2014	for	the	Gadaba),	the	Santal	have	been	involved	in	identity	politics	for	sev-

eral	decades	now	(Carrin	2008,	2012;	Orans	1965).	The	specific	situation	and	

relative	success	of	Santal	identity	politics	can	be	partly	explained	as	the	result	

of	certain	historical	developments	in	the	region.		

	

	

5.3	The	Historical	Context	Fostering	an	Increase	in		

Cultural	Politics	
The	 emergence	 of	 Santal	 regional	 flower	 festivals	 resonates	with	what	 other	

scholars	have	described	as	the	assertion	of	indigenous	culture	especially	in	ur-

ban	centers	such	as	Ranchi,	 Jharkhand’s	capital	 (Damodaran	2007,	146;	Shah	

2010,	115).	A	revised	version	of	the	village	spring	festival,	celebrated	in	slight-

ly	different	form	and	under	different	names	among	many	of	Jharkhand’s	adiva-
si	 communities,	 has	 been	 organized	 every	 spring	 in	 Ranchi	 since	 the	 1990s.	
The	festival’s	name,	Sarhul,	derives	from	the	Oraon	spring	festival,	a	communi-
ty	 living,	 among	 other	 regions,	 in	 the	 rural	 areas	 around	 Ranchi.	 Sarhul	 has	
been	 linked	 to	 a	 politically	 instigated	 revival	 of	 adivasi	 rituals	 (Damodaran	
2007,	146).	In	March	2011	I	witnessed	how	the	festival	attracted	large	crowds	

from	all	the	major	adivasi	groups	of	Jharkhand,	who	arrived	on	trucks	and	bus-
ses.	 Dressed	 in	 their	 communities’	 festive	 clothes,	 they	 joined	 large	 proces-

sions	 accompanied	 by	 dancing	 and	 drumming	 along	 the	 city’s	 main	 roads,	

finally	 reaching	 one	 of	 the	 city’s	 sacred	 groves	 in	 the	 district	 of	 Siramtoli.	 In	

this	 context	 the	 activists’	 references	 to	 an	 environmental	 discourse	 link	 the	

specific	national	context	of	adivasis	in	India	to	a	more	global	arena.	This	chap-
ter	complements	this	contemporary,	more	urban	focus	of	scholarly	writing	on	
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adivasi	activism	and	its	influence	on	rituals	with	a	perspective	from	rural	Jhar-
khand.		

The	 Santal	 regional	 flower	 festival	 in	 East	 Singhbhum,	 for	 example,	 re-

assembles	 certain	 features	 of	 village	 rites	 into	 a	 portrayal	 of	 Santal	 identity.	

This	makes	 “Santal	 culture”,	 as	 performed	 in	 these	 contexts,	more	 visible	 to	

non-Santal.	The	regional	sacred	groves	 in	which	these	festivals	are	held	func-

tion	as	material	markers	of	a	Santal	presence	in	the	area.	Another	case	in	point	

of	 this	 visibility	 of	 Santal	 culture	 are	 the	 statues	 of	 Santal	 cultural	 heroes	

placed	at	important	locations	throughout	the	region.	Both,	the	disom	jahers	and	
the	statues	remind	any	newcomer	and	other	communities	that	this	is	a	Santal	

region,	a	place	where	the	Santal	make	their	presence	felt.	

The	question	remains	as	to	what	has	led	to	this	increasing	public	display	

of	adivasi	culture	in	the	state	of	Jharkhand	in	recent	decades.	This	can	partly	be	
located	in	the	political	context,	from	which	the	state	of	Jharkhand	emerged.	

	

5.3.1	The	Jharkhand	Movement	
The	 Jharkhand	 movement,	 with	 its	 increasingly	 urban	 political	 pressure	

groups,	 can	 be	 placed	 in	 a	 long	 tradition	 of	 adivasi	 protest	 in	 Chotanagpur.	
Here	the	Santal	Rebellion	of	1855	figures	prominently	among	other	tribal	up-

risings	 in	the	 long	process	of	demanding	an	autonomous	state	(Devalle	1992,	

109-150).	The	movement’s	political	strategy	has	oscillated	between	an	empha-

sis	on	adivasi	cultural	distinctiveness	and	a	more	 inclusive	approach	drawing	
other,	non-tribal,	inhabitants	of	the	area	into	its	fold.		

The	beginnings	lie	in	the	1950s	when	the	Jharkhand	party	was	founded	as	

the	political	wing	of	the	Adivasi	Mahasabha.	The	Jharkhand	party	demanded	a	
separate	 state	 before	 the	 States	 Reorganization	 Commission	 (Devalle	 1992,	

139;	Munda	2004,	186).	This	request	was	rejected	on	the	grounds	that	its	sup-

porters	were	 only	adivasi,	 thus	 excluding	 the	will	 of	 the	 other	 inhabitants	 of	
this	 area.	 Another	 reason	 for	 rejection	 by	 the	 Commission	was	 its	 fear	 of	 an	

economic	imbalance,	as	the	area	covered	the	mineral	rich	parts	of	Bihar	(Mun-

da	2004,	186).		

A	subsequent	decline	in	political	success	led	to	a	revival	period	at	the	end	

of	 the	1970s	when	 the	 Jharkhand	movement	 renounced	 its	previously	ethnic	

character	in	order	to	cover	a	broader	social	basis	(Shah	2010,	20).	In	this	peri-

od	two	militant	parties,	 the	Birsa	Sewa	Dal,	active	 in	Ranchi	and	Jamshedpur,	

and	the	 Jharkhand	Mukti	Morcha	(JMM)	under	the	 leadership	of	Binod	Bihari	
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Mahato,	A.K.	Roy	and	Shibu	Soren,	were	founded.	Munda	(2004,	187)	recogniz-

es	 the	movement’s	 strength	 in	 bringing	 together	mining	 and	 agricultural	 la-

borers	 and	 the	 incorporation	 of	 a	 sizeable	 non-tribal	 population.	 After	 an	

expansion,	 characterized	 by	 all	 national	 political	 parties	 active	 in	 this	 region	

forming	Jharkhand	cells,	and	the	rise	of	the	JMM	as	the	main	opposition	party	

in	the	Bihar	legislature	in	1985,	a	time	of	self-examination	set	in.	Until	then,	the	

experience	had	been	that	the	success	of	the	parties	fighting	for	a	separate	state	

only	consisted	of	forming	special	political	alliances	with	the	ruling	parties.		

Various	moves	 to	 strengthen	 leadership	were	 then	 undertaken:	 In	 1981	

the	Department	 for	Tribal	and	Regional	Languages	was	established	at	Ranchi	

University,	enabling	research	on	the	languages	and	literature	of	the	Jharkhand	

region.	 It	 came	 to	 form	 an	 important	 intellectual	 anchor	 for	 the	 Jharkhand	

movement	 and	 created	 space	 for	 meetings	 and	 conferences	 (188).	 The	 All	

Jharkhand	 Students	 Union	 and	 the	 Jharkhand	 Coordination	 Committee	 were	

formed	 in	1986	and	1987	to	coordinate	political	and	cultural	activities.	Thus,	

the	end	of	the	1980s	saw	a	reappraisal	of	the	distinct	cultural	identity	of	Jhar-

khand	through	conferences	and	rallies.	It	seems	no	coincidence	that	this	“cul-

turalist	 turn”	 (Babiracki	 2001,	 38)	 of	 the	 Jharkhand	 movement	 and	 the	

building	of	disom	jahers	as	outlined	above	fall	into	the	same	time	period.	On	15	
November	2000,	 the	day	commemorating	 the	death	of	 the	 first	pan-tribal	 re-

bellion	leader	Birsa	Munda,	the	demand	for	an	autonomous	state	of	Jharkhand	

was	fulfilled	(Munda	2004,	215).	Sixteen	years	have	passed	since	the	formation	

of	 Jharkhand	and	many	of	 the	 social	 and	political	 inequalities,	 the	 erasure	of	

which	 the	 Jharkhand	 movement	 was	 concerned	 with,	 still	 remain	 (cf.	 Shah	

2010).	This	holds	true	even	among	the	Santal	as	one	of	the	state’s	most	domi-

nant	 adivasi	 communities.	 The	 state’s	 independence	 has	 however	 created	 a	
ground	on	which	Jharkhandi	cultural	politics	can	further	thrive.		

	

5.3.2	Industrialization	and	the	Santal	in	East	Singhbhum	
When	 compared	 to	 Santal	 villages	 in	 the	 Santal	 Parganas	 in	 the	 northeast	 of	

Jharkhand,	 the	 ones	 around	 the	 towns	 of	 Ghatsila	 and	 Musabani	 look	 much	

wealthier.	 Although	 many	 houses	 are	 built	 from	mud,	 they	 are	 large,	 some-

times	featuring	up	to	ten	rooms,	which	are	accessible	through	the	courtyard.	In	

many	 villages	 one	 also	 finds	multi-storey	 houses	 built	 out	 of	 concrete.	 Their	

owners	 informed	me	 that	 they	were	 able	 to	 build	 them	 after	many	 years	 of	

work	 in	 the	 local	 coal	 or	 uranium	 mine.	 As	 one	 travels	 throughout	 East	
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Singhbhum,	one	cannot	overlook	 the	 traces	of	 industrialization	 in	 the	area.	A	

small	sector	of	the	Santal	population	has	hence	benefitted	in	a	material	sense	

from	employment	found	in	the	mines.		

As	the	establishment	of	disom	jahers	by	Santal	men	working	in	the	mines	
shows,	Santal	cultural	politics	are	linked	to	industrialization	in	the	area.	While	

the	generation	of	men,	who	are	 today	 in	 their	 fifties,	has	worked	under	hard	

and	dangerous	 conditions	under	 ground,	 they	were	 able	 to	 accumulate	 some	

wealth	 from	 their	 work.	 Many	 of	 them	 invested	 part	 of	 this	 wealth	 in	 their	

sons’	and	daughters’	school	and	university	education.	Educated	daughters	of-

ten	do	not	take	up	employment,	but	considerably	raise	their	chances	of	finding	

an	educated	husband	with	a	well-paying	job.	Some	of	the	educated	young	men	

today	work	as	engineers	in	the	same	mines	their	fathers	did	or	have	obtained	

much	sought	after	jobs	in	the	public	sector.		

One	cannot	deny	that	industrialization	has	led	to	exploitation	and	impov-

erishment	of	adivasi	in	Jharkhand.	Padel	and	Das	(2010)	even	speak	of	“cultur-
al	 genocide”	 as	 a	 result	 of	 mining	 in	 tribal	 areas	 of	 Eastern	 India.	 I	 could,	

however,	also	witness	that	many	Santal	I	encountered	in	East	Singhbhum	had	

profited	from	industrialization	in	the	area	and	did	not	evaluate	it	in	any	nega-

tive	sense.	This	might	partly	be	due	to	the	fact	that	the	mines	in	the	area	have	

existed	for	more	than	a	century	by	now,	and	that	much	of	the	land	deprivation	

happened	many	years	ago.	People	seemed	to	have	also	accepted	the	environ-

mental	destruction	as	a	necessary	side-effect	of	the	material	benefits	the	mines	

had	brought	to	the	area.	My	perspective	is	further	limited	to	relatively	wealthy	

families,	 who	 have	 benefitted	 most	 from	 the	 mines.	 A	 different	 story	 could	

probably	 be	 told	 by	 those	 affected	 by	 the	 radiation	 caused	 by	 the	 uranium	

mine	in	Jadugoda,	a	town	about	twenty	kilometers	from	Musabani.		

In	an	outline	of	industrialization	and	its	impact	on	adivasi	of	Chotanagpur	
Stuart	 Corbridge	 raises	 similar	 points.	 Corbridge	 (1987,	 252)	 delineates	 the	

industrial	development	of	Chotanagpur	from	the	opening	of	 the	first	coalfield	

in	 1894	 and	 the	 ensuing	 competition	 for	 mineral	 resources	 between	 Indian	

and	 European	 capitalists.	 Contradicting	 the	 idea	 that	 industrialization	 in	 this	

region	only	led	to	exploitation	and	“internal	colonialism”,	Corbridge	concludes	

that	some	tribal	mine	workers	were	able	to	accumulate	wealth	from	their	work	

in	 the	mines	 (255,	 263).	 This	 led	 to	 economic	 and	 political	 divisions	 within	

tribal	societies	of	the	region.	As	mentioned,	even	in	villages,	work	in	the	mines	

enabled	some	families	to	buy	land	from	other	tribal	families,	build	large	hous-

es,	send	their	children	to	private	English	schools	and	acquire	consumer	goods.	
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In	accordance	with	Sahlins’	 (1999,	 x)	 argument	of	 the	 “indigenization	of	mo-

dernity”,	a	considerable	part	of	money	earned	in	the	mines	was	also	spent	ac-

cording	 to	 the	 values	 of	 Santal	 society:	 People	 afforded	 elaborate	 weddings,	

naming	ceremonies	and	funerals	or	donated	it	to	large	cultural	events	such	as	

disom	 baha	 festivals.	 Therefore,	 the	 relative	 wealth	 industrialization	 has	
brought	 to	 a	 small	 portion	 of	 Santal	 society	 has	 led	 to	 a	 kind	 of	 culturalism	

previously	less	prominent.	

	

5.3.3	The	Minority	Politics	of	the	Indian	State	
Another	historical	event	contributing	to	the	rise	of	adivasi	and	especially	Santal	
identity	politics	and	its	elaboration	in	ritual	contexts	can	be	located	in	the	Indi-

an	state’s	politics	of	minority	recognition	(Kapila	2008;	Rycroft	and	Dasgupta	

2011,	137).	In	Article	15	of	the	Indian	Constitution	of	1950	equality	for	all	citi-

zens	is	guaranteed.	This	includes	abandoning	caste	and	communalism	and	out-

lawing	 untouchability.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 takes	 a	 protective	 stand	 towards	

those	 who	might	 still	 suffer	 from	 exploitation	 and	 discrimination,	 qualifying	

these	 groups	 for	 active	 state	 support	 (Corbridge	 2000,	 67).	 In	 Article	 46	 it	

specifies	 these	 groups	 as	 Scheduled	 Castes	 and	 Scheduled	 Tribes,	 entitled	 to	

“reserved	 jobs	 in	 central	 and	 state	 governments,	 as	well	 as	 reserved	 seats	 in	

Parliament	and	provincial	Legislative	Assemblies”	(Kapila	2008,	121).	Howev-

er,	the	Constitution	preserved	a	difference	between	these	two	groups.	SCs	are	

regarded	as	discriminated	against	in	the	ritual	domain,	due	to	their	impure	sta-

tus	in	the	eyes	of	high	castes,	and	at	the	same	time	economically	deprived.	The	

ST’s	lower	social-economic	development	is	attributed	to	their	“distinctive	and	

primitive	way	of	life,	their	remote	location	and	their	‘general	backwardness	in	

all	respects’”	(121).	Their	“problem”,	therefore,	lies	in	their	culture.	As	the	In-

dian	government	regularly	adds	communities	to	the	schedules	of	 its	constitu-

tion,	 several	 communities	 have	 striven	 to	 prove	 their	 tribal	 cultural	 identity,	

regardless	of	how	vaguely	defined	this	identity	may	be	in	the	constitution.		

Corbridge	 (2000,	 73)	 outlines	 how	 in	 Jharkhand	many	men	 from	 the	 ST	

elite	 have	 been	 able	 to	 obtain	 reserved	 positions.	 In	 his	 words,	 they	 have	

learned	to	“colonize	the	state”	(82).	A	similar	attitude	is	sketched	out	by	Kapila	

(2008)	 about	 the	 Gaddi,	 a	Himalayan	 pastoral	 community.	 She	 describes	 the	

Gaddi’s	relationship	with	the	state	as	“extractive”	(128)	and	specifies	that	the	

Gaddi	know	“what	can	and	should	be	derived	from	the	state	as	an	entitlement”	

(ibid.).	In	the	Santal	context	such	strategies	can	be	detected	as	well:	Especially	
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the	members	of	All	India	Sarna	Dhorom	are	involved	in	such	efforts,	demanding	
from	 the	 state	 the	 protection	 and	 development	 of	what	 they	 deem	 to	 be	 im-

portant	 aspects	 of	 Santal	 religion.	 I	 therefore	 see	 Santal	 cultural	 activism,	 as	

exemplified	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 regional	 flower	 festival	 and	 in	 the	 activities	 of	

sarna	dhorom,	as	related	to	the	dynamics	created	by	recognition	politics	in	In-
dia.	Through	organizing	and	performing	large	regional	festivals	in	disom	jahers	
the	Santal	of	 this	region	continually	prove	the	point	of	being	a	distinct	ethnic	

group	worthy	of	the	benefits	reserved	for	them	by	the	Indian	state.	

		

	

5.4	Conclusion:	Santal	Claims	to	the	Region,	to	a	“Political	

Place”	and	to	“Nature”	
The	following	question	posed	by	Clifford	adequately	captures	the	core	of	 this	

chapter:	“What	does	it	mean,	at	the	end	of	the	twentieth	century	[and	the	be-

ginning	of	 the	 twenty	 first,	 one	might	 add],	 to	 speak	of	 a	 ‘native	 land’?	What	

processes	rather	than	essences	are	involved	in	present	experiences	of	cultural	

identity?”	 (Clifford	 1988,	 275).	 Through	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 Santal	 regional	

flower	 festival	 and	 the	 activities	 of	 the	 sarna	movement	 this	 chapter	 has	 at-
tempted	 to	 give	 an	 answer	 by	 discussing	 different	 articulations	 of	 cultural	

identity.	 The	 “native	 land”,	 as	 Clifford	 calls	 it,	 is	 an	 important	 component	 of	

these	articulations.	

The	ethnographic	cases	portrayed	here	have	underlined	the	fruitfulness	of	

Stuart	 Hall’s	 (1996a,	 141)	 concept	 of	 “identity	 articulation”.	 The	 people	 in-

volved	in	the	staging	of	Santal	identity	in	regional	sacred	groves	are,	on	the	one	

hand,	“expressing”	cultural	features	they	find	important.	However,	in	doing	so	

they	also	assemble	and	connect	features	that	have	previously	not	belonged	to-

gether.	 They	might	 have	 as	well	 chosen	 other	 rituals	 for	 their	 large	 cultural	

performance.	Why	have	they	not	chosen	the	cow	sacrifice	as	it	 is	also	a	ritual	

taking	place	in	Santal	village	sacred	groves?	In	this	chapter	I	have	offered	the	

perspective	 that	 they	 have	 selected	 some	 aspects	 of	 Santal	 cultural	 practice,	

which	 they	deemed	especially	 suitable	 in	order	 to	 reach	 their	 goal	of	 further	

recognition	by	the	state	as	a	distinct	tribal	group.	The	flower	festival	has	thus	

been	 used	 to	 especially	 underline	 the	 claimed	 close	 relationship	 the	 Santal	

have	 with	 nature	 –	 sacred	 groves,	 as	 goes	 the	 argument,	 being	 the	material	

proof	 thereof.	 The	 sarna	movement	 affirms	 this	 claim	 in	 their	 printed	 docu-
ments	and	extends	it	to	the	sacred	landscape	(Simli	mountain)	of	the	region.		
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In	contrast	 to	 the	perceptions	of	 the	environment	discussed	 in	 the	context	of	

hunting	rituals,	the	activists’	concept	of	“nature”	remains	a	vague	one.	It	can	be	

studied	as	a	discourse	rather	than	inferred	from	any	specific	practice.	Both	in	

statements	made	 in	 the	 context	 of	 regional	 flower	 festivals	 and	 in	 the	 docu-

ments	published	by	the	sarna	movement,	“nature”	is	used	in	reference	to	San-
tal	sacred	groves.	The	activists	 interpret	Santal	ritual	activity	 in	these	groves,	

often	carried	out	at	 the	bottom	of	trees	 in	which	deities	are	said	to	reside,	as	

“worshipping	nature”.	 “Nature”	 in	 these	contexts	refers	 to	 trees	 in	 the	sacred	

grove,	and	in	the	memorandum	also	to	a	forested	mountain	called	Simli	Pahar.	

In	 the	same	memorandum	sacred	groves	are	 further	 linked	 to	 “no	scarcity	of	

water”	and	“pure	air”,	hence	to	their	environmental	benefits.	In	none	of	these	

contexts	does	“nature”	refer	to	the	cultivated	fields.	But	does	the	activists’	un-

derstanding	of	 “nature”	 then	correspond	 to	Santal	views	of	 the	 forest	as	pre-

sented	 in	 chapter	 four?	This	 is	 only	 the	 case	 in	 the	 linking	of	 the	 forest	with	

rain;	the	danger	and	ambivalence	of	the	forest	as	important	features	articulat-

ed	 in	 Santal	 ritual	 are	 absent.	 There	 is	 hence	 only	 little	 correspondence	 be-

tween	activist	references	to	“nature”	and	ritual	references	to	the	forest	and	the	

fields.	

From	 the	perspective	 of	 place-making,	 however,	 the	 content	 of	 the	 term	

“nature”	 as	 used	 by	 Santal	 activists,	 is	 secondary	 to	 the	 effect	 of	 its	 use.	 By	

drawing	parallels	between	their	alleged	veneration	of	nature	and	that	of	other	

indigenous	people	worldwide,	Santal	activists	are	making	place	on	a	political	

and	even	global	level.	They	are	claiming	a	place	among	other	indigenous	socie-

ties.	 Their	 similarities	 to	 other	 indigenous	 peoples	 entail	 their	 difference	 to	

other	world	 religions.	 They	 claim	 to	 be	 distinct	 from	Hindus,	 Christians	 and	

Muslims	because	of	their	closeness	to	nature,	and	therefore	are	worthy	of	po-

litical	recognition.		

In	 addition	 to	 the	 question	 of	 identity	 articulation,	 this	 chapter	 has	 por-

trayed	 the	notions	of	place	emerging	 from	ritual	 and	political	practice.	 It	has	

shown	that	different	places	are	related	to	each	other,	connected	by	a	strategy	

to	render	Santal	identity	visible.	This	is	the	case	for	regional	sacred	groves	and	

many	statues	of	Santal	cultural	heroes	placed	throughout	East	Singhbhum.	The	

Santal	are	materially	marking	their	presence	in	the	region	through	these	rep-

resentations	of	 Santal	 festive	 culture	 and	history.	The	 regional	 sacred	groves	

form	a	network	of	places	and	people,	who	organize	and	attend	the	cultural	per-

formances	 therein.	 The	 same	 can	 be	 said	 about	 the	 activities	 of	 the	 sarna	
movement,	 the	annual	sacrifice	 in	Laldih	or	the	membership	meetings	and	Ol	
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Chiki	summer	schools	held	in	villages.	These	occasions	connect	different	plac-

es,	through	the	movements	of	people	and	ideas.		

By	discussing	the	underlying	conflicts	between	sarna	and	non-sarna	members	
this	chapter	aimed	to	draw	attention	to	the	diversity	of	practices	and	opinions	

in	Santal	society.	Although	both	the	sarna	movement	and	the	organizers	of	the	
regional	 flower	 festivals	 claim	 to	 speak	 for	 all	 of	 Santal	 society,	 portraying	 a	

unified	Santal	identity,	this	is	contested	on	different	levels.	Many	of	these	nego-

tiations	do	not	become	apparent	during	 the	events	described	 in	 this	 chapter,	

rather	they	come	to	the	surface	during	village	ritual	practice	or	in	subtle	social	

avoidance.	As	the	lack	of	a	Santali	word	equivalent	to	“religion”	and	the	rather	

recent	introduction	of	the	term	sarna	has	shown,	village	practice	is	often	much	
less	 concerned	with	 an	 articulation	 of	 identity.	 As	 Shah	 (2010)	 and	Baviskar	

(1997)	have	cautioned,	claims	made	by	urban,	educated	activists	surely	do	not	

speak	for	the	whole	of	adivasi	society.	It	is	therefore	crucial	to	pay	close	atten-
tion	 to	who	 speaks	 for	whom.	 The	 articulations	 of	 identity	 discussed	 in	 this	

chapter,	hence,	need	to	be	attributed	to	a	certain	part	of	Santal	society.	Many	

groups	in	the	same	society	are	not	active	in	the	staging	of	identity	politics	and	

chose	to	be	little	involved	with	the	state.	These	sectors	of	Santal	society	played	

a	larger	role	in	chapter	three	and	four.	

Contrasting	with	rituals	like	the	sacrificial	feast	of	the	local	line	(jom	sim)	
or	annual	hunting	rituals	(sendra	bonga),	the	regional	flower	festival	presents	
an	illustration	for	the	trend	mentioned	in	the	introduction:	Indigenous	people	

make	deliberate	use	of	globalization	in	order	to	lend	their	localizing	strategies	

more	legitimacy.	The	sarna	movement’s	activities	exhibit	this	tendency	as	well.	
By	making	reference	 to	other	 indigenous	peoples	 in	other	parts	of	 the	world,	

they	show	that	they	are	just	one	marginalized	group	among	many	and	use	this	

to	demand	more	state	recognition	and	support.	By	doing	so,	they	have	engaged	

the	state	 into	their	reasoning	of	how	they	have	been	discriminated	against	 in	

comparison	with	other	groups	in	India.	 In	conclusion,	this	chapter	has	shown	

that	globalization	does	not	always	have	 to	pull	culture	away	 from	places.	For	

the	 Santal	 in	 East	 Singhbhum	 it	 has	 enhanced	 the	 performance	 of	 a	 cultural	

identity	closely	connected	to	their	region.	
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6.	Conclusion	
6.1	The	Holism	of	Place	
To	study	place	as	enacted	in	Santal	rituals	means	to	study	social	structure,	re-

lationships	 between	 people	 and	 their	 deities,	 politics	 and	 identity.	 Place	 is	

hence	not	only	topographical,	but	comprises	many	other	ideas	of	relevance	in	

Santal	society.	 In	 that	sense,	 the	holism	of	place	as	discussed	 throughout	 this	

work	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	 remarkable	 features	 of	 place	 among	 the	 Santal	 and	

more	generally.	In	this	context	place	can	be	seen	as	a	“total	social	fact”	(Mauss	

2002,	100).	In	the	following	I	combine	my	discussion	of	holism	of	place	from	a	

Santal	perspective	with	the	components	that	Knott	(2010,	36)	has	grouped	in-

to	 “places’	 propensity	 to	 gather”,	 in	 order	 to	 finally	 discuss	 the	 general	 rele-

vance	of	the	study	of	place	for	the	social	sciences.		

Below	I	approach	the	holism	of	place	from	two	perspectives.	The	first	per-

spective	 resonates	 with	 Knott’s	 (2010,	 36)	 assertion	 that	 places	 gather	 the	

physical,	the	social	and	the	mental.	My	work	has	recognized	the	social	as	one	of	

the	core	components	of	Santal	notions	of	place.	This	concerns	social	groups	of	

various	sizes,	be	it	the	“people	of	the	house”,	the	local	line,	village	federations	

or	the	inhabitants	of	a	region,	whose	rituals	correspondingly	enact	and	refer	to	

various	spatial	units.	The	social,	however,	goes	beyond	human	society,	so	that	

its	 structures	 function	 as	 a	model	 for	 Santal	 perceptions	 of	 the	 environment	

and	the	relationships	between	deities	located	therein.		

The	 second	 perspective	 focuses	 on	 two	 further	 properties	 of	 space,	 as	

pointed	out	by	Knott	(2010,	36;	2013,	23ff).	These	include	the	diachronic	and	

the	 synchronic.	 She	 thus	 draws	 attention	 to	 the	 historical	 context	 in	 which	

places	and	activities	of	place-making	are	to	be	understood.	The	case	of	regional	

flower	 festivals	 and	 the	 rituals	 and	political	 activities	organized	by	 the	 sarna	
movement	point	to	transformations	of	ritual,	which	in	turn	create	different	no-
tions	of	 and	maintain	different	 relationships	with	place.	These	examples	also	

underline	the	importance	of	“synchronic	interconnections”	(2010,	36)	between	

places	and	once	more	show	that	places	consist	of	relationships	and	are	them-

selves	 connected	 to	 other	 places.	 Places	 are	 not	 only	 local,	 but	 linked	 to	 dis-

courses	and	dynamics	beyond	their	locality.	
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6.1.1	Place	and	the	Social	
The	assertion	that	place	is	socially	produced	has	been	one	of	the	major	contri-

butions	of	 the	social	 sciences	 to	 the	debate	on	space	 (Appadurai	1996;	Knott	

2013;	 Lefebvre	 1991;	Massey	 1994).	 To	 synthesize	my	 findings,	 this	 section	

discusses	 the	 following	questions:	Which	social	units	have	emerged	as	actors	

in	 the	making	of	place	 in	 this	work?	Which	kinds	of	 spatial	movements	were	

involved	in	the	making	of	different	notions	of	place?	And	more	generally:	What	

does	the	dynamic	of	place,	ritual	and	the	social	look	like?	

In	 the	context	of	 the	 jom	sim	 ritual,	collectively	performed	by	a	 local	 line	
(gusti),	 the	notion	of	 rootedness	 in	a	place	emerged	as	central.	Members	of	a	
local	line	come	from	different	villages	to	attend	the	ritual,	which	is	performed	

on	the	land	belonging	to	their	most	senior	member.	They	call	this	land	and	the	

nearby	village	their	mul	gadi,	their	“place	of	origin”.	This	place	represents	their	
forefathers’	 settlement	 activities.	 It	 is	 therefore	 a	 place	 with	 strong	 agnatic	

connotations.	The	spatial	dimension	of	the	vertical,	 inherent	in	the	idea	of	es-

tablishing	roots,	is	enacted	repeatedly	during	the	ritual:	People	drive	the	sym-

bol	of	 their	 local	 line,	 in	 this	case	a	wooden	pole,	 into	 the	ground.	They	pour	

the	 blood	 of	 the	 sacrificial	 animals	 on	 the	 earth	 and	 later	 bury	 a	 part	 of	 the	

meat	in	the	soil.	The	concept	of	mul	gadi,	with	its	reference	to	roots,	presents	a	
combination	of	 the	spatial	 and	 the	diachronic.	 In	 that	 sense,	 the	 ritual	of	 jom	
sim	bonga	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 Santal	manifestation	 of	 place-history.	 The	
topic	of	the	intersections	between	place,	time	and	the	social	will	be	taken	up	in	

more	detail	below.		

While	 agnates	 (“brothers”	 –	boeha)	 represent	 one	 side	 of	 the	 two	 social	
categories	that	make	up	Santal	society	as	a	whole,	affines	(“guests”	–	pera)	rep-
resent	 the	other	 side.	The	establishment	of	affinal	 ties	 is	 a	gradual,	 collective	

process,	 brought	 about	 by	 different	 steps	 of	 the	wedding	 rites.	 These	 rituals	

have	as	their	desired	effect	the	transformation	of	relationships	and	the	integra-

tion	of	the	bride	into	the	house	of	her	new	husband.	Not	movements	towards	a	
ritual	 center,	 as	 in	 the	 case	 of	 jom	sim	bonga,	 but	movements	across	 various	
spatial	boundaries	and	thresholds	are	crucial	in	these	rituals.	These	crossings	

themselves	partly	effect	the	transformation	of	social	status	as	people	move	in-

to	 increasingly	 inner	 spaces	 of	 the	 house.	 The	 ancestral	 shrine	 as	 the	 inner-

most	 room	 of	 a	 house	 signifies	 integration	 of	 the	 bride	 into	 her	 husband’s	

house,	and	in	another	sense	it	signifies	ritual	closure	of	the	marriage	process.	

While	 the	weddings	rituals	move	 the	bride	away	 from	her	native	house,	 they	
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move	 the	 bridewealth	 towards	 this	 house.	 By	 delivering	 the	 last	 part	 of	 the	

bridewealth,	 a	 female	 goat,	 and	 sacrificing	 this	 animal	 in	 the	 courtyard,	 the	

groom	replaces	 the	bride	 in	her	 former	house	 in	 an	 important	 regard:	While	

she	 loses	 the	right	 to	enter	 the	ancestral	shrine	of	her	native	house,	her	hus-

band	gains	this	right	through	the	delivery	of	the	bridewealth.		

The	domain	of	the	forest	and	the	mountains	is	conceptualized	as	distinctly	

different	 from	the	domain	of	 the	 fields	and	 the	village.	The	deities	said	 to	re-

side	 in	 the	 forest	 are	 worshipped	 by	 village	 federations	 in	 hunting	 (sendra	
bonga)	and	mountain	 rituals	 (buru	bonga).	 In	 these	contexts,	 the	 forest	 is	ar-
ticulated	as	a	dangerous,	ambivalent,	“uncivilized”,	and	fertile	place.	The	fields	

and	village	represent	 the	 forest’s	cultivated	and	“civilized”	counterpart.	How-

ever,	 it	 is	 the	 spatial	movement	between	 the	 cultivated	 and	 uncultivated	 do-
main	that	is	integral	to	the	discussed	rituals.	These	movements	which	connect	

uncultivated	and	cultivated	spaces	are	 intended	to	transfer	the	fertility	of	 the	

forest	onto	the	fields	and	ensure	the	continuity	of	humanity.		

Lastly,	in	the	case	of	regional	flower	festivals	and	the	activities	of	the	sarna	
movement,	notions	of	place	prove	to	be	most	open	to	national	and	global	influ-
ences.	 More	 pronounced	 than	 in	 any	 of	 the	 previously	mentioned	 rituals,	 in	

these	contexts	a	remarkable	dynamic	exists	between	the	production	of	locality	

and	the	mobility	of	people	and	 ideas.	People	and	 ideas	move	along	networks,	

as	in	the	case	of	the	sarna	movement	with	its	branch	offices	in	different	villag-
es	and	towns.	While	there	is	a	much	more	flexible	relationship	between	ritual	

and	 place	 in	 these	 cases,	 there	 is	 still	 no	 complete	 detachment	 of	 reli-

gious/ritual	practice	from	place.	Rather	there	is	a	reassertion	of	place	on	a	po-

litical	level.	Both	the	establishment	of	regional	sacred	groves	and	the	activities	

of	the	sarna	movement	can	be	understood	as	localizing	strategies,	intended	to	
manifest	a	Santal	and	sarna	presence	in	and	beyond	the	region.	
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6.1.2	Place	and	its	Diachronic	and	Synchronic	Aspects	

The	Diachronic	Dimension	of	the	Santal	Concept	of	“Place	of	Origin”		

(mul	gadi)	
As	the	above	synthesis	has	shown,	place	is	holistic	in	that	it	comprises	various	

dimensions	of	 the	 social.	Knott	 (2010,	36;	2013,	23ff)	has	added	another	 im-

portant	angle	to	the	study	of	place	by	including	the	component	of	time	into	her	

spatial	analysis.		

This	general	 importance	of	 the	 links	between	place,	 time	and	 the	social	 finds	

its	 local	 counterpart	 in	 the	 Santal	 concept	 of	mul	gadi,	a	 local	 line’s	 “place	 of	
origin”.	 The	 idea	 of	 “roots”	 (mul),	 included	 in	 the	 term	 for	 this	 place,	 in	 fact,	
combines	both	diachronic	and	spatial	dimensions.	A	local	line’s	roots	in	a	place	

refer	 to	 the	past.	They	point	 to	 the	 settlement	 activities	of	 the	ancestors	 and	

the	 ancestors’	 first	 root-establishing	 activities	 of	 clearing	 the	 forest,	 claiming	

land	for	rice	cultivation	and	building	a	village.	In	this	regard	the	village	social	

order	is	based	on	time-related	concepts:	The	first	settlers	are	senior	(marang)	
to	the	latecomers,	their	precedence	being	the	deciding	criterion	for	their	sen-

iority.	The	word	marang	itself	even	combines	time	with	space	through	its	dou-
ble	 connotation	 of	 “before”	 and	 “first	 in	 place/order”.	 In	 sum,	 the	 concept	 of	

mul	gadi	anchors	a	social	group’s	past	firmly	in	a	specific	place.		
The	 jom	 sim	ritual	 can	 then	 be	 viewed	 as	 regularly	 re-enacting	 and	 re-

establishing	a	local	line’s	roots.	It	does	so	by	evoking	and	referring	to	the	past	

through	 its	 location.	 In	addition,	 the	ritual	establishes	roots	 in	a	physical	and	

spatial	sense,	by	putting	a	pole	in	the	ground,	pouring	blood	on	the	earth	and	

burying	sacrificial	meat	in	this	“place	of	origin”.	Generally	speaking,	the	ritual	

enacts	the	central	idea	of	agnatic	continuity,	by	integrating	diachronic	and	spa-

tial	aspects.	

One	 could	 postulate	 that	 the	 continuity	 inherent	 in	 the	 jom	sim	 ritual	 is	
linked	to	the	ritual’s	relatively	stable	form.	The	ritual	has	not	transformed	into	

an	arena	for	Santal	identity	politics,	because	its	core	concern	is	the	well-being	

and	continuity	of	a	very	specific	group.	This	differentiates	jom	sim	bonga	from	
the	transformations	discussed	next.	
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Transformations	of	Santal	Ritual	and	Notions	of	Place		
Several	 rituals	 discussed	 in	 this	 work	 present	 diachronic	 transformations	 of	

ritual	practice.	A	more	general	pattern	of	how	ritual	and	“religion”	in	the	sense	

of	“sarna	religion”	relate	to	place	can	be	inferred	from	these	contexts.		
This	touches	on	the	subject	of	cultural	change.	I	intentionally	use	the	term	

“transformations”	 in	 this	 regard,	 because	 it	 acknowledges	 the	 process	 of	

change	as	building	on	something	that	previously	existed.	This	includes	the	se-

lection	of	 certain	 ideas	 and	giving	 them	a	new	 form	 (Cohen	1980,	158,	men-

tioned	in	Kuper	1988,	10).	If	the	relations	between	elements	are	reorganized	in	

this	process,	we	can	speak	of	a	“structural	transformation”	(Sahlins	1985,	138,	

cited	 in	Robbins	2004,	8),	which	 is	different	 from	a	“radical	cultural	 transfor-

mation”	(Robbins	2004,	9)	in	which	a	whole	new	system	of	values	is	embraced	

by	 a	 society	 or	 group	of	 people.	 The	 ritual	 transformations	happening	 in	 the	

Santal	 context	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 “structural	 transformations”.	 In	 the	 fol-

lowing,	 I	 focus	on	 the	 changed	 relations	between	only	 two	elements	 in	 these	

transformed	 Santal	 ritual.	 These	 include	 both	 the	 types	 of	 relations	 between	

people	to	each	other	and	the	relations	of	people	to	place.		

Such	transformations	are	most	remarkable	in	the	regional	flower	festivals,	

during	which	selected	aspects	of	Santal	ritual	practice	are	performed	and	con-

nected	to	Santal	identity.	The	transformations	that	have	happened	in	this	ritual	

context	take	on	various	shapes:	The	participants	no	longer	relate	to	each	other	

as	fellow	villagers,	affines	and	agnates,	but	as	organizers	of	the	festival,	dance	

performers,	and	spectators.	Moreover,	the	ritual	participants	maintain	a	differ-

ent	relationship	with	the	place	of	ritual,	the	regional	sacred	grove,	than	they	do	

with	 the	 village	 sacred	 grove.	 The	 specific	 belonging	 to	 a	 village	 community,	

members	of	which	established	the	sacred	grove,	is	being	transformed	into	the	

voluntary	membership	in	the	board	of	regional	sacred	groves	and	into	the	vol-

untary	attendance	of	 the	festival	organized	therein.	 In	addition,	 the	meanings	

attributed	 to	and	 the	 intended	efficacy	of	 the	 flower	 festival	 as	 a	whole	have	

been	 transformed.	The	regional	 flower	 festival	no	 longer	aims	at	 transferring	

the	fertility	of	the	forest	to	the	fields	and	into	the	village,	but	is	being	interpret-

ed	 as	 a	 representation	 of	 Santal	 culture	 with	 its	 main	 features	 of	 “nature-

worship”	and	colorful	dance	performances.	In	these	contexts,	the	sacred	grove	

no	longer	stands	for	the	settlement	activities	of	the	forefathers	and	the	abode	

of	village	deities,	but	functions	as	a	material	marker	of	Santal	presence	in	the	

region.		
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The	case	of	the	regional	flower	festival	thus	shows,	more	poignantly	than	any	

other	ritual	discussed	in	this	work,	that	rituals	and	places	are	open	to	the	wid-

er	world.	This	is	what	Knott	(2010,	36)	considered	to	be	the	synchronic	prop-

erties	of	place,	namely	that	places	are	always	connected	to	other	places.	Both	

place	 and	 ritual	 therefore	 need	 to	 be	 studied	 as	 positioned	 in	 historical	 and	

wider	spatial	processes	and	as	subjects	of	constant	negotiations.	This	does	not	

mean,	however,	that	all	rituals	are	equally	open	to	the	wider	world,	as	the	ex-

ample	 of	 the	 relatively	 secret	 ritual	 of	 jom	sim	bonga	 has	 shown.	 A	 sensitive	
study	of	ritual	needs	to	take	a	close	look	at	both	the	relatively	stable	forms	of	

ritual	 practice	 and	 those	 that	 are	 being	 transformed.	 It	 needs	 to	 explore	 the	

reasons	 why	 some	 ritual	 contexts	 are	 more	 prone	 to	 these	 transformations	

than	others	and	how	this	in	turn	relates	to	their	spatiality.		

	

Transformations	from	Ritual	to	“Religion”	
This	dynamic	of	a	changed	relationship	to	place	can	be	observed	in	one	trans-

formation	 portrayed	 in	 this	 work,	 namely	 the	 transformation	 of	 Santal	 reli-

gious	practice	in	the	context	of	the	sarna	movement.	This	corresponds	to	what	
I	here	suggest	 to	call	a	 transformation	 from	ritual	 (bonga)	 to	 “sarna	 religion”	
(sarna	dhorom).	Throughout	 this	work	bonga	has	been	discussed	as	 the	most	
significant	Santal	 concept	 in	 the	 context	of	 Santal	 interactions	with	 their	dei-

ties.	Bonga	always	contains	offerings,	usually	 in	 the	 form	of	animal	sacrifices.	
Bonga	 is	 thus	 inherently	practical,	but	as	such	a	negotiated	practice	not	codi-
fied	in	writing.	Bonga	needs	to	adhere	to	“custom”	(niam),	or	“the	way	the	fore-
fathers	 have	 taught”	 but	 there	 is	 no	 single	 authority	 that	 guards	 the	

performance	 of	bonga	 according	 to	niam.	 In	 the	 village	 context,	bonga	 is	 the	
most	comprehensive	term	regarding	Santal	interactions	with	their	deities.		

The	relatively	recent	emergence	of	the	term	sarna	dhorom	and	its	English	
counterpart	“sarna	religion”,	described	first	in	the	literature	by	Orans	(1965),	
can	be	understood	as	a	transformation	of	bonga	activity.	One	of	the	most	active	
protagonists	 in	 the	 definition	 of	 what	 “sarna	 religion”	 contains,	 is	 the	 sarna	
movement.	While	 Santal	 ritual	 in	 the	meaning	 of	 bonga	 is	 defined	 by	 ortho-
praxy,	members	 of	 the	 sarna	movement	 aim	 at	 standardizing	 ritual	 practice.	
They	 promote	 the	 publication	 and	 use	 of	written	 ritual	 invocations	 (bakher)	
and	they	submit	memoranda	to	the	government	in	which	they	highlight	certain	

aspects	of	“sarna	religion”.	They	organize	seminars	held	by	gurus	who	define	at	
length	what	“true	tradition”	(sari	niam)	is.	The	orthopraxy	of	Santal	ritual	prac-



Chapter	6	⎜Conclusion	
	

	

	 353	

tice	is	being	turned	into	orthodoxy	in	the	context	of	the	sarna	movement.	“Sar-
na	religion”	in	this	context	is	a	discourse	linked	to	wider	discourses	concerning	
religion,	 indigeneity	and	environmentalism	 in	 India.	 “Sarna	 religion”	 claims	a	
common	 identity	 for	 all	 Santal	 (and	 other	 adivasi)	 in	 contrast	 to	 other	 reli-
gions.	This	discourse	maintains	an	 intrinsically	different	relationship	 to	place	

than	ritual	does.		

Ritual,	 as	 embodied	 action,	must	 take	 place	 in	 a	 locality.	 Santal	 ritual	 is	

centrally	concerned	with	relationships	to	deities,	to	people	and	to	a	place.	It	is	

linked	to	the	places,	where	deities	are	said	to	be	located,	such	as	mountains	or	

the	 ancestral	 shrine,	 or	 to	 places	 where	 deities	 are	 called	 into	 mediums	 to	

communicate	and	interact	with.	The	locality	of	ritual	therefore	is	contingent	on	

the	ritual’s	 content	and	desired	efficacy:	 it	 is	no	coincidence	 that	 the	hunting	

rituals	are	located	close	to	the	forest	or	that	the	jom	sim	ritual	is	held	in	a	field	
belonging	to	the	ritual	participants.		

Santal	“religion”,	first	in	the	rituals	organized	by	the	sarna	movement,	and	
second,	as	a	discourse	and	as	an	identity	marker,	however,	relates	to	place	in	a	

different	way.	Sarna	 rituals	 are	 localized,	 but	 the	 places	where	 they	 are	 per-
formed	can	easily	be	changed.	New	sacred	groves	can	be	built,	new	branch	of-

fices	for	educational	activities	can	be	set	up.	The	content	of	these	rituals	is	only	

loosely	related	to	the	places,	where	they	are	carried	out.	As	discourse	and	an	

identity	marker,	Santal	 “religion”	has	moved	even	 farther	away	 from	place.	 It	

hinges	on	the	work	of	“the	imagination”,	which	according	to	Appadurai	(1996,	

5ff)	has	come	to	play	a	more	pronounced	role	 in	 the	context	of	globalization.	

Santal	religion	is	being	imagined	and	constructed	as	environmentally	friendly,	

as	different	 from	other	 religions,	 as	 “indigenous”.	These	 imaginations	do	em-

ploy	“localizing	strategies”	by	making	reference	to	place	such	as	sacred	groves	

or	sacred	mountains.	But	 these	strategies	represent	a	different	 level	 than	 the	

localization	 of	 bonga	 activities.	 In	 the	 discourse	 constructed	 by	 the	 sarna	
movement	 and	 other	 activists,	 the	 claiming	 of	 place	 forms	 part	 of	 a	 political	

strategy.	Their	 references	 to	place	prove	 to	be	advantageous	 for	activist	pur-

poses	because	they	resonate	with	other	discourses,	namely	discourses	of	envi-

ronmentalism	and	indigeneity.		

In	 conclusion,	 the	 diachronic	 and	 synchronic	 properties	 of	 place	 offer	 a	

valuable	perspective	on	 transformation	processes	 in	 a	 certain	 locality.	 Places	

change	with	time.	As	is	the	case	for	the	Santal	context,	places	become	increas-

ingly	connected	to	other	places,	in	India	and	beyond.	This	has	brought	with	it	a	

transformation	of	 ritual	practice	and	partly	 led	 to	 the	creation	of	a	more	 for-
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malized	and	more	standardized	religious	practice,	 in	the	context	of	which	the	

term	 “sarna	 religion”	 has	 been	 coined.	 Taking	 into	 focus	 the	 diachronic	 and	
synchronic	properties	of	place	proves	hence	fruitful	not	only	for	an	analysis	of	

transformations	of	place,	but	also	for	the	related	transformations	of	ritual	and	

religion.			

	

6.1.3	The	Holism	of	Place	and	its	Relevance	for	the	Social	Sciences	
	

Opening	up	contemporary	‘space’	to	closer	scrutiny	and	identifying	some	of	

its	constituent	elements	is	an	important	stage	in	the	process	of	turning	spa-

tial	theory	into	a	workable	methodology	for	contextualizing	religion	and	ana-

lyzing	its	relationship	to	other	social,	cultural,	economic	and	political	factors.	
(Knott	2008,	1111)	

	

The	above	quote	summarizes	 the	potential	 that	 lies	 in	 taking	place	 into	 focus	

for	the	study	of	any	social	phenomenon.	Place,	as	a	“total	social	fact”	in	Mauss’	

sense,	offers	the	opportunity	to	study	totalities,	 to	study	social	phenomena	in	

relation	to	each	other	without	imposing	artificial	separations.		

The	two	meanings	inherent	in	the	rather	vague	concept	of	the	“total	social	

fact”,	as	discussed	by	Gofman	(1998,	67),	offer	a	more	distinguished	perspec-

tive	on	the	 importance	of	place	 for	 the	social	sciences.	Place	as	a	“total	social	

fact”	 first	of	 all	 carries	epistemological	 and	methodological	 value	 (ibid.).	This	

corresponds	 to	 the	 spatial	methodology	 developed	 by	 Knott	 (2013)	 and	 her	

position	that	space	offers	the	possibility	to	study	religion	in	context	and	hence	

in	relation	to	various	other	social	phenomena.	Such	an	approach,	as	Knott	has	

rightly	 stressed,	 avoids	 the	 problem	 of	 separating	 one’s	 subject	matter	 from	

others,	of,	for	example,	defining	“religion”	as	different	from	“the	secular”	prior	

to	 empirical	 study.	 This	 applies,	 of	 course,	 not	 only	 to	 the	 study	 of	 religion.	

Since	all	social	phenomena	are	related	to	others	in	various	ways,	taking	place	

as	a	starting	point	offers	a	fruitful	methodology	also	for	the	study	of	economic,	

legal	or	political	phenomena.	Place,	as	embodied,	as	physical,	social	and	mental	

and	 as	 a	 nodal	 point	 for	 different	 relationships	 offers	 a	 fruitful	 venue	 to	 ap-

proach	social	phenomena	in	their	totality.	It	also	offers	a	dynamic	perspective	

on	social	phenomena	due	to	the	dynamic	quality	of	relationships		

The	 second	 meaning	 of	 Mauss’	 total	 social	 facts,	 according	 to	 Gofman	

(1998)	is	that	they	constitute	“specific	ontological	entities”	(67)	in	themselves.	

They	 cut	 across	 and	 bring	 together	 different	 values,	 institutions	 and	 actions.	
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The	classic	example	 for	such	a	 total	social	 fact	given	my	Mauss	himself	 is	 the	

potlatch,	 an	 antagonistic	 system	 of	 gift-giving	 practiced	 by	 Northwest	 Coast	

Native	Americans	(2002,	48f).	The	chiefs	as	the	protagonists	of	gift-giving	are	

said	 to	 represent	 the	 gods	 and	 ancestors.	 They	 give	 and	 sometimes	 destroy	

goods	of	high	value.	The	whole	event	gathers	“tribes,	clans	and	families”	(49)	

and	is	thus	a	comprehensive	social	event.	In	Mauss’	(2002,	3-4)	understanding,	

total	social	facts	combine	legal,	economic,	political,	social	and	religious	aspects.	

Crucial	for	the	social	sciences	in	this	regard	is	then	the	specific	shape	of	each	of	

these	 entities	 in	different	 social	 contexts	 and	 societies.	 Place	 as	 a	 total	 social	

fact	in	all	societies	presents	cultural	notions	of	specific	relevance.	For	the	San-

tal	 it	 comprises	 social	 principles	 of	 agnation,	 affinity	 and	 seniority,	 relation-

ships	 between	 people	 and	 deities	 and	 processes	 of	 identity	 articulation.	 In	

other	contexts,	places	comprise	concepts	of	home	and	belonging	(Buitelaar	and	

Stock	 2010);	 or	 relations	 between	 locality,	 the	 domain	 of	 the	 “familiar”	 and	

Dutch	 Catholicism	 (Knibbe	 2013).	 In	 sum,	 because	 of	 its	 holism	 place	 offers	

valuable	 methodological	 advantages	 to	 the	 social	 sciences,	 namely	 access	 to	

the	 dynamic	 relations	 between	 social	 phenomena	 and	 the	 specific	 values	 of	

distinct	societies.	

	

	

6.2	Clarifying	the	Relationship	between	Place	and	Ritual		
It	has	been	my	argument	throughout	this	work	that	rituals	articulate	and	cre-

ate	 notions	 of	 place.	How	does	 place,	 however,	 affect	 ritual?	 In	 this	 section	 I	

address	the	relationship	between	place	and	ritual,	first,	by	exploring	how	ritual	

makes	place	and,	second,	by	turning	to	the	contribution	place	makes	to	ritual.	

In	order	to	approach	this	dynamic,	a	look	at	Sahlins’	(1985,	xi)	discussion	

on	 the	 relations	 between	 “performative”	 and	 “prescriptive	 structures”	 offers	

analytical	clarity.	With	this	distinction	he	refers	 to	 the	“relations	between	so-

cial	 forms	 and	 appropriate	 acts”	 (ibid.),	 corresponding	 to	 the	 distinction	 be-

tween	category/form	and	action.	A	telling	example	is	the	relation	between	gifts	

and	friends	that	Sahlins	introduces.	Friendship,	as	a	social	form,	entails	a	cer-

tain	behavior,	but	conversely	a	certain	behavior	also	has	the	potential	to	create	

friendship.	Sahlins	captures	this	mutuality	with	the	statement	“if	friends	make	

gifts,	 gifts	 make	 friends”	 (ibid.).	 He	 assesses	 that	 the	 social	 sciences	 usually	

have	given	priority	to	the	former	over	the	latter.	
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With	 slight	 changes,	 Sahlins’	 terminology	 is	 of	 value	 to	 the	 discussion	 of	 the	

relationship	between	place	and	ritual.	First,	we	can	say	that	ritual	(as	action)	

makes	place	(understood	here	as	spatial	 form).	Ritual	can	hence	be	seen	as	a	

“performative	 structure”	 in	 Sahlins’	 sense.	 Second,	 spatial	 forms	 provide	 a	

frame	for	ritual	action.	Places	thus	represent	“prescriptive	structures”.		

Santal	rituals	discussed	in	this	work	underline	the	performative	point	of	view,	

namely	that	rituals	create	notions	of	place.	Rituals	make	place.	Through	their	

aesthetic	features,	rituals	present	a	specific	picture	of	place.	Ritual	participants	

hence	 come	 to	perceive	place	 in	 a	 certain	way.	 This	 corresponds	 to	 the	phe-

nomenological	 approach	 to	 place	 as	 formulated	 by	 Casey	 (2001)	 and	 Ingold	

(1996,	2000)	and	adds	ritual	to	their	discussion	of	human	actions	creating	spa-

tial	perception.		

Different	 Santal	 rituals	make	 place	 on	 different	 levels.	 In	 that	 sense	 the	

shape	of	ritual	corresponds	to	the	type	of	place	it	creates:	the	broader	the	no-

tion	of	place,	the	more	inclusive	the	ritual.	The	jom	sim	ritual,	for	example,	was	
described	as	a	 ritual	 reserved	 for	a	 close	circle	of	brothers	and	 their	 in-laws.	

Access	 to	 this	 ritual	 is	 difficult	 for	 outsiders.	 This	 involved	 small	 social	 unit	

corresponds	 to	 the	 localized	 notion	 of	 place	 created	 through	 this	 ritual.	 The	

symbols	used	 in	 the	 ritual,	 too,	 require	 “insider	knowledge”.	The	carved	pole	

placed	in	the	ground	refers	to	this	group’s	mythological	origin,	most	likely	un-

known	to	outsiders.		

The	 next	 levels	 of	 place-making	 involve	 increasingly	 larger	 social	 units.	

The	 ritual	 inter-village	 hunts	 are	 organized	 by	 different	 numbers	 of	 villages.	

These	village	federations	collectively	offer	sacrifices	to	the	hunting	deity	in	or-

der	to	obtain	rain	to	flood	their	rice	fields.	The	mountain	rituals	 involve	even	

larger	numbers	of	villages,	forming	a	region	(torop).	Participation	in	these	ritu-
als	is	even	less	restricted	and	engages	not	only	Santal,	but	also	other	communi-

ties	 such	 as	 the	 gatherer-hunter	 Kharia	 and	 peasant	 Kurmi	 in	 the	 sacrifices	

offered	to	the	mountain	deity.		

The	 most	 encompassing	 notion	 of	 place	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 region	 (disom)	
emerges	 from	 the	 regional	 flower	 festivals.	 In	 some	 cases,	 the	 dance	 perfor-

mances	and	celebrations	in	regional	sacred	groves	bring	together	thousands	of	

spectators	from	a	large	region.	In	this	context	a	Santal	presence	in	the	region	is	

manifested	and	linked	to	certain	aspects	of	Santal	 identity.	This	is	further	un-

derlined	 by	 material	 markers	 of	 “Santalness”,	 such	 as	 the	 regional	 sacred	

groves	and	statues	of	Santal	heroes.	In	this	context,	I	have	linked	the	increase	

of	Santal	identity	politics,	also	present	in	the	activities	of	the	sarna	movement,	
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to	the	affirmative	action	programs	of	the	Indian	state.	The	regional	flower	fes-

tivals	hence	do	not	only	claim	the	region	to	be	Santal	in	front	of	other	commu-

nities	living	in	the	area,	but	also	in	front	of	the	Indian	state.	All	these	examples	

show	that	rituals	create	notions	of	place.	Without	the	existence	of,	for	example,	

the	regional	flower	festivals,	the	notion	of	a	region	associated	with	certain	as-

pects	of	Santal	 identity	would	not	exist.	Notions	of	place	are	therefore	consti-

tuted,	created	and	recreated	through	ritual.		

This	 however	 brings	 up	 the	 following	 question:	 Are	 places	 only	 constituted	

through	 ritual?	 If	 there	 were	 no	 rituals,	 how	 else	 would	 places	 be	 ascribed	

meaning?	As	 some	examples	discussed	 in	 this	work	 show,	places	 can	also	be	

constituted	through	songs	and	narratives	(such	as	the	hunting	songs	or	the	rit-

ual	narrative	jom	sim	binti)	and	through	everyday	action	in	them.	The	ancestral	
shrine	as	accessible	only	to	members	of	the	house	or	the	village	street	as	a	rel-

atively	open	place	for	interactions	with	strangers,	serve	as	examples.	The	very	

fact	that	I	have	discussed	ritual	as	articulating	Santal	notions	of	place	already	
shows	that	places	are	meaningful	also	prior	to	and	beyond	ritual.	We	are	hence	

confronted	with	the	reversal	of	the	relationship	between	place	and	ritual	or	in	

Sahlins’	 sense,	 the	 relationship	 between	 form	 and	 action.	 This	 leads	 to	 the	

question	of	how	place	influences	ritual.		

Several	of	 the	rituals	discussed	 in	 this	work	show	that	places	are	closely	

bound	up	with	the	content	and	intended	efficacy	of	the	ritual.	For	example,	it	is	

no	coincidence	that	most	of	 the	regional	 flower	festivals	are	 located	 in	highly	

visible	places,	at	road	intersections	or	in	towns.	These	locations	contribute	to	

the	 intended	efficacy	of	 the	 rituals,	 that	 is,	 the	 communication	of	 “Santal	 cul-

ture”	 to	others.	Their	visibility	renders	 them	ideal	places	 for	 the	communica-

tion	of	Santal	identity	during	the	rituals	held	in	them.		

The	 places,	 in	which	 Santal	wedding	 rituals	 are	 held,	 further	 emphasize	

the	 point	 that	 places	 contribute	 to	 the	 efficacy	 of	 ritual.	 The	 aim	 of	wedding	

rituals	is	to	transform	a	person’s	social	status.	This	is	partly	achieved	by	pass-

ing	through	differently	valued	places	of	a	village	and	a	house,	such	as	the	vil-

lage	 street,	 the	 threshold	 into	 a	 house	 and	 the	 courtyard.	 Finally,	 bride	 and	

groom	reach	 the	ancestral	 room	of	 the	groom’s	house,	where	 they	are	 fed	by	

the	 groom’s	mother.	 The	 bride’s	 integration	 into	 her	 husband’s	 house	 is	 sig-

naled	and	achieved	by	her	arrival	in	this	room.		

Places	can	hence	be	understood	as	“prescriptive	structures”.	The	very	na-

ture	of	place,	its	spatial	form,	presents	categories	which	people	utilize	in	ritu-

als.	 Places,	 for	 example,	 possess	 boundaries	 which	 can	 be	 crossed.	 Places	
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possess	centers	and	peripheries,	such	as	the	ancestral	room	in	a	Santal	house	

and	 the	 village	 street	 in	 front.	 Places	 also	 evoke	 history	 and	memory.	 These	

properties	of	place	are	often	related	to	the	content	of	ritual,	the	most	obvious	

example	being	the	 location	of	hunting	rituals	as	close	 to	 the	 forest	where	the	

hunting	deity	 is	 located.	Ritual	actors	can	also	strategically	make	use	of	these	

spatial	properties	in	order	to	enhance	the	effect	of	ritual.		

In	 general	 words,	 place	 and	 ritual	 are	 mutually	 constitutive	 in	 various	

ways.	Ritual	action	creates	notions	of	place	as	much	as	place	enhances	the	effi-

cacy	of	ritual.	Taking	place	into	account	therefore	adds	a	significant	dimension	

to	the	study	of	ritual.	
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Glossary	
	

All	 cursive	 words	 are	 in	 Santali.	 Since	 there	 is	 no	 standard	 orthography	 for	

Santali	 in	 Roman	 script,	 I	 have	 chosen	 to	 make	 use	 of	 Bodding’s	 (2010)	

spelling.	Diacritics	have	been	neglected	and	 the	ordering	 is	alphabetically	ac-

cording	to	the	English	alphabet.	Where	Bodding	uses	the	letter	“ṅ”	(for	exam-

ple	 in	maraṅ	 (senior)	 or	gonoṅ	 (bridewealth)),	 I	 use	 “ng”	 instead,	 because	 it	
comes	closer	to	the	actual	pronunciation.	Hindi	words	are	marked	with	an	(H).	

These	latter	terms	are	frequently	used	by	Santali	speakers	when	speaking	San-

tali	 and	 are	 often	 endowed	with	 a	 different	meaning	 than	 the	Hindi	 original	

carries.	

	

abo	.......................................................................................................	we	(plural	inclusive)	
adivasi	(H)	........................................................................................	“original	 inhabitants”,	 a	

political	 term	 coined	 in	

Chotanagpur	 in	 the	

1930s	 usually	 used	 by	

members	 of	 Scheduled	

Tribes,	 but	 also	 by	 some	

communities	 classified	

as	 Scheduled	 Castes	 and	

Other	Backward	Castes	

adoa	caole	.........................................................................................	crushed	 rice,	 usually	

used	in	ritual	contexts	

ajnar	dai	............................................................................................	wife’s	 elder	 sis-

ter/husband’s	 elder	 sis-

ter	

ak	sar	..................................................................................................	bow	and	arrow	
akhra	..................................................................................................	village	dance	ground	
alang	...................................................................................................	we	(dual	inclusive)	
ale		.......................................................................................................	we	(plural	exclusive)	
ale	disom		..........................................................................................	“our	region”	
ale	hor		...............................................................................................	“our	people”	
alin		......................................................................................................	we	(dual	exclusive)	
anak		......................................................................................................	stick	 hung	 from	 the	 ceil-

ing	to	hang	clothes	
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arak	sandi	.........................................................................................	red	cock	
ato	segey	............................................................................................	“village	kin/relative”	
ato	........................................................................................................	village	
ayo	.......................................................................................................	mother	
baba	....................................................................................................	father	
baber	...................................................................................................	rope	
bagahi	bir	.........................................................................................	forest	 made	 dangerous	

by	the	gods	

baha	....................................................................................................	flower	
baha	porob	.......................................................................................	flower	festival	
baha	sindur	......................................................................................	type	 of	 vermillion	 ap-

plied	 on	 affinal	 relatives	

during	 life-cycle	 rituals.	

For	 women	 it	 is	 put	 on	

the	 hair	 parting,	 and	 a	

red	 line	 is	 drawn	 from	

the	 parting	 along	 the	

side	 of	 the	 face	 to	 the	

ears.	 For	men	 it	 consists	

of	 a	 dot	 on	 the	 forehead	

and	a	dot	on	each	ear.		

bahu	nel	.............................................................................................	“seeing	 the	 bride”,	 ritual	
in	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	 se-

quence	 of	 the	 wedding	

rituals	

bakher	................................................................................................	ritual	invocation	
bala	kora	...........................................................................................	co-father-in-law	
bala	kuri	seren	................................................................................	songs	 sung	 by	 women	

from	bride’s	and	groom’s	

side	

bala	nepel		........................................................................................	ritual	 meeting	 of	 the	 in-
laws	

bana	....................................................................................................	bear	
banam	................................................................................................	fiddle	
bandh	(H)..........................................................................................	strike,	 usually	 a	 demand	

by	 the	Naxalites	 to	 close	
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all	 shops	and	stall	public	

transport	

baper	beta	kora	..............................................................................	father’s	 son,	 title	 gained	
by	a	man	once	he	has	at-

tended	 the	 annual	 re-

gional	 hunt	 at	 Ajodhya	
buru	

baper	beti	kuri	................................................................................	father’s	 daughter,	 title	
gained	by	a	woman	once	

she	has	attended	a	 tribal	

festival	called	Chakor	Ta-

ri	Pata		

bapla	...................................................................................................	wedding	
bar	.......................................................................................................	fasting	
barsi	hapa	.........................................................................................	iron	 rod,	 symbol	 of	 the	

god	Marang	Buru	
bejor	....................................................................................................	odd	number	
beti	(H)	...............................................................................................	daughter	
bhagni/a	...........................................................................................	(a	man’s)	(e/y)	sister’s	

daughter/son,	(a	wom-

an’s)	husband’s	(e/y)	sis-

ter’s	daughter/son	

bhandan	............................................................................................	secondary	funeral	
bhet	katha	.........................................................................................	veiled	 language,	 used	

during	the	first	ritual	en-

counters	between	poten-

tial	 in-laws	 and	 during	

communication	 with	 the	

hunting	deity	

bhitar	..................................................................................................	ancestral	shrine	
billi	potom	.........................................................................................	“wrapped	egg”,	a	leaf	cup	

with	 crushed	 rice	 (adoa	
caole),	 dhobi	 grass	 and	
two	coins	given	as	part	of	

the	bridewealth	

bin	........................................................................................................	snake	
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binde	porob	......................................................................................	a	 festival	 celebrated	 in	
honor	 of	 the	 goddess	

Rankini	 in	 Ghatsila,	 East	

Singhbhum,	Jharkhand	

binti	.....................................................................................................	a	 ritual	 narrative	 during	
which	 sung	 and	 spoken	

passages	 alternate.	 A	

binti	 is	 performed	 by	 a	
guru	 at	 different	 occa-
sions,	 among	 them	 at	

Santal	 naming	 ceremo-

nies,	 the	 jom	 sim	 ritual	

and	the	secondary	funer-

al.	The	contents	of	differ-

ent	 bintis	 varies,	 they	
however	 always	 contain	

the	Santal	creation	myth.			

bir	.........................................................................................................	forest	
bir	buru	..............................................................................................	forested	hills	
bitlaha	................................................................................................	ostracism	rite	
boda		...................................................................................................	buck	 (uncastrated	 male	

goat)	

boeha	..................................................................................................	brothers	
bolam	..................................................................................................	spear	 with	 three	 metal	

spikes	 on	 top,	 used	 for	

hunting	

bonga	jaega	.....................................................................................	“a	deity’s	place”	
borton	.................................................................................................	payment	 in	 kind	 (given	

by	 the	 Santal	 to	 Kamar	

and	Kharia)	

buiyu		..................................................................................................	young	 boy	 assisting	 the	
naeke	

buru	bonga	.......................................................................................	mountain	ritual	
buru	kocha	........................................................................................	“corner	 of	 the	 forest”,	

term	used	to	refer	to	the	

“backwardness”	of	 forest	

areas	
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caco	chatiar	.....................................................................................	naming	 ceremony	 for	 a	
child	

caole	....................................................................................................	husked	rice	
cele	.......................................................................................................	what	kind/which	
chakna	................................................................................................	snacks,	 usually	 meat,	 to	

eat	with	alcohol	

chakri	..................................................................................................	public	sector	jobs	
chatka	duar	......................................................................................	threshold	
chuat	...................................................................................................	impure,	polluting	
chulhe	bonga	...................................................................................	deity	 of	 the	 cooking	

hearth	

cumaura	............................................................................................	a	 type	 of	 greeting	 per-
formed	by	women	at	 the	

occasion	 of	 a	 wedding,	

during	 the	 harvest	 festi-

val	 and	 during	 the	 wel-

coming	 of	 the	 calves	 as	

part	 of	 the	 bridewealth.	

The	women	wave	a	win-

nowing	 fan	 or	 brass	

plate,	with	an	oil-lit	lamp	

and	 some	husked	 rice	 in	

front	of	the	person	or	an-

imal	 to	 be	 greeted	 from	

right	 to	 left	 and	 back	

three	times.	

dal	(H)	................................................................................................	lentil		
dai	........................................................................................................	elder	sister	
dain	.....................................................................................................	witch	
dak	mari	............................................................................................	“water	 rice”,	 a	 dish	

cooked	 with	 stale	 rice	

especially	during	 the	hot	

season	

daka	....................................................................................................	boiled	rice	
dambur	..............................................................................................	an	 instrument	 consisting	

of	 a	 row	 of	 bells,	 used	
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during	 the	 performance	

of	singrai	songs	
daore	...................................................................................................	large	 basket	 made	 from	

bamboo,	 in	 which	 the	

bride	 is	 seated	 during	

part	 of	 the	wedding	 cer-

emony	

desh	pargana/disom	pargana	..................................................	regional	 headman	 pre-
siding	over	a	large	region	

dhangorie	..........................................................................................	lead	singer	and	storytell-
er	 during	 the	 perfor-

mance	of	singrai	
dharam	dak	......................................................................................	“receiving	 water”,	 wel-

coming	 ritual	 as	 part	 of	

the	wedding			

dharti	sinjon	.....................................................................................	the	creation	of	the	earth	
dharti	ayo	.........................................................................................	“mother	earth”,	deity	
dhorom	guru	....................................................................................	“teacher	 of	 religion”,	

term	 used	 by	 members	

of	 the	 sarna	 movement	
to	refer	to	the	founder	of	

the	movement	

dhoti	(H)	............................................................................................	a	 long	 cloth	 worn	 by	
men,	 wrapped	 around	

the	 waist	 and	 worn	 as	

lower	garment		

dhule	...................................................................................................	wooden	 beams	 covering	
the	ancestral	shrine	

dihuri	..................................................................................................	hunting	priest	
diku	......................................................................................................	outsiders,	exploiters	
dili	........................................................................................................	large	 bamboo	 basket	

containing	 paddy,	 usual-

ly	 located	 above	 the	 an-

cestral	shrine	

disom	..................................................................................................	region	
disom	jaher	.......................................................................................	regional	sacred	grove	
disom	sendra	....................................................................................	regional	hunt	
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disua	....................................................................................................	people	 of	 a	 region,	 used	
especially	 when	 refer-

ring	 to	 the	 participants	

in	a	regional	hunt	

duar	.....................................................................................................	door,	threshold	
eae	kuri	eae	kora	...........................................................................	seven	 sons	 and	 seven	

daughters	 as	 mentioned	

in	Santal	mythology,	they	

are	 the	 offspring	 of	 the	

ancestral	 couple	 Pilcu	
Haram	and	Pilcu	Budhi	

enec	.....................................................................................................	dance	
erok	mut	............................................................................................	“to	 sow	 a	 handful	 of	

seeds”,	ritual	first	sowing	

of	the	rice	

gar	.......................................................................................................	(mythological)	fort	
ghus	.....................................................................................................	a	 type	 of	 grass,	 which	

plays	a	role	 in	the	Santal	

creation	myth	

gidre	....................................................................................................	children	
gipidi	tandi	.......................................................................................	field	 in	 which	 the	 night	

program	 is	 held	 during	

the	hunting	ritual	

gire	sendra	........................................................................................	inter-village	hunt	
gire	tol	................................................................................................	ritual	making	of	the	invi-

tation	to	the	hunt	

giti	........................................................................................................	to	lie	down	
god	.......................................................................................................	greeting	 gesture,	 differs	

between	 women	 and	

men/junior	and	senior	

godet	...................................................................................................	village	messenger	
gonong	...............................................................................................	bridewealth	
gosae	...................................................................................................	general	 term	 for	 ad-

dressing	 a	 deity	 in	 ritual	

invocations	
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Gosae	Era	..........................................................................................	a	 female	 deity	 of	 the	 sa-
cred	 grove	 said	 to	 be	 of	

blacksmith	origin	

gur	pithe	............................................................................................	sweet	flat	bread	contain-
ing	molasses	

guru	(H)	.............................................................................................	teacher,	 religious/ritual	
leader	

gusti	....................................................................................................	local	line	
hale	dale	............................................................................................	to	 wander	 around	 end-

lessly,	 to	 be	 uprooted	

(used	in	Santal	songs)	

handi	...................................................................................................	rice	beer	
hans	.....................................................................................................	goose	
hapramko	.........................................................................................	ancestors	
hat	........................................................................................................	village	market	
hati	(H)	..............................................................................................	elephant	
hebe	.....................................................................................................	to	carry	on	the	hip	
hec/hiju	.............................................................................................	to	come	
hende	kalot	.......................................................................................	black	pullet	
hili	........................................................................................................	elder	brother’s	wife	
holong	.................................................................................................	rice	flour	
hopon	ayo	.........................................................................................	father’s	 younger	 broth-

er’s	wife	

hor	.......................................................................................................	man,	human	
hor	hopon	..........................................................................................	“sons	 of	 man”,	 synonym	

used	by	 the	Santal	 to	 re-

fer	to	themselves	

horok	cinhe	.......................................................................................	“wearing	 signs”,	 part	 of	
the	 wedding	 rituals	 dur-

ing	 which	 the	 bride’s	

party	 gives	 gifts	 to	 the	

groom	

horo	.....................................................................................................	tortoise	
horoboro	............................................................................................	to	hurry	
hudin	...................................................................................................	small,	 junior,	 opposite	of	

marang	
huru	.....................................................................................................	paddy/	unhusked	rice	
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ichet	.....................................................................................................	shrimp	
iril	kora	..............................................................................................	wife’s	 younger	 brother/	

husband’s	 younger	

brother	

iril	kuri	...............................................................................................	wife’s	 younger	 sister/	

husband’s	younger	sister	

jaher	....................................................................................................	sacred	grove	
Jaher	Ayo	...........................................................................................	“mother	 of	 the	 sacred	

grove”,	 deity	 residing	 in	

the	sacred	grove	

Jaher	dangri	.....................................................................................	cattle	 sacrifice	 to	 Jaher	
Ayo	 performed	 in	 some	
Santal	villages	

jaherthan	..........................................................................................	shrines	 in	 the	 Santal	 sa-
cred	grove	

janga	arup	........................................................................................	“washing	the	 legs”,	ritual	
in	 the	 context	 of	 a	 wed-

ding	 during	 which	 the	

groom’s	 mother	 washes	

and	 oils	 her	 son’s	 and	

daughter-in-law’s	legs	

jarpa	sendra	.....................................................................................	type	 of	 hunt	 that	 re-
quires	no	prior	worship	

jati	(H)	...............................................................................................	community,	 society,	

caste,	type	

jawae	..................................................................................................	husband,	son-in-law	
jawae	nel	...........................................................................................	“seeing	 the	 groom”,	 ritu-

al	as	part	of	the	wedding	

arrangements	

jel	..........................................................................................................	meat,	deer	
jel	pithe	..............................................................................................	flat	 bread	 with	 meat,	

placed	 between	 two	 leaf	

plates	 and	 baked	 in	 the	

fire	

jhanda	................................................................................................	flag	
jhi	.........................................................................................................	father’s	sister	
jhig	.......................................................................................................	porcupine	
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jiwi	.......................................................................................................	life,	life	force	
jogmanjhi	..........................................................................................	village	 functionary	 in	

charge	 of	 social	 events	

and	morale	

jom	nu	.................................................................................................	to	eat	and	drink,	feast	
jom	sim	bonga	.................................................................................	sacrificial	 ritual	 per-

formed	by	the	local	line	

jono	......................................................................................................	broom	
kaka	.....................................................................................................	father’s	 younger	 broth-

er/	 mother’s	 sister’s	

husband	

kaki	......................................................................................................	mother’s	sister	
kanda	lungri	....................................................................................	three	 long	 saree-like	

pieces	 of	 cloth	 given	 to	

three	 female	 relatives	 of	

the	 bride	 as	 part	 of	 the	

bridewealth	

kanun	(H)	..........................................................................................	state	 law	 (in	 contrast	 to	
niam)	

kapi	......................................................................................................	sacrificial	axe	
kara	.....................................................................................................	water	buffalo	
karam	bonga	...................................................................................	a	 Santal	 festival	 during	

which	branches	from	the	

karam	tree	are	planted	in	
the	village	street	

karma	(H)	.........................................................................................	retribution	for	actions	
katkom	...............................................................................................	crab	
khasi	....................................................................................................	castrated	goat	
kherwar	.............................................................................................	term	 that	 used	 to	 com-

prise	 the	 Santal,	 Ho,	

Munda,	 Birhor	 and	 Kur-

mi.	 Today	 many	 Santal	

use	it	only	to	refer	to	the	

Santal.	

khond	..................................................................................................	sacrificial	 circle	 made	

from	rice	flour	
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khude	..................................................................................................	wooden	 post	 (used	 as	
symbol	 by	 a	 local	 line	

named	khude	Hansda)	
khunt	...................................................................................................	term	used	in	other	Santal	

ethnographies	to	refer	to	

the	 social	 unit	 of	 local	

line,	 in	 East	 Singhbhum	

to	 Santal	 use	 the	 term	

gusti	instead	
kobor	...................................................................................................	message,	news	
kulhi	....................................................................................................	village	street	
kulhi	dhurup	....................................................................................	“sitting	 in	 the	 village	

street”,	 meeting	 of	 male	

villagers	 to	 solve	 con-

flicts	

kumang	..............................................................................................	father’s	sister’s	husband	
kumbe	orak	......................................................................................	house	 made	 from	 leaves	

and	branches	

kundel	napam	.................................................................................	love	 marriage,	 marriage	
based	on	the	initiative	of	

bride	and	groom	

lajao	....................................................................................................	shame,	shyness	
landa	segey	.......................................................................................	joking	 relation-

ship/joking	relative	

lendet	..................................................................................................	earthworm	
linga	(H)	............................................................................................	phallic	 emblem	 repre-

senting	Shiva	

lipur	.....................................................................................................	a	 chain	 of	 bells	 tied	
around	 the	 ankle,	 worn	

by	 men	 during	 the	 per-

formance	 of	 singrai	
songs	

lo	bir	....................................................................................................	“meeting	 of	 the	 burned	
forest”,	 highest	 court	 of	

the	 Santal	 held	 during	

the	regional	hunt	
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lota	......................................................................................................	small	 brass	 water	 jug	
used	 for	 the	 (ritual)	

greeting	of	guests	in	eve-

ry	Santal	household	

lumti	....................................................................................................	assistant	 to	 bride	 or	

groom	 during	 the	 wed-

ding	ceremony		

ma	more	............................................................................................	Santal	 ritual	 performed	
in	 irregular	 intervals	 in	

the	 sacred	 grove.	 During	

the	 ritual	 goats	 and	 a	

cow	are	sacrificed	

madal	..................................................................................................	share	of	prey	received	by	
the	 person	 whose	 bow	

shot	the	animal		

magh	bonga	.....................................................................................	village	 ritual	 in	 the	

month	 of	 Magh	 (Janu-

ary/February)	 during	

which	 the	 village	 func-

tionaries	 can	 lay	 down	

their	offices	

mahua	(H)/matkom	.....................................................................	mahua	 tree	 (Madhuca	
longifolia)	

mai	.......................................................................................................	younger	sister	
mamu	..................................................................................................	mother’s	brother	
mandir	(H)	.......................................................................................	temple	
mangar	..............................................................................................	alligator	
manjhi	................................................................................................	village	headman	
manjhi	haram	..................................................................................	ancestor	of	the	manjhi	
mansik	................................................................................................	request	 presented	 to	 a	

deity	 combined	with	 the	

promise	 of	 a	 later	 sacri-

fice	 for	 the	 deity	 when	

the	 request	 is	 granted.	

Term	 is	 used	 to	 refer	

both	 to	 the	 request	 and	
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the	actual	 sacrifice	made	

later.		

marang	..............................................................................................	big,	 senior,	 opposite	 of	
hudin	

marang	orak	....................................................................................	ancestral	room,	the	room	
containing	 the	 ancestral	

shrine	

Marang	Buru	...................................................................................	“Great	 mountain”,	 su-

preme	 god	 of	 the	 Santal	

residing	 in	 the	 sacred	

grove	

mela	(H)	............................................................................................	annual	fair	
meral	...................................................................................................	Indian	 gooseberry	 tree	

(Phyllanthus	emblica)		
merhet	sakom	..................................................................................	iron	 bangle,	 worn	 by	

Santal	women	on	the	left	

wrist	 as	 a	 sign	 of	 their	

marital	status	

methi	(H)	...........................................................................................	fenugreek	
mit	khond	re	bonga	.......................................................................	to	sacrifice	in	one	sacrifi-

cial	circle	

mit	orak	hor	.....................................................................................	“people	 of	 one	 house”,	
local	line	

moksha	(H)	.......................................................................................	liberation	 from	 cycle	 of	
rebirths	

monchpuri	........................................................................................	earth,	 as	 mentioned	 in	
the	Santal	creation	myth	

more	hor	............................................................................................	“five	 people”,	 refers	 to	
the	 five	 village	 function-

aries,	but	also	to	 the	col-

lectivity	 of	 villagers	

during	ritual		

Moreko	Turuiko	..............................................................................	“the	five	six”,	deity	resid-
ing	 in	 the	 sacred	 grove,	

associated	with	hunting		

muc	arak	...........................................................................................	chutney	 made	 from	 red	
ants	
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mukhje	...............................................................................................	elected	 head	 of	 a	 pan-
chayat	 (elected	 village	
council)		

mul	gadi	.............................................................................................	“place	of	origin”	
naeke	..................................................................................................	village	priest	
naihar	.................................................................................................	a	man’s	wife’s	native	vil-

lage	

niam	....................................................................................................	custom,	 overall	 order,	

sometimes	 described	 by	

the	 Santal	 as	 “the	 way	

the	 forefathers	 have	

brought	it	to	us”	

nide	singrai.......................................................................................	“night	 singrai”,	 genre	 of	
music	 and	 narratives	

performed	 during	 the	

night	of	 the	annual	hunt,	

with	obscene	content	

nij	boeha	............................................................................................	“real	 brothers”,	 those	

who	 consider	 each	other	

to	be	descendants	of	one	

father	or	grandfather	

nu	hatin	.............................................................................................	“to	 share	 a	 drink”,	 term	
used	 by	 female	 in-laws	

during	 their	 first	 ritual	

meeting	(bala	nepel)	
ojha	......................................................................................................	shaman	
ol	...........................................................................................................	to	write/script	
paele	....................................................................................................	metal	pot	used	for	meas-

uring	 rice,	 measures	

about	half	a	kilo	

panchayat	(H)	.................................................................................	elected	village	council	
paranik	..............................................................................................	village	functionary,	assis-

tant	 to	 the	 village	 head-

man	(manjhi)	
pargana	bonga	...............................................................................	deity	 of	 the	 regional	

headman	(pargana)	
paris	....................................................................................................	clan	
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parkom	...............................................................................................	bed	 made	 of	 a	 wooden	
frame	 with	 interwoven	

strings	 connecting	 the	

frame	

pata	.....................................................................................................	annual	fair	
pera	.....................................................................................................	affines,	guests	
pera	chetan	pera	............................................................................	affines’	affines	
phul	.....................................................................................................	ritual	friendship	
phuruk	................................................................................................	leaf	cup	
Pilcu	Budhi	.......................................................................................	first	 mythological	 ances-

tress	of	the	Santal	

Pilcu	Haram	.....................................................................................	first	 mythological	 ances-
tor	of	the	Santal	

pinda	...................................................................................................	verandah	 facing	 the	 vil-
lage	 street	 built	 along	

Santal	houses		

poeta	...................................................................................................	sacred	 thread	 usually	

worn	by	Brahmans	

pond	sandi	........................................................................................	white	cock,	usually	sacri-
ficed	to	Marang	Buru	

porob	..................................................................................................	festival	
puja	(H)	.............................................................................................	worship,	 usually	 consist-

ing	of	offerings	

pusi	......................................................................................................	cat	
raca	.....................................................................................................	courtyard	
raebar	.................................................................................................	matchmaker	
rasi	atu	...............................................................................................	“lined	 village”,	 term	 de-

scribing	 a	 row	 of	 joint	

houses	 on	 the	 left	 and	

right	of	a	village	street	

raska	...................................................................................................	joy	
rohoy	seren	.......................................................................................	transplanting	songs	
sada	.....................................................................................................	plain,	 designating	 a	 San-

tal	 local	 line	 that	 wor-

ships	without	sindur	
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sagun	supari	....................................................................................	auspicious	 clay	 pitcher,	
plays	a	role	during	a	part	

of	the	flower	festival	

sakua	..................................................................................................	horn	used	by	hunters	
sal	(H)/sarjom	................................................................................	the	 sal	 tree	 (Shorea	 ro-

busta)	
samaj	singrai	...................................................................................	type	of	 singrai	 song	 con-

taining	 stories	 about	 so-

cial	 relationships/Santal	

society	

sangat	.................................................................................................	cross	 relatives	 of	 groom	
and	 bride	 (e.g.	 bride’s	

brother	 and	 groom’s	 sis-

ter	are	sangat)	
sanskriti	(H)	.....................................................................................	culture,	tradition	
sapab	..................................................................................................	instrument,	tool	
sari	.......................................................................................................	true,	correct	
sarna	dhorom	..................................................................................	“religion	 of	 the	 sacred	

grove”	

sarpanch	(H)	....................................................................................	synonym	 for	 mukhje	
(elected	 head	 of	 a	 pan-
chayat)	

sasang	................................................................................................	yellow,	turmeric	
sasang	sunum	..................................................................................	mixture	 of	 oil	 and	 tur-

meric	

sath	mauza	rin	naeke	...................................................................	naeke	 of	 seven	 villages,	
plays	a	ritual	role	during	

the	 hunting	 and	 moun-

tain	rituals	

segey	sampok	...................................................................................	kin	relationships	
sendra	.................................................................................................	hunt	
sendra	bonga	...................................................................................	hunting	deity	
seren	....................................................................................................	song	
shankha	.............................................................................................	horn	
sibil	ror	...............................................................................................	“to	 talk	 in	 a	 tasty	 man-

ner”	
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sin	singrai	.........................................................................................	“day	 singrai”,	 a	 genre	 of	
music	 performed	 during	

the	 day	 at,	 for	 example,	

the	hunting	festival	

sindur	(H)	.........................................................................................	vermillion,	red	powder	
singrai	................................................................................................	a	 genre	 of	 music,	 per-

formed	especially	during	

the	hunting	ritual	but	al-

so	 at	 other	 occasions	

during	the	hot	season	

sinjo	.....................................................................................................	the	 bael	 tree	 (Aegle	
marmelos)	

sog	jug	................................................................................................	“true	 age”,	 referring	 to	 a	
time	in	Santal	mythology	

sohrae	.................................................................................................	Santal	harvest	festival	
sokha	...................................................................................................	shaman/healer,	 consid-

ered	 to	 be	 more	 power-

ful	than	an	ojha	
sona	chatom	.....................................................................................	“golden	 umbrella”,	 term	

used	 to	 refer	 to	 the	

groom	 in	 the	 context	 of	

the	wedding		

sore	......................................................................................................	sacrificial	food	
sorokpuri	...........................................................................................	heaven,	 as	 mentioned	 in	

the	Santal	creation	myth	

sukri	....................................................................................................	pig	
taben	...................................................................................................	beaten	rice	
tamak	.................................................................................................	kettle	 drum,	 shaped	 like	

a	bowl	

tandi	bonga	......................................................................................	a	 ritual	 of	 the	 local	 line,	
during	which	goats	and		

tayan	...................................................................................................	crocodile	
tela	kuri	.............................................................................................	two	men	who	 follow	 the	

lead	 singer	 during	

singrai	 performances,	

they	are	often	dressed	as	

women,	 play	 the	 banam	
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and	 repeat	 the	 text	 sung	

by	the	lead	singer	

tenang	................................................................................................	elder	sister’s	husband	
tika	.......................................................................................................	small	 dot	 made	 on	 the	

forehead	 between	 the	

eyebrows,	 usually	 made	

with	vermillion	

titri	kuri	.............................................................................................	girls	 who	 have	 not	

reached	 puberty	 yet,	

who	 assist	 during	 parts	

of	the	wedding	ritual	

tola	......................................................................................................	hamlet	
tore	sutam	........................................................................................	venue	through	which	the	

gods	 came	 and	 come	 to	

earth,	 also	 used	 for	 the	

straw	ropes	hung	 from	a	

tree	during	the	baha	 fes-
tival	

torop	pargana	.................................................................................	regional	 headman	 under	
the	disom	pargana		

tumdak	...............................................................................................	drum,	made	of	burnt	clay	
and	conical	in	shape	

tupun	..................................................................................................	“to	 shoot	 at	 each	 other”,	
battlefield,	 term	 used	 to	

refer	 to	 the	 encounter	

between	 men	 and	 wild	

animals	during	the	hunt	

tuti	.......................................................................................................	arrow	with	a	dull	arrow-
head	

udli	.......................................................................................................	small	 bamboo	 basket	

plastered	with	mud	from	

the	inside	with	

ul	...........................................................................................................	mango	
zamindar	(H)	...................................................................................	landlord
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Wetenschappelijke	samenvatting	
	

‘Plaats	maken	door	 rituelen’.	 Land,	omgeving	en	 regio	bij	de	 Santal	 van	
Centraal	India.	
	
Onderzoeksvraag	en	methodologie	
Plaatsen	 worden	 gevormd	 en	 geconstrueerd	 door	 menselijk	 handelen.	 Deze	

bewering	is	een	van	de	belangrijkste	bijdragen	van	de	sociale	wetenschappen	

aan	de	bestudering	van	plaats.	 In	dit	proefschrift	worden	cultureel	specifieke	

noties	van	plaats	bij	de	Santal,	een	van	de	grootste	stammen	van	Centraal	 In-

dia,	 onderzocht.	 Het	 onderzoek	 is	 gebaseerd	 op	 14	 maanden	 veldwerk	 in	

Jharkhand,	India,	en	beschrijft	Santal	denkbeelden	over	plaats	wat	betreft	land,	

omgeving	en	regio.	De	rituelen	van	de	Santaal	zijn	genomen	als	lens,	om	deze	

denkbeelden	in	beeld	te	brengen	en	te	kunnen	analyseren.	

	 Een	ritueel	wordt	beschouwd	als	een	context	waarbinnen	culturele	waar-

den	worden	gecommuniceerd.	Bovendien	worden	rituelen	opgevat	als	een	cre-

atieve	arena	waarbinnen	betekenissen	worden	gevormd.	Door	deel	 te	nemen	

aan	rituelen,	wordt	de	perceptie	van	plaats	die	mensen	hebben	op	verschillen-

de	manieren	gevormd.	Om	de	vraag	hoe	plaats	wordt	gecreëert	in	rituelen	con-

creet	 te	 maken,	 heb	 ik	 me	 gericht	 op	 symbolen	 en	 ruimtelijke	 bewegingen.	

Deze	twee	aspecten	kunnen	worden	gezien	als	elementen	in	de	Santal	rituelen	

die	bijdragen	aan	het	creëren	van	‘plaats’.	

Studie	naar	de	betekenis	van	plaats	voor	de	Santal	raakt	aan	aspecten	van	

plaats	 zoals	 die	 in	 de	 literatuur	worden	 besproken.	 Ten	 eerste,	 ‘plaats’	 komt	

naar	voren	als	open	en	daardoor	verbonden	met	andere	plaatsen.	Santal	ritue-

len	verbinden	bijvoorbeeld	verschillende	plaatsen	en	vormen	zo	regio's.	Plaat-

sen	behelzen	relaties,	en	worden	daardoor	ook	met	andere	plekken	verbonden.	

Santal	 plaatsen	 zijn	 niet	 begrensd,	maar	 open	 voor	 invloeden	met	 een	natio-

naal	of	mondiaal	karakter.	Ten	slotte	zijn	Santal	noties	van	plaats	holistisch;	zij	

vormen	een	‘totaal	sociaal	feit’	dat	verschillende	domeinen	van	relevantie	om-

vat.	
	
Hoofdstuk	drie:	Het	verband	tussen	land	en	sociale	structuur	
Welke	 Santal	 noties	 van	 ‘plaats’	 komen	 voor	 in	 de	 rituelen	 die	 in	 dit	 proef-

schrift	besproken	worden	en	hoe	wordt	 ‘plaats’	gevormd	 in	deze	rituelen?	 In	

hoofdstuk	 drie	wordt	 antwoord	 gegeven	 op	 deze	 vraag	 door	 het	 nauwe	 ver-
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band	te	analyseren	tussen	voorstellingen	van	plaats	en	de	sociale	structuur	van	

de	Santal.	Hierbij	draait	het	om	het	thema	verwantschap.	Om	dit	te	verduidelij-

ken	worden	twee	rituelen	beschreven:	jom	sim	bonga	waarbij	meerdere	geiten	
worden	 geofferd	 in	 de	 droge	 rijstvelden	 en	 de	 verschillende	 rituele	 stappen	

van	de	Santal	huwelijksceremonie.	

	 Senioriteit	ligt,	als	ordeningsprincipe,	aan	de	basis	van	vrijwel	alle	relaties	

in	de	Santal	gemeenschap.	Een	ander	belangrijk	ordeningsprincipe	is	het	ver-

schil	 tussen	 ‘eigen’	 en	 ‘ander’	 ofwel	 agnaten	 en	 aanverwanten.	 Agnaten	 be-

schouwen	elkaar	als	broeders,	of	zoals	zij	dat	noemen	‘mensen	van	één	huis’	of	

‘zij	die	in	dezelfde	offerkring	offeren’.	Daar	tegenover	staan	de	aanverwanten,	

de	groep	waaruit	zij	hun	huwelijkspartner	kunnen	kiezen.		

	 Agnatische	verbanden	staan	op	de	voorgrond	 tijdens	het	 jom	sim	 ritueel,	
dat	plaatsvindt	in	de	velden	van	een	lokale	groep	broeders,	hier	de	lokale	lijn	

genoemd.	Leden	van	een	lokale	lijn	delen	afkomst,	leefgebied	en	rituelen.	Hun	

gedeelde	 leefgebied	 is	 belangrijk	 in	 de	 context	 van	 het	 jom	 sim	 ritueel,	 dat	
plaatsvindt	op	een	plek	die	zij	beschouwen	als	hun	‘plaats	van	herkomst’	(mul	
gadi).	De	term	mul	gadi	refereert	aan	de	‘wortels’	(mul)	die	de	broeders	in	deze	
plek	hebben.	Dit	is	waar	hun	gezamenlijke	voorouders	het	bos	kapten,	velden	

en	een	heilig	bos	aanlegden,	en	een	dorp	stichtten.	Verschillende	symbolen	die	

voorkomen	 in	 het	 ritueel	 vertegenwoordigen	 het	 idee	 van	 geworteld	 zijn	 in	

deze	plek	en	een	grote	verbondenheid	van	een	lokale	lijn	met	deze	plek.	Soms	

wordt	 er	bijvoorbeeld	 een	houten	paal	 die	hun	 lokale	 lijn	 symboliseert	 in	de	

grond	van	de	offerplaats	gezet.	Na	het	offeren	begraven	ze	een	deel	van	het	ge-

offerde	vlees	in	de	aarde	voor	hun	godheid.		

	 Vanwege	de	complementaire	structuur	van	de	Santal	gemeenschap,	is	het	

tweede	deel	van	hoofdstuk	drie	gericht	op	de	Santal	huwelijksriten.	Het	uitein-

delijke	doel	van	deze	huwelijksrituelen	 is	een	verandering	van	sociale	status,	

waarbij	de	bruid	toetreedt	tot	het	huis	van	haar	man	en	de	band	tussen	beide	

families	wordt	bevestigd.	Deze	transformatie	wordt	vormgegeven	doordat	het	

ritueel	langs	verschillende	plekken	van	betekenis	voert.	

	 Om	de	relatie	tussen	het	paar	ritueel	te	vorm	te	geven	worden	ruimtelijke	

grenzen	 overschreden,	 zoals	 dorpsgrenzen	 en	 de	 drempel	 van	 het	 huis.	 De	

laatste	belangrijke	plek	die	het	paar	op	de	huwelijksdag	betreedt	is	de	voorou-

derlijke	kamer,	waar	zich	het	voorouderlijke	heiligdom	bevindt.	De	rituelen	die	
in	 deze	 binnenste	 ruimte	 van	 het	 huis	 plaatsvinden	 symboliseren	 de	 toene-

mende	integratie	van	de	bruid	in	het	huis.		
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Door	 te	 trouwen	 verliest	 de	 bruid	 het	 recht	 om	 het	 voorouderlijk	 heiligdom	

van	haar	eigen	ouderlijk	huis	te	betreden.	Belangrijk	is	dat,	anders	dan	bij	an-

dere	tribale	samenlevingen	in	Centraal	India,	de	Santal	bruidegom	na	het	beta-

len	 van	 de	 volledige	 bruidsschat	 het	 recht	 verkrijgt	 om	 het	 voorouderlijke	

heiligdom	van	de	ouders	en	van	de	broer	van	zijn	bruid	te	betreden.	Dit	 leidt	

tot	de	meer	algemene	vraag	wat	de	positie	is	van	een	Santal	vrouw	ten	opzich-

te	 van	het	huis	 van	haar	broer	 en	haar	 echtgenoot	 en	 in	hoeverre	 een	breuk	

met	haar	broer	wordt	ervaren.	De	bruid	neemt	de	naam	van	de	clan	van	haar	

man	aan	en	wordt	 in	rituele	zin	een	 lid	van	zijn	huis	en	voortaan	beschouwd	

als	een	bloedverwant	van	haar	man	en	alle	leden	van	zijn	huis.	Ze	wordt	echter	

nooit	helemaal	een	agnaat	omdat	ze	nog	verwant	blijft	aan	haar	huis	van	her-

komst.		

	 Samengevat	 communiceren	 en	 genereren	 rituelen	 verschillende	 beteke-

nissen	van	plaats.	In	het	eerste	voorbeeld	staat	het	idee	van	het	geworteld	zijn	

van	 broeders	 in	 een	 bepaalde	 plek	 centraal.	 In	 die	 zin	 heeft	 land	 agnatische	

connotaties.	Deze	connotaties	worden	gevormd	en	uitgedrukt	door	het	gebruik	

van	 symbolen	 en	de	 ruimtelijke	 opstelling	 van	het	 ritueel.	 Santal	 huwelijken,	

daarentegen,	 benadrukken	 niet	 de	 verwantschap	 met	 een	 bepaalde	 plaats	

maar	 een	 beweging	 langs	 verschillende	 plekken.	Deze	 bewegingen	 leiden	 tot	

verandering	van	sociale	status	en	de	totstandkoming	van	nieuwe	relaties	met	

schoonverwanten.	

	
Hoofdstuk	vier:	Santal	percepties	van	omgeving	
Hoe	conceptualiseren	de	Santal	hun	omgeving	en	welke	noties	van	plaats	ont-

staan	hieruit?	Deze	vragen	staan	centraal	in	hoofdstuk	vier	waarin	drie	rituele	

complexen	worden	beschreven:	Santal	jachtrituelen	(sendra	bonga),	het	eerste	
zaaien	van	de	 rijst	 (erok	mut)	 en	 rituelen	gewijd	aan	 lokale	berggoden	 (buru	
bonga).	
	 Omdat	Santal	jachtrituelen	vooral	het	bosgebied	betreffen,	kunnen	er	ver-

schillende	percepties	van	het	bos	uit	worden	afgeleid.	De	structuur	van	de	ri-

tuele	 organisatie	 verwijst	 naar	 het	 idee	 van	 een	 heilig	 landschap	 waarin	

verschillende	goden	resideren.		

De	nadruk	ligt	in	de	jachtrituelen	op	het	aspect	van	gevaar,	net	als	de	go-

den	 die	met	 het	 bos	 geassocieerd	worden	 als	 gevaarlijk	worden	 beschouwd.	

Dit	wordt	duidelijk	doordat	tijdens	het	ritueel	in	bedekte	taal	gesproken	wordt	

met	een	van	de	goden	via	een	medium.	Objecten	worden	niet	direct	benoemd	
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maar	er	worden	synoniemen	gebruikt.	Het	rijke	muzikale	genre	van	de	singrai,	
opgevoerd	tijdens	het	jachtfestival	volgend	op	de	offers,	verhaalt	ook	over	het	

bos	als	een	plaats	van	dood	en	gevaar	waarin	de	ambivalente	goden	verblijven.	

Deze	goden	kunnen	echter	ook	mensen	beschermen	tegen	de	wilde	dieren	van	

het	bos.	Dit	is	een	van	de	verzoeken	aan	de	bosgoden	door	de	priester	van	de	

jacht	en	participanten	aan	het	ritueel.	Een	ander	doel	van	de	jachtrituelen	is	de	

bosgoden	 te	verzoeken	om	regen.	Dit	duidt	 erop	dat	het	bos	wordt	geassoci-

eerd	met	vruchtbaarheid.	Dit	wordt	nog	eens	bevestigd	doordat	het	thema	sek-

sualiteit	 terugkomt	 in	 de	 liederen	 en	 verhalen	 die	 op	 de	 avond	 van	 de	 jacht	

verteld	worden.	Volgens	de	 logica	van	het	 ritueel	zorgt	het	gevaarlijke,	onge-

temde	domein	van	het	bos	voor	de	vruchtbaarheid	die	nodig	is	om	de	rijst	op	

de	velden	te	laten	groeien.		

Terwijl	het	bos	staat	voor	gevaarlijk	en	vruchtbaar,	worden	de	velden,	het	

huis	en	het	dorp	als	veilige,	getemde	en	gecultiveerde	ruimtes	gezien.	Bij	het	
ritueel	van	het	eerste	zaaien	van	de	rijst	worden	het	voorouderlijk	heiligdom	

en	de	droge	rijstvelden	in	verband	gebracht	met	de	mensen	van	een	huis.	Rijst-

zaden	worden	bijvoorbeeld	 vergeleken	met	 kleine	 kinderen.	Als	 de	 rijst	 een-

maal	begint	te	groeien	in	de	overstroomde	rijstvelden,	wordt	de	nadruk	in	de	

bijbehorende	rituelen	echter	verlegd	naar	aanverwantschap.	De	noties	van	ag-

natie	 en	 aanverwantschap	 vormen	dus	niet	 alleen	de	basis	 van	de	 Santal	 ge-

meenschap,	maar	komen	ook	terug	in	de	percepties	van	de	omgeving	zoals	die	

wordt	vormgegeven	in	de	rituelen.	

	 Deze	structurele	vergelijking	van	de	omgeving	met	de	gemeenschap	komt	

terug	in	de	bergrituelen.	De	goden	die	hier	verblijven	verhouden	zich	tot	elkaar	

als	 oudere	 en	 jongere	broeders,	waarbij	 hun	 senioriteit	 de	 volgorde	van	ver-

ering	bepaalt.	

Samenvattend	suggereren	de	Santal	percepties	van	de	omgeving	een	sterk	

contrast	tussen	bos	en	velden,	dat	overeenkomt	met	het	verschil	tussen	gecul-

tiveerde	en	ongecultiveerde	gebieden,	dat	op	zijn	beurt	tot	uiting	komt	in	on-

derscheiden	als	geciviliseerd	tegenover	ongeciviliseerd,	‘eigen’	en	‘ander’.	Deze	

domeinen	bestaan	niet	los	van	elkaar	maar	worden	regelmatig	met	elkaar	ver-

bonden	 tijdens	 rituelen.	 Meer	 algemeen	 laten	 de	 vergelijkbare	 principes	 die	

zowel	de	Santal	samenleving	als	percepties	van	de	omgeving	structureren	zien	

dat	er	 in	deze	context	geen	sprake	 is	van	een	dichotomie	tussen	samenleving	

en	natuur.	
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De	bergrituelen	brengen	niet	alleen	dergelijke	noties	van	plaats	naar	voren,	ze	

laten	ook	heel	goed	zien	wat	het	genererend	vermogen	is	van	riten.	Ze	brengen	

mensen	van	een	hele	streek	samen	in	gezamenlijke	rituele	handelingen.	Plaat-

sen,	in	dit	geval	dorpen,	zijn	met	elkaar	verbonden	door	de	ruimtelijke	bewe-

gingen	van	mensen.	Tezamen	vormen	deze	dorpen	een	regio,	door	de	Santal	in	

dit	verband	 torop	 genoemd.	Deze	 torops	hebben	specifieke	namen	en	kunnen	
uit	een	groot	aantal	dorpen	bestaan,	van	wel	twaalf	tot	zestig.	Dit	concept	van	

torop	 wordt	 vormgegeven	 door	 de	 verschillende	 bergrituelen	 en	 het	 is	 ook	
door	die	rituelen	dat	mensen	het	begrip	torop	uitleggen.	
	 Het	 laatste	 Santal	 concept	 van	 plaats	 dat	 in	 hoofdstuk	 vier	 besproken	

wordt	is	dat	van	disom.	Net	als	torop	betekent	dit	woord	zoveel	als	‘regio’,	maar	
het	begrip	is	veel	breder.	Alle	mannen	uit	de	streek	kunnen	de	regionale	jacht	

(disom	sendra)	bijwonen.	Dit	is	de	grootste	bijeenkomst	in	de	Santal	samenle-
ving.	Bij	deze	gelegenheid	worden	de	grootste	schendingen	van	Santal	gebrui-

ken	 (niam)	berecht	 tijdens	 ‘de	berechting	van	het	verbrande	bos’	 (lo	bir).	Dit	
concept	van	disom	lijkt	te	zijn	geworteld	in	het	verre	verleden,	terwijl	het	con-
cept	van	disom	zoals	beschreven	in	het	volgende	hoofdstuk	geworteld	is	in	een	
moderne	setting	en	dus	een	veel	recenter	fenomeen	is.		

	

Hoofdstuk	vijf:	Omstreden	gebieden,	regio,	politiek	en	identiteit	
Het	 overkoepelende	 thema	 van	 hoofdstuk	 vijf	 is	 het	 nauwe	 verband	 tussen	

denkbeelden	over	regio	(disom)	en	verschillende	aspecten	van	de	Santal	identi-
teit.	Het	vormen	van	ruimtelijke	denkbeelden	is	in	deze	context	verbonden	met	

grotere	processen	en	discoursen,	die	de	specifieke	kenmerken	van	plaats	over-

stijgen.	Santal	activisten	bedden	hun	culturele	handelingen	strategisch	in	bin-

nen	deze	discoursen	om	hun	claims	over	plaats	te	verstevigen.	

	 Het	eerste	voorbeeld	dat	dit	benadrukt	zijn	de	regionale	Santal	bloemen-

festivals	 (disom	baha)	die	 in	het	onderzochte	gebied	pas	 sinds	de	 jaren	1980	
worden	gevierd.	Deze	festivals	vinden	plaats	in	regionale	heilige	bossen	(disom	
jaher),	die	vaak	zijn	aangelegd	door	invloedrijke	personen	of	groepen	van	San-
tal	mannen	die	in	de	nabijgelegen	mijnen	werken	die.	Deze	bossen	zijn	duide-

lijk	zichtbaar;	zij	bevinden	zich	op	kruispunten	van	wegen	en	in	steden.	Anders	

dan	 tijdens	 de	 baha	 festivals	 in	 dorpen	 staat	 tijdens	 deze	 vieringen	 niet	 de	
vruchtbaarheid	centraal,	maar	de	communicatie	van	een	Santal	 identiteit.	Het	

regionale	bloemenfestival	creëert	een	idee	van	regio	in	de	zin	van	een	 ‘Santal	

regio’.	
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Twee	 aspecten	 van	 de	 Santal	 identiteit	 staan	 centraal	 tijdens	 deze	 regionale	

festivals.	Het	eerste	is	het	beeld	van	de	Santal	als	‘natuuraanbidders’.	De	orga-

nisatoren	verbinden	dit	beeld	aan	het	feit	dat	de	Santal	veel	van	hun	goden	in	

heilige	bossen	vereren.	Het	tweede	aspect	 is	het	beeld	van	de	 ‘dansende	San-

tal’,	 door	 uitgebreide	 dansvoorstellingen	 die	 de	 volgende	 dag	 in	 alle	 lokale	

kranten	 afgebeeld	 worden.	 De	 nieuwe	 regionale	 bloemenfestivals	 dienen	 als	

passend	 toneel	 om	 deze	 aspecten	 van	 de	 Santal	 identiteit	 te	 communiceren	

naar	alle	inwoners	van	de	streek.		

	 Er	bestaan	verschillende	van	deze	 regionale	heilige	bossen	 in	het	gebied	

en	de	rituele	opvoeringen	zijn	ongeveer	hetzelfde.	Dit	maakt	dat	deze	rituelen	

gezien	kunnen	worden	als	de	verschillende	plaatsen	verbindend	tot	een	regio.	

De	 regio	 wordt	 gekarakteriseerd	 door	 de	 publieke	 aanwezigheid	 van	 opge-

voerde	 Santal	 rituele	 handelingen.	 Bovendien	manifesteert	 de	 Santal	 aanwe-

zigheid	 in	 het	 gebied	 zich	 in	 materiële	 zin.	 De	 regionale	 heilige	 bossen,	

bijvoorbeeld,	markeren	de	aanwezigheid	van	Santal	in	de	streek.	Verschillende	

beelden	van	Santal	helden,	zoals	de	gebroeders	Sidho	en	Kanho	die	de	Santal	

opstand	 in	1855	 leidden,	vertegenwoordigen	een	andere	strategie	die	 ‘plaats’	

maakt.	 Deze	 beelden	 staan	 vaak	 buiten	 Santal	 dorpen,	 in	 steden	 of	 op	 kruis-

punten	 –	 plekken	die	 veel	 bezocht	worden	door	 alle	 gemeenschappen	 in	 dat	

gebied.		

	 De	Santal	worden	 in	de	 literatuur	beschreven	als	een	van	de	meest	poli-

tiek	actieve	stammen	in	India	sinds	ongeveer	de	jaren	1960.	Vanaf	die	tijd	kan	

een	toename	in	Santal	culturele	politiek	waargenomen	worden.	Vooral	in	Oost	

Singhbhum	is	deze	toename	het	gevolg	van	specifieke	historische	en	politieke	

ontwikkelingen,	namelijk	de	Jharkhand	beweging,	de	industrialisatie	van	Oost	

Singhbhum	en	de	politiek	van	de	Indiase	staat	om	minderheden	te	erkennen.	

	 Niet	 alleen	wordt	het	 concept	 van	 regio	door	 regionale	bloemenfestivals	

versterkt,	maar	plaatsen	worden	ook	met	elkaar	verbonden	tot	een	regio	door	

de	activiteiten	van	de	Santal	hervormingsbeweging	All	India	sarna	dhorom.	De	
leden	zijn	actief	betrokken	bij	het	verspreiden	van	wat	zij	beschouwen	als	de	

‘ware	Santal	gebruiken’	(sari	niam)	als	onderdeel	van	de	‘religie	van	het	heilige	
bos’	(sarna	dhorom).	Het	gaat	hier	vooral	om	de	‘juiste’	rituele	handelingen.	In	
verschillende	 dorpen	 hebben	 leden	 van	 de	 beweging	 hoofdkantoren	 opgezet	

waar	bijeenkomsten	worden	gehouden	en	waar	een	aangewezen	sarna	pries-
ter	vastgestelde	rituelen	uitvoert.		
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De	sarna	beweging	houdt	zich	dus	met	andere	aspecten	van	de	Santal	identiteit	
bezig	 dan	 de	 organisatoren	 van	 het	 bloemenfestival	 en	 benadrukt	 vooral	 de	

puurheid	en	 ‘waarheid’	van	sarna	 rituele	handelingen.	Hierbij	herschikken	en	
veranderen	de	 leden	van	de	beweging	bepaalde	aspecten	van	het	Santal	 ritu-

eel.	Het	dierenoffer,	bijvoorbeeld,	is	van	geen	of	weinig	betekenis	in	hun	ritue-

len.	 In	 plaats	 daarvan	 gebruiken	 leden	 kokosnoten,	 zoetigheden	 en	 geplette	

rijst	als	offer	aan	de	goden.	Tijdens	hun	gezamenlijke	rituelen	moedigen	ze	bo-

vendien	het	dragen	van	‘Santal	saris’	en	dhotis	aan	als	een	zichtbaar	Santal	te-
ken.	Naast	het	aanpassen	van	de	rituelen	is	de	beweging	actief	betrokken	bij	de	

promotie	 en	 het	 onderwijzen	 van	het	 Santal	 schrift	Ol	 Chiki.	Het	 schrift	 is	 te	

zien	op	gebouwen,	in	publicaties	en	overal	in	het	gebied	waar	de	sarna	bewe-
ging	 actief	 is.	 Op	 die	wijze	 claimt	 de	 sarna	 beweging	 het	 gebied	 door	 rituele	
handelingen	en	het	gebruik	van	zichtbare	symbolen	zoals	uniforme	kleding	en	

de	promotie	van	Ol	Chiki.	

	 Tegelijkertijd	wordt	de	beweging	ook	op	landelijk	gebied	actief	door	poli-

tieke	eisen	te	stellen	aan	de	regering.	In	memoranda	gericht	aan	de	Indiase	re-

gering	 wordt	 bijvoorbeeld	 gevraagd	 om	 financiële	 vergoeding	 voor	 Santal	

dorpsfunctionarissen,	de	bescherming	van	Santal	heilige	plekken	en	het	instel-

len	van	een	aparte	‘sarna	code’	in	de	Indiase	volkstelling.	In	deze	memoranda	
refereert	 de	 beweging	 aan	 andere	 inheemse	 bevolkingsgroepen	 wereldwijd	

om	deze	eisen	verder	te	legitimeren.	

	 Concluderend	 behandelt	 het	 laatste	 hoofdstuk	 over	 Santal	 rituelen	 de	

transformaties	 van	 de	 Santal	 rituele	 praktijk.	 Deze	 transformaties	 gaan	 ge-

paard	met	onderhandelingen	en	soms	conflicten.	Kijkend	naar	het	concept	van	

plaats,	 benadrukken	 de	 regionale	 bloemenfestivals	 en	 de	 activiteiten	 van	 de	

sarna	 beweging	 de	 poreuze	 staat	 van	 de	 grenzen	 van	 plaats,	 omdat	 actoren	
hun	claims	over	plaats	 inbedden	 in	nationale	en	 internationale	discoursen	 In	

die	 zin	 hebben	 deze	 rituelen	 een	 veel	 lossere	 connectie	 met	 plaats	 dan	 alle	

eerder	besproken	rituelen.	Mensen	en	ideeën	bewegen	via	netwerken	en	hier-

door	kunnen	rituele	locaties	makkelijker	veranderd	worden.	Alhoewel	de	sar-
na	beweging	nog	steeds	plaats	claimt,	worden	deze	claims	voornamelijk	op	een	
politiek	niveau	gepresenteerd	en	minder	in	de	rituele	praktijk.		
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Conclusie	
Na	analysering	van	Santal	denkbeelden	over	plaats,	zoals	geformuleerd	en	ge-

creëerd	 door	 rituelen,	 benadrukt	 dit	 proefschrift	 het	 belang	 van	 onderzoek	

naar	 plaats	 voor	 de	 sociale	 wetenschappen.	 Een	 van	 de	 meest	 uitgesproken	

kenmerken	van	Santal	noties	van	plaats	is	hun	holistische	karakter.	In	de	San-

tal	context	omvat	plaats	verschillende	sociale	constellaties,	die	op	hun	beurt	de	

relaties	omvatten	tussen	Santal	en	hun	goden,	Santal	en	hun	omgeving	en	San-

tal	 en	 ‘anderen’.	 Plaats	 behelst	 relatie-constellaties	 en	 is	 daardoor	 bijzonder	

nuttig	voor	de	studie	van	sociale	fenomenen	in	relatie	tot	andere	zaken,	zoals	

religie	en	politiek.	Plaats	is	daarom	van	methodologische	waarde	voor	de	soci-

ale	wetenschappen.		

Plaats	 is	waardevol	 vanwege	dit	 holisme,	maar	 ook	 omdat	 het	 de	 studie	

van	 sociale	 fenomenen	 vanuit	 een	 diachronisch	 en	 synchronisch	 perspectief	

mogelijk	maakt.	Plaatsen	hebben	te	maken	met	geschiedenis	en	herinnering	en	

zijn	 verbonden	met	 andere	 plekken.	Deze	 nadruk	 op	 tijd	maakt	 het	mogelijk	

om	te	kijken	naar	transformaties	en	culturele	verandering,	zoals	in	de	context	

van	de	Santal.	 In	sommige	contexten	zijn	riten	en	de	cruciale	component	van	

dierenoffers	veranderd	in	een	dialoog	over	 ‘sarna	religie’.	Deze	 ‘religie’	 is	een	
markering	van	identiteit	die	Santal	religieuze	praktijken	onderscheidt	van	an-

dere	Indiase	religies.	Orthopraxie	is	getransformeerd	tot	orthodoxie.		

	 Ten	 slotte	 benadrukt	 dit	 proefschrift	 het	 creatieve	 potentieel	 van	

rituelen,	door	te	laten	zien	hoe	rituelen	noties	van	plaats	generen.	Het	jom	sim	
ritueel	 vertegenwoordigt	 het	 idee	 van	 het	 geworteld	 zijn	 van	 een	 lokale	

bevolking	 in	een	plaats,	de	 jachtrituelen	roepen	noties	over	het	bos	op	en	de	

regionale	bloemenfestivals	claimen	de	regio	als	Santal.	Alhoewel	de	genoemde	

rituelen	 ‘performatieve	constructies’	zijn,	moet	de	bijdrage	van	plaats	aan	het	

ritueel	 niet	 onderschat	 worden.	 Ruimtelijke	 kenmerken	 kunnen	 worden	

beschouwd	 als	 ‘prescriptieve	 structuren’	 die	 vormen	 aandragen	 die	 door	

actoren	 kunnen	 worden	 gebruikt.	 Plaatsen	 hebben	 grenzen,	 centrale	 en	

perifere	gebieden,	die	doorkruisd	kunnen	worden.	De	manier	waarop	actoren	

deze	ruimtelijke	kenmerken	gebruiken	heeft	effect	op	het	ritueel	zelf.	Oftewel:	

zoals	rituelen	‘plaats’	maken,	zo	maken	plaatsen	rituelen	
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