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Abstract

The Santals are the indigenous tribal community chiefly living in West Bengal Jhay i b,
‘7{1:5;2&, 2nd other neighbouring countries such s Bangladesh, Nepal, and Myanmar, Ty, Santﬁlg‘vt
vich cultural tradition and they have an impressive number of folktales, which were orally tm,,g;mi,
&om one generation to another among the people in the Santal community until recorded ang tmnsiéﬂ
into Engl?sh by the Christian missionaries in the late nineteenth century. The Santal folkigles w:;;.-j
Giveroent in themes and narrative style, are the repositories of the socio-cultural values of th Sy
as the folktales describe their customs, beliefs, superstitions, and religious practices. Despite -
that the folktales are fictional narratives, and hence pure figments of imagination, the imporie
these literary texts in reflecting and embodying the social-cultural reality caniot be underesiin:
The objective of this paper is to study the select folktales in Cecil Henry Bompas’s Folklore of the S
Parganas and to show how the folktales faithfully record their religious and supernatural belis

Keywords: Santal Folktales, Religion, Supernatural Beliefs, Tribal Culture, Literature.

We.fc’t Bengal is the age-old habitat of a number of tribes such as Lodha, Knar
Bhumu{ Birhor, Munda, Mahali, Santal, and Kora. Santals are the majorit/ &
these diverse tribal communities of West Bengal. As per the census report 2011, i
of the total population of West Bengal is tribal. Among them nearly 51.8% are S
The staistics clearly show the strong dominance of the Santals among the tribal;s:
gl;m;ei hm the state .of West Bengal. Although the Santals are scattered all ovﬁiku{;
Birbi}i u;n a:lydaBre ;;artlcu]grly concentrated in Paschim Medinipur, ]hérgram, B:“rhd‘v"
an impressiye rl: r Vgan districts. The Santals have a rich cultural traditiona" . il
to another amo:m her ffolktales, which were orally transmitted from O“e%ran,-l.ua
into English by tﬁ t Ce people in the Santal community until recorded an o

¢ hr. ' 1SS] 1 : . ry.
folktales, widely diVerglshan missionaries in the late nineteenth centu )’ i i
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socio-cultural values of the Santals, as the folktales describe their customs, beliefs,
superstitions, and religious practices. The objective of this paper is to study the select
folktales in Cecil Henry Bompas's Folklore of the Santal Parganas and to show how the
folktales faithfully record their religious and supernatural beliefs.

A folktale, as defined by M. H. Abrahms, “is a short narrative in prose of unknown
Juthorship which has been transmitted orally” (104). The term “folktale” is broadly
used to describe any traditional, dramatic, oral narratives, usually with moralistic
overtones, and which have been transmitted from one generation another among the
people of a particular community. Although it is universally acknowledged that the
folktales are the products of pure fantasy, and composed mainly for entertainment, the
function of the folktales in recording the socio-cultural values of a particular commu-
nity can never be underestimated. This is chiefly because folktales are usually found
to be the most popular cultural forms in the preliterate communities. While defining
the general characteristics of the folktales, M.H. Abrams remarks: “Folklore developed,
and continues even now, in communities where few if any people can read or write”
(104). In the absence of other literary forms, folktales become significant tools for ana-
lysing and understanding the sociopsychological realism of a particular community.

Folktales reveal the cultural values of a particular community. In the essay entitled
“Folktales Reveal the Cultural Values of the Community: A SWOT (Strengths, Weak-
nesses, Opportunities, and Threats) Analysis”, Lekau Eleazar Mphasha argues:

Every folktale, from its point of view, is a lesson. It may be of a principle of law,
civilized manners as they understand them or religious dogma. They give interpreta-
tions in line with everyday life. Folktales are reflections of the minds. They show as-
pects of culture of the society to those who show the least awareness of it. As a result,
they are part and parcel of people’s life. Their value cannot be taken for granted. By
ignoring their value, we are ignoring the complete expression of the feelings, ideas
and ambitions of the people concerned. They are pearls of wisdom handed down
from generation to generation and will continue to be traditional pillars on which the
community can lean. (295)

This observation highlights the importance of folktales in the preservation of the
cultural values of any community. Folktales play important function in transmitting
cultural values from one generation to the next and thus help people to enhance their
awareness of their shared historical knowledge systems. Even though many folktales
are told with the avowed objective of amusement, they have their unmistakable moral
lessons, and they throw light on the social realism of any community.

Folklore of the Santal Parganas by Cecil Henry Bompas is a collection of Santal folk-
tales. The Santal folktales are a faithful reflection of the cultural beliefs of the Santals.
The Santal folktales, included in the aforementioned volume, are the reliable literary
documents for an understanding and interpretation of the religious and supernatural

—(39)
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Closely linked to the religious beliefs of the Santals is their beliefs in super
ral powers, In the Preface to Folklore of the Santal Parganas, Bompas remarks thi:
religion of the Santals is “animistic, spirits (bongas) are everywhere around ther
spirits of their ancestors, the spirit of the house, the spirit dwelling in the pat
%l:slsval. f?rest preser}/gd in each village. Every hill tree and rock may h§V€ It fr
termjr;}t):;tsdare propitiated by. elaborate ceremonies and sacrifices. which 8“:;:
of Indi hn “1ee% and the drinking of rice beer” (9). Like other tribal conn”

1 e Santals believe that “yi) Spirits are everywhere and they aWa™"
Baskey 212). Beliefs in Supernatural powers is so strong 3““;;
€ 1s frequent reference to bongas in a large number of folktﬂath-w
entioned volume, In the fo ktale named “Bajunand 1
€laborate funeral ceremonies, sacrificing of goats and f"‘,“s 1.“ 1~‘ i
1 brother. Bajun smeareg the floor of the house Wit

human beings” (
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cooked @ great bas'k.e.t of rice, stewed the flesh of the animals he had sacrificed, and
Jffered it 0 the spilr.lts (?f the dead with the dedication “My wife I offer this rice, this
food, for your purification” (Bompas 14). This is done with the belief that the spirits
of the dead persons can be propitiated by elaborate ceremonies and animal sacrifices.
A number of folktales such as “The Pious Woman”, “The Wise Da ughter-in-law" refer
to the practices of magic and witchcraft, which the Santals believe as a part of their
pelief in super-normal phenomena. Regarding magic, I.. P. Vidyarthi and Binay Kumar
Rai remark: “Magic is an integral part of a religion of tribal dimension. ...Untoward
satural events, inadequate technical means and situations full of danger and uncer-
tainty lead to belief in the magical practices” (244). Magic and witchcraft are thus an
essential part of the belief of the Santal tribe which have been recorded in the folktales.

The Santals are the dominant tribal community in India and their culture is marked
by distinctiveness in so far as their customs and rituals, religious and supernatural be-
liefs are concerned. The Santal folktales are invaluable literary documents for analysis
,nd understanding of the social realism of the Santal people. The diversity and richness
of the Santali folktales not only suggest the dynamic and vibrant cultural life of this
tribal group but also the cultural diversity and richness of the Indian folk tradition.
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