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In his unfinished introduction to A Flowering Tree and other oral tales from India (1997), 

A.K. Ramanujan writes,  

one: my mother, servants, aunts, men and women in village families 

with whom I stayed when I was invited to lecture in local schools, 

schoolteachers and schoolchildren, carpenters, tailors.  I wrote them 

down by hand and, years later, when I could afford a tape recorder, 

recorded them.  I had no idea what to do with them.  I had no 

thought of writing books.  I was just entranced by oral tales.  I had 

read Grimm, Aesop, Pañchatantra, Boccaccio, the Ocean of Story, and 

no idea I was doing what was called folklore. (qtd. in Preface ed. 

Blackburn and Dundes)  

Here, the ease with which Ramanujan throws light on his initial passion for paying 

attention to oral tales in the neighbourhood first explains that the folklore is not 

necessarily something that is exotic, endangered, or far-removed; instead, folklore 

exists in between the spaces of everyday lived realities belonging to the different 

traditional groups found in India or as Ramanujan (1991) himself says that 
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unambiguous relation with folklore.  This is probably why, his natural inkling later 

gave way to a radical re-thinking of folklore studies.  Now, this is understandable 

because for us Indians, folklore and its various forms of verbal and performative 

expressions come naturally to us.  We seem to inherit them from our parents and 

grandparents just like we inherit feelings and familial diseases.  Unlike the 

mythologies of the western world, Indians do not read about a significant portion of 

their mythologies and folklore in books, they live it every single day-Mondays for 

.i From an impressionable age, we 

grow up adorned with community-centric rituals, songs, tales, rhymes, proverbs, 

jokes, crafts, practices, belief narratives, caste obligations, family histories and 

personal narratives, legends, myths, partition memories, performances and other 

beloved stories pulled out from our thakumar jhuli (grandmother

not only entertain the listeners of all age-groups but also imparts unique (social and 

cultural) identities to the inheritors of these aural narratives and visual 

performances.  Another way of interpreting this would be that people are living 

carriers of their own culture which survives through several human expressions.  

(stylised sayings), perform, use, make, and accept without any compulsion, 

influencing their worldview in day-to-day decision-making. 

Formal theoretical advancements in the discipline of folklore studies from the 

different Schools of Germany, Europe, America, and the Soviet Union from the 

nineteenth century onwards have been able to categorize the forms of folklore into 

lore is enumerated as follows (2-5):  
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Despite this systematic attempt, Dorson rightfully acknowledges that scholars of 

folklore have time and again faced a limitations in compartmentalising complex and 

overlapping human expressions and emotions (both verbal and non- verbal) into 

neat genres (5).  Similarly, the scope of folklore studies in India, which is multi-

lingual and multi-ethnic, is tremendously broad. Mainly because here, every 

inhabiting person is linked with the complexities of caste (interjection of Dalit and 

Adivasi narratives), occupation (the economic market which is/was based on caste-

bound and caste-free occupations), community (groups of priestly and the non-

priestly class), and the socio-economic-cultural implications of it all.  So, such an 

acknowledgment also compels a timely evaluation of the western methodological 

approaches used to theorise Indian folklore and folklife scenarios.  The researcher 

that elaborately accounts for the lore and life studies within the Indian setting (91): 
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According to this, the indigenous folklife and lore pay close attention to the 

expressions and determining their culture-specific needs, practices and their social 

well- ions of folklore genres into 

identifiable categories provide a workable scope to understand the various 

components of a cultural tradition like their identity markers, methods of 

Figure 2: Pattanaik's classification (2018:91) 
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communication (beliefs, expression, and sharing), and ways adopted for cultural 

preservation.  Moreover, encouraging a methodical arrangement of human habits, 

attitudes, and its oral and literary expressions eases the initial apprehension that 

newcomers to this study area usually feel towards the items that appear to be 

sensational, supernatural, and romantic. 

As part of her introductory classes on a short-term course in Folklore and Intangible 

Cultural Heritage at IGNCA (New Delhi) in the year 2020, the facilitator Molly 

Kaushal pointed out that in order to make sense of the world of folklore, it becomes 

important to ascertain how folklore studies have been conducted in the last three 

decades and determined by theoretical propositions and university curriculums.  

According to her, an evaluation of the history of this discipline sheds light not only 

on how this discipline came into being but also on how some important figures 

propounded suitable theories which other upcoming scholars practiced for a long 

time.  Eventually, as the research domain expanded, new questions and queries 

began to arise in this area, leading to an increased knowledge production.  Kaushal 

feels that the contribution to knowledge production was inevitable because different 

communities of people existed in the field, and a vast amount of empirical data 

simultaneously was present, which eventually led to the right kind of questions 

being asked by those who were interested in exploring this potential subject area.  In 

the Indian discourse, those engaging with folklore were initially the scholars 

working with the Hindi department and in the departments of other regional 

languages like Meitei, Tamil, Telugu and so on.  Studies were also happening in this 

direction in the foreign departments of Anthropology, where many anthropologists 

and ethnographers came to India to work on the diverse range of folklore materials 

available here.  Kaushal pinpointed that from the middle of the 1980s and the 

beginning of 1990s, a new trend emerged in the country whereby many foreign 

scholars (mostly English speaking) came to India and began working in the south 

Indian states.  These scholars needed the assistance of local/ native scholars for 
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fieldwork to collect raw data from the field, and as a result, they decided to train the 

local scholars in a certain kind of folkloristics.  So, during this period, many intensive 

workshops were getting conducted in South India by popular names in the 

American way of doing folklore studies like Alan Dundes, Peter J. Claus, Stuart 

Blackburn, Frank J. Korom, A.K. Ramanujan, and a few others (mostly during 1986-

1992) to teach, for example, the application of psychoanalytical ideas and the 

structuralist ideas.  Such a training, Kaushal believes (who herself was a part of some 

of these early workshops), triggered the development of folklore departments in 

various south Indian universities, almost for the first time.  She continued that 

beyond this kind of foreign training in folklore studies, another group of scholars 

were negotiating with the available folklore material in their ways- mostly those 

based in India and working in their respective language and regional literatures.  It 

includes names like Vasudev Sharan Agrawal, Mahendra Kumar Mishra, Soumen 

Sen, Ashutosh Bhattacharya and others.  Many of them were extensive travellers 

who interacted with many living communities and collected essentially folkloric 

material.  This second kind of scholarship was more interested in deciphering the 

purport of terminologies like lok, lok sanskriti, their historical, political, geographical 

connections and the interrelatedness of disciplines within which the scholars were 

working.  Kaushal signed off by underlining that Indian scholarship on folklore 

studies propagates something different from how folklore was being understood in 

the English-speaking world (Europe and the West)ii.  And several testimonies indeed 

bear witness that Indian folklore (especially the genre of oral tales and literature) has 

given much-needed space to the representation of the marginalized, the disabled (in 

various ways), and the dissenters.  

Frank J. Korom, one of the eminent American scholars who has been visiting India 

since the 1970s has attempted a multidisciplinary approach to the study of Pattuas in 

West Bengal as part of his formal research pursuits. On a foggy December evening in 

2018, Korom was invited by the Janapada Sampada Division at IGNCA (New Delhi) 
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to share his views on Folklore Studies in India.  Here, he recapitulated that folklore 

studies developed a new generation of scholars who adopted a variety of 

approaches that went beyond the textual interface.  According to him, the Indian 

sub-continent has been a center of folklore inquiry since the nineteenth century 

when scholars like Theodor Benfey (pioneer of Comparative Folklore Studies) in 

Germany and Max Müller used India to theorize the origin and dissemination of 

myths, fables, poetry, and proverbs.  So, Benfey, Müller, Indo-European philologists, 

and other early scholars of diffusion theory interested in South Asian folklore paid 

unfailing attention to India.  Korom said that a radical revival of folklore in the 1970s 

in the United States called for an attempt to establish itself as an academic field.  By 

the 1980s, a new movement prompted folklore to get studied from the performative 

perspective with the necessary specialization provided by ethnography and 

anthropology.  Young scholars started researching orality and literacy, on 

performance of oral texts in both sacred and profane contexts.  By this time, folklore 

studies in America had also been standardized and became formally known as 

California, unleashed a new way of thinking in this direction whereby he dissected 

of the rural, non-literate peasants who produce something romantic, or is there a 

broader sociological implication of it probed Dundes in one of his landmark articles 

(1980)iii.  Years later, Sadhana Naithani, the second facilitator in the short-term 

course at IGNCA, compelled the researcher to again tussle with the common 

planation to address the 

people are defined by majority, language, number, level of education, class, 

that the 

something familiar/common with them.  The common people contribute to the 

making and running of the society without wielding much power iv. 
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tinued that the formal explorations in folklore studies 

anymore on the romanticized notio

onwards also saw the emergence of some critical volumes produced on South Asia 

and its narrative tradition, folktales, oral epics, and other performance genres.  

Korom clarified that one such text produced during this time that set the new 

standard for folkloric research was Another Harmony edited by Stuart Blackburn and 

A.K. Ramanujan, and published in 1986.  According to him, in this particular work, 

some of the greatest minds working in the area of the narrative tradition came 

together to present a multidisciplinary perspective that incorporated both a close 

study of vernacular texts and laid emphasis on ethnographic fieldwork to capture 

how texts are generated and performed orally.  So, through this work, Blackburn 

and Ramanujan provided a space for dialogue between an earlier group of 

Indologists who were trained in the textual study and an emerging group of 

ethnographically oriented folklorists of South Asia (like Korom and others), thereby 

creating a convergence of texts and contextsv.    

In the first monograph series titled Folklore and Folklanguage: Myth or Reality? 

authored by Debaprasad Bandyopadhyay (1995) and published by the Department 

of Folklore at Kalyani University (West Bengal), he acceded that he has sensed a sort 

origins.  Bandyopadhyay reminds us that the initial investigation in the area of 

folklore began in India during the advent of English commerce and its consequent 

administration.  He uses the example of W. Morton who, in the preface to his 

opinions, but to exhibit them in order to aid an insight into the structure of native 
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and cunning, selfishness and apathy, everywhere show themselves; the sordidness 

of worldly aims, and indifference to higher, are seem to flow naturally from a base 

Bandyopadhyay no page number) Thus, the intended solution for Morton was to 

make then a strong case for introducing Christianity and encourage to quickly 

commission the process of translating the Bible (eventually carried out by William 

Carey).  In this regard, Amartya Sen (1997) ventures in the area of representation of 

India, whereby he notes that 

It 

imperialist history of India and the Hindu nationalist picturing of 

primitive culture whereas the latter representation is dazzlingly 

bipolar contrast is at all present in that form. (3)  

By acknowledging this, both Bandyopadhyay (1995) and Sen (1997) in their own 

pedagogical ways, try to come to terms with the fact that the arising categories in the 

West had a certain epistemology where the world could be distinctly divided into 

the pre-

Schrempp 2020).  Looking at the sub-genre of mythology studies (a subset of 

folkloristics) and its development, Thompson and Schrempp (2020) are of the 

opinion that theories propounded by Charles Darwin (1859) and by anthropologists 

inferiority of non-Europeans and their mythological traditions, and for many writers 

of this time, folklore was all composed of survivals of a much earlier phase of 

(57) So 
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inconsistencies and inherent prejudices embedded in the long story of Western 

thought has become an important part  

Indranil Acharya from Vidyasagar University (West Bengal), as a keynote speaker at 

a two-day conference on Culture and Aesthetics in Indian Folklore organized by the 

Department of English at the University of Delhi in 2020, referred to his English 

translation analysis of oral folk literature of the Dalit and tribal communities of West 

Bengal which relied on very close field research contact with marginalized 

communities with the aim to integrate the mainstream learning system in higher 

education institution to the ground social realitiesvi.  In that same conference, P.C. 

Pattanaik, another keynote presenter from the department of Modern Indian 

Languages and Literary Studies of Delhi University, also referred to the SAP of UGC 

that the department earned in 2004 to investigate Comparative Indian Literature, 

folklore, tribal lore in India and translation between Indian languagesvii.  Beside this, 

the felicitation of writers writing in regional languages every year by the Sahitya 

Akademi and the NET-JRF competitive examination conducted bi-annually in the 

area of Indian Folk Literature are some of the potent examples that have formally 

acknowledged new trends.  So, it would be safe to claim that Folklore studies in 

India has moved ahead from being a study of the non-literate cultures or being just a 

repository of the cultural remnant of the past.  While a consolidated curriculum on 

folkloristics study is yet to crystalize within the Indian academia, an increasingly 

renewed interest in folklore, tribal lore, and life can be reckoned if one carefully 

looks at the theses catalogues released by the humanities departments of various 

universities every year.  One will encounter extensive fieldwork-based research 

carried out on marginalized communities from the north-

dwellers, fishing communities of the deltaic region and have ceaselessly focused on 

the contemporary aspects of regional literatures, life, folk performances carefully 

preserved in the departments of Sociology, English, History, MIL & LS, Comparative 
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Indian Literature, Archaeology, Linguistics at various Indian universities and their 

intrinsic contributions made to upcoming interdisciplinary study-areas like 

translation studies, culture studies, disability studies, minority studies, and gender 

studies.  A majority of such field-based research studies that have engaged with the 

ly becoming mindful 

of providing a platform for the respondents and who no longer remain simply 

respondents during the research; they become the authors of their own story/ 

narratives.  Doing so allows one to foresee that the super-fantastic and romantic 

narratives are infact, the outward encryption to reach the coreviii.  It then becomes 

interesting to observe the role that folklorists and those engaged in culture studies 

play in bridging this gap between the center and the margin.        

 

Notes 
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