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Abstract 

This article will look at some Bhat narratives that are constructed around mythological 

themes. Collected over the course of fieldwork, these narratives constitute a genre distinct 

from the historical narratives discussed in the preceding chapter. An analysis of the 

mythological narratives of the Bhat community is at the outset confronted with a number 

of questions that demand some theoretical elaboration. Thus, the presentation of the 

narratives themselves will be preceded by a discussion of three aspects—folk religious 

practices, region and spatial imagination, the significance of mythological narratives in 

the contemporary. 

Introduction 

Through a critical engagement with Komal Kothari’s research on folk culture practices, 

we will look at the ways in which these mythological narratives express a resistance to the 

beliefs and practices of Brahminical religion. This forms an important aspect of these narratives, 

as they make many references to religious practices, shrines, gods, saints and so on. Alf 

Hiltebeitel’s reading of martial oral epics and regionality will then be used as a starting point for 

an understanding of the ideas of space that are to be found in a number of these narratives. 

Finally, Jeffrey Snodgrass’s understanding of Bhat cultural practices through the concept of 

commodity fetishism will be used to understand the significance of these mythological narratives 

for the Lambada community today. 
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Mythological Narratives and Folk Religion 

Komal Kothari’s interdisciplinary approach to the study of folk culture enables a mode of 

analysis that accounts for the specificities of the cultural practices associated with various 

communities. For Kothari, folk culture is established on an autonomous basis and represents a 

unique body of knowledge that is intimately linked to the life experience of the rural 

communities that produce such cultural practices. Going beyond the preoccupations of classical 

Sanskrit literature, the domain of folk culture concerns itself with the production and 

transmission of knowledge about land, environment, occupations, belief systems and historical 

genealogies through which rural communities come to understand the world. This domain of 

knowledge has its own trajectory of development that is not dependent on the resources of 

classical knowledge.  

This can be observed in narratives such as the one of Eco Narayana Swamy. Here the 

story, which tells about the origin of the world, also contains very detailed references to the 

environment, flora and fauna. By doing this, the narrative is able to produce within its structure 

an alternative reading that draws on the folk knowledge of the community, derived from a 

historical connection with the land and forests.  

In his account of folk religious beliefs and practices in Rajasthan, Kothari shows how 

they emerge through an overlap of a number of factors—the prevalence of “everyday” folk gods 

and demons; the establishing of local shrines; the practices associated with these shrines; and the 

complex relationship of life and death expressed in beliefs about the soul of the dead. (Bharucha 
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118-136) These practices, according to Kothari, exist in independently of the cosmology of 

Brahminical religion. They have their own associated rituals, beliefs, and circuits of pilgrimage. 

Moreover, they are usually associated with locally prevalent mythological accounts, which may 

either be relatively fixed or evolving over time. Finally, these shrines and mythological accounts 

are dedicated to local heroic deities or saints. (Bharucha 120) Many of these characteristics of 

folk culture isolated by Kothari may be observed in the Bhat narratives as well.  

Holy figures such as Baba Hathiram, Seva Saad, Soma Saad, Matru saad and others are 

frequently encountered in Bhat narratives. In the narratives collected here, the story of Baba Hati 

Ram tries to produce a mythological narrative that shows the spiritual superiority of the saint 

through magnificent feats such as Baba Hathiram played a game of chess with Lord 

Venkateswara. Through metaphors of battle and so on, this narrative stages the antagonistic 

relationship between the two religious traditions. Significantly, in its conclusion, the 

mythological story of Baba Hati Ram is linked to the site of a shrine to his name that is located 

on a hill. 

Folk narratives, for Kothari, are motivated by “belief systems and group identity. Thus 

we need to know more about the mythology of the lower castes and must avoid interpreting them 

as versions of classical mythology” (Kothari.117) in doing this, however, he tends to argue the 

domains of classical-written and folk-oral culture to be incommensurable, insulated from each 

other. Consequently, the similarities between the two are understood as “Sanskritization, that is, 

the desire to achieve a higher status by imitating the Sanskrit epics" (Kothari 117). This 

understanding of relations between various communities, however, fails to understand the 

question of caste as a complex negotiation, which is characterised by acts of cultural resistance. 
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Not only do the Bhat narratives draw on the repertoire of folk-cultural practices that have 

developed beyond the influence of Brahminical classicism, the narratives themselves carry a 

message of Brahminical oppression and resistance to the same.  

This oppositional perspective can be seen in most of the stories. The story of Lingaya 

Bachan demonstrates this in the clearest terms. The narrative makes direct reference to anti-caste 

movements such as Gurunanak. It also depicts in clear terms the enmity of the sadhus to the 

appointment of Lingaya as the Guru’s disciple and their attempts to kill him. The story also 

depicts Lingaya Bachan’s spiritual superiority over the Nizam’s political power in the episode 

regarding the Nizam’s elephant. The story also ends by talking about how his faithful followers 

built a shrine to his memory. Here the genealogy of the shrine deity expresses an opposition to 

the ideology of caste society and the shrine itself becomes a symbol of that resistance.  

 

Regional Mappings 

In his study of regional martial oral epics Alf Hiltebeitel has argued that these narratives, 

which draw on stories or episodes from the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, are a distinctive 

genre within the larger body of India’s oral epics. He goes on to argue that these oral narratives 

share some common features—they all articulate “linkages between regionality, the peripherality 

of "little kingdoms," land, landed dominant castes, and the goddess of the land.” (Hiltebeitel 6)  

Hiltebeitel notes a number of more or less consistent features that are observed in these 

oral epics. For instance, they “draw only on selected themes from the classical epics in ways that 

play out strategic "indexical" re-enplotments into a region's locational peripherality and historical 
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dislocations. (Hiltebeitel 7)In this regard, the story of Namdev provides a localised variation of 

popular folk narratives of the strength of piety against power. Similarly, the story of Isra 

Sapavath invokes some conventions and symbols from the marital sati narratives described by 

Hiltebeitel.  

With regard to the formal treatment of the narratives, Hiltebeitel argues that “while a 

Sanskrit reworking tends to do more metaphoric smoothing down, vernacular traditions, and 

especially regional martial oral epics, tend to innovate just from darker areas that the Sanskrit 

epics leave open, often by re-enplotting their metonymic fragments.” (Hiltebeitel 7) For instance, 

the narrative of Sarman draws on the story in the Ramayana about the dutiful son Sravan Kumar 

who carries his parents on a pilgrimage but is killed by Dashrath, King of Ayodhya and father of 

Ram. In the Ramayana, the story is peripheral to the grand narrative and makes no mention of 

Sravan Kumar’s parents, etc. In the Bhat narrative, however, the killing episode is alluded to 

only at the end, after a long series of events concerning the parents and Sarman himself. The 

story also reflects the social universe of the community by showing the intervention of a barber 

of lower caste to be instrumental in the conclusion of the narrative, as the one whose hand 

literally administers the curse of Sarman’s grieving parents. Moreover, in the last scenario where 

Dashrath agrees with Kaikeyi to send Ram to the jungle, there is a shift in the point of emotional 

identification. While in the classical narrative, it is Kaikeyi’s greed that makes her ask Dashrath 

to send away Ram. But in the Bhat narrative, it is rather Dashrath’s own inability to bear the pain 

of his cut finger, and his desire to relieve it, that leads him to agree.  

In Subjugated Nomads, Bhangya Bhukya has attempted to trace the cultural, political and 

economic shifts that framed the relationship between the Lambada community and colonial rule 
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in Hyderabad state. He argues that over the course of the nineteenth century the traditional 

nomadic community of salt traders was criminalized through the deployment of colonial modes 

of surveillance and punishment. In this period, the Lambada community was constructed in 

colonial discourses through categories of caste, religion and race, which reproduced European 

conceptions of nomadism and criminality. According to Bhukya, Lambada dacoity itself must be 

understood as an effect of colonial practices. Under the onslaught of the state’s punitive 

apparatus, the Lambada community was forced out of its traditional occupation of salt trading 

and dacoity emerged as a phenomenon only as a result of the destruction of traditional 

occupations through forced settlement. While some managed to subsist either through cattle 

rearing or cultivation of banjar (public non-patta) lands, a series of droughts and famines in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries led to further destitution. As caste restrictions prevented them 

from taking up alternate professions, Lambadas in the present day have been left only with the 

option of agricultural labour or manual labour in construction and road building in urban centres. 

(Ramaswamy and Bhukya 1499) 

Their traditional occupation as nomadic salt traders and the subsequent history of violent 

settlement through the colonial period raises a number of questions that are critical to the study 

of their oral narratives as well. In other words, to what extent can Hiltebeitel’s understanding of 

the regional inscription of oral narratives be applied to the study of the Bhat narratives? Given 

their history as a nomadic community, can their experience be accounted for in the frame of 

centre-local region framework that Hiltebeitel proposes? The Lambada experience of space is 

trans-regional, and is inscribed in narratives as a traversing of space—across and between 

regions. To understand their narratives as elaborating the “possibilities of interregional 
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transmission” (Hiltebeitel 6) would once again reduce the Bhat storytellers are the bearers or 

vehicle of “folk tradition.” The narratives, rather, are active constructions that inscribe within 

themselves an understanding of space that cannot be resolved into the neat categories of the 

centre/“little kingdom” framework that Hiltebeitel proposes.  

The stories of Isra Sapavath, Doldev Pawar and Lakhpat Rao give the clearest evidence 

of this oppositional imagination of space. The narratives all travel across vast geographical areas, 

and comprise of stories that take place over several generations. The story of Doldev Pawar gives 

vivid descriptions of the importance of the forest in Lambada imagination. And the trajectory of 

the chirra in the story follows the nomadic existence of the community.  

 

Mythologies of the Present  

Finally, these mythological narratives of the Bhat community must not be read as simply 

“texts” that exist independent of the context of their articulation. As oral performance that are 

created anew each time, these narratives cannot but bear the marks of their contemporary 

articulation. In an effort to situate Bhat cultural practices in their contemporary context, Jeffrey 

Snodgrass has framed them through an extension of Marx’s concept of commodity fetishism, 

which emerges alongside the development of capitalist social relations. He argues, “the Bhats' 

multifarious constructions of money and wage labour necessitates a reading that documents the 

multiple discourses circulating within local communities through which persons make moral 

judgments.” (Snodgrass 604) For Snodgrass, the economy and religious beliefs are two complex 

symbolic systems that are articulated through shared features of language, and influence 

constructions of Bhat identity. (Snodgrass 605) In this way, so-called “traditional” 
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practices/performances become responsive to the shifts in the traditional way of life as a result of 

forced inclusion in modern-day capitalist social relations.  

Some of the narratives collected here also demonstrate a similar condensing of two 

symbolic systems—the economic and the religious—within the linear articulation of the 

narrative. In such moments, the spatial imagination of the mythological narratives comes to take 

on meanings of space that have developed out of the community’s engagement with modern 

capitalist relations of money and labour. In this sense, these narratives are not residues persisting 

from the past—they are contemporary practices through which the community comes to 

understand its present-day situation as agricultural labourers or manual workers on urban 

constructions sites. At stake is not just the religious beliefs of the community, but the ways in 

which the language, content and artistic conventions of the Bhat mythological narratives are 

deployed to express their attitudes towards modern capitalist relations of commodity, labour and 

money. It is through cultural practices like the Bhat narrative performances that the community 

is able engage with, and evaluate, the changes that they are going through in the present day.  

This complex relationship between the two symbolic systems is visible in the story of 

Doldev Pawar. This story is able to smoothly blend a narrative plotting of a mythological spatial 

imaginary with a modern understanding of space, when it fits in an episode of travel to the city 

of Kolkata for work in between other episodes of travelling through jungles and so on. Similarly, 

an episode of children playing cricket is of great importance in the story of Lakhpat Rao.  

This paper has thus argued that the Lambada Bhat mythological narratives contest 

hegemonic the ideas and practices of Brahminical religion. Moreover, they elaborate a complex 
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spatial imaginary that must be read in the context of the Lambada’s history as a nomadic trading 

community. A study of this aspect gains greater significance in the contemporary context, when  

the ideology of Hindu nationalism strives to read mythological narratives as mapping real 

geographical expanse of ancient India in an effort to project into the past the territorial unity of 

“India.” Finally, this analysis will contest ideas of Lambada beliefs and cultural practices as 

backward, residual notions that are anachronisms in modern society. This brief analysis of 

mythological narratives of the Bhats has taken up only some exemplary instances that 

demonstrate the relevant points of discussion. As the narratives collected below will show, these 

ideas are recur at frequent intervals, and represent aspects of Lambada beliefs that are of 

particular relevance today.  
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