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Discussion is the Need of the Hour, Not Banning 

Boro Baski,  Anandabazar Patrika , 8 September, 2017 

Translated by Maroona Murmu, Assistant Professor, Department of History, Jadavpur University 

 

Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar’s collection of stories The Adivasi Will Not Dance has been in the 
eye of the storm. On August 11, 2017 the Jharkhand government banned the book saying it had 
shown adivasi (Santal) women “in a bad light.” While a section of the adivasis are of the opinion 
that Sowvendra Shekhar’s representation of the life of Santal women is distorted and he writes 
nothing but “porn”, others are vocal against the banning of the book. To my understanding, there 
are two problems surrounding this controversy. The physical relationship of Talamai a Santal girl 
with a diku railway policeman for Rs. 50 and two cold bread pakoras and Talamai being a 
Christian.  Religion and sex are two very sensitive issues among the Santals which have 
traditional and historical background. It is natural that any writing dealing with such sensitive 
issues needs restrained and delicate handling.   

In the authoritative text on the traditions and institutions of the Santhals, Horkoren Mare 
Hapramko Reak Katha, the Santhal preceptor Kolean Haram states, ‘In search of food and water 
and to protect the honour of our women, we have from time immemorial migrated from one 
place to another like silk worms.’ This peregrination is further elucidated by the Dasai ceremony 
on the occasion of Durga Puja when Santal men dance about in various villages in search of their 
missing women amongst the dikus. 

There is no place to escape any longer and the situation is dire. Following natural instinct, 
the Santals are rising in rage against various injustices. If the employer misbehaves, the migrant 
labourers along with their leader register their protest and leave the place. If the same employer 
returns to the village again, there is instance of him facing public beating. Though there has not 
been any improvement in the real situation. In recent times there is a marked change in the mode 
of protest by the adivasis. The furor over the sexual abuse of four adivasi girls at municipal bus 
stand on 9 July, 2017 in Raniganj is a case in point.  

The same has happened in case of Sowvendra Shekhar’s story. Talamai had no option but 
to offer herself to a diku policeman that night. In an alien land with unknown people and 
language, where the protector is the aggressor, resistance is not a judicious choice. The 
speechless submission is also a sign of protest. In her frigidity and coldness there contains deep-
seated rage and abhorrence for her aggressor. But over-simplification of a complex concern by 
the writer has toned down the entire issue.  

Even in the last story of the collection ‘The Adivasi Will Not Dance’, the issue of 
conversion of Santals to Christianity has been shown in lighter vein. While it is true that 
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conversion has resulted in changing of traditional religion and customs of adivasis, it is equally 
true that missionaries have helped in dissemination of modern education, have taken care of 
health issues. Christian missionaries are the pioneers who started various developmental 
programmes amongst the adivasis. To relieve themselves from poverty, illiteracy, shamans, 
exorcisers, witch-hunting, to impart modern education to their children, many Santals have 
voluntarily converted to Christianity. Reflection of such nuanced understanding would have 
added value to Sowvendra Shekhar’s writing. Moreover what does it matter in changing one’s 
name! Sowvendra has brought to light these aspects of the Santal society. Thus expectation from 
him remains high.  

It is unfortunate that through this controversy, there is a competition amongst Santals to 
prove who is more authentic than the other. Santals traditionally have the culture of ‘Galmarao’ 
(resolution of problems through discussion). Rather than taking recourse to it, Santals are taking 
refuge in legal proceedings. One can have discussions in several forums on this controversial 
book. Banning of a book or silencing a voice nips in the bud the prospect of resolution. One 
might be elated to secure the banning of a book through intervention of the state and political 
parties but for the comprehensive development of the Santal society, this is suicidal.  


