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Memories of growing up unfurl in the form 
of stories—imagined or recounted by our 
elders. Some of those stories are so vivid in our 
memories that one wonders why they mean so 
much to us. Human beings are the only living 
creatures that can tell and consume stories. 
Try telling them to your pet or a wild animal 
and it would either walk away or snarl at you. 
Philosophers have tried to find an explanation 
as to why stories matter to human beings. 

Does it help in learning? Can we build 
meaningful social change through storytelling 
in all its forms? Perhaps, it is all this and 
more, but the fact is that storytelling feeds on 
imagination and serves as an instrument for so 
many human activities. The building of a liberal 
and open world that believes in tolerance, 
progress, democracy and transparency needs 
the raconteurs, the storytellers, the artists, 
the filmmakers and teachers to step out of 
their confines and use their imagination to 
communicate these values, to build learning 
and foster an active citizenry.

Now, an imagination is something that needs 
to be cultivated, encouraged and nurtured. 
This willingness to think critically and imagine 
alternative futures must percolate through 
society. It is imagination that has birthed cities, 
manufacturing, innovation, political systems 
and philosophy. Every day our worlds change 
because of how imagination pours itself out in 
visions and structures. 

Across the length and breadth of South Asia, 
there are thinkers, practitioners, activists, 
developmental workers, historians and others 
harnessing the power of their imagination 
and their skills as storytellers to bring about 
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meaningful social change. And that is what 
we hope to capture in this journal, to provide 
a home to fiction and non-fiction, to practice, 
to questioning, to philosophical debate and 
discussion around the future of the South Asia 
region. Moreover, we would like to accord 
space to newer methodologies being used 
to spur civic consciousness such as games, 
comics, multimedia art, installations and 
more. We would like to provide a space for 
the curious minds that are exploring what has 
been lost in our histories and how it can be 
recontextualised to build a sense of history and 
place for our peoples.

At the same time we would like to proffer an 
arena for the interesting, the daring and the 
weird. For those minds that aren’t bound by 
convention or parochial nativist thought.

There is no doubt we have missed out several 
notable people and practitioners in the region, 
though we strove for as much inclusivity as 
possible and hopefully we will achieve it in 
future. It has been hard and yet rewarding to 
put together a journal like this and we have 
very many people to thank for their effort, time 
and support. I hope this is the beginning of 
something new, fresh and important. 

To understand more the working of the human 
mind and how it engages with creativity, we 
launch with this inaugural issue of SIGMA a first 
of its kind journal that will have some of South 
Asia’s top writers grappling with these issues.
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Storytelling
In this section storytelling is used as a tool to contextualise the 
idea of active citizenship and aspects of everyday life, thereby 
enhancing the motivation via a so-called “narrative effect”. 
This section proffers the implications of storytelling for active 
citizenship to support the cultivation of young people’s voices, 
empathy, compassion, and social action.
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The Octopus
Illustrations by Rayhan Galib

It was a beautiful day in Islamabad. The seventh 
graders of this elitist private school had just 
finished reading a poem, “Spring Morning”, 
which went something like this:

Where am I going? I don’t quite know.
Down to the stream where the king-cups grow–  
Up on the hill where the pine-trees blow–
Anywhere, anywhere. I don’t know.

Their English teacher, Ms Rafiq, had briefly 
mentioned to her class that A.A. (Alan 
Alexander) Milne, who died in 1956, and who 
had written this poem was none other than 
the author of the famous stories about Winnie 
the Pooh and Christopher Robin, Tigger, Piglet 
and the rest. She also mentioned one other 
interesting fact. “He was a soldier in the First 
World War, but after he left the army, he wrote 
an anti-war book, Peace with Honour. Think 
about that,” she had urged.

Some students were mulling over that fact 
while some others overlooked the divergence. 
“Whatever,” they shrugged their shoulders and 

said to no one in particular. It was a favourite 
pre-teen statement to display indifference.

Besides elaborating on the characters or 
circumstances and scenarios in her literature 
class, Ms Rafiq usually provided a few other 
nuggets of information that would, by and large, 
compel her students to march off on tangents, 
seeking their own answers to unanswered 
questions.

“Delve deeper into the background and context 
of the literary people whose works you read. 
Sometimes the facts about them are stranger 
than fiction. Their personal histories and 
experiences will make you reflect upon their 
works more intimately,” Ms Rafiq said while 
concluding the day’s lesson.

The twins, Azra and Akbar, had different 
reactions to the piece of information that A. 
A. Milne, after having fought in the war, had 
written an anti-war book.

“Isn’t that cool that Milne turned to literature…
also to children’s literature, and wrote that 

Peace with Honour book, too?” Azra said to her 
brother while on their way home from school. 
Akbar chose not to answer, and continued to 
look out at the Margalla Hills from the car’s 
window. He was thinking about the hiking 
trails on which he and Azra would go with their 
father sometimes when Abba was at home 
on a holiday. “I love these trails that snake up 
to the ridgetops and down through forested 
valleys,” thought Akbar, as the words ‘Up on 
the hill where the pine-trees blow’ rang out in 
his mind, providing a kind of background music 
for his thoughts.

He kept thinking about asking their father to go 
for a hike over the weekend as he was home 
these days. Their father was a tall and strong 
man who was very proud of his work and 
position.

“Where am I going? I don’t quite know.
Down to the stream where the king-cups grow–
Up on the hill where the pine-trees blow–
Anywhere, anywhere. I don’t know…

…Are the king-cup flowers similar to 
buttercups?” Azra had another question for her 
brother. And this time he nodded. Emboldened, 
Azra put forth one more question, “Will 

you go anywhere, anywhere, to a place you 
don’t know?” Akbar frowned and didn’t say 
anything. He knew that sometimes his twin had 
this terrible habit of speaking about weird or 
frivolous things.

Not getting any response from Akbar, Azra 
decided to open her book and read aloud a few 
stanzas of the poem.

If you were a bird, and lived on high,
You’d lean on the wind when the wind came by,
You’d say to the wind when it took you away:
“That’s where I wanted to go today!”
Where am I going? I don’t quite know.
What does it matter where people go?
Down to the wood where the blue-bells grow–
Anywhere, anywhere. I don’t know…

Akbar barged into his parents’ room as soon 
as they arrived home and asked, “Abba, can 
we go hiking in the Margallas this weekend?”, 
enthusiasm dripping from his tone.

“Sure. You really want to?” his father asked, 
while his mother chided him gently, “No 
salaam, nothing?”

“It’s alright,” his father said. Azra also came 
into the room after putting her schoolbag and 
poetry book away.

Set in a classroom in Islamabad, Rumana Husain 
weaves a fictional piece to emphasise the intricate 
relationship between the two countries – India and 
Pakistan – through the anatomy of an octopus
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s “Do you want to go hiking too?” Abba asked 
her with a smile. She nodded happily.

“Alright, then. We will leave on Saturday 
morning. It is perfect weather for long hikes 
these days,” Abba said.  

“Complete your homework by Friday evening 
or you two are not going anywhere!” Ammi 
couldn’t desist from reminding as well as 
threatening the children.

The following day, Ms 
Ahmad was in the class 
in the first period. 
They were studying the 
octopus.

“The octopus is a 
soft-bodied, eight-
limbed mollusc of the 
order Octopoda,” she 
said, but Azra and 
Akbar had their minds 
elsewhere. While one 
was thinking about the 
trenches, the blood, 
sweat and wounds, the 
other was thinking of 
guns, and of chivalry. 
The Margalla Hills and the hike that they were 
so looking forward to were now far from their 
thoughts.

“Octopuses are extremely intelligent. They are 
observed to mimic other species,” continued 
Ms Ahmad as she started to draw one on the 
blackboard.

There were whispers and murmurs in the 
classroom and she turned to enquire with a 
smile if there was an octopus or some other 
sea creature climbing on her back that got her 
students to natter. She was like that…catching 
them off-guard, making jokes, always beaming 
a beautiful smile that would make them regret 
an action, or look sheepishly towards one 
another.  Ms Ahmad was a remarkable teacher 

and she demanded complete attention and 
dedication from her students.

“It isn’t that, Miss Ahmad,” Riaz offered an 
explanation. “Hajra said that there are giant 
octopuses that measure 30 feet across …and 
we…we don’t believe her.” Riaz blushed.

Ms Ahmad put down the chalk on the table and 
confirmed that Hajra was right. “The largest 
individual seen was indeed that big.”

She then looked in the 
direction of the twins.

“And where are you 
two this morning? 
What’s the matter with 
you? I know you aren’t 
paying any attention,” 
Ms Ahmad asked. She 
kept an eye on all her 
twelve-year-olds, and 
nothing escaped her. 

“Umm, Miss Ahmad, it’s 
nothing. I am listening, 
”Akbar stammered.“I 
know we are learning 

about octopuses, and I know that they have 
eight arms,” he added. Ms Ahmad then looked 
towards Azra.

“Miss Ahmad, our father had to go…he…he 
left this morning. It’s just that suddenly with 
the tense situation, I am very worried. Really 
worried. He said he will probably be at the 
border.” Azra said it as it was. 

“I am not worried,” Akbar cut in, lest he be 
considered a wimp. “It’s okay. It’s his job. He 
will be fighting the enemy. We may have a war!” 
He almost said it gleefully.

“Ah, okay. I can well imagine your concern. We 
shall talk about it a little later, shall we?” Ms 
Ahmad said to Azra, ignoring Akbar’s remark.
Suddenly, the classroom became charged 

and then chaotic. One could hear words like 
“country”, “bravery”, “life”, “your father”, “my 
father”, “war”, “defence”, “enemy”….

Without another word, Ms Ahmad turned to 
the blackboard to complete the octopus that 
she had been drawing. She drew its eight arms, 
three hearts and nine brains. The uproar in the 
classroom was slowly subsiding.

She then proceeded to label the arms of the 
octopus: Country, Bravery, Life, Your Father, 
My Father, War, Defence, Enemy.

Bewildered, the children looked at one another. 
No one said a word. As Ms Ahmad turned 
around to face the class, they waited for her 
to speak.

“Two of the three hearts pump blood to the 
gills, and the third heart circulates blood to the 
rest of the body,” she said.

Jamil could not hold back the obvious question. 
“But, Miss Ahmad, why have you labelled the 
arms like that?” Ms Ahmad simply ignored 
his question and proceeded to now tell her 
students about the brains.

“Octopuses use one central brain. They control 
their nervous systems and a small brain in 
each arm to control movement. Two-thirds 
of an octopus’ neurons reside in its arms,” 
she explained, and proceeded to say with a 
naughty glint in her eyes: “Bismah, tell me the 
name of this arm.” She pointed at one that read 
‘Country’.
 
“Miss, Miss…Miss Ahmad…,” Bismah blabbered.

“Come on, Bismah, you can surely read the 
label, right?” Ms Ahmad then turned to another 
student. “Okay, Taimur, you tell me. Come on, 
quickly,” she said rather impatiently. Taimur 
had no choice but to say, “Country.”

“War,” mouthed Akbar, when he was asked to 
read that particular arm. And that’s how she got 

them to name all the eight arms of the octopus. 
Then, taking a deep breath, she said, “Good. 
But not good at all.”

“An important point to be noted about the 
Giant Pacific octopuses is that despite their 
humongous weight and size, they only live an 
average of four to five years in the wild, yet they 
are considered to be one of the longest-living 
octopus species,” Ms Ahmad said pointedly.

“Oh, no!” said her students simultaneously, 
almost in a chorus.

“That’s right. A brief life despite all those 
multiple arms and hearts and brains. Remember 
I said that two of the three hearts pump blood 
to the gills, and the third heart circulates blood 
to the rest of the body. Now let me label these 
hearts for you.” Ms Ahmad picked up the chalk 
again and labelled the hearts: Poverty, Hunger, 
Death. 
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s Turning to the class, she said, “Octopuses are 
these creepy beings that have inspired writers 
to conjure up monsters in fiction, but you see, 
despite their blue blood, they have vile hearts. 
Octopuses have a copper-rich protein called 
hemocyanin in their bloodstream, which helps 
to efficiently transport oxygen in cold ocean 
environments.”

Ms Ahmad now had a serious expression on her 
face. She told her class how, when threatened, 
octopuses use their toxic black ink to cloud their 
predators, and when sprayed in a predator’s 
eyes, the ink causes a blinding irritation and 
muddles its sense of taste and smell.

“The ink is deadly to octopuses themselves 
too. So if the octopuses do not escape it and 

She then leaned forward, holding the back of 
her chair, and said in a soft, low voice to her 
students who seemed to be spellbound.

“The world can be a better place tomorrow 
because of your actions. Always remember 
to choose peace, not war, choose friendship, 
not enmity, choose inclusion, not exclusion, 
choose happiness, not sorrow. Do not ever 
choose hatred. Choose love! Always….”

With that Ms Ahmad exited the classroom, 
leaving behind a group of twenty-five children 
thunder-struck by her words.

are confined to a small space with little current 
flow, they can die of their own ink.”

Ms Ahmad then looked at her students and 
said in a sad voice, “The damage of war is 
incalculable. People suffer on both sides. 
There is no octopus ink surrounding us here…
but it could. Can you not smell the acrid smoke 
of bombed villages, cities and towns, or the 
stench of the wounds…of death, of people 
fleeing from their homes, filling up the dirt 
roads trying to move ahead from the rest? Does 
all that still make you feel proud? You are too 
young to know what wars can bring. There’s 
disease, there’s hunger, there’s loss…war is like 
a sinister octopus whose creepy and gnarled 
tentacles will engulf not just those who are at 
the borders but each one of us.”

Rumana Husain is a Pakistani writer, 
artist, and educator. She is the author 
of two acclaimed coffee-table books: 
Karachiwala ― a Subcontinent within a 
City about Karachi’s diverse communities, 
and Street Smart ― Professionals on the 
Street.  Moreover, she has authored/
illustrated over 60 children’s books for 
several publishers, and has won awards for 
four of her books in Pakistan, Nepal and 
India. She is also a regular contributor to 
Pakistani newspapers and magazines.
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Grandmother’s Tale

Ratna Raman highlights themes to do with 
co-existence, cultural practices and fauna, 
illustrated through the Neri Kuravasna, 
a forest community in Tamil Nadu. She 
emphasises the celebration of life in its 
various forms and empowerment of forest 
communities

Ambujam, who had come to visit, took out 
her storybook and sat down beside her 
grandmother.  Ambujam lived in the big city, not a 
very big city really, a two-tier city, sufficiently far 
away in the north from the wonderful fields that 
belonged to her grandparents.  Every summer 
her parents returned home for the summer and 
lived in a large old cottage alongside a row of 
several other cottages in the village. The road 
separating them was narrow but clean and 
there was a small market where one could buy 
odds and ends from the provisions store and 
at the tailor’s shop Ambujam’s school uniform, 
always large for her when she wore it on the first 
day of school, was stitched. Walking through 
the village streets, they passed the empty patch 
of earth on which the night heron sat unstirring, 
down to a very quiet section of the river, where 

a few shady trees and the village water tank 
came into view. Often, beside the tank, under 
the foliage of the tree one could see the odd 
young woman courting an eager-looking young 
man, while her sister stood at arm’s length, 
both demure escort and family spy if need be. 
Ambujam’s grandmother made lovely snacks 
in her kitchen, multi-coloured vegetable akki 
rotis, kneaded with finely grated vegetables 
and rice flour, and there was always a home-
made jar of sweet and sour mango pickle to eat 
them with.
 
They usually walked around the farm, through 
fields of ragi and banana plants and sat at 
the shed where the thresher and seed planter 
were housed and waited for Hari to shimmy 
up a coconut tree and bring down large green 
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s coconuts that he would carry up to where she 
sat with Grandma and cut them open for her. 
When she was little, Grandma would carry 
a small stainless-steel glass and pour in the 
coconut water for her so she could drink her fill. 
Now she could hold the elaneer shell between 
her outstretched hands and tilt and drink from 
it, the way they did out of water bottles filled 
for school. It contained so much delicious fluid. 
She never felt greedy enough to ask for another, 
although Hari was always happy to open 
more. In Meerut, where they lived, outside the 
cantonment there were no stretched out fields 
bordered by the river or coconut trees, just 
endless little flats overlooking a washed out 
maidan and a few scraggly trees that bordered 
it.

Grandma rolled out a soft reed mat after lunch 
and lay down on it in the afternoons, and often 
Ambujam would sidle up to her and lie down 
beside her, or sometimes sit and read from her 
storybooks. 

“What are you reading today, Ambai?” asked 
her grandmother. 

“A story about a fox hunt,” replied Ambai. 
Grandma glanced at the story. It had an 
illustration of light-coloured men on horses, 
with their dogs around them. 

“Who are these men?” asked Grandma.

“I don’t quite know,” replied Ambujam. “I think 
some of them are lords and some are squires.” 
Grandma took the book from her and read a 
longish narrative about dogs chasing the local 
fox while being followed by riders on horses. “Is 
this fun?” she asked a nonplussed Ambujam.

“I often wonder if it can be fun for the fox,” 
replied the girl.

“What do they do with the fox, if they  catch it 
alive?” Grandma asked.

“I don’t know,” said Ambujam. “Anyway, this 
story is set in England. Do we have foxes at all 
in India?”

Grandma laughed. “There have been foxes 
everywhere in Southern India, possibly long 
before the arrival of humans. Foxes live on the 
edges of forests, away from humans, on scrub 
or stretches of uncultivable land, in modest 
skulks with their vixen and a pup or two. In 
fact, they even share their holes with other 
species. Often, foxes are confused with jackals 
who howled in a pack in the Dwapara Yuga, 
disturbed by Duryodhana’s birth, long before 
Vishnu Sharma adopted them for roles in the 
Panchatantra.

“It is quite easy to capture a fox from the same 
site year after year, since the fox by nature, 
unlike the fictional creature in Aesop’s fables, 
is a simple, timid animal. India now has laws 
that forbid the hunting of jackals. There is also 
a forest community of Neri-Kuravans  in Tamil 
Nadu. They were nomads and hunter-gatherers 
for whom the golden jackal was one of many 
foods. The Neri-Kuravans were listed as a 
criminal tribe in the late 19th century and were 
denotified only five years after independence, 
in the year that I was born. Now that the hunting 
of jackals is forbidden, the impoverished tribe, 
victims of colonisation and modernity, are being 
pushed out of the forests which sheltered and 
sustained them. Your uncle told me over the 
phone yesterday, that at the haat in New Delhi 
he met a Neri-Kuravan selling cloth soaked 
in blood and a bit of fox-claw for good luck 
along with huge clusters of  bead necklaces. 
Not much luck the poor fox had with its claws 
while alive! Nor does the good luck of the claws 
rub off on the Neri-Kuravan. His tribe remains 
poor, neglected and illiterate.”

“True,” replied Grandma. “I’m sure the foxes 
feel the same way about it. However, Hari and his 
father and his father and his father before him, 
generations of farmhands who worked in our 
fields believed that if foxes are not propitiated, 
the harvest will be dogged by poor luck. So 
they set out with drums and horns and roam 
the countryside for a couple of days to round 
up this shy creature that has very few tricks up 
its sleeve and lives quietly in the ground with a 

“So, foxes are hunted in India?” Ambai 
challenged, not knowing how to respond to the 
Neri-Kuravan’s life issues, never having met 
anyone from the tribe.

“Not in the manner described in your book,” 
Grandma replied sagely. “Much larger animals 
live on the sub-continent,  such as rhinos, 
elephants, lions, tigers, and horned deer. 
Hunting a fox was never a priority amidst the 
royalty, here in India. The fox was probably part 
of the food chain of several forest tribes in years 
long gone by. Do you know what we used to do 
in the villages around Karnataka, though?”

Ambai put the book away. This was the cue that 
Grandma was about to tell her something new. 
Expectantly, she began coaxing her grandmother  
with a “Tell me, tell me, Paati, I do not know.”  
Grandmother put her arm around Ambai and 
began to speak.

“At the time of the harvest festival, Pongal, which 
usually falls in January around Makar Sankranti, 
we have created a ceremony involving foxes. 
This is becoming harder and harder to carry out 
as the years go by, because the foxes are rightly 
wary of humans and are becoming increasingly 
difficult to find. Our rituals have probably 
maimed and killed a lot of foxes. Usually, Hari 
goes out and tries to trap a pair of foxes, one 
male and the other female, and always enlists 
the help of the Kuravans who live in the forests.”

“Why do we capture foxes? That doesn’t seem 
a nice thing to do,” Ambai remonstrated.

mate and a few pups. Terrified by the noise of 
the drums, the foxes rush out of their homes 
and are captured in nets carried for the purpose. 
Unfortunately, the fox is a simple creature, 
unlike the wily Brer Fox we encounter in J.C. 
Harris’s animal stories. It doesn’t really know 
how to evade aggressive humans and can do 
little to defend itself. Yet, in the mistaken belief 
that the harvest will increase in proportion to the 
number of foxes captured, humans prey upon 
these hapless creatures. They capture terrified 
foxes in nets and bind their mouths and legs and 
then place them in an enclosure behind the local 
temple until the morning of Makar Sankranti. 
Quite often, villagers tease and prod the animal 
while it is bound.
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s “On the morning of Makar Sankranti, they are 
anointed like gods, adorned with flowers and 
new cloth strips, sprinkled with water and then 
released into the forest. However, in many 
places, firecrackers tied to the tails of the 
hapless animals are lit before they are freed 
and there is much cheering as the terrified 
animals flee, often chased and mauled by the 
village dogs.”

Watching Ambai’s face crumple, Grandma 
nodded sadly. “Yes, it is a cruel, heartless 
thing to do to an animal that never did any 
harm. On our farm, we no longer capture 
and maim foxes. We have got a pair of metal 
foxes installed in the local temple. Metal foxes 
make for excellent idols, pretty much in the 
manner of our metal gods.  We had to work 
hard with the temple priests to persuade all the 
village folk. Unless we change our mindset and 

celebrate life in various forms, we will continue 
to destroy this teeming world and all of us need 
to understand this. We need to leave the foxes 
alone and also engage with the forest people. 
They must be rescued from the ravages of the 
past and empowered. Only then can we learn 
from them the secrets of our forests and live 
more humane lives.”

“Will you take me to meet a Neri-Kuravan?” 
Ambai asked her grandmother.

“Yes, when he comes around to  assist the 
village in gathering  honey from the forest hives, 
we shall ask him over,” said her grandmother. 
“You should also meet some of the children 
from the tribe, enrolled in the village school.” 
Ambai sported a wide grin on her face. There 
were new adventures ahead. 

Dr. Ratna Raman is a professor of English at Sri Venkateswara College, Delhi University. She regularly 
contributes articles, reviews, and short stories to various newspapers and magazines. She enjoys 
writing about food and travel in her personal blog (‘In the Midst of Life’ – ramanratna.blogspot.in) 
and is passionate about gardening and deeply interested in the arts, crafts, and theatre.“I dream 
that private and public spaces in all Indian cities will become humane and urban dwellers will grow 
edible plants at home, offsetting exotic, ornamental varieties,” she says.
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The Ghost
The village residents had assembled in the 
courtyard in the swirling mist of the early dawn. 
The massive peepal branches enveloped the 
courtyard in an eerie shade. The glistening 
mustard fields, encircled by clusters of low-
roofed brick houses, painted the monotonous 
landscape of the deserted village in hues of 
yellow and green. A herd of goats, sheep and 
buffaloes was grazing on the lush pastures near 
a water trough. Children hopped about on an 
old red rusty tractor parked under a shelter.

But the daily customary village routine was 
thwarted. The peasants hadn’t taken their 
ploughs to till the fields. The women, clad 
in loose-fitted shalwar kamiz with chadars 
pulled over their heads, appeared petrified as 
they mumbled to one another.

Yusuf Baba, the village head, looked stupefied, 
seated on a wooden slab bench. The frail-
looking elderly man, dressed in a beige-
coloured dhoti-kurta, restlessly ran his fingers 
through the scanty hair on his head. ‘I sighted 
the same ghost last night. We need to beware. 
Our village is possessed,’ he urged.

The villagers gathered close to him as he spoke 
about tossing and turning in bed all night after 
he felt he had seen a ghostly figure. At half-
past four, my sleep was interrupted by the faint 
buzzing sounds of pesky mosquitoes. I found 
thick layers of smoke frothing into my room, 
which gave me a whooping cough.

‘I quickly got out of bed to rush towards the 
window and caught sight of a mysterious figure 

Illustration by Priya Kurian

This short story by Sehyr Mirza is about villagers on 
either side of the India-Pakistan border being haunted 
by fear of supernatural beings. Through the story, she 
explores themes such as pluralism and co-existence, 
connecting the countries and bridging the gap
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s of mist roaming a few miles over the fields, in 
the deep darkness of the night,’ the villagers 
noticed Yusuf Baba’s feeble hands trembling 
like a leaf.

A sinking feeling of paralysing fear swept over 
the crowd. The children jumped off the tractor 
and stepped closer. Their eyes were wide open 
as they hung onto his words.

‘Plunging my head out of the window, I was 
shocked to see that the ghostly mist had 
turned into a hulking full-bodied ghost that 
disappeared into the air on the other side,’ he 
recounted.

Cries of horror were heard from the crowd that 
had been anxiously hooked to Yusuf Baba’s 
stories while recalling their own experiences 
of the ghost’s presence in the village. Gossip 
was heard from all corners about uncanny 
happenings. Residents claimed to have 
witnessed strange marks on mirrors, some had 
heard heavy appalling voices, some reported 
disappearing items from their homes and some 
talked about doors being locked on their own.

A tall, full-figured woman in her fifties began 
beating her chest, screaming: ‘This ghost is 
turning our village into a living hell, but whose 
ghost is it? It must be the ghost of the peasant 
who committed suicide last year.’

A short-statured herdsman standing near the 
peepal closely examined it. He scraped off a 
tiny piece of bark, ratifying that the tree seemed 
to be haunted. ‘My forefathers were nomadic 
shepherds and I have heard from them that 
strange cracks in the tree trunk are suggestive 
of it being possessed by a female ghost,’ he 
asserted, assuredly. ‘I think it is the ghost of 
the bride who was killed on her wedding day a 
few years ago,’ he added.

‘No, there is something quite different about 
this ghost.... I exactly remember that ghoulish 
ugliness on its face....it is not from among us,’ 
Yusuf Baba interrupted. ‘Does it really come 
from...?’ someone tried asking.

Yusuf Baba immediately completed his 
sentence in a guarded whisper, ‘I have told you 
many times that it comes from the other side. 
It is a Hindu ghost.’

A terrified woman dragged her five-year-old 
son into the middle of the courtyard, warning 
him against playing under the peepal tree till 
late in the evening.

‘That ferocious Hindu ghost will eat you up if 
you don’t come home earlier,’ she commanded.
Hashim, a quaint young man clad in khaki 
trousers and a baggy navy-blue cotton shirt, had 
been quietly listening to the crowd’s snivelling. 
Considered a hopeless dreamer, he had a long-
standing liaison with unemployment. He was 
either seen wandering aimlessly in the village 
streets or hatching bizarre schemes to flee from 
working in the fields. And was, hence, demoted 
to belittling status by the villagers.

‘The Hindu ghost is all in your imagination. I 
have never seen any ghost in our village,’ he 
stuttered, though he suspected an outrageous 
response.

The villagers glanced at each other, tossing 
their heads in utter dismay as if they were 
convinced Hashim was possessed by the Hindu 
ghost. 

Yusuf Baba felt infuriated at being ridiculed 
thus despite his accomplished age-old wisdom 
and sense of prophecies.

He jumped off his seat, clearing his throat 
rather loudly before he stated, ‘The Hindu 
ghost is putting our lives in danger and you 
don’t believe it. You want us to keep sitting on 
our hands?’

Hashim continued playing the ghost’s advocate. 
An argument broke out among the residents.

Meanwhile, Yusuf Baba’s gaze penetrated 
into the fields on the eastern side, where 
he would often see the ghost disappearing. 
An extended high-iron fence surmounted 
by loops of sharp barbed wire obstructed 
the fields. A four-kilometre muddy 
patch—that belonged to no one—lay 
ahead, enclosed by another similar high-
iron fence.

The sun was, by now, loitering above 
the horizon, brightly illuminating the 
enormous panoramic fine green verdure 
that extended a few miles down the village 
on the eastern side. Some women carrying 
earthenware pots were heading towards 
the well to draw water. Some washermen 
were hanging laundry on the clotheslines 
surrounding a nearby dhobhi-ghat while 
others thrashed clothes against a stone 
slab.

A coral-coloured saree covered with 
spices, drying under the sun, was spread 
on the sloppy courtyard floor near a water 
pump. Ratna Devi, an ordinary-looking 
middle-aged woman, was seated on a 
charpoy, applying a home-made herbal 
balm on her bruised left foot. Another 
woman collecting dried spices for pickle 
enquired about Ratna’s foot.

‘I was coming downstairs from the rooftop 
yesterday when I felt like I was pushed by 
an invisible force. I lost balance and fell 
down, injuring my foot,’ she disclosed in 
a low, pain-stricken voice.

The frightening expressions on the other 
woman’s face could tell that her heart 
might be running a marathon. ‘This 
matter is getting serious now. Do you 
know something similar happened with 
Bhavna, a few weeks ago?’ she asserted.

‘Did she also get pushed by the creepy 
ghost? May God keep us safe from this 
ghost’s curse,’ Ratna responded.

‘I have heard she had been hearing some 
horrifying whispers and recently she also 
saw some words randomly appearing on 
her room’s window, which she thought 
resembled Urdu,’ the other woman said.
‘What? Does that mean it really is a 
Muslim ghost?’ questioned Ratna.

The village elder, Mohan Chacha, a 
cranky big-bellied man, was smoking 
a hookah while resting in a white metal 
chair. Overhearing the conversation, he 
spoke up in a rather irritable tone: ‘We 
have been sighting the ghost for a while 
now, so we must be vigilant. But you 
should first go to see the doctor.’

‘I could barely walk, but Chandar has 
gone to get a prescription from the doctor 
for me,’ replied Ratna as she waited for 
her son’s return.

Chandar seemed exhaustingly frazzled 
when he arrived after a hasty stride down 
the village centre. He came with the 
news that the clinic had been shut since 
early morning. For the past two nights, 
the doctor had been hearing someone 
slamming and forcing open his door. He 
had been perplexed and had fallen sick.
‘I am coming straight from the village 
centre and people just can’t stop prattling 
away for hours about that ferocious 
Muslim ghost,’ claimed Chandar.

Mohan Chacha sucked in a deep breath, 
appearing nervous by the turn of events. 
Suspecting danger, he called for all the 
villagers to assemble outside his house 
to decide their most suitable course of 
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s action. The peasants were called back from 
the fields. The village women suspended 
their household chores in the middle of the 
day—and everyone gathered outside Mohan 
Chacha’s dilapidated single-room house.

People were closely huddled together. The 
sounds of a heated debate started reverberating 
as residents plunged headlong into their stories 
of encountering the Muslim ghost. Everybody 
frantically waited for their turn for a catharsis 
while recalling their dreaded memories of the 
ghost.

A man claimed to have seen some mysterious 
footprints around the border area. Another 
warned that the winds appeared ravenous 
closer to the border, as if they would blow 
one off their feet. Someone believed that the 
wrathful Muslim ghost was bloodthirsty and 
it intended to bring them harm. After chewing 
the cud for about a few hours, the residents 
arrived at a consensus that most people had 
seen the ghost toiling around the barbed wires.

‘We have enough evidence that the vengeful 
Muslim ghost will cross back to its own side 
whenever someone catches its sight,’ said 
Mohan Chacha. 

‘And it is now in our best interest that we call 
upon Swamiji Dharam Raj to pay us a visit and 
ward off the Muslim ghost, once and for all,’ he 
continued.

The residents nodded their approval for Mohan 
Chacha’s advice. Also present in the crowd was 
the goat-keeper, Akash, a 22-year-old clean-
shaven man who had his dull brown muffler 
wrapped around his head in the form of a 
turban. He whispered to Chandar, seated next 
to him, ‘Let’s go near the border area tonight to 
spot the Muslim ghost before it is gone.’

Chandar was shell-shocked. He instantly 
turned down the idea, though he was somewhat 
tempted to answer in the affirmative.

‘We can’t put ourselves in such a danger...it’s 
not an ordinary ghost... it’s a vengeful Muslim 
ghost,’ he asserted, as his eyes cautiously 
wandered around.

‘Imagine our heroic return after confronting a 
Muslim ghost that has shaken the entire village. 
We will be considered the most daring people in 
the village,’ bragged Akash. ‘Sakshi will also be 
impressed,’ he laughed. His face flashed with a 
sense of pride as he revelled in his approaching 
achievement.

Closer to midnight, the heavy yellow moon 
was shining on the face of the dark star-strewn 
skies. Both Akash and Chandar showed up near 
the village’s tube well. Akash had wrapped a 
khaadi shawl and was carrying his long sturdy 
stick. Chandar’s hunchback became more 
visible as his half-bent body turned stiffer and 
colder with fear. Tightly holding a lantern in his 
left hand, he walked with Akash as they took to 
the dreary path etched between the fields.

They reached close to the barbed wire in nearly 
twenty minutes. They stood there stealthily; 
their gaze remained frozen to the other side 
to catch that one glimpse of the Muslim ghost 
crossing into their side.

‘I have heard from my grandmother that 
ghosts don’t reveal themselves to everyone,’ 
Chandar uttered timidly, as if he had already 
surrendered, ‘So, it might not appear tonight 
and we might as well go back.’

‘Half of our village has seen that Muslim ghost 
and so will we. Don’t try to chicken out at the 
very last moment like a coward,’ responded 
Akash.

He wasn’t finished yet when they heard some 
creepy high-pitched screams echoing in 
the night air. The screams seemed distant, 

but their exact source was not identifiable. 
Chandar squeezed his eyes shut, turned back 
and in a flash of a second started rushing 
back through the same rugged path that had 
brought them there. Akash’s display of utmost 
bravery had almost vanished. He could feel his 
emotions tumbling and body quivering as he 
ran back unsteadily after Chandar. Akash tried 
to persuade himself that they hadn’t heard any 
screams, though deep down, they both seemed 
convinced that the Muslim ghost was chasing 
them.

‘Akash, run faster. And don’t turn back,’ said 
Chandar. Defeated by his flaring fit of curiosity, 
Akash, however, did turn back. He found no 
one behind. But noticed some fidgeting in the 
houses across the border. He saw lights in some 
of the houses gradually switching on.

Hashim, lying on his shabby charpoy, also 
heard the scream. He staggered down from 
the rooftop through a crumbling staircase and 
overheard an ongoing conversation about the 
Hindu ghost’s screams from a house in the 
neighbourhood.

The next morning hadn’t only brought with it 
an agonizing sense of fright but had plunged 
the village into spirals of lamentation. Shahid, 
the short-statured herdsman, was mourning 
the loss of one of his cows—his very source of 
income.

‘It had not even occurred to us in our dreams 
that the Hindu ghost would make our cow 
disappear,’ murmured Shahid’s wife as tears 
filled up her eyes. Two other village women 
snuggled close to her, holding her tightly in a 
comforting embrace.

Yusuf Baba offered his consolation and 
informed them that the Peer Baba Yaqoob 
Din was on his way. ‘He will be here anytime 
soon and will destroy the Hindu ghost, you just 
wait and see,’ Yusuf Baba’s tone got grim and 
furious.

Shahid, seated at the edge of a half-broken 
chair as his legs paced restlessly, said, ‘Peer 
Baba is the only one who can capture the 
spiteful Hindu ghost, but don’t you think that 
the police should also be informed?’

Hashim cautiously interrupted, ‘I also heard the 
deadly scream last night. I am quite convinced 
it is the Hindu ghost. Why in the world would 
the Hindu ghost trust us beef-eaters with a 
cow?’

The villagers mocked him despite his ultimate 
acceptance of the Hindu ghost. In the eyes of 
the villagers, he was a deranged man who made 
conscious efforts to provoke. While Hashim 
made preparations to leave for the city, the 
Peer Baba arrived.

The old man was rather tall and strong for 
his age. His face was luminously bright and 
a prayer bump was visible between his thick 
eyebrows, bearing testimony to his piety and 
religious devotion. Draped in a crisp white 
shalwar kurta, he donned a skullcap that 
partially covered his thick grey hair.

The Peer Baba received a courteous standing 
ovation from the village residents. Men came 
touching his knees to pay him respect. A finely 
decorated blue-coloured sofa, considered the 
best in the village, was brought from Yusuf 
Baba’s house for him to sit on. A splendid meal 
was laid out for him on a lustrous dastarkhwan. 
Not much time was lost in his pompous bragging 
about triumphantly hunting down ghosts before 
he began his exorcism rituals.

‘I have acquired the knowledge of capturing 
ghosts from our forefathers. We have been 
serving people for decades,’ he revealed. He 
displayed a set of items on a wooden table 
beside him; his bag exhibited several distinct 
herbs, spices and bottles of oils that were 
each prepared for use against different kinds 
of ghosts. He pulled out and burned some 
exotic leaves, placing them inside an intricately 
carved metal plate.
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s Soon, the air got heavier with the smell of 
burning leaves. Inhaling the fumes, he began 
chanting and synchronically spun his head 
at a tremendous speed. Having fallen into 
supposedly a mystical trance, he spoke another 
language.

He revealed in his steady, raspy voice that he 
had an encounter with the ghost. ‘This ghost 
has all the sinister qualities possessed by the 
Hindu ghosts,’ he confirmed.

‘It is not just ghoulish to look at but can prove to 
be fatally threatening for the village residents 
if not expelled soon,’ he commanded. His 
face assumed an ambiguous smile, revealing 
warning cues to the villagers, ‘Some ghosts 
are easier to hunt down, but this infidel Hindu 
ghost might require several sessions.’

A startled child in the courtyard inquisitively 
asked his mother, ‘Amma, do we have to feel 
more scared when a ghost is a Hindu?’ ‘Yes, 
son, our own ghosts are innocent, god-fearing 
beings. Hindu ghosts are infidels and can go 
to any extent to cause us harm,’ explained the 
mother. The stunned look on the face of the 
child meant he’d been scarred for life.

Having half-heartedly witnessed the torturous 
exorcist rituals, Hashim finally set off on his 
journey to the city. He drifted down the village 
streets reminding himself of his plan for the 
day: he was going to pick up the hidden cow 
from the abandoned dirt ground, occupied by 
the craggy families of nomads, and then head 
straight to the main avenue leading to the city 
to sell it.

‘Now that the Hindu ghost was responsible 
for the cow’s disappearance, why must he 
feel guilty and tolerate the callousness of the 
villagers,’ he thought to himself.

He, however, seemed puzzled thinking of last 
night’s deadly screams that Akash was also still 
reeling from.

Akash was trying to rise from beneath the 
comfort of his quilt in the middle of the 
afternoon. The Muslim ghost’s scream gave 
him nausea-inducing goosebumps whenever it 
replayed in his ears.

Still dazed by slumber, he washed his face with 
the water drawn from the hand pump in the 
courtyard. He heard Mohan Chacha’s irritated 
voice from behind, ‘You could also have sought 
Swamiji’s blessings had you gotten up a bit 
earlier.’

‘Swamiji was here? Did he catch the Muslim 
ghost,’ Akash asked.

‘Yes, he almost captured the Muslim ghost but 
it’s not so simple. Organized poojas, which 
Swamiji will be leading, will be held in the 
village on specified dates, and the Muslim ghost 
will ultimately be cast off to where it belongs,’ 
responded chacha.

‘Swamiji informed us that this Muslim ghost 
has devoured many Hindus. The repulsive-
looking ghost is cannibalistic and will continue 
its terror on our land until it is expelled,’ added 
chacha.

Ratna Devi, leaning against the wall near her 
doorstep, breathed out a deep sigh before 
saying, ‘I have been asking Chandar to recite 
Hanuman Chalisa but he never listened to me. 
Last night, he got tremors from a high fever.’

‘Yes, Chandar is possessed by the Muslim 
ghost. Swamiji could even see the Muslim ghost 
hiding behind his blood-red eyes,’ disclosed 
chacha.

‘The Muslim ghost still hasn’t left his body and 
the fear is that if it stays longer, my son might 
start speaking Arabic,’ cried Ratna.

Akash didn’t utter a word. He sat down on an 
elevated stone slab in a head-down position 
with his legs wide open and hands clasped in the 
front. Guilt trickled through him as he raised his 

head and glared at the remotely visible barbed 
wire in the fields. Recalling last night’s ordeal, 
he was engrossed in deep thought.

How could the fields tremble with the whooping 
sounds of the screams? Why were the winds so 
wrathful there? How could the screams engulf 
the entire area in their firm grip? He broke 
into a cold sweat as he tried to dig deeper 
into the mystery. He stared at the abandoned 
four-kilometre piece of land between the two 
villages.

‘That patch of land that belonged to no-one, 
might it, in fact, belong to someone?’ he 
thought.

‘No, but why would it then target us Hindus 
only?’ he quickly refuted himself.

The ghostly screams continued to echo in both 
villages, getting all the more alarming and 
fearful. Uncanny happenings in both the villages 
didn’t come to a halt. Strange footprints were 
captured, items were moved and disappeared, 
mysterious whispers were heard, petrifying 
shadows emerged from the fields and residents 
were randomly grabbed and pushed.

The fear in the villages continued to heighten. 
The two villages appointed their own guards 
to defend themselves from the menace of the 
ghost. Security vans were also seen patrolling 
to catch anything out of the ordinary at night. 
But the ghost didn’t leave.

The villages sank into a deeper state of 
distress and panic. Many startled peasants 
stopped taking their tractors to the fields. An 
eerie silence prevailed in the deserted village 
streets. The fields of gold steadily turned into 
a desolate wasteland. The sickly bodies of the 
children soon became crooked as their limbs 
shrank. The dark circles under the eyes grew 
deeper on the pale, haggard-looking faces of 
the villagers.
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s Special prayers led by Peer Baba and Swamiji 
continued to be held. But the ghost still didn’t 
leave.

As days turned into weeks and weeks into 
months, the accounts of the ghostly presence 
reached adjoining villages and from there, they 
spread deeper into smaller towns and several 
big cities. And that’s how, gradually, the fear of 
the ghost became larger than the ghost itself.

Sehyr Mirza is an author and independent 
journalist based in Lahore, Pakistan. Her 
areas of interest include socio-political 
issues, South Asian affairs, and art and 
culture. Her debut book, titled The Other 
in the Mirror is a short fiction anthology 
published by Yoda Press in India and Folio 
Books in Pakistan. The book is a collection 
of short stories from India and Pakistan. 
She has reported from India, Nepal, The 
US, Germany, France and Sweden.
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Imagination
This section explores South Asia with a real and imagined sense 
of subjectivity. In essence, it looks at ways in which South Asia 
generates a sense of history and belonging as well as at how new 
forms of subjectivity and community impact our understanding 
of the geographical and historical parameters of diasporic social 
formations.
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Exploring Habitat 
Futures: Cultivating 
a Discourse Through 
Imagination and 
Demonstration
This article focuses on the importance of imagination 
in fostering engagement and dialogue around how 
our immediate environments could, would, or 
should evolve. Abhimanyu Singhal, through his work 
at Architecture for Dialogue, covers themes like 
speculative fiction and blue-sky visioning, and discusses 
the importance of prototypes and pilot projects 

context

How might habitat development be a 
shared conversation that is transparent 
and accessible for all?

Urban development is a balancing act between 
formal and informal, planned and unplanned, 
and forces with conflicting needs and interests. 
The spatial structure of a city reflects the 
distribution of power, access to resources and 
inequalities that exist in these spheres. As the 
impact of climate change becomes increasingly 
evident, we need to rethink our notions of 
habitat and what constitutes development. 
Furthermore, it is critical that we notice who 
is included in the decision-making that shapes 
the city, and who isn’t.

This forms a core focus area in our work at Architecture for Dialogue. Here I will draw from some of 
our projects based in Delhi, to highlight the role of future thinking, provocations and prototypes in 
initiating alternative futures for the city.
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From the spectrum of plausible and possible 
events that the future has in store, divergent 
thinking opens doors to scenarios that may at 
first seem unlikely. This is relevant in pursuing 
alternative visions for rigid urban systems that 
haven’t changed in a long time. Food systems 
are one such example. As food demand 
grows in cities, climate change and resultant 
unpredictable weather conditions endanger 
crop growth — testing agricultural systems for 
their viability and resilience.

As a city experiencing rapid urbanisation 
and soon to be the most populous in the 
world, Delhi offers a particularly relevant 
environment to study the future of food supply 
and agriculture. In response to openIDEO’s 
call for ideas, we put forth a vision for ‘Delhi 
Agro-city’ that imagines an alternative future 
when farmers and consumers co-exist in cities. 
Urban agriculture invites farmers to move to 
the city, prioritising local food production and 
giving urban dwellers opportunities to deepen 
their engagement with food systems.

The project puts forth this vision by way 
of speculative visuals. Freelancing farmers 
find their place in the city, working directly 
with consumer groups to cultivate in parks, 
backyards and rooftops in return for salaries. 
Farmers continue pursuing agriculture as a 
source of livelihood while accessing urban 
amenities like healthcare, education, and 
information technology. Seeking better 
nutrition, consumers help out with land, 
resources and effort — sharing responsibilities 
and setbacks in case of poor harvest and 
crop failures. Peer-to-peer barter exchanges 
become common, with automated blockchain 
platforms facilitating easy transactions.

Divergent-thinking
Physical spaces in the city adapt 
to accommodate urban farming. 
Collaborative agriculture brings 
groups from different backgrounds 
and economic classes together 
and functions as the motor behind 
social change. 

 Visual credits: AfD
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 Visuals: AfD

Vegetable and fruit depots 
step in to act as interfaces 

between consumers and 
producers. The Urban 

Agriculture Institute serves 
as a place where different 
actors come together and 
form a shared ecosystem.
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How might we translate these visions into 
tangible discourses in the public domain? 
Installations and exhibitions offer an interface 
to share research findings and demonstrative 
visions with citizen groups. Artistic mediums 
offer an entry point to diverge from present-
day realities and immerse in alternative realities 
that provoke thought and conversation.

Provoking thought

If your house could talk,
what would it say?

The project ‘My house is ill!’ was an immersive 
installation inviting visitors to a home adapting 
to persistent air pollution in Delhi. Little is 
known about how pollution alters the safety of 
the spaces we inhabit every day. Households 
opt for air purifiers, staying indoors and 
cultivating gardens within homes, struggling 
to keep pollution at bay. Given this context, 
the installation raised essential questions at 
the intersection of architecture, ecology and 
behaviour to study air pollution within homes 
and present patterns that are otherwise unseen.

A network of particle sensors shares the health status of different spaces and offers real-time 
notifications and recommendations. 

Photo: Pranav Gohil for AfD
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The imagining of a domestic living experience 
so visibly altered by poor air proved to be an 
effective provocation. Visitors engaged with 
the installation and reflected on the air in their 
own homes. Myths were busted, learnings 
shared and more questions followed. The 
installation channelled this stimulation to 
facilitate a discourse around public perceptions 
of air and what constitutes safety within indoor 
environments.

When outdoor air is 
unhealthy all year round, 
virtual windows become 
the norm. Pay-per-view 
projections offer exquisite 
views without the risk of 
bad air. 
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Through the week-
long pilot, citizens were 
encouraged to participate 
and share critical 
feedback. Cyclists were 
invited to share their 
visions of a cycle-friendly 
city and highlight things 
that stand in the way.

Power of Prototypes
In a way, ‘My house is ill’ was intended as a 
prototype of a future home adapting to poor 
air. Whether it is the future of a home, a street, 
or waste management systems, prototypes 
are cost-effective ways to test hypotheses 
and assumptions and design solutions, while 
helping imagining and faith in alternative 
streams of thought and approaches.

An example of this can be found in recent small-
scale pilot projects conducted in various Indian 
cities around cycle-friendly infrastructure. 
Until recently, cycle infrastructure had little 
precedent in India, with local efforts having to 
rely on examples and models from European 
counterparts. In 2020, this started to 
change. As cycle ridership peaked during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, many Indian cities took 
the opportunity to acknowledge cyclists and 
expand the infrastructure dedicated to them.

Working with the New Delhi Municipal Council, 
the AfD team helped the city execute a six-
kilometre pilot corridor — implementing 
temporary street design interventions to 
improve safety and experience for cyclists. 
The project was positioned as a tool to 
build awareness and test typologies of cycle 
infrastructure that would work for Delhi. 
More importantly, however, the project built 
confidence in city authorities and citizens to 
perceive cycle infrastructure as an achievable 
near-term goal — an important step in 
transitioning towards sustainable mobility 
futures.

Photo by New Delhi Municipal Council.
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Public art components in the 
project created delightful 
experiences — accelerating 
participation and enthusiasm 
by citizen groups. 

ending notes
The traditional role of a designer, architect 
or city maker is undergoing a transition. As 
architects struggle to ascertain their role and 
responsibility in climate action and social 
change (ourselves included), there’s value in 
acknowledging that there is much to learn 
from the people we design for, their contexts 
and from adjacent disciplines.

How our immediate environments could, 
would or should evolve — is a subject that 
is best addressed collectively. Participation 

of underrepresented user groups and stake-
holders is steadily being acknowledged as 
an important piece of the puzzle. To drive 
this participation and to deviate from a linear 
process of urban development, demonstra-
tions, prototypes and pilot projects emerge as 
powerful tools. Imagination is key.

Abhimanyu Singhal is an urban practitioner and 
design researcher based out of Goa. He co-runs 
Architecture for Dialogue, a research and design 
collective that works at the intersection of city 
making, futurism and public engagement. In a 
short span of time, the studio has participated 
in projects across street design, food systems, 
water security, waste management and air 
pollution. For their work, AfD was recognised 
as one of the top 20 emerging design practices 
at DesignXDesign and their work is regularly 
featured on public forums and publications like 
Science Gallery Bengaluru, Designboom, First 
Post, Homegrown, and The Indian Express.
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Baul, Folk, and 
Bangladesh: 
A  Cultural 
Perspective
Bangladesh’s folk culture is enriched with folk tales, 
songs, plays, riddles, mantras and the like. Among all 
of these,baul is very popular and renowned among 
music lovers. Rubayat Rahman Chowdhury’s essay 
showcases this glorious music culture and its history 

Bangladesh is among the world’s most 
extravagant banks of social legacy, with the 
grace of its language, writing, reasoning, 
traditional music, design, painting, cuisine, 
expressions, and religion. This social legacy 
was fundamentally created as a result of 
various politics and other norms in recent 
years. As a post-colonial country, the social 

legacy of Bangladesh is like that of India 
since the two nations were subject to British 
organisation. Occasions such as the partition 
of India in 1947, the language development in 
East Pakistan in 1952, and independence in 
1971 helped in shaping it as a country. Different 
social exercises like plays, verses, tunes, 
compositions, and celebrations portraying 
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contrasts in the strict convictions and practices, 
language and ethnic diversity, biological and 
territorial distinctions and so on bolstered 
the country-building process. Among many 
components of social legacy, Baul is thought 
of as one of the foremost. The solid presence 
of Baul in Bangladesh plainly shows how the 
reflection tradition (Tantric, Vaisnava, and Sufi) 
of Baul continues to resound with people. In 
acknowledgment of its significance, Baul was 
declared by UNESCO as ‘Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity’ in 2008. 

Bauls, the followers of Lalon Fakir, have a place 
in a local area and they adhere to a few liberal 
directions of their murshids or masters. Lalon 
melodies, otherwise called Baul tunes, are 
distinct from other tunes. They are essential for 
the practice of a faith created by Lalon Fakir.

Folk Music In Bangladesh
The diverse culture of Bangladesh has 
progressed over a long period. During the 
Bengal Renaissance of the 19th and mid-
20th centuries, noted Bengali scholars, 
spiritual leaders, creative people, researchers, 
specialists, masterminds, music writers, 
painters, and producers played a huge role in 
the upgradation of Bengali culture. The way 
of life in Bangladesh is composite and shows 
up in different imaginative forms, including 
music, dance and drama; workmanship and 
specialty; folklore and folktales; dialects and 
writing; logic and religion; cooking and culinary 
customs; and, obviously, celebrations and 
festivities. 

Poila Baishakh, the first day of the Bengali 
calendar, is the biggest common celebration in 
the country. Bangalis all over the planet shake 
off the previous year’s  lethargy and hail the 
new year with rejuvenation. Baishakh brings 
a whirlwind of merriment and festivities, the 

greatest of which are Chhayanaut’s Borshoboron 
at  Ramna Botomul and Charukala’s Mongol 
Shobhajatra. 

Bangladesh is associated with music. Its folk 
music, specifically, resounds through the 
towns and plays a vital part in celebrations like 
Chaitra Sankranti, Poila Baishakh, Baishaki 
Mela, Nabanna, Paush Parban, Halkhata, Poila 
Falgun, and  others. 

Apart from Tagore’s exemplary “Esho Hey 
Baishakh Esho”, folk tunes like “Ailo Ailo Re 
Ronge Bhora Baishakh Abar Ailo Re”, “Baje Re 
Baje Dholar Dhak”, “Abar Jombe Mela Bottola 
Haatkhola”, “Tomra Ektara Bajaio Na” and 
“Melaye Jaire” rule during Baishakh festivities 
all  through Bangladesh and globally. 

Bangladesh has a rich practice of folk melodies, 
with verses established in the energetic custom 
of otherworldliness, enchantment, and 

dedication. Such folk tunes additionally rotate 
around a few different subjects, including 
adoration and despair. 

Folk music might be depicted as a sort of old 
music, which springs from the core of a local 
area, in view of the regular style of articulation, 
uninfluenced by the guidelines of traditional 
music and contemporary popular melodies. 
Any mode or structure made through the 
blending of tune, voice and movement can be 
called music. Accordingly, the blend of folk 
melody, folk dance and folk tune can be called 
folk music. 

Generations of writers have enriched Bangla 
folk music, of which Baul melodies are the 
most astounding. Baul melodies, created by 
Lalon Fakir, are a combination of Vaishnavism 
and Sufism. Baul tunes started from the 
Bauls—enchanting and, for the most part, 
vagrant vocalists and performers whose music 
and lifestyle impact Bangali culture. The 
straightforward yet profoundly philosophical 
verses, tunes, and regular cadence of 

Bangladeshi folk music encompass areas of 
strength for articulation and the enduring 
appeal of adoration, bliss, and distress.
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an extraordinary assortment, with tunes 
dwelling on the way of life, celebrations, and 
perspectives on life, nature, and social issues. 
This classification is not quite the same as other 
music types due to its unmistakable mode as 
well as the extravagance of its seventh note. 
Folk music has an essential style of creation 
and can be ordered into four groupings― 

Folk music corresponds to this, as does 
traditional music; the last grouping stems from 
folk music. All folk melodies the world over, 
for the most part, include the pentatonic scale, 
which is traceable in Bangla folk tunes as well 
as in Santhal and Garo-Hajang melodies. 

Folk music has an extremely impressive base 
and reputation, because of the valuable 
contributions by spiritualist-poets of our 
country like Lalon Fakir, Siraj Shai, Hason Raja, 
Abbasuddin, Khursheed Nurali (Sheerazi), 
Radharaman Dutta, Durbin Shah, Arkum Shah, 
Shah Abdul Karim, Bijoy Sarkar, Pagla Kanai, 
Ramesh Shil, Kangal Harinath, Kangalini Sufia, 
Miraz Ali, Ukil Munshi, Rashid Uddin, Jalal 
Khan, Jang Bahadur, Umed Ali, Shah Alam, 
and numerous other uncelebrated writers. 

Folk has come to be involved in Bangladeshi 
life more than other Bangla music. The music 

first, tunes 
comprising ‘Sa Re 
Ma Pa’; second, 
‘Sa Ga Ma Pa’; 
third, ‘Sa Re Ga 
Pa’; and fourth, 
‘Sa Re Ga Ma Pa’.

and dance styles of Bangladesh might be 
divided into three general  classifications: 
traditional, folk, and contemporary. Folk can 
be categorised into six classes: local, practical, 
humorous, work, love, and Baromashi.

“Porthom Baishakh Maash/Na Purey Romonir 
Aash/ Bondhu Jani Roilo Kon Deshe Re 
Shyamachanda/Tumi Ar Na Ashila Deshe”  
is a passage from a well-known Baromashi 
by Shyamachanda while “Baishakh Mashete  
Sadhu Phute Nana Phul/ Modhupaney Lobhe 
Proverb Oli Beyakul” is another Baromashi, by 
Roshpoti.

Folk music can likewise be arranged into a 
few sub-genres like Baul, Bhandari, Bhatiali, 
Bhawaiya,  Dhamail, Gombhira, Jari, Pala, 
Gajir Gaan, Poter Gaan, Kirtan, Kobi Gaan, 
Sari, Murshidi. There are rooftop beating tunes, 
wedding melodies, peaceful tunes and so on. 

Baishakhi melas or fairs are organised in 
many places, with vocalists, artistes, and 
conventional plays and melodies. Horse 
races, bull races, bullfights, cockfights, pigeon 
flying, and boat races are other Poila Baishakh 
activities. 

Not many writers have composed sonnets on 
Baishakh. We can refer to certain sonnets 
that emphasise the features of the month. 
“Baishakh” by Rabindranath  Tagore; 
“Proloyollash” by Kazi Nazrul Islam; “Nakshi 
Kanthar Maath” by Jasimuddin; “Baishakh” 
by Farrukh Ahmed; “Baishakhi Gaan” by 
Sukanta Bhattacharya; “Baishekh” by Al 
Mahmud;  “Paila Baishakh” by Alauddin Al 
Azad; “Baishakhe Rochito Pongtimala” by 
Syed Shamsul Haq and “Noboborsho”, “Hello 
Baishakh” and “Asho Borsho-Noboborsho” by 
Ashraf Siddiqui are among them.

There are some significant Khonar Bochons (folk 
precepts on nature and agribusiness) themed 
on Baishakh. “Botshorer prothom ishane 
kid/ Shey botshor borsha hobe khonayekoy”, 
“Poushe goromi baishakhe jhara/ poyla ashare 
bhorbegara”, “Chaitrekhar/ Baishakhete 
Jhar-Pathor/ Jaishthe tara phute/ Tobejan 
be borsha bote”, “Baishakher prothom jole/ 
Ashudhan dwigun phole”, “Maghe mukhi/ 
Falgune chukhi/ Chaitre Lata/ Baishakhe 
Pata”, “Choite lagaile Ada/ Baishakhe 
lagaile adha”, “Baishakh Squash e Holud Ro/ 
Daba pasha felia though”, “Choite Baishakh 
elagaiya jhal/ Sukhe kataye Borshakal”, 
“Baishakh-Jaishther Brishtipaate/ Bansher 
charadibopute” are a  few striking examples. 

Before radio, entertainment was generally 
provided to an audience by folk singers. With 
the arrival of modern technology, numerous 
folk melodies were modernised. Metropolitan 
folk and the blending of western songs with our 
folk music have given it another aspect. A few 
groups, including Joler Gaan, with the dream 
of disseminating Bangladeshi folk music, are 
well known in Bangladesh. 

Bangladesh has a lot of folk instruments 
including Ektara, Dotara, Dhol, Banshi, 
Mandira,  Khanjani, Sarinda, Khamak, 
Dugdugi, Har, I, Kumkum, Juri, Jhunjhuni 
and cymbals. The instrumentalists are not, 
predictably, sustained and we barely find any 
sarinda or Khamak player in Bangladesh.

Various specialists, including Kangalini Sufiya, 
Rathindranath Roy, Indra Mohan Rajbongshi, 
Fakir Alamgir, Bari Siddiqui, Kuddus Boyati, 
Momtaz and Firoz Shai, have undertaken to 
infuse new life into Bangladeshi folk music. 
Westernisation of music has crept into the 
Bangla music  industry, yet folk music is still 
generally well known and youthful performers 
are  starting to tread the path shown by these 
established artistes to restore folk to its earlier 
stature. 

Music associations and schools like the 
Bangladesh Shilpakala Institute and 
Chhayanaut play a major role in promoting 
Bangla folk music. Holding customary live 
performances and shows; rousing interest 
about the rich legacy of folk music among the 
youth; expanding sponsorship to help folk 
thrive; establishing robust institutes for folk 
music and safeguarding a  wide range of folk 
music can bring back the brilliant past of our 
folk music heritage.
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Society and melody in Bangladesh:
Bauls and the Others
The characteristic Bengali is inseparably 
linked to the community’s music and culture. 
According to musicologists, the foundations of 
the music go back to eight hundred years, when 
there was no polar distinction as now between a 
work of art and popular music. Bengali society’s 
music is consistently considered removed 
from ordinary life and rooted in ethnicity with 
only conventional genres common. Some 
researchers point out that countless current 
melodic styles are exceptionally impacted by 
compositional style (Bhattacharya, 1969). With 
increasing urbanisation, the contemporary gets 
inextricably linked with urban melodic practices 
while rustic networks are turning out to be 
very resistant to the cutting-edge ones. Some  
enduring styles incorporate Baul, Bhatiali, 
Bhawaiya, Palagaan, Jhumur, Gambhira, and 
others (Khan, 1987) and they address a close-
to-home articulation of the provincial masses. 
Bhatiali, Gazir Gaan, Bhaoiya, Shari, Jari, 
Baul, Murshidi, Punthi,  Palagaan, and others 

are still popular in rural Bangladesh. Anthems 
which are called Gatha or Geetika in Bangla 
are the earliest assortments of such music. 
Mymensingh Geetika is one such assortment 
of anthems from the district of Mymensingh. 
Behula Lakhinder and Yusuf Zulaikha are 
additionally exceptionally well-known 
melodies of Bangladesh. The Manasamangal 
Kavya is one of the most established Mangal 
Kavya, where Manasa is  accepted as one of 
the most impressive goddesses, revered by 
Hindus all over Bengal for  her command over 
snakes. 

Kabi are another kind of songs composed 
by Kabilas (citizen writers). Kabilas make up 
well-known stanzas before the crowd. The 
mysterious Baulgaan with beats of the Dhol 
and the Ektara communicates the feelings, 
sentiments, dreams, and reasoning of Baul. 
Other than the convictions and practices of 
the Baul, the Gazir Gaan is also sung in various 

parts of Bangladesh under various names. It is 
an amazing portrayal of resilience and social 
uniformity among individuals from various rural 
communities as a form of insight and custom. 
Bhatiali is sung by the boatmen of  Bangladesh 
while paddling boats on huge waterways. Like 
Bhatiali, Sari (or Shaeri) melodies are sung 
during the boat races in the months of storms. 
Likewise, Bichhedi Gaan (melody of partition) 
largely focuses on the distress of separation 
from the beloved, while there are various songs 
for the rites and rituals of marriage called Biyer 
Gaan. Various regions have different kinds of 
Biyer Gaan and they are extremely popular in 
rural locales. 

Murshid (influenced by Sufi thought), Jari Gaan 
(the Kabila custom of including both Hindu 
and Muslim), Harikeertan (involving reciting 

of names of Krishna  and Ram), and Keertan 
(offerings to Sri Krishna and Sri Chaitanya)  
are different types of music connected with 
various convictions and practices. In northern 
Bangladesh, there are two engaging types of 
popular theatre with music called Gambhira 
and Alka. Jatra, another type of theatre with 
some music, has been around for a long time. 
Alongside these, Baul has been a prominent 
melodic genre among rural people—linked to 
music as well as religion. Bauls are viewed as a 
distinct group, generally as men who strum a 
one-stringed instrument (Ektara), wear ochre 
garments, and are minstrels. The practice 
of Baul arose as a way of thinking, known as 
Baulism, from the middle of the 18th century.
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Effects of Urbanisation, 
Modernisation, and Globalisation: 
Combinations in Baul music

With urbanisation, various melodic genres, 
including Baul, are seen as resistant to present-
day trends. Accordingly, a  large number of the 
urban youth bands are taking the initiative to 
use Lalon Fakir’s melodies in fusion music; they 
are not subverting the Baul way of thinking but, 
rather, advancing Baul reasoning in the new 
age. The concepts of values, secularism, and 
humanity are part of the Baul way of life and 
they are attempting to propagate such thought. 
Traditional Bauls, on the other hand, continue 
to stay away from western instruments and 
utilise the conventional ones like the Ektara, 
Dotara, Dhol, Mandira, Khaman and so on. 

Contemporaneously, due to changes in 
the general public, Baul has turned into a 
subject of commercialisation. The course 
of commercialisation and modernisation is 
bringing about another turn in the path of Baul 
music from its subculture existence to global 
popularity. It is thus bringing about changes 
in dress, non-verbal communication, hair, 
adoption of contemporary instruments, and so 
on. 

A new generation of Bauls is embracing 
contemporary clothing and standpoint. There 
is enquiry whether these Bauls are inevitably 
distancing themselves from true Baul thought, 
or framing a neo-logic without remaining true 
to Baul roots.  At present, Baul music has a 
ubiquity among young music enthusiasts of both 
the upper and working classes in metropolitan 
cities. Numerous Bengali groups have explored 
different avenues regarding Baul tunes in their 
fusion music with present-day instruments. A 
few young people and others point out that the 
riddle of globalisation ought to be inserted in 
Lalon Fakir’s way of thinking, particularly for 
Lalon to endure among adolescents and to 
disseminate Baul thought globally. However, 
if modernisation of Baulism would do it good, 
ultra-modernisation might destroy it. 

A large number of city bands are popularising 
Baul among the young. Some see this as 
positive as it is helping in keeping Baul alive 
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Rubayat Rahman Chowdhury is from 
Bangladesh. A writer and photographer by 
passion and a digital marketing expert by 
profession. Aged 28, currently working at 
Walton Mobile, a leading mobile manufacturer 
in Bangladesh.
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among the larger audience; however, many 
reputed traditional Baul singers find this 
flawed. It is pointed out that a Baul vocalist 
becomes one by being instilled in Baul thought. 
In Baulism, singing is a minor part of the entire 
performance. The enhancement of stages 
for performing Baul is fading from akharas. 
The introspection and contemplation which is 
central to Baul is no longer accorded the same 
importance with the new trend of Baul fusion 
music. 

Ultimately, Baulism is a set of principles 
for otherworldly political and social ways 
of thinking. Thus, Lalon Geeti is only a part 
of it. Yet, to keep pace with modern times 
and to increase reach, the tunes of Lalon are 
being given a makeover with the utilisation of 
contemporary instruments. In this, the ‘base 
tune’ is in some way or the other getting lost 
and, now and then, the verses of old Baul 
melodies are getting altered and hence the 
inferences are being obliterated. 

There is considerable churn over the way 
ahead—over whether Baul should be marketed 
and popularised, whether the changes being 
made to it are in order and whether it makes 
sense to promote this music among the young 
in sync with their culture to help preserve Baul 
philosophy for the future.
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The Ocean 
Within Us
To want to begin from the beginning is an 
exercise most elusive. Imagine wading through 
the waters of life when it may sometimes 
feel that the beginning is found. But what is 
mistaken for the beginning invariably turns 
out to be the end, really. 

And before the next blink of the eyelid, the 
end dissolves into yet another beginning….

In South Asia’s cyclical view of the world it is 
often difficult to grasp where beginning begins 

and the end ends. In the linear way of 
the world, both beginning and end are 
less elusive as represented by the more 
tangible events of birth as beginning and 
death as end.

Eons of cross-cultural engagement have 
made the cyclical as well as the linear 
views of the world a part of the psyche of 
many South Asians, making the exercise 
of trying to imagine the past and the 
future of the region even more colourful. 

Mehru Jaffer highlights the cultural patterns in 
South Asia and its engagement with mythology 
in order to imagine the past and draw attention 
to problems of the present. The writer resorts 
to the ocean metaphorically as a source of 
consciousness and a vast, mysterious pool of 
wealth and wonder.

To imagine what South Asia was like is to go 
as far back in time as possible. How far back 
is the question. Mystics are able to stretch 
their imagination about the past only as far as 
nothingness.

When there was nothing, sings the wanderer, 
there was that. And one day when that which 
was said be, then life became:

jab kahin pe kuuch bhi 
nahin tha, wahi tha, 
kun faya kun…
Since the mystic is unable to share with the 
world more knowledge about what was before 
there was nothing, mythology steps in to 
imagine what creation might be.

According to Hindu mythology, the beginning 
begins perhaps with the churning of the 
ocean. The ocean is believed to be central 
to life on earth. It is symbolic of the source 
of consciousness and considered a vast, 
mysterious pool of wealth and wonder. 
The problem with the gods at one point in 

time was that the source of consciousness had 
turned sluggish. Life was dull and it was boring. 
Cursed by a sage, the gods had lost the power 
to deal with the stagnation that imprisoned 
them.

To return enchantment back into their life, the 
gods wondered what they could do instead 
of just languishing. It was decided to tap the 
infinite potential of the ocean of consciousness 
and to poke, stir and churn it into wakefulness. 
To try and rejuvenate life by churning the ocean 
was a decision most revolutionary.

Scriptures like the Vishnu Purana, Bhagavata 
Purana and the Mahabharata say that the gods 
churned the ocean in search of ambrosia, the 
nectar of life. However, the gods could not take 
on this monumental task on their own. They 
needed help from the anti-gods to do so. This 
is the moment that taught people cooperation, 
compromise and the benefit of dialogue. The 
coming together of the gods and anti-gods in 
the interest of the larger good of humanity is 
symbolic of balance and not battle between 
the divine and the demonic in life.

Swallowing their dislike for each other, the 
gods and the anti-gods chose to rendezvous 
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not given half their share of the ambrosia 
although they had churned the ocean with 
equal strength. The gods kept the precious 
ambrosia away from the anti-gods in the hope 
of curbing evil in the midst of existence.

To make sure that the anti-gods did not get even 
a drop of ambrosia, Vishnu transformed into 
Mohini, the apsara. Mohini was responsible 
for distracting the demons with a seductive 
dance while the gods took turns to consume 
the ambrosia. Despite all precautions, a demon 
made his way into the company of the gods 
and tricked everyone by pretending to be one 
of them. The demon succeeded in consuming 
some of the ambrosia. But before the liquid 
could reach his throat, Vishnu sliced off the 
demon’s head. This way the world was saved, 
first by Shiva and then by Vishnu.

The gods have always worked over time in 
an effort to spread goodness. But the good 
intentions of the gods don’t always bear fruit. 
In contemporary context all wars in South Asia 
and in other parts of the world continue to be 
over wealth like land, water, gold and oil and 
never over goodness. The on-going conflicts 
in the region between countries and within 
countries follow the same trajectory of striving 
to bag the maximum from Nature’s bounty, 
existence be damned!

This is how mythology imagines South Asia’s 
past and its problems in the present.

In prehistoric times tools, pottery, and clothing 
were invented. Homes and monuments were 
built. Language and rituals were developed and 
different ideas were expressed through diverse 
forms of art and writing.

The Indus Valley is an early civilisation that fell 
apart in one stroke. It is not certain who were 
the foes of the people settled along the Indus. 
That way of life was followed by the early 
Vedic period that gradually moved away from 
the Indus to settle on the banks of the Ganges. 

Here Buddhism took root in opposition to 
the established religion. Prince Siddharth 
or Gautam Buddha was born in the lap of 
Brahmanism, a Hindu way of life characterised 
by belief in reincarnation and the division of 
society into four castes. The Buddha gave up 
his claim to the throne of his privileged, upper-
caste Hindu father to live amongst the majority 
of ordinary citizens who were deprived of their 
right to a life of dignity.

It is unfair and untrue to reduce all wars in 
South Asia to conflict only between Hindus and 
Muslims. Although considered a legend, the 
thought of the 18-day Mahabharata fought in 
Kurukshetra for the throne of Hastinapur still 
sends shivers down the spine. During that war 
millions died, the destruction causing Dwarka, 
the home of Krishna, to disappear under the 
waters of the Arabian Sea. Many millennia later, 
on July 16, 1945, J. Robert Oppenheimer, 
American physicist and Sanskrit scholar, was 
reminded of the devastation caused by the 
Mahabharata when he witnessed the first 
atomic bomb he had helped to invent detonate.

Quoting Krishna from the Gita, a text that 
is part of the epic text of the Mahabharata, 
Oppenheimer said:

Now I am become 
death, the destroyer 
of worlds.

There are written records of Alexander, the 
great Macedonian warrior, coming all the way 
from Greece to battle the people of South 
Asia before the birth of Christ. The Kushans’ 
was a most syncretic empire in the early part 
of the first century with Indo-European and 
Chinese roots. Kujula Kadphies, founder 
of the dynasty, was a devotee of Shiva who 
practised Greek religious rituals. The greatest 
Kushan ruler was Kanishka who was a devotee 
of both Buddhism and the Zoroastrian 
religion. The Kushans facilitated the spread 
of Buddhism to China and enjoyed excellent 

relations with the Roman Empire as well as the 
Persian Sasanian Empire, making it a kingpin 
of major civilisations of the time.

The great Gandhara tradition in today’s 
northwest Pakistan provided exceptional 
patronage to Buddhism and its influence 
stretched beyond the Indian sub-continent. 

at Mount Meru—that rare spot in the world 
where heaven and earth meet. A rod was 
carved out of the mountain to churn the ocean. 
Vasuki, the king snake, volunteered to be the 
rope. The snake wrapped itself three and a 
half times around the rod. The gods held the 
snake by its tail. To support the balance of the 
rod and to prevent it from sinking, Lord Vishnu 
turned into a tortoise and held the rod securely 
at the bottom of the ocean. The anti-gods had 
the head of the snake in their hands and they 
suffered the fumes that sprayed out of the 
snake’s mouth. 

The churning of the ocean was tough. After 
considerable effort, ambrosia surfaced. But 
along with ambrosia venom also came. There 
was panic: if allowed to spread, the venom 
would destroy all creation. When Vasuki 
vomited venom, Shiva was quick to prevent it 
from leaking into the ocean and poisoning the 
waters. Shiva sprang up to collect the venom and 
held it in his throat. The venom turned Shiva’s 
neck blue, giving him the name Neelkanta, but 
the world was saved from destruction. Along 
with ambrosia and venom, the churning threw 
up wealth, including Lakshmi who emerged 
out of the ocean to store the ambrosia in an 
earthen pot.

Gems like knowledge and beauty rode up 
the waves as well along with treasures like a 
seven-headed horse, a wish-fulfilling cow, a 
white elephant, a bow… wise men, the moon, 
the parijat flower and the kalpavriksha, a 
boon-granting tree…. The treasures enriched 
existence, and the goodies gifted to the world 
by the churning of the ocean were shared 
amongst all. That was the good news. The bad 
news was that war broke out between the gods 
and anti-gods over the ambrosia collected. 
In the struggle to possess it, drops of the 
ambrosia spilled in different corners of the 
region, making that ground sacred.
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cultures, including principles of governance. 
This is the period when the ideal image of 
the Buddha took shape which spread far and 
wide all the way to China along the Great Silk 
Route. 

The Silk Road was a network of trade routes 
from the second century, connecting people 
from China to Europe and to North Africa. 
The main activity of those on the route was of 
course trade but commerce influenced local 
cultures and in turn local cultures impressed 
buyers and sellers from far and near.

A large part of north India was eventually 
dominated by the Mauryan Empire that fought 
armies from outside and within South Asia. 
Artistic expression accompanied most military 
conquests and the territory conquered by 
great empires like the Mauryan also sprouted 
centres of high culture. The most well-known 
ruler of the Mauryan dynasty was Asoka 
who fought the deadliest battle not with an 
invader from outside South Asia but with an 
independent feudal kingdom on the east coast 
in present-day Odisha. This was followed by 
the Golden Age that dawned during the Gupta 
Empire that reached its zenith between AD 
320 and 600.

The Gupta Empire too expanded through 
battle, conquest and political alliances until 
AD 395 when it had extended across the 
entire Indian sub-continent.

Much before the Delhi Sultanate was 
established in 1196, the Central Asian tribe 
of Huns had time and again crossed into the 
Indian sub-continent through the Khyber 
Pass from the end of the fifth century. Islam 
came into practice in the seventh century and 
it was only at the start of the 13th century 
that Turkic warriors succeeded in conquering 

Nanak, the first Sikh guru, said that he who 
has no faith in himself has no faith in God 
and asked his followers to practise goodwill 
towards all. Amir Khusro’s ideas of love 
continue to be quoted to this day. Khusro says 
that love floored him with just a glance.

Mohey suhagan ki 
mosey naina milai ke

South Asia and founded the Sultanate. The 
loss of north India to Turkic warriors made 
local kingdoms in the South powerful like 
Vijayanagara. 

As wars increased, the constant destruction 
of human life spawned poets like Jaideva who 
sang in praise of love. He composed countless 
songs in praise of the undying love between 

The Vijayanagara Empire in the south was the 
last great Hindu empire. The arrival of the 
Portuguese marked the beginning of European 
incursions into the Indian sub-continent, 
culminating in British rule a few centuries 
later. Modernised transportation by sea, land 
and air encouraged a lot more people to criss-
cross the world even as military tensions and 
diplomatic missions operated side by side. 

To this day, commercial exchanges continue 
to be accompanied by cultural collaborations. 
For example, the colonisation of South Asia by 
the British inspired a great cultural awakening 
in the region and the swadeshi movement 
came into being to inspire non-Western ideas 
in Indian art and literature.

To make better sense of life in South Asia is 
to look at the region’s important transcultural 
exchanges with the rest of the world as a 
bouquet of events from military, political, 
religious, commercial and literary points of 
view. It is problematic if South Asia is viewed 

Radha and Krishna. Fed up of wars, the 
common citizen joined the Bhakti movement 
that was spearheaded by poets like Jaideva. 
Both Shiva and Vishnu devotees got together 
to recite their love for their respective gods in 
verse as far back as the fifth century. By the 
12th century every nook and cranny of South 
Asia resonated with the sound of poets singing 
tirelessly of the need for human beings to love 
their creator, and also one another. 

Love pierced me like a 
nail into a green tree.

There was the Sufi faqir, Baba Farid, who 
said:
‘Farid,’ I surely hear a voice say from greed’s 
snare, beware, beware. 

Kabir was inspired by the words of Farid and 
he said:
You will not find me in the stupa, nor at a 
shrine, nor in synagogues, nor in cathedrals…
not in legs winding around your neck nor 
in eating only vegetables. You will find me 
instantly in the breath inside the breath.
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miserly, linear, dualistic, separatist and 
exclusionist way of life.

The material and the spiritual are 
inseparable. It is exhilarating to remember 
that the common energy of the planet 
interconnects all life on earth in a vast 
circular system. Circularity is inescapable 
and in circularity there is no beginning or 
end, just continuous, pulsating and eternal 
motion. There is no separation or permanent 
compartmentalisation and existence depends 
on a web of mutual interdependency. The 
attempt to separate Hindu from Muslim, 
woman from man, yin from yang, green from 
saffron…is to dance to the destructive tune of 
the demon. Instead, the search is for a more 
creative way of living together that helps 
evoke the unconditional and protective power 
and grace of Shiva who saved the world from 
destruction by arresting the spread of venom 
in his throat. It is worthwhile to try to reflect 
upon the potential of the ocean and to explore 
the possibility of the presence of the supreme 
consciousness within.

It is worthwhile to continue to search for 
invincible love in the midst of hate.
As contemporary poet Dushyant Kumar 
observes, the ways of the world have 
hardened worse than stone. It is time for this 
Himalaya to melt so that life may flow once 
again like the River Ganges.

ho gai hai pir parvat 
sii pighalni chahiye, iis 
himalaya se koi ganga 
nikalni chahiye.

Mehru Jaffer is a Lucknow–born author and 
journalist. She has taught Islam-related topics 
at the University of Vienna, Austria and at the 
Vienna American Webster University. She is the 
author of The Book of Muhammad, The Book of 
Muinuddin Chishti and The Book of Nizamuddin 
Aulia, all published by Penguin India.
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s In today’s India, we need more of a 
funny bone in our public life 

Democracy’s
Handmaiden:
Humour

First published by The Times of India in July 
2020, this article is from the book, Samaaj, 
Sarkaar, Bazaar – A Citizen-first Approach.

In these dark times, there is no harm in 
easing up with some sharp humour. Like the 
coronavirus, humour is infectious, but can 
spread much-needed joy. The world over, social 
media is lighting up with witty memes around 
the pandemic. Bumbling politicians have been 
prime targets, and especially President Donald 
Trump. “Calm down, everyone,” reads one 
meme, “A six-time bankrupted reality TV star 
is handling the situation.”

But that is the US, where comics can get away 
with a lot, without political backlash. Where, 
in fact, politicians themselves can create the 
humour.

In 1985, I was lucky to be a reporter in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, where former President 
Gerald Ford hosted a three-day conference on 
“Humour in the Presidency”. Ironically, Ford 

was hardly known for his sense of humour. 
Asked why he had hosted a conference where 
he himself might be the butt of many jokes, 
he disarmingly said, “I thought a look at the 
lighter side of politics may help us to realise 
that perhaps sometimes we take ourselves too 
seriously.”

This is the crux of the issue, then and now. 
When politicians take themselves too 
seriously, and when the public takes its 
politicians too seriously, unintended yet 
harmful consequences can emerge. Imagine if 
more people had laughed outright at the self-
important demagogues of the past century. 
Could that have prevented some from taking 
their own absurd and dangerous ideas to 
fruition? We don’t know, but it is worth thinking 
about.

The Ford conference was a refreshing change 
after the humourless years of the Nixon 
presidency, where America had perforce to 
look into the dark soul of its politics and its 

president. There was a steady stream of jokes 
about US presidents, with Ronald Reagan, 
Jimmy Carter, and John F. Kennedy as the 
favourites. Conference speakers remarked on 
how the smarter politicians would make self-
deprecating jokes before others could mock 
them.

President Kennedy had the best flair for it. 
Criticised for bankrolling his campaign with 
his father’s money, he retorted, “I just had a 
telegram from my famous Daddy: Dear Jack. 
Don’t buy a single vote more than is necessary. 
I’ll be damned if I am going to pay for a 
landslide.” Similarly, Reagan was very skilled at 

winning over crowds and critics with his jocular 
manner. “I’m not worried about the deficit,” he 
famously said. “It’s big enough to take care of 
itself.”

In today’s India, perhaps we need more humour 
in our public life. Are our politicians able to 
joke about themselves? Or do they mainly use 
ridicule? And what about us? Do we lack a 
political funny bone?

India has had a long, strong history of political 
satire. The kingdoms of India appointed court 
jesters or vidushaks to lighten the atmosphere. 
They would take pot shots at the public, at 
visitors and sometimes at the king himself. 
Remember the stories of Tenali Ramkrishna, 
Birbal, Gopal Bhar and Gonu Jha? Their 
job was to bring wit and humour to expose 
oppression and injustice.

Through India’s freedom struggle too, there 
were many lighter moments. Sarojini Naidu’s 
descriptions of the Mahatma as Mickey Mouse 
and Little Man did not anger him. Instead, he 
signed off as Little Man in his letters to her.

Today, too, we have a burgeoning number 
of stand-up comics, especially in Hindi. At 
increasing personal risk, they take sure-fire 
aim at our politicians, who manage routinely to 
generate great material for satire. But in India, 
this is still a cottage enterprise compared to 
the full-fledged industry in the US, now in full 
spate through Trump’s term.

Arguably, today, there has been a chilling effect 
on our humorists. Cases of sedition have been 
initiated against cartoonists and others, for 
criticising the government or the ruling party. 
Intensive trolling and threats have inundated 
those who raise important issues in jest. 
Certainly, today’s humorists have to be braver 
than their profession should require them to 
be.

As citizens, we should renew our understanding 
of why political humour is critical to society. 
Historically, too much power and secrecy have 
often coincided with a lack of tolerance for 
satire, leading to a breakdown of trust between 
the public and the government. Humour can 
provide a safety valve when social pressures 
are building. It can inform us about social 
relations.
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is dangerous. We all know the story of the 
emperor’s new clothes. When they mock 
elites, humorists can hold leaders accountable. 
They create safe space for us to think through 
things, to question our beliefs and to change 
our minds.

That’s precisely why governments and 
politicians don’t like humorists. They hate to 
be challenged. But it is also why the samaj 
must support humorists. We need mirrors held 
up to us; we need new ways to refract reality.

Of course, there is a Laxman rekha that is 
crossed at great peril to both humorists and 
society. Comics need to practise both restraint 

and sophistication. They need sensitivity to 
local histories and culture. But offence is 
taken, not given. Even if some humour makes 
people in power uncomfortable, it may simply 
be because the truth sometimes hurts.

The best example often comes from the top. 
At the White House, when Eleanor Roosevelt, 
wife of President Franklin Roosevelt, was 
asked where the president was, she said, 
“Where the laughter is.”

Would that we could say the same, here, and 
soon.

Rohini Nilekani is an Indian writer, author and philanthropist. She 
is the founder of Arghyam Foundation, a non-profit that works on 
water and sanitation issues, founded in 2001. She also chairs the 
Akshara Foundation, which focuses on elementary education.
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Games
The articles in this section help in developing a conceptual 
framework for how games can foster civic learning of various 
kinds along with focusing on the dearth of evidence about what 
kinds of games best inspire learning with active participation. 
Essentially focusing on the ways in which games contribute to 
civic learning and the divergent paradigms of civic engagement.
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Luma World: 
Why Analogue 
Games May Be 
the Future of 
Learning 
We stand at the cusp of a digital revolution 
where virtual and augmented reality could 
redefine the way we learn, live and play. 
It is being heralded as the next big thing 
by corporations, experts and futurists. 
They believe our virtual and real worlds 
may soon merge by harnessing the power 
of technology in what is being dubbed the 
‘metaverse’. Yet, amidst this cacophony for 
all things tech, a small educational game 
design company from India is swimming 
against the tide and looking to shape the 
future of learning using analogue games

The birth of an idea
One sweltering day in September 2018, four 
friends met at a quaint coffee shop in the suburbs 
of Mumbai to ponder how, collectively, they 
could contribute more towards their common 
passion ― education. Two of them, Sameer and 
Tejasvi, ran a fledgling company that helped 
young housewives make more of their spare 
time by becoming educators or, in the common 
parlance of Mumbai, ‘tuition teachers’. 
Their training network was burgeoning, with 
many young women looking to buttress their 
household income by putting their formal 
education to better use rather than letting it 
remain just another bullet point on their CV. 
The fact that they could do so in the comfort 
of their homes with the ardent support of their 

families made this enterprise seem even more 
viable (this of course was pre-Covid when the 
concept of working from home was still a luxury 
and not a necessity). However, the business 
model was an operational and logistical 
nightmare, requiring constant handholding, 
training, telephonic support, and heaps of 
paperwork. It wasn’t sustainable even though 
it showed potential for exponential growth and 
being extremely lucrative in the long run. Also, 
though it provided opportunity, livelihood and 
self-sustenance to different strata of urban 
women, it was extremely difficult to control the 
one thing that the founders held dear to their 
hearts ― the quality of education imparted.
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s The other two friends, Sajid and Venkat, were 
co-founders of an upskilling start-up that helped 
young graduates and professionals become 
‘work-ready’. This included customisable 
course modules of soft-skills combined with 
technical knowledge. Clearly ahead of the 
times, their offerings soon morphed into a 
variety of digital content ranging from short 
animated videos for learning complex words on 
YouTube to onboarding videos for corporates 
hosted on their Learning Management Systems 
(LMSs). The stringent demands from clients not 
only stifled their creativity but the variegated 
content meant a lack of any formal structure to 
their enterprise. They were forced to operate 
more like a boutique agency than an ed tech 
start-up.

Their problems were different, their experiences 
diverse but here they were, sat in a café united 
by a common frustration  the inability to design 
holistic educational experiences for learners.
At some point, the conversation veered off 

in a different direction. Sajid, the previous 
weekend, had been part of a board games 
night at a friend’s house. He mentioned how 
he had taken along a friend who was visiting 
India from the US. The friend spoke about the 
renaissance of tabletop games in the US and 
other western nations over the past decade 
and how it was soon going to spread across 
the globe. “The advent of the modern strategy 
board games,” he called it. His friend, in jest of 
course, also claimed “for the east, especially 
India, this won’t be a renaissance but rather a 
new experience of gaming. I really hope India is 
ready for discovering analogue games beyond 
Scrabble and Monopoly!” This comment at the 
time seemed innocuous and even had others 
nodding in agreement, but the longer Sajid 
pondered over it he felt compelled to label it 
mildly offensive and rather ludicrous. “It was 
demeaning and condescending, and frankly, it 
came from a lack of knowledge of the history 
of games coupled with a preconceived notion 

that the West had a monopoly of prowess in 
creativity and design,” he exclaimed. As a few 
seconds of silence followed, Tejasvi replied in 
the most nonchalant manner, “Well, let’s prove 
him wrong!”

Little did they know how important that 
exchange would prove for all of them. It would 
provide them with the idea, direction and 
motivation needed to pursue their collective 
dream. It would be the spark that would spur 
them to conceive Luma World.

This moment has been replayed countless 
times over centuries. The conversations, 
purpose, ethos, constraints, challenges may 
all have been different but the essence remains 
the same to create something special. We may 
never know exactly who, why, how, at whose 
behest or under what conditions were created 
games that have become entwined in human 
culture, enthralled us through the ages and 
even endured the collapse of our greatest 
civilisations. The faces and names behind the 
royal game of Ur, Senet, Chaturanga (the 
precursor to chess), Mah-jong, Backgammon 
or Pachisi have been long forgotten but 
the games themselves have persisted and 
pleasantly evolved, arousing every possible 
human emotion along the way and eventually 

becoming a part of our collective story (Finkel, 
2021) (educause.edu/ELI 2014). Every game 
started off as an idea, a flicker of hope that it 
may impart knowledge, reform actions, spur 
change, or simply bring a bit of joy  to those who 
experience it. The greatest of games, however, 
manage to do them all. This hasn’t changed 
for thousands of years whether in Egypt, 
Mesopotamia, Babylon, China, Persia, India or, 
rather recently, Europe and the Americas. It’s 
safe to say it never will.
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1 In her TedX talk, Professor Doris Fromberg, Director of Early Childhood Teacher Education at Hofstra University, explains why play is such an 
important part of the learning process for children.

We need to consider that young children learn in quite different ways [than adults]. They learn by comparing physical experiences, by interactions 
with other people and their own feelings. And they learn an enormous amount through their imagination.... Play is what pulls together the logical 
and creative parts of the brain.

For young children, play is often a full body activity that helps them develop skills they will need later in life. Running, dancing, climbing, roll-
ing—these activities all foster muscle development and help fine-tune motor skills. Children also build their mental and emotional muscles as they 
create elaborate, imaginative worlds rich with a system of rules that govern the terms of play. This role playing helps children build social skills and 
helps them become the kind of adults who are able to thrive in a range of personal and professional environments.

The purpose of Luma World is perhaps best 
described through a quote from the philosopher 
Socrates  “Education is not the filling of a vessel 
but the kindling of a flame.” Yet traditional 
education relies on a model where information 
is imparted in the form of a lecture, often ending 
up being a soliloquy, and relies on the learner 
to make the effort to conform to the rigours 
of acquiring knowledge. If the learner were to 
meander and look to pursue an unconventional 
path they would certainly be reprimanded and 
reproached. Simply put, the learner has very 
little elbow room in this one size fits all model 
of academic instruction. Education should, as 
Socrates envisioned, aim to pique curiosity 

in every learner, giving them the freedom to 
explore, tinker and better prepare themselves 
to carve their niche in a world that is constantly 
in flux. Education must therefore be personal, 
flexible, and multipronged instead of being 
rigid and pertinacious.

The founders at Luma World wanted to change 
the current framework of education from being 
system centric to becoming learner centric. 
This means facilitating a shift of power from 

the institutions controlling education to the 
learners, so that they may choose how, when, 
what or even why they must learn. They 
wanted traditional education to transition from 
focusing on theoretical knowledge to helping 
to create a foundation for learners to acquire 
future skills and succeed in the real world. 
This is where play beautifully waltzes in and 
becomes the chief protagonist. Play, it has been 
long known, enriches learning and is essential 
for developing key life skills such as enquiry, 
expression, experimentation and teamwork. 
This isn’t just limited to humans but can be 
seen across the mammalian world. Schools 
may not exist in nature but learning through 
play is widespread! In fact, some researchers 
argue that play is the key to learning.

Knowledge in 
unison with play

According to the book, From Play to Practice: 
Connecting Teachers’ Play to Children’s 
Learning (Nell, 2013), ‘meaningful play’ has 
five characteristics:

• It gives the learner freedom of choice.
• It feels fun and enjoyable.
• It evolves spontaneously, rather than 

following a script.
• It’s driven by intrinsic motivation.
• It creates a risk-free environment where 

learners can experiment and try new ideas.

In meaningful play, learners are active 
participants. For example, instead of passively 
taking in a lesson, children take on roles 
alongside their peers and respond to the 
other children according to the rules of play 
that they’ve created1. While interacting with 
educators, parents and students the founders 
also discovered how, using a play-based 

approach, it is possible to create an educational 
experience greater than the sum of its parts. 
Students learn critical thinking skills, develop 
their language abilities, expand their range of 
knowledge and increase their social emotional 
awareness—all without realising how much 
they’re learning.

Perhaps the most crucial aspect of learning 
through play is that it gives learners, especially 
children, a chance to practise what they’re 
learning. In a world that rewards success and 
admonishes failure, from a young age learners 
are instructed to omit errors from any tasks 
and taught how mistakes could lead to dire 
consequences. Play, on the other hand, provides 
a platform for making errors with almost no 
repercussions coupled with the opportunity to 
reset the variables and try again.

This is probably best summarised by Sameer 
during an interview when Luma World was 
awarded the prestigious National Start-up 
Award by the Government of India in 2021. 
“If education is meant to provide everyone 
with the opportunity to succeed then it must 
also provide them with the freedom to fail. 
History is witness to how some of our greatest 
successes have emanated from mistakes and 
failure. Imagine how little we would have 
learned if we never failed. Yet we treat failure 
as a blemish when we should celebrate it like 
enlightenment.”



S
IG

M
A

: T
h

e
 S

o
u

th
 A

s
ia

n
 J

o
u

rn
a

l

8 0 8 1

S
to

ry
te

ll
in

g
 /

 I
m

a
g

in
a

ti
o

n
 /

 G
a

m
e

s
 /

 M
u

lt
im

e
d

ia
 &

 A
rt

s When speaking of game-based or play-based 
learning most people, including educators, 
simply assume it is freedom for learners to 
engage in activities which may not be of their 
choosing, but the manner of their engagement 
is entirely their choice. In addition, some 
people also believe the facilitator is disengaged 
in the process. This could not be further from 
the truth. First, let’s start by highlighting 
the difference between the two. Play-based 
learning is most effective when it uses the 
surrounding environment as an integral part of 
the learning experience, where every activity in 
space has a purpose and adds to the gradual 
imbibing of knowledge and skills. It may not 
always be structured and may remain largely 
open-ended but the physical environment and 
space play a crucial role in that experience.

Game-based learning, on the other hand, 
defines this environment using rules, 
boundaries, storylines and actions. It creates a 
structured environment for learners within their 
current physical space, provides motivation 
for achieving well-defined outcomes and 
provides clear instruction on what actions may 
be played to achieve them (educause.edu/ELI 
2014) (Kara, 2018). This may sound rigid but 
actually by providing the structure to abstract 
play it helps scaffold information across the 
learning domains, aiding both knowledge 
retention and engagement. The deepest 
learning happens during the course of play, in 
the learners’ minds in a subliminal manner i.e. 
they learn without even realising they are doing 
so as their motivation arises from game linked 
gratification rather than instruction.

At Luma World, this structure for game-based 
learning started way before they even began 
ideating games. Knowing well that educational 
curricula is made purely for classroom 
instruction, it was virtually impossible to use 
them for play, least of all design games out of 
them. So they decided to dissect cumbersome 
curricula from across the globe and convert 
them into functional learning objectives 
(LOs). The core of everything they design is a 

customised educational framework that helps 
translate theoretical concepts into gamified 
experiences. They did this with maths, science, 
social sciences and, using the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs), 
even environmental education!

The benefits of breaking down large swathes 
of information into snippets help during both 
designing games and learning. Below are some 
of the key benefits from such an approach:

ENHANCED EFFECTIVENESS 

The creation of modular LOs allows for easy 
integration into game mechanics while keeping 
learners constantly engaged and motivated. 
Imagine trying to teach everything about 
fractions through a game, it would be tedious 
and boring for learners/players. Instead, 
focusing on one aspect of fractions (identifying 
basic fractions or combining two fractions 
to make a whole number) allows for greater 
flexibility in design, higher knowledge retention 
and better outcomes.

PURPOSEFUL DESIGN

When the objective of an educational game is 
well defined it is easy for game designers to 
identify what the desired outcomes are and 
what the learner/player experience should 
be like. With a crystal clear goal it makes the 
design process easier as the constraints act as 
a foundation to build the game on.

REMEDIAL ACTION

The goal of the game is to enhance learning 
and make concepts more lucid. For facilitators, 
identifying gaps in learner ability is a huge 
challenge. When LOs are defined and mapped 
to the game, it becomes easy for them to 
identify, even during the course of the game, 
instances where learners lack conceptual 
understanding or are unable to apply them 
effectively.

ENJOYABLE EXPERIENCE

It’s quite easy to forget when designing an 
educational game that the balance of learning 
and fun is the key. The game, however effective, 
will fail to attract learners if they don’t enjoy it. 
This doesn’t apply only when they are playing 
but starts from when they first see the game. 
Inviting art, a meaningful theme, motivating 
storyline, engaging gameplay, interactivity, 
personal learning curves and replayability all 
play crucial roles in ensuring the success of the 
game from an educational and fun perspective. 

When the LOs have been defined and mapped 
to the desired outcomes is when the actual 
game design process begins. Once again the 
approach aims to balance creativity, learning 
and engagement precariously. 

THEME 

The first step in the design process helps ensure 
how attractive players will find the game and at 
the same time how well the inherent learning 
has been woven into the game. The theme is 
not just ‘what the game is about’, rather it 
is about the coalescing of design, art, story, 
relevance and motivation. At Luma World, 
careful attention is paid to ensure that the 
player experience at all times is synchronous 
with the theme.

MECHANICS 

This is perhaps the most important and substantial 
part of the entire process. Luma World has over 
time built extensive expertise, unlike perhaps 
any other game design company, to merge and 
balance mechanics after careful consideration 
of the audience and LOs. The challenge is to 
keep actions simple enough to play and learn 
but complex enough to pose a challenge and 
ensure an upward curve (Finkel, 2021) for player 
improvement and strategies. The go-to formula 
for the team is a 30-60-10 rule which refers to 
30% learning – 60% game strategy – 10% luck.

TESTING

However promising a game may seem, its 
true trial by fire is when it is tabled before 
kids. Adults may feel it necessary to provide 
measured feedback lest they hurt the 
designer’s sentiments but children have no 

such inhibitions. They are extremely blunt and 
curt which, contrary to belief, works wonders 
for a game! It helps break the bubble for 
designers and helps provide a reality check 
about their assumptions and choices. At Luma 
World, every game is tested with a minimum 
of 50 participants, most of them kids but some 
also doing so along with their families. The 
testing process involves controlled testing, 
where every participant is briefed about the 
game and closely observed, and also blind 
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s playtests, where game prototypes are simply 
sent to volunteers for their feedback without 
any involvement or influence by the team.

The unique aspect of this entire process at 
Luma World is that they execute it end to end 
in-house. Over the past 30 months they have 
built a multifunctional team and developed 
skill sets immanent to the organisation. Their 
prowess in creating games has even opened 
doors for providing their services to other 
businesses looking to gamify their own content.

The key takeaways
The primary motivation for the entire team 
at Luma World is to make a difference. Their 
games have now reached over 25,000 families 
in more than 20 countries and have garnered 
meaningful insights for the entire team. The 
games are affordable, multipurpose tools 
used extensively in classrooms as educational 
aids or in homes as supplementary resources. 
Perhaps the biggest validation was when the 
awards began to flow in. It gave the team 
conviction that its work was getting noticed and 
was achieving the intended purpose. Bolstered 
by recognition, over the past six months, it has 
forayed into games designed for environmental 
education. A relatively untouched genre, 
the learnings have been comprehensive but 
worthwhile. The greatest challenges have 
probably been brand awareness, informing 
people about what Luma World stands for and 
building a passionate community that believes 
in the brand ethos. The need for consistency 
in marketing efforts and amplification of 
creative ideas, content and offerings may help 
overcome these challenges.

However, the biggest victory on the journey 
so far and the most unexpected has been the 
ability to steer people, and  families, off their 
screens and bond around their games. 
Research has clearly shown that increased 
screen time for young learners causes almost 

irreparable damage to cognitive development, 
linguistic ability and executive function (Kara, 
2018). In addition, prolonged exposure to 
screens also affects emotional and physical 
well-being like increased risk of obesity, 
aggressive behaviour, mental health issues, 
social isolation and so on. Additional studies 
have shown how our dependency on screens 
has drastically reduced our attention spans, 
our ability to read longform content, our 
problem solving abilities and even memory.2 
The biggest motivation to create something of 
value was to get people to unplug themselves 
from the virtual world and connect to reality. 
Our best memories involve other people, 
places and experiences and it was essential 
that Luma World, through their games, helped 
create them for a whole new generation. 

In a world insistent on digitising every human 
experience, especially in the world of start-
ups, it’s quite risky to envisage a product or a 
service that is essentially deemed to be ‘brick 
and mortar’. In fact it may be considered 
borderline foolhardy. Why would anyone in 
their right minds, in this age of connectivity 
and technology, look at creating tactile 
educational experiences? Herein lies the 
essence of Luma World, something which 
the founders have themselves lent to the 
organisation  character. It’s quite easy to sway 
with capricious ed-tech trends but to remain 
steadfast and committed to your vision and 
principles requires conviction and belief.

Sajid Chougle, the creative director at Luma 
World, signs off on a sagacious note: “We 
don’t design games for kids, we design them 
for classrooms and families. If we wanted kids 
to play these by themselves or for parents or 
educators to not be a part of this experience 
it would defeat our purpose in doing this. We 
want our experiences to be fun, collaborative 
and memorable. You may never remember 
a lecture, video or even conversations with 
friends and family. But play a game together 
and it’ll make a lasting impression on you. 
You will remember how you felt, the rush of 

emotion and the memories will come back in 
a flood! Play is an intrinsic, universal emotion 
that transcends borders, cultures and age. 
We want everyone to play and experience joy, 
together!”

2The latter, in fact, is an easy test to perform  think of how many phone numbers you once recollected before carrying around a sophisticated 
communication device in your pocket. Now, try and have someone give you their number verbally and, without writing it down or saving it in your 
device, go about your daily routine. If you can’t recollect the number, don’t fret because the fault in this case is almost certainly in how modern 
technology has made us cognitively lazy. In fact, if you’re over 60 or  this is where it gets tricky  under 14 the odds were never in your favour 
to begin with. For the seniors, it might be attributed to age but for the younger populace it’s mostly because they’ve never seen a world where 
technology wasn’t around to assist with even the most mundane of daily tasks!

Avanthika Ravichandran is a computer engineer, digital marketer, 
and brand strategist by profession who is passionate about game-
based learning, gamification, and education for change. She has 
been closely associated with Luma World since its inception and 
has participated in numerous playtesting sessions. She is based in 
Mumbai and when not helping brands formulate an effective digital 
strategy, is mostly found in a café – reading a fiction novel and 
sipping on filter coffee.
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Kreeda: Bringing 
Back the Magic of 
Traditional Games

Vinita Sidhartha highlights the relevance of Indian tradi-
tional games through her enterprise,  Kreeda. Here she 
describes the research, creation, and revival of Indian 
traditional games by capturing the spirit of India and the 
atmosphere in which the games were played.
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s It all began sometime in 2000. As a busy 
young professional with two small children, 
I turned to my grandmother for babysitting 
support. My grandmother and my grandfather 
took turns playing traditional games with my 
children. It only took a few visits for me to 
understand how much my children enjoyed 
the games and the bonding with their great-
grandparents. In today’s busy world, bonding 
within families often takes a backseat with 
changing lifestyles and the pressures of the 
everyday world. 

What struck me at first was the very elemental 
nature of traditional games. It cut across 
generations and thinking, and gave both the 
children and my grandparents a common 
ground on which to meet and interact. Having 
understood this first and most important 
aspect of traditional games, I was keen to 
do more with it. What followed was a series 
of articles in the Young World section of The 
Hindu ― about games people used to play. 
The response to the articles was incredible. 
There was such widespread interest in these 

games and such a widespread response to the 
articles that, to me, it seemed obvious that 
someone needed to make these games. Even 
then I was not thinking like a manufacturer 
or an entrepreneur, but just as someone who 
would make some games for those who were 
interested.

What followed was a specially curated series 
of eight games. The process of bringing out 
the games, while it seemed easy enough on 
the surface, was an immense challenge. The 
question was how would the games look and 
feel? What were the materials we’d use to 
package them? What were the materials we’d 
use for the games, for the game boards, for 
the game pieces, for the throw pieces? How 
would we store them in the package? Since at 
the time I was not looking at mass production, 
it had to be something easy, something quick 
to replicate and scale up. What followed were 
simple boards with the games printed on 
them. Shells became game pieces for most 
of the games except a couple that needed 
colour. In those cases we had to seek outside 
support. 

With a rich culture of traditional artisans in 
our country, it seemed logical to reach out 
to some of them. We worked closely with 
the artisans from Channapatna, a small town 
near Bengaluru known for its traditional toy 
industry. They were to provide us with both 
game pieces and throw pieces as required and 
later our GilliDanda and Bambaram or Lattu.
The next decision was to place the game 
pieces and throw pieces in a drawstring bag 
so they would not rattle around inside the 
box. The next challenge was our packaging. 
As we decided to print our games on thick 
cardboard sheets, we could not fold them. 
This meant our boxes had to be large 
enough to accommodate our boards. Most 
manufacturers would not provide boxes to 
scale unless our volumes were very large. We 
settled for brown pizza boxes into which went 
our board, our game pieces in a drawstring 
bag and our rule sheet.

Much has changed over the years but looking 
back at the very earliest of our designs, I think 
we got some things right. The concept of using 
brown with red and yellow in a striking screen 
print which caught the eye and encapsulated 
the essence of bright Indian colours was one 
of them. While it was a cost decision at first, 
the brown boxes with red and yellow soon 
came to symbolise Kreeda. They stood on the 
shelves in retail stores ― setting them apart 
from other brightly coloured boxes. 

The other thing we got right was the drawstring 
bag. It exuded an Indian spirit and made 
for ease and convenience for parents and 
others who wanted to put away the pieces for 
the next play session. As a mother myself, I 
realised how difficult it often was to repack 
games once they had been unboxed without 
the boxes ripping open on the sides and the 
game pieces spilling out. So, strong boxes, 
neat drawstring bags to safely store pieces 
and our colour scheme were definitely right.

There was great interest in the first set of 
games and the response to the few pieces 
we made was tremendous enough for us to 
have to restock our games in a short period 
of time. It also meant we could bring in more 
games and that’s where the challenges began. 
Games like GilliDanda and Pallanguzhi would 
not fit in a normal square carton. So we 
replaced the carton with larger drawstring 
bags. Larger boards, more than a foot across, 
were a problem because our boards wouldn’t 
fold without some kind of backing on them. 
I was unwilling to use leather, reluctant to 
use rexine or anything artificial, and while 
cotton cloth was an option, it gave the game 
a very shabby and amateurish look. It was 
obvious that the era of the board was over for 
Kreeda. We had to look at other options. We 
graduated to printing our games on canvas, 
making it lighter, easy to roll and package. It 
became a far more effective medium of use. 
The off-white colour of the canvas was also a 
perfect foil for the bright red and yellow print 
which is part of all our games.

Having come up with the idea of using canvas 
and realising that we were going to be in 
the market in larger numbers in inventory, 
we reached out to carton manufacturers. 
We looked at different types of cartons and 
decided on one which allowed the user to 
lock the carton with a little tab. This again was 
decided keeping in mind parents who could 
easily store things away and literally lock the 
box shut so things would not spill out. I know 
from experience that lost coins are tiresome 
when it comes to playing a game and fallen 
coins can be quite a minefield to navigate in 
any children’s room.

With the change to smaller, neater, sleeker 
cartons, we also had to upgrade our packaging 
for games like Pallanguzhi and GilliDanda. 
While the original drawstring bags were very 
attractive, they were not very practical when 
it came to stocking them at a retailer, or on 
the shelves of a store. People didn’t know 
what they were, tags got torn or hidden and it 
was mostly unsatisfactory. So we redesigned 
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spinning a top, Kreeda believed that it was 
necessary to introduce the top to younger 
and younger ages. The KaashtBambaram 
with a wooden nail is specially designed for 
young children, allowing them to spin the top 
without worrying about a metal tip.

Another interesting challenge Kreeda faced 
was with respect to the shells. In the initial 
years, Kreeda had used shells for many of 
its game pieces, as well as cowries as throw 
pieces ― as in ancient times. None of the 
shells were banned, but a conversation with 
an NGO working on marine biodiversity led 
us to follow their recommendation that we do 
not use shells in our games. Replacing game 
pieces with pebbles and coloured wooden 
pieces was easy enough. The challenge came 
in replacing cowrie shells which were often 
used as throw pieces. Kreeda worked with 
numerous options. Bamboo sticks cut in two 
were not very attractive to the eye and tended 
to have splinters. Tamarind seeds cut in two 
looked shrivelled after a point and had very 
poor shelf life. We even tried coffee beans. 
While the shape seemed to help, they were 
too small to play with as throw pieces, left a 
smell in the games and had a poor shelf life 
too.

Throw pieces created with a wastepaper 
powder was a strong contender, but after a 
few times of use we realised that they became 
very shabby and worn and also became 
difficult to make in the rainy season. We 
hit the jackpot with wooden pieces shaped 

our boxes to accommodate these games too. 
Safety has been a huge concern for Kreeda 
from day one. We have focused on many 
warnings for small parts and also on the 
importance of putting away things safely and 
carefully so that they can be best used, again 
and again. 

The games of GilliDanda, Bambaram and 
Pallanguzhi brought forth other concerns. 
The game of Pallanguzhi in particular, is 
traditionally played with a sort of hinged 
board. Making the board bigger would make 
it heavier. But smaller, sleeker boards did not 
allow for very effective nails to hold the hinges. 

A curious child who opened and closed the 
Pallanguzhi frequently could very easily pull 
the nails out, causing injury or potential for 
injury. Kreeda chose to go with an open board.

GilliDanda has often had people decrying it, 
and calling it a dangerous game. The challenge 
was this ― traditional GilliDandas were hand-
whittled and filed down to pointed edges on 
the  Gilli. This was not only a hazard if it hit 
a head but could very easily cause grievous 
injury to the eyes. We worked with our artisans 
to round off the edges and redesign the Gilli so 
it could still be played effectively but not be a 
hazard to the eyes. Of course, a GilliDanda hit 
wildly could still hit the head and hurt a player. 
But since this is a challenge with most games, 
including a cricket ball, it was important to put 
this down in very clear guidelines on playing 
it in large spaces with proper supervision to 
ensure safety. The Bambaram or Lattu was yet 
another challenge. Most Bambarams available 
in the market had rusty nails filed to a point. 
We wanted to avoid the safety challenges 
of both these aspects. We substituted brass 
nails and ensured that the nails were blunted 
so that children could not inadvertently hurt 
themselves. The nails are still pointed enough 
to allow the Bambaram to spin on its tip. 

A few years later, Kreeda was to bring out the 
KaashtBambaram. Seeing the dying skills of 

almost like cowries. The exercise to find the 
right replacement was interesting. We had to 
throw these pieces numerous times to ensure 
the probability remained the same and the 
throw pieces could be used effectively in our 
games.
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s Every game comes with its challenge. How do 
we play it? How do we make it safe, effective, 
entertaining, attractive and yet keep the price 
at a level that works for us and the public? 
Over the years, Kreeda has adapted its games 
in response to feedback from customers, 
retailers and our own team. We’re constantly 
improving our games, making them better and 
better so we can give our customers boards 
that are global in quality but Indian in spirit. 

But Kreeda is not just about 
making traditional games. 
Side by side with creating 
these wonderful pieces, 
Kreeda also started 
working on understanding 
more about the games and 
their relevance in today’s 
world. Our research 
took us to many areas 
and events, where we 
showcased our games in 
numerous ways. Not only 
were these events effective 
in showcasing special 
aspects of the games, 
they also built awareness 
about traditional games 
because we realised it 
was not enough to just put 
the games back in play. It 
was important for people 
to understand their value, understand the 
reasons and understand why these games 
are as important today as ever before. From 
motor skills to sensory skills and hand-eye 
coordination on the one hand to life skills such 
as team building, decision-making and goal 
setting on the other, our traditional games 
have many lessons to teach us ― lessons that 
are as relevant today as they were when these 
games were created.

While revival and relevance are no doubt two 
critical aspects of what Kreeda does, another 
aspect is research. Research was not limited 
to simply identifying games and rules, but 

understanding the games, their history, their 
culture, and even, if possible, why they were 
created. While research took us in many 
different directions, two stand out as unique 
and critical to our understanding of games.

The first is an effort to document games 
inscribed on the floors of temples and 
monuments in our country. While these 
cannot be dated, the fine lines and geometric 

precision speak of skilled 
artisans ― perhaps temple 
builders or those involved 
in renovation. These give 
us clues about the origin 
of these games.

The other key effort has 
been to document the 
experiences in play of 
senior citizens who we 
believe are storehouses of 
our nation’s culture. This 
gives us insight not merely 
into the games they played 
but also the impact games 
had on their lives in terms 
of where they played, 
when they played and with 
whom they played. 

Today the world is rushing 
on at a frenetic pace. 

Adults seem to have lost the ability to play 
a game to laugh and enjoy a lazy Sunday in 
a long endless game of dice with friends 
and family. With the pressures of the 21st 
century, children too are slowly losing time 
for unstructured play. 

Somewhere along the way we need to be able 
to slow down the pace at least once in a while 
and find time to reconnect with the past and 
the elemental concepts that have stood the 
test of time. Perhaps we can find this in our 
games. As we say in our office  Did you Kreeda 
today?

Vinita Sidhartha works as a consultant with 
the NGO sector using her communication 
skills for development and change. She 
is also a director in Power Centre Private 
Limited, an IT company, where she 
handles the marketing and HR functions. 
Watching her children play these games, 
the personal and the professional merged 
in Vinita. Thus was born Kreeda, meaning 
play in Sanskrit, which markets traditional 
games that are Indian in spirit and global 
in quality. See www.kreedagames.com for 
more information.
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Learning, 
Illumination 
and Citizenship

It was 2010, and I remember sitting in the 
library, making notes. I was waiting for a 
programmer who wanted to intern with me 
and he was to arrive shortly. We were to talk 
about a game idea I had been thinking of. I 
was new to this world, and had wondered why 
he wanted to work with me.

At the time, I was tinkering around with 
Love2D, a tool used for prototyping games. 
It is used in game-a-thons around the world 
and people use Love2D to prototype ideas 
in a messy and impolite kind of way. I recall 
downloading a game called Dave Goes Apeshit 
from the website, in which an employee goes 
berserk and starts shooting all his colleagues. 
I wanted to share the platform with the 
young person coming to work with me, and 
ask him to play around with it some more. I 
think he just wanted a portfolio that allowed 
him to showcase the fruits of playing around 

with tools like I had. But two weeks later, I 
had made my first prototype. The game was 
called Decay of Meaning, and was built on a 
hypothesis that language devalues over time 
and any word can mean anything. This was a 
digital game in which two avatars of myself 
chased each other. The avatars could jump 
and eat words. They started running faster or 
slower depending on which word they ate. The 
positive or negative association of the words 
kept changing. It gave me a space to capture 

models of new philosophical narratives and 
show how fragile new systems of thought can 
be modelled through them.

Now, over the past decade and more of my 
practice as an artist, game builder, teacher 
and thinker, I firmly believe that games offer 
a new way of looking at the world. They allow 
us to dramatically stage scenarios, thoughts 
and emotions, and can lead to bold new ways 
of living rather than carrying on the ways of 
the past. These bold new ways of living can 
rescue personalities and leaders who have 
imagined the world to be a different place 
than what we know it as. 

Another digital game I made was Distortion 
Field: a top-down car racing game. It again 
carried a philosophical message, and this 
time it was a metaphor of modern society 
and ‘the rat race’. The objective of the game 
was to actually escape the race instead of 
winning it. I had built it using a tool called 
Stencyl—a tool that built on MIT Scratch, a 

drag-and-drop programme for kids to learn 
programming. It used the same programming 
interface. Another issue that I wanted to 
convey through the game was the openness, 
ease and democracy of building games—
these new technologies allowed me to build 
without coding: what a powerful pitch.

Prayas Abhinav highlights the role of games in 
establishing social relations while being a gateway to 
new worlds that challenge existing value systems 

I often ponder, what is play? I’m convinced 
it is an elusive and mysterious factor. What 
happens when two rival sides compete with 
each other, who makes the first strike, what 
happens in a battle of words, of thoughts and 
ideas? I believe it is mostly random. When 
words strike against each other, anything can 
emerge. You could be surprised with gold, 
a bouquet of flowers or a crown of thorns. I 
believe that not only are the actions random, 
the outcomes are too. Betting against what 
will emerge is really unwise and should not 
be done. The strike is lucky, sometimes it 
is unlucky. But one thing is a given—that 
it cannot be predicted. The strike itself is a 
factor of luck. Some call this coincidence 
luck—some call it play. 

Another digital game I worked on was a 
typing simulator, in which the sentences or 
words broke (visually). If you did not type 
at a particular speed, your passages broke 
down. These were all symbolic systems and 
environments which were then translated into 

digital games. On being translated they 
only became a firmer example of a real 
world system. The narrative became 
much clearer. It became much more 
about how the conceptual narrative 
of a digital game was involved with a 
conceptual game language overall. 

Now I am linking board games, street 
games and using them to create 
awareness about aspects of the Indian 
Constitution and its various acts. 

Beyond building games, I was also 
concerned about building an ecosystem 
of learning for an enthusiast who had 

very limited coding skills. My games brought 
a newer and more critical perspective to 
themes like the nature of language, top-
down car racing and a typing simulator and 
were indicative of someone who was drawing 
from his environment. I was furiously reading 
about philosophy, games and these disparate 
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s threads, and I remember also running a reading 
group about these topics in Bengaluru. We 
had a relatively well-attended membership 
of 20 in this reading group. Ideas were freely 
floating between evolution of language, of 
computers and of human societies. And the 
school where I worked—Srishti School of 
Art, Design and Technology—had a healthy 
environment (inflow-outflow) of artists and 
technologists to fuel my imagination.

The founder of the school was a pedagogue 
named Geetha Narayanan and she allowed 
me to live at the margins of what was a very 
academic environment. She understood that 
what would be good for me would be a little 
bit of teaching and a lot of roving. I conducted 
a workshop on time capsules which explored 
communicating with the future when nothing 
(not even language) was stable. What 
materials, what techniques would allow this 
communication to happen then? At the school 
there were a few other faculty members trying 
to make games but their interests were very 
different from mine and no exchange of ideas 
took place.

PLAY AND THE PLAYER 

Sometimes play is all there is to decide the 
winner in a game. But play is not all there is 
to a situation. Social factors are unwittingly 
significant for the way situations shape up. 
One cannot predict the course of situations 
because hope is a fool’s narrative. Hope is 
really for the non-strategic player. “When 
nothing else is a ploy, prayer is a choice.” This 
is not a belief that holds strong for everybody. 
Some really believe in the power of prayer. 
Play and strategy control a lot of destinies. 

Yet play is not all there is to a game. Neither is 
strategy. Mechanics is also there. And balance 
makes up the rest. With these three, most 
games can be explained. Calculation is often 
the fallback mechanic of a game. Pattern, 
shape, colour form the other part of the 
gestalt of gameplay. For me, games are really 

shaped by playful inaccuracy. The power of 
accuracy and arriving at a result in a game, 
is really not a good sign. It is not the sign of a 
good player to depend on accuracy to win a 
game. I am saying that a good player relies on 
play itself. 

And good games allow such players to win. 
This comes not only from experience but 
also from aspiration and observation. Focus, 
wanting to win, attentiveness, taking on a 
challenge are the qualities of a good player 
(as understood generally). I am making a 
general point here. Winning a game allows 
one to know it. Which kind of player is a game 
oriented to let win? Is this the quality of the 
game? How difficult is it to win the game? 
Does that determine the quality of the game? 
For everyone it is different. It also describes 
why they are playing in the first place.

Learning about citizenship really comes from 
knowing about how one learns about anything 
that concerns us. I have been thinking about 
street games. Finding the abstract definitions 
that rouse your spirit as playful material on the 
ground will surely bring it closer to us. And that 
is what we need. The meta as matter close to 
the body—as close as music is to lyrics. Else, 
the citizen is named through abstract thought 
and words in a document that is seldom read. 
The proximity of the street game to the body 
excites me. If it were not to be so the game 
would be like dandruff on the skin—dry and 
separate. I want to frame the subject of the 
game as something embroidered on the skin. 
Citizenship is a concept that is very close to 
the spirit. Else, citizens are floating in blank 
space, without any gumption or any structure. 
This is to say, if you have a name, it must mean 
something. Birds can’t just fly around, they 
must be categorised and named. And once 
they are named, they must follow it. They 
must perform it. To perform a role means 
to act every nuance of its definition. In the 
same way we have mechanisms in a game—
for binding the role to its characteristics and 
behaviour. When an actor assumes a role, 

there is no room left for them to falter. The 
goal really is to make actors assume their role. 
It is every citizen’s role to be aware of their 
responsibilities. Having an actor tend their 
role is very much like a piece of theatre with 
reluctant actors. It should happen naturally 
and easily.

What can we do for it to be natural? We should 
craft roles that have no hereditary power, 
only performative power. Playing a role is 
the only cause for respect on the battlefield. 
A quick look at chess shows how this could 
be possible. In classical chess pawns have 
no power. Only feudal masters on horses or 
camels or an elephant have any power. This is 
a problem—the pawn is the first to die, after 
all. Power without hierarchy really ought to be 
prototyped in games because it is possible. 
Games are the magic circle where suddenly 
everything is possible. Instead of more of the 
same, games can be spaces for prototyping 
social relations. These can form systems for 
actors to practise new ways to be. We do 
not need another trade, we need another 
way to be. We do not need to reinforce old 
ways to be. Propagation as a right is granted 
to everyone. But it is only a privilege enjoyed 
by a few. Others bear the weight of unequal 
social relationships and suffer as the subjects 
of propagation projects by others. Some just 
don’t feel good enough to share what they 
enjoy. Games—board games, street games, 
video games and AR games—all need to 
be novel formulations of real worlds and 
new fragile ones. Merely being custodians 
of normalcy—whatever that entails—is not 
enough. This needs to be a feeling held widely 
and not on an excepting basis. So, games can 
be a gateway to new worlds. This gateway 
can be like a conservatory for fine minds that 
envisage taking risks of all kinds to arrive at 
new value systems and breathe life into them. 
The proposition that ‘art making offered us 
but failed in making real’ will be offered by 
gaming culture in the future.

Games have a very unified philosophy and 
narrative. Be it digital games or board games 
or street games, it does not matter. The 
reason for us wanting to unify these narratives 
is simple—the resource investment it takes to 
create a digital game till the final stage is huge. 
It would be useful to break it down in the form 
of a game ecosystem, where initially it is a 
board game. Because board games are very 
approachable and can lead to more people 
associating with the proof of concept in the 
form of a board game. 

Some middle-ground level tools like Twine 
allow us to systemically build games without 
getting into the graphical world of digital 
games. We can build a mesh of stories in Twine 
without building a full-fledged digital game 
at the same time. These stories range from 
make-believe replacement to actual level-
play. Visuals can be integrated with these 
stories to give a more real-life experience 
and a more convincing feel to the overall play. 
Twine stories are interactive so they do feel 
like games.

I have shared here some strategies that I am 
toying with to integrate board games and 
digital games. As the approach develops over 
time, I will be able to share further. 

Prayas Abhinav is  a teacher and an 
entrepreneur. He has worked on numerous 
pieces of speculative fiction, software, games, 
interactive installations, public interventions, 
and curatorial projects. He has developed 
his research and practice with the support of 
fellowships by Sarai, Openspace, the Center 
for Experimental Media Arts (CEMA), and TED.
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Multimedia 
& Arts
This section explores the role of multimedia and arts in society 
in addressing questions of civic engagement. It examines how 
the former is used to engage in critical thinking, as well as offers 
a framework to build a connection with responsible citizenship. 
Thus, this section will provide an approach to preparing readers 
for responsible citizenship in the 21st century. 
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Reviving
Dastangoi 

Robert Mackee, professor at the University 
of Southern California, once stated that 
“storytelling is the most powerful way to put 
ideas into the world”. The revival of Dastangoi 
is an important step in recognising the 
importance of storytelling in disseminating 
progressive ideas amongst the public.

The Dastangoi Collective is an organisation 
for the revival of Dastangoi started by S.R. 
Faruqui, Mahmood Farooqui and Anusha 
Rizvi. They are also responsible for compiling 
the history of Dastangoi. 

Dastangoi refers to the Urdu art of oral 
storytelling. The word is derived from two 
words, “dastan” and “goi” meaning “to tell 
a story”. Originating in 16th century Persia, 
epics were recited or read aloud to an audience 
by performers known as Dastangos. These 
Dastans or stories would have themes of love 
(razm) and war (bazm). Perhaps the most 
famous and one of the oldest documented 

LEFT: A Vyasa (sitting on high table), the common 
title for Indian oral storytellers, reciting epics to 
villagers, 1913

Indian and Persian storytellers told classic tales of 
adventure and mysticism during the Mughal period. A 
group in New Delhi is reviving the art form by reciting 
Islamic and Hindu stories. Udit Yadav and Pratap 
Sen highlight this distinguished art form with its new 
Indianised themes
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s Dastans is that of Amir Hamza, the uncle of 
Prophet Muhammad. “Dastan-e-Amir Hamza” 
follows the adventures of Amir Hamza as he, 
alongside his companion, Amar Ayyar, fights 
his way past djinns, treacherous tricksters 
and despotic rulers. William Dalrymple has 
hailed the story of Amir Hamza as being the 
Iliad and Odyssey of medieval Persia and no 
doubt it owes its popularity to the discipline 
of Dastangoi. Dastans were narrated in 
Arabic and Persian and with the passage of 
time spread to other parts of the world. As 
its influence expanded, Dastangoi began to 
borrow themes and elements from other 
works such as Rumi’s Masnavi and Arabian 
Nights.

In the early days, the Dastangos would narrate 
their stories without the aid of elaborate set-
ups or stages, such as for full-fledged plays. 
Instead, they would rely completely on the 
power of their voices, their memory and 

their ability to improvise to tell rivetting tales 
and capture the audience’s attention. There 
is evidence to suggest that performances 
of Dastangoi were supplemented with 
large illustrations. The Dastangos would 
refer to these illustrations while narrating 
their tales. The Ain-i-Akbari mentions how 
Mughal Emperor Akbar commissioned the 
Hamzanama, an illustrated rendition of the 
tales of Amir Hamza. The miniature paintings 
of the Hamzanama would be passed around 
the court as the tale was narrated. But such 
instances were exceptions and not the rule.

Dastangoi would reach its zenith when it 
reached India. As the art form began to 
adopt new themes it became Indianised. 
Here it would develop two more elements 
which distinguished Dastangoi from other 
performing arts. The first element is ‘tilism’, 
which refers to a magical world created by the 
sorcerers which appears similar to our own 

world, but defies the laws of the physical world 
and God. The characteristics exhibited by this 
world are often rooted in the imagination of 
the Dastango. 

The second element is ‘ayyari’, meaning 
trickery, in reference to Amir Hamza’s 
companion, Amar Ayyar. Here the protagonist 
uses his wits to deceive and defeat a more 
powerful foe. These two elements gave an 
immense advantage to the storyteller to 
improvise and create new scenarios. More 
importantly, Dastangoi began to be narrated 
in Urdu.

By the 20th century, the popularity of 
Dastangoi was beginning to wane, as tastes in 
entertainment became westernised and also 
the Indian film industry began to emerge. Mir 
Baqar Ali was the last famous Dastango of 
India and with his death in 1928, Dastangoi 
lapsed into a hiatus. It was only in 2005 that 
Dastangoi would be revived by Mahmood 
Farooqui with the help of S.R. Faruqui who 
collected all 46 volumes of Dastangoi.

With this revival came a new form of Dastangoi 
known as modern Dastans. These Dastans, 
rather than narrating stories of magic and 
mysticism from folk tales or epics, focus on 
narrating the stories of historical figures and 
events in India. If the purpose of classical 
Dastans is to suspend belief of the audience 
and enthral it, the purpose of modern Dastans 
is to inform and help the audience engage 
with ideas on art, literature, politics and other 
social issues. Modern Dastans have been 
made on figures such as Bhagat Singh, Gandhi, 
Sayed Haider Raza, Manto and on events 
such as Partition and the Jallianwala Bagh 
tragedy; and the central themes of modern 
Dastans range from liberty, fraternity and 
independence to democracy and, of course, 
citizenship. Rather than giving a bird’s eye 
view, modern Dastans seek to present a story 
that is personal and emotionally charged. 
The intent is to not only help the audience 
rediscover the ideas and thought processes 
prevalent among such figures and events, but 
to nurture the same emotions and sense of 
ideals which motivated the actions and lives 
of those figures.

“Taqseem-e-Hind” is a tale of Partition, a 
medley of personal accounts, literature, 
archival records, news reports and poetry 
around that ground-shaking event. Immense 
research has gone into this Dastan and material 
was taken from the works of Manto, Intizar 
Hussain, Vazira Zamindar, Begum Anis Kidwai 
and Urvashi Butalia. This Dastan on Partition 
covers almost every aspect of the event– such 
as the division of government property, the 
kidnapping of women, conditions in refugee 
camps, migration of refugees and communal 
riots– all in a manner that is understandable for 
the audience. The Dastan starts off on a light 
note and builds a crescendo as it delves into 
more serious subjects. But the entire Dastan 
has one central theme, that of communalism 
and identity politics. The characters through 
whom the stories of Partition are narrated have 
their sense of belonging to India questioned, 
while others attempt to uproot and sift 

Dantangoi was revived by Mahmood Farooqui in 2005. 
Since then, he has performed thousands of shows 
across the world Amir Khusrow teaching his disciples
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s through India’s cultures and peoples. The 
result is a lamentation of India’s own loss of 
identity and a warning of the consequences of 
imposing cultural strictures on people’s sense 
of belonging to their country. These themes 
closely relate to the debates on citizenship in 
contemporary India.

It’s quite interesting how our mentor, Mahmood 
Farooqui, describes the difference between 
Dastangoi and a play. In the latter, the actors 
have to ignore the audience and immerse 
themselves in the world and characters they 
are portraying; in Dastangoi, the opposite is 
true. The audience is encouraged to show 
appreciation by shouting “Wah! Wah!” or 
applauding. While performing, we have to pay 
attention to the reactions of the audience. If 
we found that the audience was not reacting 
to some of our subtle sarcasm, we would alter 
our tone to make it more expressive and the 
sarcasm more apparent. Thus, Dastangoi is 
interactive. It would not be far-fetched to say 
that each Dastangoi performance is unique. 
This interactive nature of Dastangoi makes 
it accessible for both laypersons and people 
familiar with the art of Dastangoi.

Since Dastangoi is such an effective medium 
for the dissemination of complex discussions 
and ideas, it is eminently suitable for discussing 
the idea of citizenship.

In India, citizenship is defined by the 
Constitution in purely legal terms. This means 
that a person who was born in the territory of 
India, or whose parent was born in the territory 
of India or someone who has been ordinarily a 
resident in the territory of India for at least a 
period of seven years is or can become a citizen 
of India. However, if we read these laws in the 
context of the philosophy of the Constitution, 
it leads to a different view of citizenship in 
India. Supplementing the legal understanding 
of citizenship with the Fundamental Rights 
of the Constitution reveals a more inclusive 
understanding of citizenship. Articles such 
as 14 and 15 profess equality before the law. 

Furthermore, Articles 25-30 allow people to 
express and follow their religious beliefs and 
practices. For a country as culturally rich and 
diverse as India, these Articles allow for the 
conception of an idea of citizenship that is 
inclusive and encourages diversity, specifically 
cultural citizenship. Cultural citizenship refers 
to the right to be different with respect to the 
norms of the dominant national community, 
without sacrificing one’s right to belong in a 
participatory democracy. 

This understanding of citizenship is not well 
acknowledged or well accepted in Indian 
society. It is no surprise that in a country as 
massive as India with rampant illiteracy, there 
has always been a divide between fact and 
the popular perception of that fact – fuelled 
by misconceptions and ignorance. As far back 
as the Constituent Assembly debates, we find 
members of the assembly debating various 
forms of citizenship. To this day the nature 
and conditions of Indian citizenship have been 
a cause for debate. These arguments and the 
popular perception of what citizenship entails, 
run in contradiction to the constitutional 
citizenship which is by nature more inclusive.

The recent amendments to the Citizenship Act 
and the subsequent protests and controversies 
brought to light this gap in people’s 
understanding of what citizenship entails. The 
Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA) provides 
a pathway for illegal immigrants from the 
three countries of Pakistan, Bangladesh and 
Afghanistan, who belong to one of the six 
religions mentioned in the Act (Hindus, Sikhs, 
Parsis, Christians, Jains and Buddhists), 
to acquire Indian citizenship. While many 
criticised this Act’s overt use of religion as a 
criterion for citizenship, arguing that it violated 
the Constitution’s secular credentials, there 
were many others who thought differently. 
Many believed that the CAA rightly gave 
preferential treatment to communities who 
have a bigger stake in India. Their idea of 
citizenship and its criteria revolved around the 
dominant culture and religion of India. This 

gap between different people’s understanding 
of citizenship was a cause for much debate 
and conflict.

The question then arises, how can this gap 
between constitutional citizenship and the 
popular understanding of citizenship be 
bridged? This is where the role of Dastangoi 
becomes integral. Not only does it engage 
with ideas and concepts such as citizenship 
through a narrative that is relatable for people, 
it is also capable of disseminating these ideas 
to the masses. “Taqseem-e-Hind” is a Dastan 
which closely relates to Partition. Rather than 
directly speaking about citizenship, it laments 
the damage and loss India suffered as a result 
of identity politics. It tells the tragic tale of 
people who were alienated in their own land 
because they did not meet the conditions set 
by the majority community in that country. 
Thereby, this Dastan on Partition becomes a 

cautionary tale that indirectly promotes an 
inclusive idea of citizenship in line with the 
Constitution. 

Dastangoi is an art form that transcends social 
divides. Anyone, from a worker to a student to 
a literatteur, can understand and appreciate a 
Dastangoi performance. Oral traditions have 
long been an integral part of Indian history. 
Ancient texts of Hinduism, Buddhism and 
Jainism were preserved in memory and orally 
transferred from generation to generation. 
The same is true for classical poems and epics 
such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata. 
Anthropologist Susan Wadley argues that 
the “Spoken Language” is always of a more 
personal quality, which places emphasis on 
people and their actions. Dastangoi, as part 
of this oral tradition of storytelling, has the 
advantage of reaching out to the public in a 
manner no traditional model of education 
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s can hope to achieve. It is an art form that 
reaches out to both the literate and illiterate, 
communicating ideas in a lucid and entertaining 
manner. While Dastangoi shows today make 
use of a stage with lighting, in essence they 
can be performed anywhere with a minimal 
set-up. This only increases its reach.

It’s amazing how effortlessly Dastan “Taqseem-
e-Hind” handles the topic of Partition and 
covers so many aspects of it. Most Partition-
related media covers only one aspect of it. 
Movies like Earth or Pinjar cover the violence 
faced by women, movies like Train to Pakistan 
or Tamas deal with communal tensions and 
movies like Garm Hawa deal with the impact 
of Partition on a family. “Taqseem-e-Hind” 
covers all these themes and does so in a 
manner that does not break its narrative. By 
covering these themes, this Dastan offers 
insight on ideas of fraternity, equality and 
citizenship in an effortless manner.

Language is another aspect of Dastangoi which 
contributes to its popularity. Although Urdu 
does not have the same level of dominance 
among the public as in the past, it still remains 
an integral part of Indian culture. There is 
not a single Indian who has never heard an 
Urdu word or an Urdu shayari in passing. 
Most Bollywood songs and movies still make 
use of Urdu. The language itself is multi-
ethnic in origin, a Persianised register of the 
Hindustani language. It is an indicator of the 
transnational character of India’s culture, and 
a symbol of India’s diversity. Although Urdu is 
the primary language for Dastans, Dastangoi 
performances employ the use of a wide range 
of languages – from Sanskrit slokas and verses 
in Arabic from the Quran to Punjabi banter 
and discussions in Bhojpuri.

The potential for Dastangoi as a medium for 
social change is limitless. Stories have begun 
to assume a new sense of relevance with the 
works of people such as Iravati Karve, Amit 
Majumdar and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, 
who seek to retell ancient epics in a manner 

that is relevant and relatable for modern 
audiences. The coming years are sure to 
see Dastangoi emerging as a dominant art 
for telling and retelling stories that not only 
capture the imagination of the audience but 
leave a lasting impact by trying to reintroduce 
the values, principles and ideals which inspired 
the nation’s Constitution makers.

Udit Yadav is a voice-over artiste and a 
theatre actor and has been associated with 
the Dastangoi Collective for some years. 
Udit’s undying love for culture, heritage, and 
literature keeps his creative juices flowing. 

Pratap Chandra Sen graduated in History 
(Hons) from Ambedkar University Delhi where 
he was president of the History Society. 
He schooled at Sanskriti School, Delhi. He 
interned at The Wire and is currently working 
as an intern for the 1947 Partition Archive and 
for Pramod Kapoor, the founder of Roli Books. 
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Social Change 
Through Interactive 
Storytelling: A South 
Asian imagining
Salim Arif discusses the role of art, artists, art 
institutions, and cultural sensitivity vis-a-vis the 
belief system in our society. He points to the role of 
storytelling in Indian cinema and views filmmaking 
through a South Asian perspective

Art is expected to move us and thus wield 
the power to influence our views. Cultural 
sensitivity has been intrinsic to our social 
lives and the role of artists goes beyond that 
of mere entertainment. Yet, socially relevant 
art has yet to secure essential space in our 
everyday life. At a time when cultural sensitivity 
and social responsibility are central to our 
society, the contribution of socially motivated 
artists is pivotal. The role of art, artists and 
art institutions in shaping the beliefs of our 
society cannot be overly emphasised. Still, 
it would be impractical to say that art can 
bring in social change. It can only be used 
to create an atmosphere where expression 
and discussion of conflicting ideas can be 
facilitated. Because any art form will first have 
to fulfil the fundamental artistic need of that 
form to have any valuable meaning before we 
can call it socially relevant art.

Coming to our country and region, in the 
absence of pop art or culture, cinema and 
television have occupied that space. The 

narrative traditions in contemporary Indian 
cinema trace their roots to the prevalent Parsi 
theatre of the late 19th century regarding 
aesthetics. This structure in turn imbibed all 

the elements of our popular folk traditions and 
also of ancient Sanskrit classics in its narrative 
as stated earlier. Songs, dances, two or three 
sub-plots, the role of comic relief and so on 
were used to embellish the story and its main 
plot. Any Indian major mainstream film will 
have these elements, including blockbusters 
like Mother India, Mughal-e-Azam, Sholay, 
Lagaan or Three Idiots. It is difficult to 
categorise any Indian film in one simple genre. 
Rather, an Indian mainstream film in itself is a 
genre, combining several genres in one. The 
traditional classification would have terms like 
“Mythological”, “Social”, “Fantasy”, “Stunt”, 
“Comedy” and so on as descriptions of the 
kind of film one would be watching. These 
terms were able to determine the nature of 
the subject of any film for the audience. But 
it did not mean that these films would not 
have comic relief, songs of communion and 
separation, and dances of celebration within 
the narrative, even if they seemed external 
additions to the main plot. From mythological 
films based on the Ramayana and the 

Mahabharata to the Western-inspired dacoit 
films, all predictable entertainment elements 
were expected to be present to make those 
films complete. Irrespective of the nature of 



S
IG

M
A

: T
h

e
 S

o
u

th
 A

s
ia

n
 J

o
u

rn
a

l

1 0 8 1 0 9

S
to

ry
te

ll
in

g
 /

 I
m

a
g

in
a

ti
o

n
 /

 G
a

m
e

s
 /

 M
u

lt
im

e
d

ia
 &

 A
rt

s the content, songs, dances and comedy are 
virtually mandatory for any Indian popular 
mainstream film. A combination of all rasas, 
as enumerated earlier, our films can be termed 
as having a unity of rasa as opposed to the 
Western notion of three classical unities of 
time, place and action. Much like the eclectic 
contemporary popular art, Indian cinema 
remains a spicy potpourri to be savoured by 
the senses. Sadly, we are losing the unique 
Indian narrative style incorporating song and 
dance as essentials of expression to a more 
realistic presentation of stories where they 
seem more like escapist interventions.

Cinema and popular forms of entertainment 
were until recently seen by critics as caterers 
of escapist fare to transport us all away from 
our stressful everyday lives. The economically 
empowered urban Indian scenario with an 
emphasis on making us all citizens of a global 
village has already made us into a two- or 
three-language society, resulting in creating 
a complex cultural mosaic for artists to 
negotiate. The Covid period, though, brought 
in a major change. Each of us was forced to 
consume entertainment streamed to our 
homes. It brought in a major viewership 
change. We are still finding ways to deal with 
this altered new world that is expected to 
change storytelling. With increasing corporate 
control over content and platforms today, we 
have only to look at multiplexes, the Special 
Economic Zones of our entertainment, to 
understand where our most affordable form 
of storytelling has been taken by market 
forces that target about 15 percent of our total 
population with their high spending power to 
rake in as much as they can, excluding the 85 
percent that is economically irrelevant, given 
free entertainment in their homes through 
TV shows. So, today the market forces have 
reduced television to a medium for domestic 
helps to watch stories of family intrigue in 
slums. Recent Indian OTT platforms with a 
generous dollop of data by mobile companies 
and no major censorship of soft porn and 
crime stories, patronised by channels that air 

content on the lines of Manohar Khanaiyaan 
magazine of the 1970s, are popular with 
watchmen, hawkers, auto drivers, and young 
boys and girls in rural and semi-rural areas 
who watch on their mobiles. The urban viewer 
has shifted to Netflix and similar platforms 
and it is interesting to see the popularity of 
dubbed Korean serials among urban youth. 
Panchayat, Gullak and Aam Aadmi Family 
are shows that are few and too far between 
to really have any major sensitisation impact 
on viewers.

In a large section of rural India where 
native culture is abandoned with economic 
prosperity, it becomes even more critical to 
have interventions that can help preserve 
our cultural roots. The interactive role 
of storytelling is taken on mostly by the 
performing arts and we have had a very 
successful model of this in the phenomenon 
of Habib Tanvir’s Naya Theatre work with the 
Chhattisgarhi Nacha Artists.

With his first Nacha Workshop in 1973, Tanvir 
worked out community presentations to 
address issues of social identity, power and 
structures of marginalisation. He inspired rural 
folk artistes to take up issues of importance 
in their lives such as untouchability and 
casteism through stories that became forms 
of performative activism. In the workshop, he 
used intergroup dialogue as a tool for creative 
action for social change. Taking stories from 
the repertoire of traditional Nacha skits like 
Jamadarin and Bahadur Kalarin, Tanvir gave 
the rural performer confidence to perform on 
mainstream stages throughout the world in 
their native language and style, empowering 
them to express themselves with gay abandon. 
If we have a Teejan Bai or Panthhi Dancers as 
iconic folk artistes of our country, they are all 
discoveries of Tanvir.

There has been a flurry of private media and 
film schools in our country where the role 
of mentors and teachers has become very 
important. Most of these students come from 
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s affluent families with very little knowledge of 
our cultural heritage. A teacher today has to 
change from keeper of knowledge to facilitator 
of learning, introducing ways for students 
to learn from Sanskrit dramas, Premchand, 
Ismat Chughtai, Manto and others as much 
as they have to know about world literature 
and different cultures. Cultural studies are 
important for future storytellers as much 
as the Ramayana, Mahabharata and The 
Godfather as main plot sources for our 
mainstream stories. The current scenario 
regarding the New Education Policy presents 
a challenge and also an opportunity for 
mentors to dramatically change the way their 
students learn in the film and media schools. 
Essentially a manual meant for stage craft, the 
Natya Shastra is very often regarded as the 
foundation for the fine arts in India including 
the popular Indian films. Not only in theatre 
but any assessment in painting, music, dance, 
literature or cinema would also refer to this 
rasanubhav (experience of the emotional 
impact) as the epitome of desired impact and 
aesthetic evaluation of all art forms in India.

Students can develop increased awareness of 
themselves individually and as members of 
social groups, learning more about their own 
and other cultures, histories, and experiences, 
and exploring commonalities and differences 
across boundaries of nation and culture.

Salim Arif is an illustrious alumnus of the 
National School of Drama, New Delhi, with 
several plays, television shows and films to his 
credit. He has been head of the departments 
of Production Design, Acting and Cultural 
Studies at Whistling Woods International, 
Mumbai, a leading film institute of Asia 
since 2014, and is currently an Executive 
Member of the Governing Council, Media & 
Entertainment Skills Council of India (MESC), 
under the National Skill Development Council, 
New Delhi.
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