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ABSTRACT 

Folk media perform as an important source of entertainment and media within the 

community to which it is meant. In the rural areas of the Third World Countries, folk media 

performs as a mode of communication. This paper discusses about the importance of folk 

media as a source of communication for social development with reference to the utilization 

of some important folk media in the state of Assam, India like Bihu songs and Zikir songs 

and Dakor boson. Bihu songs are the popular songs of Assam, sung in the spring time and are 

related to agriculture, nature, culture, geography, romance, etc. Zikir, are the devotional 

songs occupied with philosophy. Again, the folk sayings Dakor boson refers to speech 

communication and reflect the social relationship and the everyday experiences of the people 

of Assam. The present paper has made an attempt to improvise these folk media for utilizing 

them as a medium of social development in the rural areas of Assam. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The process of communication is an indispensable part of human society and every 

society has its indigenous and local modes and channels of communication. The urge to 

communicate and to express oneself has given birth to performing arts. The artistic 

performance of people has consequently created the “traditional folk media”. They can be 

regarded as a cultural symbol of the community for whom they are meant. Traditional folk 

media consists of folk songs, folk dance, folk drama, puppetry, and so on. This performing art 

has the fusion of elements from music, dance, pantomime, versification, epic ballad 

recitation, religion and festival peasantry. It absorbs ceremonials, rituals, beliefs and of 

course the social system. Balwant Garghi has very brilliantly demonstrated the definition of 

traditional folk media. He said, “Folk media represent the people in their natural habitat, with 

all their contradictions and multifarious activities. It gives a glimpse of their style of speech, 

music, dance, dress and wisdom. It contains of reach store of mythological heroes, medieval 

romances, chivalric tales, social customs, beliefs, and legends. In order  to understand the 
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colorful diversity and unity of India, it’s important to see the folk theatre in its natural 

settings”1. 

  As the traditional folk media are natural in form, so they are close to the hearts and minds of 

the people. They establish direct communication with the audiences. They cater to the 

emotions of the masses rather than their intellect. They are local and live and can be 

communicated interpersonally. Traditional folk performing arts have the greatest appeal to 

the society and have the qualities to touch the deepest emotions of the masses irrespective of 

educational, social and financial standing of any community. Due to their flexibility they are 

able to sustain the onslaught of time. Since traditional media interacts through idioms and 

symbols and do not use language, so everyone can participate and give opportunity to 

everyone to take an active part. Enriched with an immense variety of forms and themes, they 

suit the communication requirements of the masses.  

 Ranganath, for example, described folk media as being intimate with the masses, rich in 

variety, readily available at low cost, relished by different age groups and by both sexes, 

theme carriers traditionally and having greater potential for persuasive communication, face-

to-face communication and instant feedback. He believes some folk media can carry modern 

messages effectively. 2 

 

Use of Folk media in some parts of the Third World Countries. 

In the rural areas of the Third world countries, folk media play an important source of 

entertainment and communication. It has existed for centuries and even today, it serves as the 

main channel of communication. According to Crawford and Ronny Adhikarya folk media 

refer to “Indigenous, local traditional forms of entertainment which have existed for centuries 

and which, to this day continue to serve as the main channels of communication, especially in 

rural areas.3 In Philippines author  Valbuena VT  (1989)  described the use of Folk media for  

promoting the messages of  family planning, good nutrition and environmental conservation.4 

  The availability and flexibility in folk media can accommodate new ideas. It can be 

interacted with people; it can bring about any behavioral change. They are appealing for 

collective unconsciousness rather than the individual consciousness. The opportunity for 

active participation by the audience is an important element of this simple media and this 

aspect is enumerated by the UNESCO report as, “Folk media are personal forms of 

entertainment and communication.  These forms of art are a part of the way of life of the 
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community and provide an acceptable means of bringing development issues into the 

community on its own terms.5 

According to Kidd & Byram, in many developing countries of the world, various folk media 

like puppetry, dramas, folk songs and dance have been used to engage the interest of the large 

numbers of the masses with the motto of community education and development.6 These folk 

media in collaboration with mass media such as radio and television used to diffuse health 

messages widely and effectively.7       

In the Sub-Saharan Africa countries, the pandemic of HIV/AIDS is a serious threat. Sub-

Saharan Africa has the most serious HIV and AIDS epidemic in the world. In 2012, roughly 

25 million people were living with HIV, accounting for nearly 70 percent of the global total. 

In the same year, there were an estimated 1.6 million new HIV infections and 1.2 million 

AIDS-related deaths.8  By taking the setting of rural Ghana, Panford et,.al in his paper, 

“Using Folk Media in HIV/AIDS Prevention in Rural Ghana” took an innovative approach to 

prevent HIV/AIDS based on the use of folk media in cooperation  with communication 

theories as well as the mass media like radio.9 

 There are reports of using indigenous communication forms in Indonesia such as Beber , 

Wayang orang  ( traditional opera of masked characters in live performances), wayong Kulit  

(leather shadow play), Wayang Golek (wooden–puppet show), Ketopark  (Javanese appetite), 

Lobruck  (operetta of men) and Reog 1 for the purpose of developmental projects. 

In Bangladesh, a development non-government organization is impacting the lives of 1.2 

million disadvantaged people of the country. It has used traditional cultural forms of 

communication for development purposes. It has adapted folk-drama as living theatre and 

uses it as a means of education as well as entertainment, combining into edutainment. The 

themes of the drama are based on the relevant issues of the community. For better 

understanding of the audience, the messages are disseminated in attractive styles and 

rhythmic form. It costs very little as there is no requirement for heavy make-up, costly props 

and stages. The organization is using this form to educate and communicate people on moral, 

social and life based issues.10 

 In India, Folk songs have played a very important role in the Chipko movement (Hug the 

trees movement) and the Appiko movement for saving the environment. In their paper,“ The 

Chipko Environmental Conservation Movement in India”, Arvind Singhal and Sarah Lubjuhn  

discussed about the  use of songs by the women folks of the Mandal village of Uttarkhand, 

India, for protecting trees from the lumberjacks in the Chipko Movement.11  In a parallel way, 
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in South India, environmentalists  harnessed folk arts to Save the Western Ghats (1985) 

campaign, which was headed by Seva  Sangh and supported by a number of other activist 

groups.12 

 The use of traditional folk media for creating awareness in India and as a means of 

development is not a recent phenomena. In the Indian history, it’s been reported that folk 

media were harnessed for inculcating the political and social consciousness among the 

masses by improvising its content. Folk ballad forms like Alha of Uttar Pradesh, Laavani of 

Maharastra, Gee-gee of Karnataka, Villupattu of Tamil Nadu and Kavigan of Bengal played 

an effective role in arousing the conscience of the people against the British rule. So did 

Mahatma Gandhi by using folk media with the launch of many political and social campaigns 

and which eventually proved to be effective.  In the history of Indian theatre, there are reports 

of using it as an instrument of social awareness as well as political change. 

 In the 1940s, IPTA ( Indian People’s Theatre Association), the cultural front of the 

Communist Party of India, successfully handled some of the popular regional theatre forms 

like Jaatra of Bengal, Bhavai of Gujarat, Tamasha of Maharastra and  Burrakatta of Andra 

Pradesh to increase social awareness and political education. In the post independence era, 

the Government of India continued to utilize these folk media  to convey the messages and to 

generate awareness of the development programs in the rural areas. 

In the year 1972, traditional media gained international recognition for the for the first time as 

communication and development strategies of the developing countries when the 

international parenthood federation and UNESCO organized a marathon /series of meetings 

in London relating to the integrated use of folk and traditional media in family planning 

communication programs.      

 Durgadas Mukhopadhaya has very nicely examined the usefulness of traditional and folk 

media for development purposes. He is of the view that  these performing arts participate in 

changing structures over time, while continuing to be relevant to society. The communicative 

potential of these folk arts is obvious according to Mukhopadhyay, who believes that folk 

media should be an integral part of any communication program for rural development.13 

Dr.Harish Kumar has very rightly expressed the role of traditional folk media for rural 

development. Since most of the population of India resides in the villages and the mass media 

seems to be very glamorous and so the reach is less, and the traditional folk media could be 

used for rural development instead. 14 John E. Lent has discussed the use folk media, either in 

their traditional rural settings or when adapted to mass media to bring about social awareness 
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of national development plans. It also looks at the role of interpersonal communications 

networks.15 

  By analyzing the use of folk media in various parts of the world, the present paper has made 

an attempt to suggest the use of folk media for disseminating information regarding 

developmental activities in the rural parts of Assam, India.  

 

The study site: Assam 

The state of Assam is situated in the Northeastern part of India, linked to mainland India via a 

narrow corridor of land in north Bengal called the Chicken’s neck. The North-eastern region 

of India is largely hilly with plains on either side of the mighty Brahmaputra river, which 

figures prominently in the folklore and mythology of the region. Topographically, the hills in 

the region are low and rugged, and have some finest and most dense rainforests. Assam has 

been predominantly an agricultural society known for producing tea, paddy and jute. 

Historically, the people of the northeast are considered closer in culture to Southeast Asia like 

Myanmar and Thailand, than South Asia including the Indian subcontinent. The ‘regions’ 

geographical and cultural proximity to Southeast Asia is reflected in its ethnic composition, 

which can be divided broadly into three groups: the tribes inhabiting the hills and those living 

on the plains, and the non-tribal population in the plains.16 In Assam, the tribes are further 

subdivided into various sub tribes. The state is a secular one with the confluence of various 

religious groups: Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, and Buddhism. The amalgamation of various 

ethnic tribes along with the people from different religious groups form together as the 

Assamese community with Assamese language as it’s mother tongue. As the state is a 

composition of various ethnic tribes and communities so every individual tribe or community 

has its own folk life. 

      In Assam a total of 87 percent of the total population resides in the rural areas and most of 

them are reported to be poverty ridden and economically backward. The State Government 

has given special emphasis for the implementation of poverty alleviation as well as the 

economic upliftment of the people of rural areas. Thus, the present paper has made an attempt 

to utilize a very few popular folk media of Assam –Bihu songs, Zikir and Dakor boson as a 

reference to the study of social development in the rural parts of the state. 
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Fig. 1. The State of Assam lies in the North east part of India. 

 

The three folk media of Assam: 

Bihu songs:   

Bihu is one of the most important festivals of Assam.17 It is related to agriculture, seasonal 

change and raising livestock. The scholars consider its association with the rituals and 

customs as being closely related to ideas about the promotion of agricultural prosperity, 

seasonal changes as well as the way of living in a rice growing society in a tropical, flood 

plain ecosystem 18.  There are three kinds of Bihus – Bohag Bihu or Rongali Bihu, Maagh 

Bihu or Bhogali Bihu and Kati Bihu or Kongali Bihu, all three are celebrated at different 

times of the year. Among the three Bihus, Bohag or Rongali Bihu or springtime Bihu has the 

most festive significance. It is observed in mid-April (Assamese New Year), and is associated 

with the advent of the new planting cycle in Assam.  Other two Bihus complete the annual 

cycle of the festivals 19, 20  one is called Kati Bihu, observed in the month of October when 

crops are growing and it  does not possess much significance in the  Assamese society and 

the other Bihu is the Magh or winter Bihu, which is connected with the end of planting 

season. 

 According to the Eminent Assamese Folklorist Prafulla Dutta Goswami,Bohag Bihu is 

associated with the vernal equinox, and in Vedic times certain rituals seem to have been 

performed at this time of the year for the purpose of influencing the movement of the Sun and 

securing agricultural production.21 The celebration of Bohag Bihu is marked by the joyful 

singing and dancing by groups of both men and women accompanied by various folk musical 

instruments  like dhol (traditional drums), the tal (traditional cymbals), the pepa (traditional 

wind pipe made out of buffalo horn) and the gagana, a delicate but simple instrument made 
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out of bamboo and played by simultaneously blowing wind from the mouth and vibrating the 

instrument by hand) 22 .  

 

                         Fig:2 Picture of  Bihu dance(Image source: sevendiary.com) 

    

 The Bihu songs can be considered as one of the richest treasures of Assamese oral literature. 

The songs are normally quatrain in nature. Here, in most of the Bihu songs, the first two lines 

are related to nature and the second two lines are about human sentiments. But both the 

second and the fourth lines rhyme.  In the Bihu folk songs, there are constant references to, 

and extensive descriptions of the season in which the festival is held with specific indication 

of the changes in the host land.  

       Although the songs mainly focus on love and courtship, but there are constant  references 

to, and extensive descriptions  of the  blossom  of  different varieties  of flowers and  wild 

orchids on that season like nahar ( mesua ferra), Kopou phul (Rhynchostylis retusa), and 

Togor phul (Tabernaemontana)  In a similar way, there are also references to the natural 

landscape and geography, which describe the physical setting of the cultural paradigm.23  

Also, there are constant references to various plants, people’s daily lives and activities, their 

experiences of the environment, culture, and history. Regular naming of plants and 

vegetables in the Bihu lyrics is a striking example of cultural form and daily lives of the 

people. Activities like weaving, harvesting find a place in the songs. Other activities being 

mentioned in the Bihu songs are about fishing and hunting. Such references to daily life in 

the Bihu folk songs may seem insignificant, but the entire culture and identity of a person is 

linked to them 24. But generally it is seen that Bihu songs are excellent poetry of youthful 

enthusiasm. An example of a Bihu song in Assamese:                                                              

                                                Eibeli bihuti ramak ai jamak ai 
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                         Nahar phul phulibar batar 

                                             Nahar phular gondh pai laharir tat nai 

                      Gacaki bhangile jatar.                

                                               ( English Translation )       

                            Bihu this year is so colourful, 

                            The flower nahar is in bloom, 

                                 Its scent makes my sweeties so restless 

                                        She steps on her spinning-wheel and breaks it. 

 

In this Bihu song, a lover is expressing his emotions about his beloved. The first two lines  

are describing about nature by praising the colorful nature of the Bihu festival on that 

particular year due to the blooming of nahar flower ( mesua ferra.). Then  in the second  two 

lines, he is describing  about his beloved, who he thinks would become restless after inducing 

the scent of the flower diffused in the air and consequently would break her spinning wheel, 

when she steps on it. He is  describing about the spinning-wheel as  in the rural Assam, 

women used to spin and weave clothes at home . Here, in local parlance the spinning wheel is 

called jatar . 

Zikir of Assam  

Zikirs are short devotional songs sung in Assamese. These songs are originally said to have 

been composed by a Muslim Sufi preacher and poet named, Ajan Fakir.25  It is said that in the 

16th century, the great Islamic saint, Ajan Peer or Hazrat Shah Miran came from Baghdad to 

Assam. He is believed to have been migrated to the Sibsagar area of Assam to settle and help 

unify people in the Brahmaputra Valley of Assam.26 In Assam, he got acquainted with the 

preexisting Vaishnava tradition and composite culture of Assam. Azan Fakir owned great 

name as he had authored several zikirs (zikr) in Assamese. The word Zikir comes from the 

Arabic word “ziqr” which means remembering “Allah’s name “ in Assamese. He is believed 

to have composed hundreds of zikirs. He spread the message of Islam among the people on 

the model of local folk songs known as Deh bicarar geet and followed the style of Naam 

composed by Vaishanva  saint Sri- manta Sankaradeva  of Assam.27  

                   

       Ajan Fakir wrote the songs in folk forms in Assamese language so that the common 

people could understand them. He maintained simplicity in expressing the tenets of Islam to 
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the common people. These songs are popular and find a place of respect in the Assamese 

society. The songs are performed in all the social and cultural functions. A zikir is performed 

in a dance form by a group of at least twenty persons led by one accomplished singer. 28  

zikirs had not only enriched the Assamese literature, but also diffused the message of love 

among people and equanimity of religions. 

                  

                                   Mor manat aan bhav nai o Alla 

                          Mor manat bhin par nai 

                                  Hindu ki -Musalman, ek Allar farman 

                             Gorethane kabar sari sari 

                            Hinduk puribo Mominal garibo 

                                   

                            (English Translation)                            

                            In my mind, Oh dear Allah 

                                I do not have any discrimination  

                                         As  Hindus and Muslims are bound by  

                           The same divine  rules of Allah. 

                                      The act of cremating a Hindu and the entombing of a Muslim             

                                                   Only signify one end-death for all. 

 

(In this beautiful Zikir song, its mentioning about the religious harmony among the Hindus 

and the Muslims. He names Allah (God in Islam)  and says that he does not have any thought 

against Hindus and Muslims as all are bounded by the same divine rules of Allah and as a 

matter of fact the cremation of Hindus and the entombing of  Muslims signify one end-death 

for all). 

Dakor boson:  

 Dakor boson are a large number of folk sayings or aphorisms in Assamese language. In 

Assam, it is assumed that these sayings were the words of mouth from a man of humble 

origin named Dak Purusha, who was said to have been born in the Lehi Dangora village of 

Barpeta, Assam. Various scholars opine in a different way about its origin and the time 

period. Some say that it dates back to the reign of the Gupta empire in the 4th to 6th century;  

since there are presence of Arabic and Persian works in the sayings, so some scholars opine  

that it  originated in the 15th century and; also  there are scholars, who assume by analyzing  
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the welfare measures  like, digging of tanks and planting of trees in the sayings as the 

teachings of Buddhism, highlighting the King Ashoka’s reign, but similar teachings are also 

available in Hinduism. No matter what its origin, but the sayings are meant for farmers, 

householders and the rural day to day life of Assamese people. Similar sayings are equally 

popular in West Bengal and Bihar.  The folk sayings Khonar boson of West Bengal has 

similarity with the Dakar boson of Assam. These aphorisms are related to agriculture, rain, 

fortune telling, religion, health, etc.29 It’s been reported that Dakor boson advised the 

Assamese peasants to use organic manure to grow better crops.30 They also recommend many 

a things regarding selection, and preparation of food items.31 They refer to speech 

communication and reflect the social relationship and the experiences of the people of rural 

Assam. Examples of   Dakor boson are  shown below:  

          

1. Ahu Ruba khujot buri Sali ruba gegot juri.32 

  It means that Ahu paddy (autumn rice) must be planted in ankle deep water while Sali   

(winter rice) should be planted 5 inches apart for the best growth. 

                                         2. Jaluk ot gubor, pan ot mati, kol puli ruba tini bar kati. 33 

It roughly means, that the pepper plant thrives best when manuring with cow dung, while the 

betel vine would grow best with a high soil bed and the banana plant must be planted after 

being cut thrice.  These practical tips found to be fruitful for production.34                 

 

Use of Bihu songs, zikir songs and dak sayings for rural development in Assam.             

Since after the discussion of the use of folk media in development activities in different parts 

of the world in the 2nd - 5th pages of the paper, we can also use the aforementioned folk media 

of Assam after improvisation without breaking the form as a means of persuasion for 

development activities in the rural areas of the state 

 

 Example of a Bihu song after Improvisation:  

 We can compose a Bihu song without losing its originality to prevent indoor air pollution in 

Assam and promoting various schemes, which is a part of the Govt. Scheme in Assam. 

      

Almost in every underdeveloped country, around half of the population depend on 

coal and biomass such as wood, crop residues, and dung for heating and cooking. These 

materials are burnt within simple cook stoves where combustion is incomplete35. Such kind 
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of inefficient cooking, where burning biomass in open fire stoves and often with minimum 

ventilation, emits smoke, which leads to various health hazards due to the presence of health 

damaging pollutants in the air like fine particles and carbon monoxide resulting into the 

deaths of 4.3 million people of the world every year due to the exposure to household air 

pollution36. According to some reports, including the one by WHO claim that 300,000/ 

400,000 peoples in India died of indoor air pollutions and carbon monoxide poisoning 

because of the uses like biomass burning and 

chullahs37.

 

 Fig. 3: Food being prepared in a Simple cook stove. (Image Source: thebetterindia.com) 

                                           

        In Assam,  the majority of the rural population primarily relies on the burning of fuel 

wood or crop residues collected from the fields and cow dung as a source of domestic energy 

resulting in indoor air pollution.38 These are burnt in cook stoves called either chullas or 

choukas (in Assamese parlance). In Assam heavy reliance on fuel wood has raised pressing 

concerns over the health impacts of indoor air pollution, as well as over environmental 

consequences such as deforestation and soil erosion .39  This negative impact  of indoor  air 

pollution can be reduced by using improved cook stoves, improved fuels (e.g. Bio-gas, or 

kerosene instead of dung), changes to the environment (e.g. Use of a chimney), and changes 

in user behavior (e.g. Drying fuel wood before use, using a lid during cooking). 40 

            

          So, awareness should be generated for imparting the use of these products in rural 

households. One example of adopting the use of improved chulla/chouka for cooking, which 

is under the Govt. Scheme of Assam, can be encouraged  by composing a song in the format 

of Bihu song, which is given below. 
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Lagoni choukat bhaat randhile 

Anibo paare bohubur bemar gaat. 

Taake dekhi randhim moi 

dhuwa bihin choukat  bhaat. 

     Similarly, for the popularization of bio-gas, one can sing a song in the form of Bihu as follows: 

Jui jolaute  sokulu ulaise 

Randhim kenekoi bhaat ? 

Guhalir gubore, bio-gas bonaide  . 

Tarenu randhim moi bhaat . 

( English Translation ) 

While making fire, tears coming out. 

How will I cook rice? 

make bio-gas from the cow dung of the cow shed. 

From that I will cook rice. 

 

Example of the use  of zikir after improvisation  for women empowerment in rural Assam: 

Like many developing countries, India too has displayed gender inequality in terms of 

education, employment and health. Studies reveal that the progress of a nation socially and 

economically has a direct connection between a country’s attitudes towards women.  In his 

work, “Transformation of Rural Gender Discrimination and women empowerment in 

Assam”, Saikia highlights the fact of gender discrimination in Assam, especially in the rural 

parts of the state. He points out that the customary thought of the people - “girls are born to 

be fed throughout their lives” and “boys are born to earn and support the whole family” still 

exist among some people. Despite the fact that the government has undertaken a number of 

measures for women empowerment, still the situation remains gloomy.41  To get rid of this 

social evil of girl child discrimination and to create a congenial atmosphere of respect for the 

girl child, we can use a song in the format of zikir to reinforce the rural psyche unconsciously as:                  

Mur monot bhed bhav nai oh Iswar 

Mur mont bhed bhav nai. 

Lora ki suwali duiyu ek Iswaror hontan. 

Lora hontanu  homan 

Suwali hontanu homan. 

(English Translation) 
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I don’t have any discrimination in my mind, Oh God. 

I don’t have any discrimination in my mind. 

No matter boy or a girl, all are children of God. 

The boy child  is also same 

The girl child is also same. 

                                                                                  

Usage of Dakor boson after improvisation for encouraging the Govt. Scheme of self 

employment:  

Similarly, Dakor boson, could be used for social development works through its modified 

form. For rural communication, it brings a communicator closer to the local audiences. For 

instance, in the rural areas of Assam the Panchayat and Community Development under the 

Government of Assam have many schemes for the upliftment of the rural people of the State 

of Assam. One of the schemes is about emphasizing the use of local resources by increasing 

the capability of the rural poor through self-employment through the development of eri and 

muga , an industry which is a local of Assam.  In this regard, we can encourage the local 

youths in the villages for generating self-employment by cultivating endi and muga, which 

are indigenous products of the state. Example : 

 

Porhiba lekhiba monputi, Uparjon koriba eri –muga puhi. 

(English Translation) 

Study mindfully, but earn by cultivating eri-muga puha 

 

Conclusion                                  

For effective community level communication strategies, the cooperation and planned use of 

both folk media and mass media are necessary for achieving optimum impact and for 

obtaining desired feedback. A Collaboration between the folk artists and the mass media 

organizers is absolutely essential for development purposes. The development workers can 

use this idea for sending their messages to the desired receivers for developmental activities. 

So, attempts should be made to explore the possibility of using these folk media of Assam 

without breaking their original form and also to take part in exploring the various folk media 

forms of Assam and to document the effects they have on behavior change among the rural 

folks of Assam.  
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Notes : 

1. Eri and muga are Assamese  indigenous wild silk of Assam. Muga is  produced from 

the cocoons of the silkworm, Antheraea assamensis  and they feed off from the leaves 

of som (Machilus bombycina) and sualu (Litsaea polyantha) leaves ; and whereas endi 

is produced by the worm, Samia cynthia ricini which feed on leaves of Castor oil 

plant (Ricinus communis). Both the silks are used to prepare dress materials 
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