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Abstract 

The bond between people and nature is microscopic and age old. Tribal people through their acts and deeds enhance this. 
They gradually make nature as an important part of their life, for them nature is life and life is nature. They are very intimately 
connected with nature. As most of the Northeast of India is blessed with thick forest and its dwellers are tribes from various 
communities. They used to practice a kind of animistic faith. This kind of faith and belief is absolutely indigenous. The researcher 
through this article intends to interpret the everyday lifestyle of Adi community of Arunachal Pradesh under the light of animism. The 
researcher takes into account select short stories from Mamang Dai’s The Legends of Pensam for his purpose. 
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Introduction 

Arunachal Pradesh, a region of thick greenery, hills and rivers is most probably the remotest within India (Dai 163). It is the 
land of mosaic culture and dominated by tribal people. It is the dwelling place of 26 major tribes and 110 ethnically distinct sub-tribes 
(Nyokir 158). Both the forest and tribal life is full of diversity and enriched with mysterious oral stories. Their everyday life revolves 
around forest and nature. It even fulfills the tribal people’s cultural and social needs as if there is an age-old invisible bond between 
the tribal communities and the forest. Among the 26 major tribes, the Adi tribe dominates this place. Their life is surrounded by folk 
culture, customs, beliefs, faith, tradition and taboos etc. They have their own deities and the ancestors of the community years ago 
have made a set of rules and regulations to protect them and to evade the community from their curse. These are carried forward from 
generation to generation and the head of the village council very responsibly looks up all these. If anyone violates the rules, in some 
cases they are punished and as a punishment they have to pay a large penalty. Furthermore, the accused is even banished from the 
village for few days. They believe in the saying “If you break the taboos, you break yourself” (Kire 14). 

 
Among the various scholars who have already delved deep to understand the relation between animism and the world of 

indigenous people Morris adds much worthy nuance that human relation with animals is never monolithic as well as it is diverse and 
complex. Nurit Bird‐David again theorizes animism as animisms, arguing that hunter-gatherer constitutes a relational epistemology 
(David 69). He also adds that animism is not a cultural epistemology rather it a natural human attitude (David 80). Alfred W. McCoy 
draws a comparison between the cultures of South Asia and Philippines because of people’s faith in animism (McCoy 144). For him 
animism is deep rooted in Indian culture as it is present in the great Indian epic The Mahabharata (McCoy 143). He highlights the 
intervention of animal presence in the everyday life of Indians as well as Philippines in the form of mythological story and community 
ritual. Ambika Aiyadurai again in his ethnographic study ‘Tigers are Our Brothers’: Understanding Human-Nature Relations in the 
Mishmi Hills, Northeast India,’ asserts the animal and human relationship in the region of Northeast India with special reference to 
Mishmi Idu people. He points out the importance of animals in rituals of the tribes. He explores the mythic link between tiger and 
tribes of the region (Aiyadurai 308-309).  Very recently Pallabee Dasgupta in her article ‘Myth, Mystery and Animism: A Reading of 
the Animal Presence in Select Short Stories in English from North-East India’ speaks for animal presence in tribal life and imagination 
where animal presence is larger than life (Dasgupta 1). 

 
The Adi people believe that the creator blesses plants, objects and natural things such as weather with a living soul. This 

belief of the Adi tribe is an important aspect to understand their everyday life. The British anthropologist E.B Tylor in his book 
Primitive Culture regards this kind of faith as animism. For him animism is the belief on some natural material objects having souls 
from very ancient time. It “seemed a key to the so-called primitive mind—to human intellect at the earliest knowable stage of cultural 
evolution.” (Park) Park in Encyclopedia Britannica defines animism as “belief in innumerable spiritual beings concerned with human 
affairs and capable of helping or harming human interests.” It is believed that both human and animal body enjoys life as long as the 
soul remains within. But without soul body is dead. The soul is blessed with immortality and has supernatural power that controls 
people’s life. Apart from these the tribes believe that many of the objects have living soul and these objects include the creator of 
heavy rains, flood and storms that can sack individual life. They also believe that after leaving the body they used to dwell freely in 



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2022/11.02.94 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2022); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:11, ISSUE:2(5), February: 2022 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available (2022 Issues): www.ijmer.in 
Digital Certificate of Publication: http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 2nd February 2022   

 Publication Date:10th March 2022 
Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India 

 

 
92 

 

the thick forest in many invisible shapes. A set of rituals and practices are performed to satisfy the souls. When something unpleasant 
happens in the life of the Adis’ they regard it as the curse of the souls and the supernatural beings. 

 
Mamang Dai in the section ‘a diary of the world’ in her short story collection The Legends of Pensam narrated various 

unpleasant happenings that resulted from the curse of the souls as well as the invisible supernatural creatures. She, through her 
innovative story telling method documented the animistic belief that exists at the heart of Adi tribe. Her effort is a kind of “insider’s 
attempt to return to one’s roots and portray the cultural ethos of a community” (Dai 8). The researcher in the present paper focuses 
closely on the select short stories to explore the everyday life style of the Adi’s and their belief in supernatural aspects. Dai, in The 
Legends of Pensam, revives the glorious past and rich oral stories through the mighty power of her pen and brilliant imagination. 
Thus, she contributes to the preservation of the gradually forgotten cultural specificities of Adis world. Adis world is not homogenous. 
The community “continued to thrive with their traditions passed on from generation to generation. The oral tradition has survived with 
festivals, epic, narratives and the performance of rituals by shamans and rhapsodists who were revered as the guardians of a way of 
life and custodian of a tribe’s collective memory (Dai 2).  Regarding the creation of literature from oral stories in Northeast India, 
Tilottoma Mishra in the “Introduction” of her book The Oxford Anthology of Writings from North-East India: Poetry and Essays 
writes: “An intense sense of awareness of the cultural loss and recovery that came with the negotiation with ‘other’ cultures is a 
recurrent feature of the literatures of the seven north-eastern states. Each small community or linguistic group has responded through 
its oral or written communication to the encounters with the majoritarian cultures from either mainland India or from outside the 
borders of the country, in its own distinctive manner” (Mishra xiii) 

 
The Legends of Pensam elaborately describes the Adis world of Arunachal Pradesh. It is set in a remote village of 

Arunachal Pradesh named Duyang and portrays the life of Adis and their age-old beliefs. The stories in the collection are an outcome 
of her firsthand experience and revelation recollected memory. Dai’s stories belong to Pensam. In the indigenous language of the Adis 
the word Pensam means ‘in-between’. For Dai “It suggests the middle, or middle ground, but it may also be interpreted as the hidden 
spaces of the heart where a secret garden grows. It is the small world where anything can happen and everything can be lived.” (Dai 
vii). 

 
The world of Adis is full of mystery and here mysterious happenings are everyday reality. The ignorant primitive folks 

dwelling in between the hills believe in the presence of spirit and soul. They have sundry stories regarding the same. The spirits appear 
in various forms and create an atmosphere of awe and terror among the Adi community and the writer Dai very realistically 
incorporates those in her fictional stories. In the first section ‘a diary of the world’ a water serpent named Birbik appears. Strangely 
enough the person who visualizes it is destined to die. Lutor, the father of Hoxo died due to this curse. The Birbik is a water serpent 
spirit. Adis are familiar with it. Dai writes “It had happened on a night of heavy rain when a fisherman was alone with his nets by the 
river. He heard a rushing sound as the waters parted and then suddenly, he looked up at the tree he was sheltering under, he saw a 
serpent coiled up in the branches looking down at him with ancient eyes. What shocked him most was the fact that the serpent had 
head with horns.”(Dai 9-10). After this incident the men died due to sickness.  

 
 The Adis are rich in their indigenous knowledge. They believe in the power of animals and their supernatural spirits. For 
them these creatures are not less than human beings. It is clear in the story ‘the silence of adela’. In the story Togum, the father of 
Adela shoots the python and villagers consider it as a bad incident. They link this incident with prolonged illness of Kepi and Adela’s 
son. To cure him they even arranged a set of rituals in praise of the snake spirit.  
 
 ‘That was why’, Hoxo told us, ‘The serpent ritual had to be performed. But sometimes it is a matter of time too.’ He said that 
all night they had chanted and negotiated with the spirits, calling them to restore the sick child, but the spirits had moved away to a 
place beyond recall. ‘They are the most dangerous ones, the ones who go away and never return,’ he said. (Dai 24) 
 
 In the world of the Adis faith is everything. Mamang Dai very truly depicts Adis faith on various evil spirits and associated 
taboos and rituals through the tragic life of the widow Pinyar who “had been widowed when she was not yet twenty-five”. (Dai 25) 
Her proposed marriage with Orka that never happened but she became pregnant by him sets up the exposition in her tragic life. The 
luckless lady lost her house as it is engulfed by fire. The villagers believe that it is the tiger spirit that caused the fire. She is banished 
from the village and compelled to live at the edge of the village during the period of taboo to satisfy the tiger spirit. Again, her son 
eventually became the murderer of his son as he is caught by the spirit of the supernatural being miti-mili. The people used to believe 
that it makes the victim hallucinate and mad. They again believe a poisonous tree’s association with the incident under which Pinyar’s 
son Kamur was found. The luckless widow Pinyar considers her tragic life as an outcome of her ancestors’ mistake as they perhaps 
failed to perform certain rituals. To survive freely and happily Pinyar invites great priests to exorcise the bad spirit.  
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 Mamang Dai’s The Legends of Pensam is itself a chapter of reminiscence that recalls the Adis way of life and their small 
world in between the hills. Apart from the evil spirits mentioned earlier, the Adis believe in the presence of benevolent spirits in their 
world. It is the big treeses that protect them. In the story ‘small histories recalled in the season of rain’ Dai introduces with the outer 
world a kind of benevolent spirits named ‘diarrhoea’ under whose spell it rains in the world of the Adis. (Dai 37) During the time of 
sixty-two days non-stop rain this spirit remain active throughout the land and “the heavens brush very close to the earth. The wild fruit 
born of this union is of unknown family, bittersweet, pungent, often misshapen and hardy, or swollen to an unnatural size.” (Dai 41) 
   

Mamang Dai’s Legends of Pensam is an attempt to re-visit, re-discover, and re-explore the hidden and mysterious cultural 
world of the Adis. The practice of animistic faith constitutes the identity of a group of marginalized tribes inhabiting in-between the 
Siang valley of Arunachal Pradesh. The rich cultural practices that Dai reveals through the stories provide a glimpse of the 
heterogeneous rich cultural treasure of the tribes of Northeast India in general. In the present globalized world, the dominant culture is 
rapidly changing and they are simultaneously re-moulding their culture. But Dai suggests and exposes that in the time of change how 
these people still follow their primitive faith, rituals and belief system. Dai’s efforts to immortalize the reality is praise worthy. The 
Adis belief in animism hints that the people are close to nature and never ever dare to betray nature for personal gain. Commenting on 
the cultural dynamics in Dai’s The Legends of Pensam, Bhaskar Jyoti Gogoi in his article “Historical Re-Interpretations: Writing/Re-
writing of Ethnography and Historiography” asserts that it “is … a delightful mixture of myth, history, tribal beliefs and customs of 
the Adis…It also reflects upon the lost history and the cultural dynamics of the Adis” (Gogoi 72) 
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