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Abstract: 

Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar’s The Adivasi Will Not Dance (2015) presents a poignant literary 

exploration of the Santhal tribal community in contemporary India. This paper offers a 

qualitative analysis of the novel, focusing on the representation of tribal identity, cultural 

practices, social marginalization, and resistance against systemic oppression. Using 

postcolonial and subaltern theoretical frameworks, the study examines how Shekhar 

foregrounds indigenous perspectives, oral traditions, and the everyday struggles of tribal 

communities. The research highlights the interplay of culture, tradition, and modernity, 

revealing the tensions between societal change and the preservation of indigenous knowledge. 

By situating the novel within the broader discourse of Indian English Literature, this study 

emphasizes the literary significance of tribal voices in articulating cultural identity and socio-

political critique. 
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Introduction: 

Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar’s The Adivasi Will Not Dance (2015) emerges as a powerful voice 

in contemporary Indian English Literature, providing an authentic narrative of the Santhal 

Adivasi community. The novel is set in the backdrop of Jharkhand, a region historically home 

to numerous indigenous communities whose lives are shaped by cultural traditions, ecological 

dependencies, and socio-political marginalization. Shekhar, himself belonging to the Santhal 

community, brings an insider’s perspective, ensuring cultural authenticity and nuanced 

portrayal of tribal life. This research paper aims to explore the novel from a qualitative literary 

perspective, emphasizing its significance in representing tribal identity, cultural practices, and 

indigenous epistemology within the framework of English Literature. 

 

The novel’s narrative revolves around the intersection of tradition, modernity, and systemic 

marginalization. The Santhal community, like many Adivasi groups in India, has historically 

faced neglect, exploitation, and socio-economic disenfranchisement. Shekhar’s narrative sheds 

light on these struggles, portraying characters who navigate the tension between maintaining 

cultural integrity and adapting to external pressures. The novel’s thematic focus on identity, 

resistance, and ecological consciousness positions it as a critical text for examining indigenous 

voices in contemporary literature. 
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The indigenous literature often serves as a counter-narrative to mainstream historical and 

cultural discourses. By foregrounding the perspectives of marginalized communities, such 

literature challenges dominant narratives that have historically silenced or misrepresented tribal 

populations. Shekhar’s text, through its rich depictions of Santhal life rituals, festivals, music, 

and oral storytelling contributes to this body of work, demonstrating how literary texts can 

serve both as cultural documentation and as instruments of socio-political critique. The novel’s 

literary merit is enhanced by its narrative structure, character development, and stylistic 

choices, which reflect the rhythms and aesthetics of oral traditions while remaining accessible 

to a wider English-reading audience. 

 

A central concern of this study is the representation of cultural identity. Identity, in the context 

of Adivasi literature, is multifaceted, encompassing linguistic, ritualistic, ecological, and social 

dimensions. Shekhar’s narrative does not merely romanticize tribal life; instead, it presents the 

complexities, contradictions, and resilience inherent in indigenous communities. The novel 

highlights how traditions, festivals, and social norms serve as mechanisms for preserving 

cultural memory and fostering community cohesion. At the same time, it acknowledges the 

vulnerabilities faced by these communities, particularly in the face of modernization, 

industrialization, and governmental neglect. Another important aspect of the novel is the 

interplay between oral tradition and written narrative. Santhal oral culture, rich in myths, songs, 

and communal storytelling, is woven into the fabric of the novel, allowing the text to function 

as both literature and cultural archive. This aspect is significant for English Literature research, 

as it expands the boundaries of narrative form and challenges conventional literary aesthetics. 

By incorporating oral storytelling techniques, Shekhar ensures that the reader experiences the 

rhythm, repetition, and communal ethos that characterize tribal literature. 

 

The methodological approach of this research is qualitative, relying on textual analysis, 

thematic interpretation, and cultural contextualization. The study situates the novel within 

postcolonial and subaltern theoretical frameworks, examining how the Santhal community 

negotiates power, identity, and representation. It also draws on ecocritical perspectives, as the 

novel emphasizes the community’s relationship with forests, rivers, and land—elements 

integral to both livelihood and cultural identity. By analyzing these dimensions, the paper 

demonstrates the literary, cultural, and socio-political significance of The Adivasi Will Not 

Dance, reinforcing the importance of indigenous narratives within Indian English Literature. 

In conclusion, the introduction establishes the framework for examining Shekhar’s novel as a 

site of cultural preservation, identity formation, and literary innovation. The qualitative study 

emphasizes the novel’s contribution to English Literature, highlighting its role in articulating 

marginalized voices, preserving indigenous knowledge, and engaging critically with social and 

ecological issues. Through this analysis, the research underscores the relevance of tribal 

narratives in expanding the scope and depth of contemporary literary studies in India. 
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Literature review: 

Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar’s The Adivasi Will Not Dance has been widely recognized for its 

authentic and respectful portrayal of the Santhal community, highlighting the richness of 

indigenous culture, resilience, and knowledge systems. Existing scholarship on Adivasi 

literature emphasizes the importance of representing tribal voices as carriers of cultural 

memory and agents of social continuity (Devy 2006; Xaxa 1999). By foregrounding the lived 

experiences, rituals, and social structures of the Santhals, Shekhar contributes to a growing 

body of Indian English literature that centers marginalized yet culturally rich communities. 

 

Several studies underscore the value of indigenous knowledge systems, particularly the 

integration of ecological awareness and sustainable living practices in Adivasi societies. Guha 

(2000) notes that tribal communities, such as the Santhals, have historically maintained a 

harmonious relationship with forests, rivers, and natural resources. Shekhar’s narrative 

celebrates this ecological consciousness, showing how the Santhals’ cultural practices, 

festivals, and livelihoods are deeply connected to their environment. The literary depiction of 

these practices not only preserves knowledge but also raises awareness among readers of the 

beauty and wisdom inherent in tribal ecological systems. Oral tradition plays a central role in 

the transmission of cultural values and communal identity among the Santhals. Meghani (1956) 

and Trivedi (1995) highlight the importance of folk songs, myths, and storytelling in sustaining 

cultural cohesion. Shekhar’s novel mirrors these oral practices, weaving them seamlessly into 

the narrative. This literary technique allows readers to experience the rhythm, melody, and 

communal ethos of Santhal culture. Scholars in English Literature have noted that such 

integration of oral tradition into written texts enhances narrative richness and provides a deeper 

understanding of indigenous epistemology (Devy 2006; Spivak 1988). In this context, the novel 

serves as both a literary text and a cultural archive. Another significant positive aspect 

emphasized in the literature is the resilience and agency of tribal communities. While Adivasi 

literature often addresses marginalization, Shekhar’s work stands out for celebrating the 

strength, adaptability, and social cohesion of the Santhals. Studies by Xaxa (1999) and Guha 

(2000) argue that recognizing indigenous resilience is crucial in understanding the socio-

cultural dynamics of tribal life. In the novel, the Santhals’ ability to maintain cultural identity, 

uphold communal rituals, and navigate external influences reflects this resilience, portraying 

them as active participants in shaping their destiny rather than passive recipients of change. 

 

Shekhar’s narrative has been praised for its contribution to Indian English Literature by 

bringing Adivasi voices into mainstream literary discourse. By writing in English while 

preserving the essence of Santhal language, idioms, and cultural references, the author ensures 

accessibility to a global audience without compromising authenticity. Secondary scholarship 

on translation and cultural representation (Bassnett 2014; Venuti 2008) emphasizes that such 

literary strategies help in bridging linguistic and cultural gaps, allowing tribal narratives to gain 

recognition in academic and literary circles. Finally, the novel has been acknowledged for its 

literary merit, particularly in character development, narrative structure, and thematic cohesion.  
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Scholars note that by focusing on everyday life, festivals, and communal interactions, Shekhar 

captures the vitality and richness of Santhal culture in a manner that is both engaging and 

educational. This positive representation encourages readers to appreciate indigenous 

knowledge, cultural diversity, and the enduring value of tribal traditions. 

 

Celebrating Santhal Identity: Culture, Resilience, and Oral Tradition in the novel: 

 Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar’s The Adivasi Will Not Dance is a compelling literary exploration 

of the Santhal community, revealing the depth, richness, and resilience of tribal life in 

contemporary India. The novel is remarkable for its authentic representation of Adivasi culture, 

capturing the vibrancy of social rituals, festivals, and communal gatherings that define the 

identity of the Santhals. The narrative situates readers within the lived experiences of the 

community, emphasizing the intimate relationship between people, their land, and their 

traditions. Shekhar, drawing from his own Santhal heritage, weaves a narrative that is at once 

personal and collective, reflecting the nuances of tribal existence while highlighting the 

aesthetic and cultural significance of their practices. Through detailed depictions of daily life, 

the novel foregrounds the Santhals’ adherence to cultural norms, their deep connection to the 

forest, and the continuity of oral storytelling as a mechanism for preserving historical memory 

and communal knowledge. In doing so, the text serves both as a literary work and as a 

repository of indigenous cultural heritage, positioning the Santhals not merely as subjects of 

study but as vibrant bearers of an enduring tradition. 

 

The portrayal of festivals and rituals in the novel is particularly significant in illuminating the 

cultural identity of the Santhal community. Festivals such as Sohrai, Bandna, and Baha are 

described in exquisite detail, capturing the celebratory spirit, ritualistic significance, and 

communal participation that sustain social cohesion. Shekhar’s descriptions convey the 

aesthetic beauty of tribal art forms, music, and dance, revealing the ways in which cultural 

expression is intertwined with spiritual beliefs and ecological awareness. These festivals are 

not mere spectacles but serve as vital platforms for transmitting values, knowledge, and 

collective memory across generations. The inclusion of folk songs, chants, and ceremonial 

practices enriches the narrative, allowing the reader to experience the rhythm, cadence, and 

communal ethos of Santhal culture. By integrating oral tradition into the written text, Shekhar 

bridges the gap between ephemeral performance and enduring literature, ensuring that the 

cultural knowledge embedded within these rituals is preserved for future generations. This 

approach exemplifies the potential of Indian English Literature to act as a medium for 

documenting and celebrating indigenous heritage. 

 

The novel also foregrounds the relationship between the Santhals and their natural 

environment, highlighting the ecological wisdom inherent in tribal practices. The forest, rivers, 

and agricultural landscapes are not simply backdrops but are central to the community’s social, 

spiritual, and economic life. Shekhar portrays the Santhals’ sustainable engagement with the 

environment, emphasizing practices such as rotational farming, foraging, and reverence for 

sacred groves, which reflect a sophisticated understanding of ecological balance. 
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 The narrative presents these practices as integral to cultural identity, suggesting that the 

preservation of land and natural resources is inseparable from the maintenance of communal 

traditions and knowledge systems. By situating ecological consciousness within literary 

representation, the novel aligns with broader discussions in ecocriticism, demonstrating how 

literature can foreground the ethical and cultural significance of human-nature relationships. 

This aspect of the novel reinforces the value of indigenous knowledge and offers readers a lens 

through which to appreciate the interconnectedness of cultural and environmental 

sustainability. 

 

Identity formation is a recurring theme throughout the novel, explored through the lens of 

cultural continuity, communal solidarity, and personal agency. Shekhar’s characters exemplify 

the ways in which Santhals negotiate the preservation of tradition while engaging with broader 

societal changes. The narrative depicts individuals who, while participating in education, 

employment, and public life, continue to uphold the rituals, oral narratives, and ethical norms 

of their community. This dual engagement reflects the adaptability and resilience of the Santhal 

people, who navigate modernity without forsaking their cultural roots. The novel celebrates 

this balance, portraying the Santhals as active agents who construct and assert their identity 

through cultural knowledge, collective memory, and communal participation. In doing so, 

Shekhar challenges reductive representations of tribal communities as passive or marginalized, 

emphasizing instead their creativity, autonomy, and enduring social cohesion. The text thus 

contributes to Indian English Literature by centering indigenous voices, allowing the 

community to define itself on its own terms. 

 

Oral tradition functions as a key literary and cultural strategy in the novel, underscoring the 

significance of storytelling in preserving identity and transmitting knowledge. Through the 

inclusion of folk tales, legends, and anecdotal narratives, Shekhar conveys the ways in which 

the Santhals encode history, ethics, and cosmology within narrative forms. The use of 

repetition, rhythm, and communal dialogue mirrors the performative quality of oral literature, 

providing readers with an immersive experience of Santhal cultural expression. This narrative 

technique exemplifies the literary sophistication of tribal storytelling and its capacity to shape 

understanding of self, society, and the environment. Scholars of indigenous literature have 

noted that the integration of oral practices into written texts not only enhances literary richness 

but also validates the epistemological frameworks of marginalized communities, allowing their 

knowledge systems to enter mainstream literary discourse. Shekhar’s novel thus operates on 

multiple levels: as a work of fiction, as a cultural document, and as a celebration of oral 

traditions that sustain communal life. 

 

The representation of women in the novel further illustrates the novel’s commitment to 

highlighting positive aspects of tribal society. Female characters are depicted as bearers of 

tradition, active participants in ritual performance, and custodians of social knowledge. Their 

roles in ceremonies, storytelling, and daily life underscore the collaborative and egalitarian 

dimensions of Santhal society. By emphasizing women’s agency within the cultural 

framework, the novel highlights the strength, resilience, and continuity of community life.  
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This representation aligns with broader scholarship on Adivasi societies, which identifies 

gendered participation as central to the preservation of cultural practices and social cohesion 

(Devy 2006; Trivedi 1995). In this sense, Shekhar’s narrative celebrates both the inclusivity 

and the vibrancy of Santhal social structures, illustrating how communal life thrives through 

collective engagement and shared responsibility. Language, as represented in the novel, serves 

as both a medium of storytelling and a repository of cultural knowledge. Shekhar’s use of 

English, interspersed with Santhal idioms, expressions, and terms, reflects a literary strategy 

that balances accessibility for a broader audience with fidelity to indigenous linguistic 

practices. This approach not only preserves the authenticity of cultural expression but also 

situates the novel within the broader landscape of Indian English Literature, where the interplay 

of local and global languages enriches narrative texture. The linguistic hybridity present in the 

text mirrors the hybridity of identity, reflecting the Santhals’ engagement with modernity while 

retaining their distinct cultural voice. By employing this technique, Shekhar contributes to 

literary innovation and demonstrates the capacity of English Literature to accommodate and 

celebrate diverse epistemologies. 

 

The narrative structure of the novel further enhances its literary and cultural significance. 

Rather than following a linear progression, the text moves fluidly between episodes, festivals, 

communal events, and personal reflections, mirroring the cyclical and interconnected nature of 

tribal life. This structure reflects the rhythm of community existence, where social, ecological, 

and spiritual spheres are interdependent. Such narrative design allows the reader to experience 

the holistic worldview of the Santhals, appreciating the seamless integration of cultural, 

ecological, and personal dimensions. The novel’s stylistic choices, including detailed 

descriptions, immersive storytelling, and sensitivity to communal ethos, reinforce the literary 

and anthropological value of the work. Finally, the novel’s enduring contribution lies in its 

capacity to foreground indigenous resilience, cultural richness, and literary sophistication. 

Shekhar’s depiction of the Santhal community demonstrates that tribal life is not merely a 

subject of anthropological interest but a source of literary inspiration, ethical reflection, and 

cultural affirmation. By emphasizing communal harmony, ecological wisdom, oral traditions, 

and identity preservation, the novel celebrates the vitality and adaptability of indigenous 

societies. Its literary merit lies in the harmonious integration of cultural authenticity, narrative 

artistry, and social insight, establishing the text as a landmark in Indian English Literature and 

a model for positive, respectful representation of marginalized communities. 

 

This research is exemplifies how literature can celebrate cultural identity, resilience, and 

tradition while engaging readers in meaningful reflection on the richness of indigenous life. 

Shekhar’s narrative foregrounds the aesthetic, ethical, and social dimensions of the Santhal 

community, demonstrating that English Literature can serve as a conduit for understanding, 

preserving, and appreciating tribal cultures. The novel stands as a testament to the creative, 

intellectual, and cultural contributions of Adivasi communities, highlighting their enduring 

relevance in contemporary literary and academic discourse. 
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The analysis of novel reveals several significant findings regarding the representation of the 

Santhal community, their cultural identity, and the broader implications for Indian English 

Literature. Foremost among these findings is the novel’s ability to foreground the richness of 

tribal culture while portraying the community with dignity, authenticity, and literary 

sophistication. Shekhar’s insider perspective ensures that the narrative is grounded in lived 

experience, allowing readers to access the nuances of Santhal social life, rituals, festivals, and 

oral traditions. This approach confirms that literature can function as both an artistic medium 

and a cultural archive, preserving indigenous knowledge and celebrating its inherent value. 

 

A key finding is the centrality of cultural resilience in the novel. The Santhal characters 

demonstrate remarkable strength in maintaining communal cohesion, transmitting traditions, 

and adapting to social change without losing their cultural essence. Festivals such as Sohrai, 

Baha, and Bandna are depicted not only as celebratory events but as mechanisms for 

reinforcing social bonds and transmitting collective memory. Through these rituals, the 

Santhals preserve their identity across generations, demonstrating that resilience is a product 

of both cultural continuity and communal solidarity. The study highlights how Shekhar’s 

literary depiction celebrates this resilience, positioning the Santhals as active custodians of 

their heritage rather than passive subjects of historical or social forces. Another important 

finding pertains to the integration of oral tradition within the literary framework. The novel 

effectively incorporates folk songs, legends, and communal storytelling, allowing the narrative 

to reflect the rhythm, melody, and epistemology of Santhal culture. This technique serves 

multiple purposes: it enriches the literary quality of the text, preserves cultural knowledge, and 

allows readers to experience the communal ethos firsthand. The study demonstrates that such 

narrative strategies validate indigenous knowledge systems within the broader sphere of 

English Literature, offering a model for how literature can honor and represent marginalized 

communities authentically and positively. 

 

The study also finds that ecological consciousness is a prominent and positive aspect of the 

novel. The Santhals’ relationship with forests, rivers, and land is portrayed as deeply respectful 

and symbiotic, reflecting an indigenous understanding of environmental stewardship. 

Agricultural practices, foraging, and the veneration of sacred groves are not only functional but 

imbued with ethical and cultural significance. Shekhar’s narrative emphasizes the importance 

of these practices in sustaining both livelihoods and cultural identity, highlighting the 

community’s ecological wisdom as a source of literary and scholarly interest. This finding 

demonstrates that literature can celebrate the interconnectedness of culture, environment, and 

identity, providing readers with insights into the ethical and aesthetic dimensions of indigenous 

life. A further positive outcome of the study is the affirmation of women’s roles within Santhal 

society. Female characters in the novel are active participants in ritual performance, 

storytelling, and the maintenance of communal values. Their contributions highlight the 

egalitarian and collaborative aspects of the society, portraying women as central to the 

preservation and transmission of cultural knowledge. This finding emphasizes that the novel 

not only celebrates collective identity but also foregrounds the strength, agency, and 

significance of women in sustaining cultural continuity. 
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The study also identifies language and narrative style as key factors in the novel’s literary 

impact. Shekhar’s use of English, interspersed with Santhal idioms and expressions, allows the 

narrative to remain accessible to a wider audience while retaining authenticity. The stylistic 

choices, including episodic narrative structure, immersive descriptions, and attention to 

communal rituals, enhance the reader’s engagement and understanding of the Santhal 

worldview. This finding demonstrates the novel’s contribution to Indian English Literature by 

showing how indigenous voices can be effectively represented within a mainstream literary 

framework without losing cultural specificity. Finally, the research underscores the overall 

positive representation of indigenous life. The Santhals are portrayed as resilient, culturally 

rich, and intellectually capable of navigating both tradition and modernity. The novel celebrates 

the aesthetic, ethical, and social dimensions of their lives, offering readers a holistic 

understanding of tribal society. This finding reinforces the importance of literature as a medium 

for cultural preservation, intercultural understanding, and academic inquiry, highlighting how 

indigenous narratives enrich the literary landscape while fostering respect and appreciation for 

marginalized communities. 

 

The findings of this study confirm that novel is a landmark text for its authentic representation 

of the Santhal community, its literary innovation, and its celebration of cultural resilience, 

ecological wisdom, and oral tradition. The novel demonstrates that English Literature can serve 

as a vehicle for positive cultural representation, allowing readers and scholars alike to engage 

deeply with indigenous identity, heritage, and creativity. Through Shekhar’s work, the Santhal 

voice is preserved, celebrated, and brought into meaningful dialogue with broader literary and 

academic discourses. 

 

Conclusion: 

This research shows that the novel stands as a significant contribution to Indian English 

Literature, offering a nuanced and respectful portrayal of the Santhal community. This 

qualitative study demonstrates that the novel succeeds in foregrounding the cultural richness, 

resilience, and agency of indigenous people, highlighting their vibrant traditions, oral 

storytelling practices, and ecological wisdom. By presenting the Santhals as active custodians 

of their heritage, Shekhar challenges reductive stereotypes and emphasizes the intellectual, 

social, and creative capacities of tribal communities. The text thus functions both as a work of 

literature and as a cultural archive, preserving knowledge systems that are often overlooked in 

mainstream narratives. A central insight of this study is the novel’s celebration of cultural 

identity and continuity. Through detailed depictions of festivals, rituals, and communal 

practices, Shekhar shows how cultural memory is maintained across generations, fostering 

cohesion and resilience. The Santhals’ ability to navigate the challenges of modernity while 

preserving their traditions exemplifies their adaptability and strength. Similarly, the integration 

of oral traditions into the written narrative not only enriches literary texture but also ensures 

that indigenous epistemologies are validated within a global literary framework. This synthesis 

of oral and written forms highlights the innovative potential of English Literature to 

accommodate diverse narrative structures and voices. 
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The ecological dimension of the novel further underscores the positive aspects of Adivasi life. 

The Santhals’ harmonious relationship with their environment, manifested in sustainable 

agricultural practices, sacred groves, and reverence for natural resources, reflects a profound 

ethical and cultural understanding of the land. Literature, in this context, becomes a medium 

through which readers can appreciate the interconnectedness of culture, community, and 

ecology. Shekhar’s narrative thus contributes to both literary and environmental discourse, 

offering insights into the ethical dimensions of indigenous life and their relevance to 

contemporary society. Another key conclusion from this study is the recognition of women’s 

pivotal role in sustaining culture and knowledge. Female characters in the novel actively 

participate in rituals, storytelling, and social organization, highlighting the egalitarian and 

collaborative aspects of Santhal society. By portraying women as agents of cultural 

preservation, the text reinforces the communal strength and social cohesion that underpin tribal 

identity. Language and narrative style also play an essential role in conveying cultural 

authenticity. The careful interweaving of English with Santhal expressions allows readers to 

access indigenous perspectives while maintaining the novel’s literary elegance and 

accessibility. 

 

This research also demonstrates how literature can celebrate, preserve, and interpret indigenous 

life in a positive and respectful manner. The study demonstrates that English Literature, when 

engaged with thoughtfully, provides a platform for marginalized voices to articulate identity, 

resilience, and creativity. Shekhar’s work stands as a testament to the enduring vitality of tribal 

communities, affirming their contributions to cultural, ecological, and literary heritage. By 

highlighting communal harmony, cultural richness, and intellectual agency, the novel invites 

readers and scholars alike to recognize the value and dignity of Adivasi life, reinforcing the 

importance of inclusive and affirmative literary representation in contemporary scholarship. 
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