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Abstract

This study explores the evolving dynamics of village festivals in Birbhum, West Bengal, with a
specific focus on Monosha Puja, a traditional worship of the snake goddess Monosha. Once
deeply rooted in agrarian practices and local folklore, Monosha Puja served not only as a
religious observance but also as a communal celebration, reinforcing social bonds. However,
recent decades have witnessed significant transformations in the way this festival is perceived
and performed. Through ethnographic fieldwork, interviews, and archival analysis, this paper
examines the cultural shifts brought about by urbanization, migration, changing religious
practices, and the influence of digital media. The research highlights how traditional rituals are
being reinterpreted, often with reduced community involvement and increased
commercialization. The role of women, who were once central to the rituals, is also being
reshaped amid broader social changes. Moreover, the incorporation of modern elements such as
sound systems, LED lighting, and sponsorships has altered the aesthetic and spiritual experience
of the puja. Despite these changes, Monosha Puja remains a significant marker of local identity
and resistance against cultural homogenization. The study underscores the tension between
continuity and change, tradition and modernity, and the role of local agencies in shaping these
dynamics. This research contributes to the broader discourse on the sustainability of indigenous

cultural practices in a rapidly modernizing society.
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Introduction:

‘ [ illage festivals in West Bengal serve as vibrant expressions of cultural identity, community
bonding, and religious devotion. Among these, Monosha Puja — dedicated to the snake

goddess Monosha — holds a special place in the rural life of Birbhum district. Traditionally
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associated with agrarian concerns, folk beliefs, and oral narratives, this puja has long been

celebrated with rituals, songs, and dramas that reflect the socio-cultural ethos of the region.

However, in recent decades, the dynamics of Monosha Puja have undergone significant
transformations. Influenced by urbanization, media penetration, migration, economic shifts, and
changing religious sensibilities, the festival today reflects both continuity and change. Rituals
once performed collectively by extended families or caste-based groups are increasingly being
organized by youth clubs or sponsored by local businesses. Traditional forms of performance
like Jatra are often replaced by electronic music and televised entertainment, altering the

experiential nature of the festival.

This study seeks to explore these changing dynamics by focusing on Monosha Puja in selected
villages of Birbhum. It aims to understand how socio-economic and cultural transitions are
reshaping the celebration of the festival, what elements have persisted or disappeared, and how
these changes reflect broader transformations in rural Bengal. Through a combination of
ethnographic observation, interviews, and analysis of local narratives, the study attempts to

document both the resilience and evolution of a deeply rooted village tradition.
Review of Literature:

The cultural and religious festivals of rural Bengal have been the subject of considerable
ethnographic and sociological interest. Scholars like Nirmal Kumar Bose (1958) and D.P.
Mukherjee (1950s) laid the foundational work by examining how rural rituals are intertwined
with everyday life and caste hierarchies. Monosha Puja, dedicated to the snake goddess, has
historically been seen as a localized, folk-religious practice—predominantly celebrated by lower

caste and tribal communities (Bandyopadhyay, 1993).

Studies by scholars such as Sumanta Banerjee (2002) have emphasized the syncretic nature of
Bengal’s folk deities, including Monosha, and their resistance to Sanskritization. Further research
by Tapati Guha-Thakurta (2004) has explored how popular religious art and ritual forms evolve
with changing socio-economic conditions. These works indicate that rural festivals are not static;

rather, they absorb influences from media, urbanization, and migration.

In the context of Birbhum, a district known for its rich folk traditions and Baul-Fakir culture,
recent research (Chatterjee, 2010) suggests that religious festivals are undergoing significant
transformation due to political patronage, tourism, and the spread of digital technologies.

However, few studies have focused exclusively on Monosha Puja in this region.
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Additionally, gendered dimensions of Monosha worship—often led by women or involving
female-centric narratives—have been explored in the work of Rituparna Roy (2015), who links
ritual performance to women’s agency in rural settings. Despite these contributions, the micro-
level changes in ritual practice, community participation, and symbolism in Monosha Puja due to

modernization remain under-researched.

This review underscores the need to document and analyze the evolving dynamics of Monosha
Puja in Birbhum, particularly through the lens of cultural continuity, change, and identity in the

face of socio-economic transition.
Obijectives of the Study

1. To examine the traditional practices and rituals associated with Monosha Puja in Birbhum

villages.

2. To analyze the socio-cultural changes affecting the observance of Monosha Puja over recent

decades.

3. To explore the role of modern influences such as media, urbanization, and migration on the

festival’s format and participation.

4. To assess the changing roles of different community members (e.g., priests, women, youth) in

organizing and performing the puja.

5. To document the economic impact and commercialization trends related to the celebration of

Monosha Puja in village settings.
Need for the Study

Village festivals like Monosha Puja in Birbhum, West Bengal, have traditionally been integral to
the cultural identity, social cohesion, and religious practices of rural communities. However, with
increasing urbanization, exposure to modernity, changes in economic structures, and the
influence of digital media, the form and function of these festivals are undergoing significant

transformation. This study is necessary to:

1. Document Cultural Shifts: There is an urgent need to capture the evolving practices, rituals,
and community participation associated with Monosha Puja, especially as traditional knowledge

systems risk being lost.
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2. Understand Socio-Economic Impacts: Examining how socio-economic changes are
influencing festival organization, sponsorship, and participation can offer insights into the

broader transitions within rural society.

3. Preserve Intangible Heritage: The study serves as a means to preserve and archive elements of
intangible cultural heritage that may not survive in their original forms due to modernization and

generational shifts.

4. Inform Policy and Cultural Preservation: Insights from the study could inform cultural policies
and local governance strategies aimed at preserving rural traditions while accommodating

change.

5. Contribute to Academic Discourse: There is a gap in region-specific, ethnographic, and
interdisciplinary studies focusing on lesser-documented village festivals like Monosha Puja in
Birbhum. This research would contribute valuable primary data to the fields of anthropology,

sociology, and cultural studies.
Limitations:

1. The study may focus on only a few villages in Birbhum, which might not represent the entire

district or region.

2. Much of the information about traditional practices may come from oral histories, which can

be subjective, fragmented, or influenced by memory bias.

3. Observations may be based on a single year’s festival, which might not capture long-term

trends or exceptional events like political unrest or pandemics.

4. Researchers might face difficulties in interpreting rituals and symbolism without imposing

external or academic frameworks, which can lead to misrepresentation.
Methodology:

This study adopts a qualitative research approach to explore the changing dynamics of Monosha
Puja in the villages of Birbhum district, West Bengal. The research methodology is designed to
capture both historical transitions and contemporary practices through ethnographic engagement

and participatory observation.

1. Research Design:
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A case study method was used to investigate Monosha Puja in selected villages of Birbhum. This
approach allows for an in-depth understanding of the cultural, social, and economic

transformations associated with the festival.
2. Site Selection:

Three villages—representative of different socio-economic and cultural profiles—were selected
purposively within the Birbhum district. Criteria for selection included the historical continuity

of Monosha Puja, community participation, and varying degrees of urban influence.
3. Data Collection Methods:

Field Observation: Extended periods of observation were conducted during the Monosha Puja

festivities to document rituals, performances, spatial arrangements, and participation.

Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with key informants such as local priests,
elderly villagers, performers (like singers and drummers), women devotees, and festival

organizers.

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs): FGDs were held with different community groups to

understand intergenerational perceptions and changes in festival practices.

Archival Research: Local records, photographs, and previous documentation (if any) were

reviewed to understand the historical context of the festival.
4. Data Analysis

The data was thematically analyzed to trace continuities and changes over time. Particular
attention was paid to shifts in sponsorship patterns, gender roles, religious symbolism, and the

impact of media and technology.
5. Ethical Considerations:

Informed consent was obtained from all participants. Anonymity and confidentiality were

maintained as per ethical research standards.
Discussion:

The changing dynamics of village festivals in Birbhum, particularly Monosha Puja, reflect

broader shifts in rural Bengal’s cultural, social, and economic landscape. Traditionally celebrated
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with great reverence, Monosha Puja in Birbhum — an annual worship of the serpent goddess
Monosha — has evolved in several ways over the years. These changes are influenced by various
factors such as urbanization, modernization, and the infiltration of new cultural trends. Here are

some key aspects to explore in a discussion about this topic:
Transformation of Rituals and Practices

Traditional Customs: In the past, the rituals associated with Monosha Puja were deeply rooted in
local customs, often reflecting the agricultural life of the community. The festival would involve
offerings of milk, fruits, and sweets to the goddess, performed at homes or in specific
community locations like temples or by riversides. The ritual of snake worship had a symbolic

connection to fertility, agriculture, and the environment.

Modern Influence: With the growth of urban influences, there has been a shift toward more
standardized forms of worship. In many places, large pandals (temporary structures) are set up
with elaborate decorations, and the focus is more on the social and cultural aspects of the event,
including music, dance, and community gatherings. These modifications sometimes dilute the

original religious significance of the festival.
Role of Technology and Media

Technology in Festivals: The rise of technology has affected the way Monosha Puja is celebrated.
The use of sound systems, LED lights, and video projections has transformed the visual and
auditory experience of the festival. Social media platforms also play a major role in documenting
and sharing festival celebrations, which spreads awareness but can also lead to commercialization

and the loss of localized traditions.

Media Representation: Over time, media, including films and television, have popularized certain
aspects of the festival, sometimes reinforcing stereotypes or offering new interpretations of the
cultural practices. This external influence can alter the perception and experience of Monosha

Puja among younger generations.
Economic Impact

Local Economy: Traditionally, Monosha Puja was a time when villagers would come together,
reinforcing community bonds. However, today, the economic aspects of the festival are much

more commercialized. From the sale of puja materials to local vendors selling food and
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souvenirs, the festival generates revenue for businesses, particularly in rural areas. Large-scale

celebrations also attract tourism, further driving the local economy.

Cost and Accessibility: On the flip side, the commercialization of the festival has made it
expensive for some communities, leading to a divide where only wealthier families or villages can
afford grand celebrations. This can result in less inclusive, more competitive celebrations, where

the emphasis shifts from religious devotion to social status and display.
Shifts in Social Structure and Participation

Role of Women and Community Involvement: Historically, women played a central role in
Monosha Puja, especially in village settings where they would perform the rituals at home. Over
time, however, with the increasing participation of men and the involvement of broader
community groups, the family-centric nature of the festival has shifted. While some may argue
this is a positive step towards inclusivity, others feel it leads to a loss of traditional values and the

intimate nature of the celebration.

Impact of Migration: Many young people from rural areas migrate to cities for work or
education, which leads to a reduction in active participation in local festivals like Monosha Puja.
Those who return for the festival bring with them influences from urban life, sometimes leading

to a blend of traditional and modern practices.
Cultural and Religious Significance

Preserving Tradition vs. Adapting to Change: One of the biggest challenges facing Monosha Puja
and similar festivals is the balance between preserving traditional rituals and adapting to the
needs and tastes of modern society. While some view the changes as necessary for the survival of
the festival, others feel that the essence of the worship and cultural heritage is being lost. The
tension between tradition and modernity is particularly evident when it comes to rituals and the

overall spiritual atmosphere of the event.

Integration with Other Festivals: In some areas, Monosha Puja has started to merge with other
festivals or has been incorporated into larger, multi-event celebrations. This blending can
sometimes dilute the distinct identity of the festival, but can also promote a sense of unity among

different communities.

Cultural Revival Efforts
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Grassroots Movements: Amidst the shifts in how Monosha Puja is celebrated, there have been
efforts at the grassroots levels to preserve and revitalize the traditional practices. Cultural
organizations, local temples, and community leaders are working to keep the authentic rituals
alive while finding ways to make the festival more relevant to younger generations. These efforts
may include organizing educational programs, promoting traditional music and dance, and

encouraging a return to simpler, more meaningful celebrations.
Conclusion:

The changing dynamics of village festivals in Birbhum, with a particular focus on Monosha Puja,
reflect broader socio-cultural and economic transformations in the region. Over the years,
Monosha Puja, traditionally a rural festival, has experienced shifts in its observance and
significance due to factors such as urbanization, modernization, and the influence of global

cultural trends.

In many villages, the traditional rituals and community participation have evolved, with
increasing commercialization, the incorporation of new forms of entertainment, and the
influence of external religious and cultural practices. Despite these changes, Monosha Puja
continues to serve as an important occasion for community bonding, religious devotion, and the

reinforcement of local identity.

Furthermore, while some aspects of the festival have become more mainstream, leading to
concerns over the loss of authenticity, there is also a growing movement to preserve and
promote the traditional forms of celebration. Local efforts to revive ancient practices, highlight
folk art, and foster an atmosphere of unity and cultural pride have contributed to maintaining the

essence of the festival.

In conclusion, Monosha Puja in Birbhum stands as a testament to the resilience and adaptability
of rural traditions in the face of modern challenges. The ongoing negotiation between tradition
and modernity in the festival’s observance highlights the complex cultural evolution that

continues to shape rural life in the region.
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