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ABSTRACT

This paper examines Bhojpuri folk songs as
living records of Bihar’s Girmitiya past, focusing
on Batohiya (Babu Raghuveer Narayan, 1911),
Bidesiya (Bhikhari Thakur, 1912), Kaise hoyi
Kalapani paar re bidesiya (sung by Chandan
Tiwari), and Saat Samandar Paar Karaike
(revived by Raj Mohan and Nitin Neera Chandra).
While Batohiya and Bidesiya emerged directly from
the trauma of migration and separation, Saat
Samandar Paar Karaike offers a retrospective
reflection, recalling indenture with both pain and
rationalization. Unlike colonial archives that
reduced migrantsto contracts and numbers, these
oral traditions preserved the emotional and ethical
truths of exile—longing, rupture, and resilience.
Through the Shruti-Shriti framework, the songs
areunderstood as Shruti (living sound, continually
sung and heard) and as Smriti (codified
remembrance shaping identity). The study asks:
How do Bhojpuri folk songs encode the affective
dimensionsof migration, and how do they preserve
memory differently from colonial records?

KEY WORDS
Girmitiya Experience, Indic Epistemology,
Shruti-Smriti Framework, Indentured Labourers.

INTRODUCTION

The migration of indentured labourersfrom
Bihar between 1834 and 1917 remains one of the
most poignant narratives of global displacement.
Thousandsfrom Bhoj puri-speaking regions crossed
the kala pani to colonies such as Mauritius, Fiji,
Suriname, and Trinidad. Colonial recordsreduced
them to demographi c entries, erasing their emotional
worldsof separation, rupture, and exile. Bhojpuri ord
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traditions, however, preserved these truthsthrough song, theatre, and performance. This paper examines
Bhojpuri folk songs as living records of Bihar’s Girmitiya past, focusing on four cultural texts: Batohiya (Babu
Raghuveer Narayan, 1911), Bidesiya (Bhikhari Thakur, 1912), Kaise hoyi Kalapani paar re bidesiya
(popularized by Chandan Tiwari’s Purbiyatan series), and Saat Samandar Paar Karaike (revived by Rgj
Mohan and Nitin NeeraChandra), arguing through the Shruti-Shriti framework and memory studies—that
theseworks endure as affective archives of the Girmitiyaexperience. While Batohiya and Bidesiyaemerge
directly from the traumaof migration and separation, Saat Samandar Paar Karaike is aretrospective
composition, recallingindenturewith both painand rationdization

Review of Literature

Early attemptsto document the emotional world of indenture were made by folklorists. Ravindra
Bhattacharya(1983) i dentified how viraha (Separation) songsbecamecentrd tovillagelifein Bihar, transforming
women’s grief into communal performance. Peter Manuel (1993, 2010) studied the circulation of Bhojpuri
folk formsin the Caribbean and Fiji, showing how biraha songstransformed into jahaji and tan-singing,
acting as “portable memory archives” of migration. Gaiutra Bahadur’s Coolie Woman (2013) turned to
women’s experiences, highlighting songs as testimony to double marginalisation both in Bihar and in the colonies.

Closer to Bihar, scholarsof Bhikhari Thakur have underlined therole of song in Bidesiya. Ashutosh
Kumar (2017) argued that itsbiraha-inflected songs express women’s anguish and critique how migration
destabilised the dharmic household. In thediaspora, Brij V. Lal (2004, 2012) showed how fragments of
Bhajpuri ord traditionsperssted among Indo-Fijians, carrying the essence of migrant memory morepowerfully
than colonial records. Samita Sen (2010) also examined women’s migration, observing that folk songs encoded
anxietiesof chagtity, abandonment, and socia ostracism.

Together, these studiestrace atrgjectory from folklore documentation to diasporaanaysisand feminist
interpretations. Yet few worksexplicitly frame Batohiya, Bidesiya, or biraha songs as epistemic structures of
memory withinthe Shruti-Smriti framework. Thisstudy seekstofill that gap

Objectives

Thisstudy amsto recover thevoicesembedded in Bhojpuri folk traditions, treating them asarchives of
indenturerather than mere entertainment. It seeksto examine how these songs convey separation, disrupted
households, and gendered experiences of abandonment. By applying the Shruti-Smriti framework, it
demonstrateshow Bhojpuri ord traditions preserved memoriescolonid contractscould not. It d sointerprets
recurring motifsbatohiya (traveller), viraha (longing), kala pani (ocean of exile) to show how Bhojpuri
imagination trand ated migration into cultural symbols, sustaining identity acrossgenerationsand diasporic

geographies.
Research Methodology

Thisisaquaditative, interpretive study based on closereading of songlyrics. Sincefirgt-hand Girmitiya
voicesarelimited, theanaysisrelies on secondary sources archival material, published trand ations, and
scholarly criticism. Thefocus areaisthe Bhojpuri-speaking belt of Bihar, with attention a so to how these

traditions travelled overseas. The “population” under study is not statistical but textual: Bhojpuri songs and
plays connected to migration. From this, apurposive sample of four representative songs has been sel ected.

Theguiding hypothesisisthat Bhojpuri folk traditions preserved the affective truths of indenture more
powerfully than colonia records. Anaysisisundertaken throughthedua framework of Shruti-Smriti (ord vs.
remembered memory) and cultural memory theory, which regards such songsaslieux de mémoire. Recurring
motifstraveller, kdapani, waiting wifeareinterpreted through rasaaesthetics, especidly karuGarasa (pathos)
and viraha bhava (longing).
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Limitationsincludereliance on secondary sourcesand trand ationsrather than fiel dwork documentation.
Yet withinthese congraints, the study proposesaframework for reading Bhojpuri culturd textsasindigenous
ord archivesof the Girmitiyaexperience.

Analysis. Song 1: Homeland as Sacred Geography
“Sundar subhumi bhaiya Bharat ke deshwa se,
Mor pran base himkhoh re Batohiya
Ek dwar ghereramahim kotwalwase,
Tin dwar sindhu dhahrawe re batohiya..........

English Trandation (literal)
Beautiful good land brother Indiaitscountry is
My lifesoul livessnowy cave Otraveller.

Onedoor (gate) encircling Rama

Himaayasentinel like, Threedoor

(gate) searoarsOtraveller

Want to go O traveller to see Hindustan,
Where Cuckoo sings coos O traveller......

Theopeninglines:
AR 9 99 fRAare X qefdan |

(Beautiful land, brother, the country of India,
My soul dwellsinthesnowy caves, Otraveller.)

PlaceIndiainthe highest register of imagination. It isnot described politically, not asaterritory under
colonial rule, but as sacred space. The Himal ayas appear asguardians, their snowy cavesthe seat of the soul.
For Girmitiyas, who were severed from theland of their birth, thisvision madehomeland eterna, untouchable,

R pran (life-soul) remained anchored inthe

mountains.

Thisisthe Srriti dimension of the song: memory codified inimagery so powerful that it could survive
dislocation and time. The Himalayas, in collective imagination, became the place where the migrant’s soul
rested safe from the rupture of kala pani.

Another passageimaginesindiaasadivinefortress.
7 grR Rig qevM ¥ qeifgar |
(Onegateencircled by Ramaassentinel Himalaya,
Three gateswherethe seasroar, O traveller.)

Ramahimself isenvisioned as sentinel at one gate, the Himalaya. The seas becomeroaring gateson
other sides. Thelandisthusguarded, encircled, sanctified. Suchimagery issignificant: whilecolonia power
claimedto control India, the song assertsthat Bharat isimpregnable, divinely guarded, cosmically secure.
Itisculturd res stance: migrants may have been uprooted, but their homeland isimagined asbeyond conquest.

STedl Gl Pigfel dlel ¥ qTIfeT,
Uee Y He 3R T 94,

BT favE AT A X geiar |
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(Wherethe cuckoo coos, O traveller,
Thefragrant breeze drifts softly fromthe sky,
And the beloved sings songs of separation, Otraveller.)

Thisisalandscape saturated with sound and fragrance. Thehomeland i ssensory, aesthetic, musicd.
Even separation (biraha) is transformed into beauty the wife’s sorrowful singing is not just grief, buta cultural
marker of homeanditsaf. Thisintertwining of nature (cuckoo, breeze) with emotion (longing, biraha) reflects
therasa aesthetics of Bhojpuri folk traditions. Home and isremembered not through history booksbut through
sensory, affectiveregisters.

Herethe Shruti dimension becomesclear: theseimagesarecarried oraly, sung and re-sung, diveonly
in the moment of hearing. Homeland exists as a song in the migrant’s memory, renewed each time the song is
performed.

AR U 9 RO R ¥ gerar |
(Agra, Prayag, Kashi, Delhi, Calcutta,
My soul dwellson thebanks of the Sarayu, O traveller.)

The song here performs a striking cultural geography. It lists India’s major centres—Agra, Prayag,
Kashi, Delhi, Calcutta yet concludes that the singer’s soul lives not in imperial or urban centres, but at the
humble banks of the Sarayu. For Bhojpuri migrants, it wasnot empire or capita that defined homeland, but
thefamiliar riverside, theintimaterural landscape. In this sense, the song privileges|ocal bel onging over
imperia geography, re-centering the Girmitiyasubject intheir ownworld.

"R FIT QI FHIT FER 9T,
AR g o & s X qertzan |

(All other countriesarebeautiful with finefaces,
But my Hindustan isthe essence of theworld, O traveller.)

Thisisan unambiguousdecl aration of pride. Amid exileand displacement, homeland isexalted asthe
distilled essence of cregtion. It counterscolonial narratives of backwardnessand degeneration, affirming that
Hindustan surpasses the world. For migrants often humiliated and derided as “coolies,” this affirmation restored
dignity and pride.

(Beautiful land, brother, theland of Bharat,
Where peoplebow their headsto Raghubir, O traveller.)

Thehomelandisconc uded asadevationd space, sanctified by obe sanceto Raghubir (Rama). Migration
had exiled thebody, but song preserved home and as sacred land where dharmaendures. Inthisway, homeland
isremembered not poaliticaly but religioudy, asthe place where cosmic order ishonoured.

Synthesis: Shruti-Smriti Framework
Thissong exemplifieshow Bhojpuri folk traditionscarried homdandinto diagporathroughadud epigemic
gructure:

»  AsShruti,itwassungand heard, divein sound, performed in community gatherings, sustaininghomeand
intheimmediacy of voice.

»  AsSmriti, it codified memory intoimagery Hima ayaasguardian, riversassanctity, Sarayu asintimate
belonging, Rama as protector ensuring that India lived in migrants’ remembered imagination.
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The song thus became both hearing and remembering, both performance and archive. It preserved
Bihar’s Girmitiya past not as adry chronicle, but as affective cartography: a homeland mapped through
mountains, rivers, cities, songs, scents, and devotion. In short: thisBatohiya variant isahomeland elegy and
aculturd manifesto. It kegpsdiveasacred Indiain thevoices of migrantswho could no longer touchitssall,
but could recreateit every timethey sang together.

Song 2: Colonial Trickery and Betrayal
Firangiyakerguwame chhutamoradesuwaho,
Gori sarkar chali chd rebidesiya..
Bholi hamedekh arkati bharmaye ho,
Kalkatta par jao panch sal re bidesiya.......

English Trandation (literal)
Intheregimeof British, | was compelled to leave country,
White government played a trick O migrant....

To seemeinnocent an arkati/recruiter misled me,

Go beyond Calcutta for five years O migrant.........
“Firangiya ke rajuwa me chhuta mora desuwa ho,

Gori sarkar chali chal re bidesiya...”
(Intheregimeof the British, | was compelled toleave my country,
The white government played its trick, O migrant...)

Here, thehomelandisnot yet imagined as sacred geography it isastolen inheritance. Thesinger names
the oppressor directly: “Firangiya” (British) and “Gori sarkar” (white government). Unlike the distant, awe-
filled Himalayain Batohiya, herecolonia power isimmediate and treacherous. Theact of displacementisnot
voluntary but coerced, signaling the migrant’s lack of agency. In memory studies terms, this is traumatic
memory: recdling therupture of being tricked and carried away. The Shruti dimensionisthe performativere-
telling, keeping divethewound of betrayal; the Smriti dimension encodesit ascollective narrative, sothe
community doesnot forget the deceit.

“Bholi hame dekh arkati bharmaye ho,
Kalkatta par jao panch sal re bidesiya.”
(To seemeinnocent an arkati/recruiter mised me,
Go beyond Calcuttafor fiveyears, O migrant.)

Thearkati (middleman recruiter) becomesastock villainin Girmitiyasongs. It isasymbol of deception.
He embodies the betrayal within one’s own society the neighbour, the “bhaiya,” who sells kin into exile.
Memory here is gendered: the song’s voice often is the wife narrating how her innocent husband was duped,
or the husband himself lamenting hisgullibility. Thistropeenacts Shriti by persondizing betrayd: migrationis
not abstract history but anarrative of intimate deceit. In Shruti-Shriti terms, thismoment iswhere oral
memory resists textual domination. The migrants did not “sign history” in colonial archives, but they re-wrote
it orally in songslike Bidesiya. Thus, these songs become counter-archives, narrating what the documents
concealed.

“Pal ke jahajuwa ma roy-dhoy baithi ho,
Kiase hoi kalapani par re bidesiya...”
(Inthesailing ship | sat crying,
How would | crosstheblack water, O migrant...)
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Here, thekala pani (black waters) isboth physica and metaphysical. Physically, it meant theterrifying
voyage acrossthelndian Ocean. Spiritualy, it Signified lossof casteand ritua purity, apermanent exilefrom
community. Theship becomesatheatreof grief, with passengerscrying together, carrying thesound of trauma
acrossthewaves. Thispassage embodies Shruti: thecry itself ismemory, repeated in performance. And as
Shriti, themetaphor of kalapani becomes cultural shorthand for rupture, remembered by generationsliong
after indentureended.

Song 3:

“Paal ke jahajwa par royi dhoyi baithai ho

Kaise hoyi kalapani paar re bideshiya.........

English Trandation (literal):

“On the sailing ship I sat crying and wailing,

How will I ever cross the black waters, O Foreigner?”.........
The song beginswith aninvocation of timeand absence:
dId a1 g 9s, A ¥ ARy |

“My heart trembles at the riverbank, why do you not return, O Rama? Many days have passed, even
months, O Foreigner.”

Here the speaker’s voice is charged with fear and yearning. The ghat theriverbank ismorethan a
physical location. It isathreshold, aliminal site between hopeand despair. Thewifewaits, counting days,
measuring timenot in calendarsbut in her own emotional exhaustion. Thisisthe quintessential register of
viraha bh&valongingin separation that tiesBhoj puri folk lament to both Bhakti poeticsand Girmitiyamemory.

Theimagery then shiftsoutward, reaching across oceans.
‘AT °IC < B, TR & qYar @,
9T Mgl AR Sard ¥ faeRmr

“| came to the ghat and saw the island of Fiji—
My heart turned sorrowful, O Foreigner.”

Herethe homeland voice extends acrossthekaapani. Theword tapua (island) is striking—it localises
the abstract “foreign land” into a concrete geography, Fiji. This is not merely imagination; it is transoceanic
memory encoded into folk song. The homeland and diasporamirror each other through performance. In
Nora’s terms, this is a lieu demémoire: the ocean crossing and theid and settlement are preserved in collective
memory through song.

Thelament intensfieswith domesticimagery:
"PTell N DISRAT H dId 5@ AT B,
HIdb IdTs & UR ¥ faeRmr |

“In the dark room the night will not pass,
To whom can I tell my sorrow, O Foreigner?”

Thekothariya (inner room) symbolises abandonment. The wife’s loneliness is made palpable: night
refusesto end, speech refusesto find an ear. Thisisthe gendered burden of indenturewherewomen arel eft
behindtoliveinhdf-empty househol ds. Through karunarasa, the song dignifies women’s grief, transforming
their solitudeinto acommunal, sung memory.
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Thevoicegrowsmorecorpored, morevisceral:
"G W BH, HHAT HRA—DR,
qar IS fereadt o g ¥ faeRmn |

“I break piece by piece, working and working,
Yet every day | am scolded, O Foreigner.”

Here the lament shifts from waiting to labour. This could be the voice of awoman in the diaspora—an
indentured labourer on the plantation who suffersnot only phys ca exhaustion but aso humiliation. Theidiom
tut-tut mari hum (1 diein fragments) conveysslow erosion, adeath by labour. Colonial recordsdescribe
daily tasksand productivity; the song preservesthe affective cost thetoll on dignity and body.

Thefina verseissearing:

"GAGT Tar ¥ Ryaelt g9 9 &
98—90 gRA deld X R |”
“With my blood and sweat | water the plantation garden,
While they sit and issue commands, O Foreigner.”

Bhojpuri folk songsare not merdly laments but acts of resistance, exposing the exploitati ve structure of
indenture. When songs spesk of |abourerswatering plantationswith blood and sweet while planters command
idly, they name col onia asymmetry and become Shriti codified memory of injustice. To understand Batohiya,
Biraha, and Bidesiya, onemust return toindigenousepistemol ogy: Shruti (heard) and Shriti (remembered).
AsShruti, thesesongslivein performance, renewing memory in each utterance; as Shriti, they preservegrief
and critiquein stableform. Together, they createadual archive, sustaining truthserased from colonid records.

Song 4
“Saat Samandar Paar karaike,
ek nawadesh k sapnadekhaiyeke
Kaisehumkeoo bharmaike
Le gail dur Surinam bataiyke.............

English Trandation (literal):
“Crossing seven seas,
They showed usthe dream of anew land,
How they deceived me,
And took me far away to Surinam.”.........

Thissong ““Saat Samandar Paar Karaike (by Rgj Mohan, revived by Nitin NeeraChandra) isan
extraordinary contemporary recollection of the Girmitiyaexperience, writtenin the Bhojpuri idiom of folk
songs but with arefl ective modern awareness. Unlike Batohiya or Bidesiya, which emerged directly fromthe
traumacof migration and separation, thisoneisretrospective, recalling the history of indenturewith both pain
andrationalization. Let meanayseit in detail from the perspective of our agreed framework: Shruti-Smriti and
Memory Studies.

The Seduction of the Dream
“Saat Samandar Paar karaike, ek nawa desh k sapna dekhaiyeke
Kaise humke oo bharmaike, le gail dur Surinam bataiyke”
(Thedream of anew land was shown across seven sess,
How they deceived usand took usfar away to Surinam.)
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This is the classic trope of Girmitiya recruitment: the arkati’s promise of a better life. Unlike the immediate
lament of Bidesiya, herethereisareflectivetone: the migrant recognizes deception after thefact. Thedream
of “ek nawa desh” (a new land) recalls the dangerous lure of colonial modernity. In memory studies terms, this
is cultural recall —a later generation re-singing the story of deception to keep it alive. As Shruti, the performance
retells what was “heard” from ancestors; as Sriti, it codifiesthat deceptioninto the collectivearchive.

“Kapral atta kharcha gahina, gatthri me bandh k sab asha
Kirpa Sri Ram ke mutthi me, dosar k sahara pani pe.”
(Withflour, expenses, and jewellery packed, hopestiedinabundle,
With Lord Ram’s grace in the fist, no other support but water.)

Thisverseshowsthe migrantsleaving withtiny materia possessionsand massivespiritua faith. The
“mutthi me Ram” symbolizes surrender to divine will, while the “pani”” (ocean) becomes the only uncertain

support.

Hereweclearly seethe Shruti-Shriti framework: Shruti-> theinvocationsto Ram, theoral chantsthat
accompanied departureand Sriti> thememory of faith, passed on to descendants, shaping how the Girmitiya
journey isnarrated. Thejuxtaposition of worldly bundlesand divinegracerevea show migrantsreinterpreted
exileashboth economic compulsion and spiritud trid.

“Dui teen mahina jahaj pe, rishta nata to ban hi jaye”
(For two-three months on the ship, bonds and rel ationswere bound to form.)

Thisisarareacknowledgment of the socia creation of Girmitiyaidentity. OntheKala Pani, strangers
from different cagtes, villages, and even religionsbecamekin forming new communitiesthat colonia rulehad
never intended but which memory preserves. Memory studieswould cal thisprosthetic memory: remembering
relationsthat were not natural but forged in trauma. In Shruti terms, songs like this voice those emergent
bonds; in Shriti, they becomeinherited memoriesof collectivekinship.

“Panch baris kas k kamaiyeke, laautab gaanv apan paisa jamaiyeke”
(After working hardfor fiveyears, | would returnto my villagewith savings.)

Thisisthe colonial contract’s cruellest fiction. Almost every Girmitiya song carries the dream of “paanch
baris” (five years) and return, but reality ensured that most never returned. This verse enacts that broken
promise. Here, Smriti worksas collective disillusionment: each performance remindsthe community that
return wasthe exception, not therule.

“Man k kona me ei sapna baki, rahibe ek din gaanv apan jaiyeke”
(Insomecorner of the heart, thedream il remains,
That oneday | will returntomy village.)

Thisisthe Girmitiyaparadox: adgptation andlonging co-exist. Themigrant may have accepted Surinam,
but thedream of return never died it was carriedin memory, sung in songs, whispered to children. Here Shruti
(songs, laments) kept thedream vocal, while Srriti madeit apermanent cultural motif: every Girmitiya
descendant inherited the desire for “gaanv” (village), even if it was never fulfilled.

“Saat Samandar Paar Karaike” reflects the Girmitiya journey deception, trauma, adaptation, deferred
return whereceruti sustains|living memory and sm{ ti codifiesloss, revedingindenture asboth suffering and
identity-formation.

CONCLUSION

The study setsout with acentral question: How do Bhojpuri Girmitiya folk songs particularly as
represented in the songs of exile, longing, and survival, and in Bhikhari Thakur’s Bidesiya function as
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sites of cultural memory when read through the combined lens of memory studies and the Bharatiya
epistemic framework of Shruti and Smriti?

Bhojpuri Girmitiyafolk songs, from Batohiyato Bidesiya, function asculturd memory, preserving the
emotiona and ethical truths of indenture beyond colonia records. Sungin depots, ships, and plantations, they
sustained identity through rhythm and narrative, transforming grief into resilience. Through memory studies,
they emerge ascommunicativememory crystallized into diasporic heritage; through Shruti-Shiti, they appear
asoral sound and codified remembrance. Evoking, viraha, and exile, these songsembody both archives of
pain and instruments of surviva. They testify to theresilience of Bharatiya Gyan Parampara, affirming folk
utterances as|egitimate knowl edge traditions across oceans and generations.

Recommendations / Suggestions

This research on Bhojpuri Girmitiya folk songs and Bhikhari Thakur’s Bidesiya demonstrateshow ora
traditions serve not only as memory-archives but also as extensions of Bharatiya Gyan Parampara. The
analysissuggests severd directionsfor scholarship, pedagogy, and cultura preservation.

Firdt, thereisaneed to systematicaly collect, archive, and digitize Bhojpuri Girmitiyafolk songsfrom
scattered communitiesin Fiji, Suriname, Mauritius, and the Caribbean. Much of thisora heritageremains
undocumented or fragmented, risking losswith the passing of older generations. Finadly, thereisaneed to
recognize these songs as knowledge systems in their own right that affirms Bharat’s intellectual inclusivity and
underscoresthe continuity of cultura wisdom evenin contextsof rupture, displacement, and colonid exploitation.
Overall, the preservation and reinterpretation of Bhojpuri Girmitiyasongsisnot only amatter of cultural
heritage but also of epistemicjudtice. It ensuresthat thevoices of the displaced remain anintegral part of the
philosophicd and literary traditions of Indiaand thewider world.
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