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ABSTRACT 

 

ETHNOGRAPHIC VIDEOCONFERENCING, AS APPLIED TO 
SONGS/CHANTS/DANCES/GAMES OF SOUTH INDIAN CHILDREN, 

AND LANGUAGE LEARNING 
 

Author: Eric Miller 

Supervisor: Roger B. Abrahams 

 

This dissertation presents ethnographic videoconferencing as an evolutionary 

development of ethnographic photography, and ethnographic film and video 

making.  Ethnographic videoconferencing enables the people of a culture under 

study to speak for themselves.  Young people of such cultures (who may already 

be competent in the scholar’s outsider spoken language) may be pivotal figures 

in ethnographic videoconference processes, as the scholar may especially 

communicate with them; they may communicate with their elders (in the local 

spoken language); and then they may be able to speak directly to outsiders via 

videoconference.  In the process, these young people may increase their 

competence in literary and electronic media as they deepen their knowledge of 

their elders’ oral-centric cultures; and they may also develop ongoing community 

multimedia cultural resource centers.   

 

A case study is presented:  The primary fieldwork subjects are members of the 

Kani people, an aboriginal tribe, living in a mountain forest area of southwestern 
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Tamil Nadu, south India.  The scholar’s primary research method is ethnographic 

fieldwork with participant observation.  The type of folklore studied is children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games.  A hypothesis is that these play activities teach 

taken-for-granted social behavior and assist with language acquisition, especially 

through repetition with variation, the simultaneous saying and enacting of words, 

and question-and-answer routines.  Two post-fieldwork ethnographic 

videoconferences occurred between a site in Chennai, the state capital (where 

some Kani people, and the scholar, were among the participants); and a site at 

the scholar’s university in Philadelphia, USA (where some Tamil emigrants and 

their children were among the participants).  

  

The dissertation offers a plan for reviving and developing folk cultures, and 

presumes that folk cultures can enrich and transform mainstreams.  But finally,  

it points toward the application of its principles of development to cultures in 

general -- those having any conventions whatsoever.  Conjured is the ideal of 

global teletopia, featuring fully-functioning public spheres and helping to 

overcome of two of contemporary society’s most vexing problems: loneliness  

and unemployment.  
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Methods of Transliteration and Translation, and the Tamil Alphabet 

 

Two special characteristics of the Tamil language are that the meaning of words 

depends on: 1) the length of time a vowel is sounded (short and long); and  

2) the position of the tongue when consonants are sounded (dental, medial, or 

retroflex).1  

 

The variant of the International Phonetic System used in this dissertation for 

transliterations (into the Latin script) represents these Tamil letters in the 

following ways: 1) long vowels are represented by double letters (such as “aa”);  

2) the medial consonant is underlined (there is only one: “n”); and 3) retroflex 

consonants are capitalized (such as, “N”).   

 

This is an old-fashioned version of the International Phonetic System.  A more 

recent version of the International Phonetic System for transliterations from the 

Tamil script uses lines and dots under and above the Latin script letters.  The 

primary reason I am using the older system is that I find it easier to type this 

transliteration method on any keyboard, and in any word-processing and e-mail 

program.  A disadvantage of this older system is that capitalizing first letters of 

 

                                                
1
 “Dental” indicates that the tip of the tongue is touching the back of one’s upper 

front teeth.  “Medial” indicates that the tip of the tongue is in a middle position.  
“Retroflex” indicates that the tip of the tongue is curled upward and backward,  
so as to touch the roof of the mouth. 
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words (of proper nouns, of first words of sentences, etc.) in the transliterated text 

can cause confusion.  I have refrained from such capitalizing in this work. 
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The Tamil Alphabet 

 

 

 

(Figure 1.) 

 



 xxxii 

Notes: 

 

In the above chart, the vowels are shown on the top line, from left to right; and 

the consonants are shown from top to bottom.  Each vowel can be applied to 

each consonant. 

 

In the Tamil script, a dot above a Tamil consonant indicates that this consonant 

is the final sound of the syllable. 

 

The chart’s final four consonant sounds (j, h, st, sh) are derived from Sanskrit. 

 

As shown in the chart:   

1) è can be pronounced as “ka,” “ha,” or “ga.”   

2) ê can be pronounced as “sa” or “cha.”   

3) # can be pronounced as “pa” or “ba.”   

In all of these cases, the sound depends on: the context (in the word); and the 

local dialect.   
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As shown in the chart: the Tamil vowels as transliterated into the International 

Phonetic System (IPS) are 

 

 

“a” (IPS) is pronounced as in “around”. 

“i” (IPS) is pronounced as in “be.” 

“u” (IPS) is pronounced as in “you.” 

“e” (IPS) is pronounced as in “way.” 

“ai” (IPS) is pronounced as in “why.” 

“o” (IPS) is pronounced as in “slow.” 

“ow” (IPS) is pronounced as in “cow.”  
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Maps 
           
A)  The Africa-to-Asia Region.  
     

 

(Figure 2.) 
 

 

With place names and boundaries.  (Figure 3.) 
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B)  A Section of Southern India. 
 

 

(Figure 4.) 
 

 

 

With place names, boundaries, and roads.  (Figure 5.) 
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C)  Far Southern India. 
 

 

(Figure 6.) 
 

 

 

With place names, boundaries, and roads.  (Figure 7.) 
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The final goal, of which an ethnographer should never lose sight, is ... to 

grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of 

his world. 

                                                                  (Malinowski 1922, p. 25) 

 

 

In ethnography ... , there has been a growing concern for allowing the 

voices of the people to be less filtered through the outside ethnographer. 

                                                                             (Heider 1976, p. 1) 

 

 

Tomorrow, ... the dreams of Vertov and Flaherty will be combined into a 

mechanical “cine-eye-ear” which will be such a “participant camera” that it 

will pass automatically into the hands of those who were, up to now, 

always in front of it.  Then the anthropologist will no longer monopolize the 

observation of things.  Instead, both he and his culture will be recorded.  In 

this way, ethnographic film will help us “share” anthropology. 

(Rouch 1975, p. 98) 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

 

 

A) Prelude. 

 

A lizard was on a branch, high up on a tree.  The lizard was approximately 12 

inches (30 centimeters) long.  It was perfectly still.  As the texture and color of the 

lizard’s skin looked quite similar to the bark of the branch, I found that I needed to 

become completely still in order to perceive the shape of the lizard, to 

differentiate it from the branch. 

 

The lizard was facing away from me.  It seemed to be looking off into the 

distance.  It was the kind of lizard, known as Oona in Tamil, that has what looks 

like a crown on its head.  As I watched it, I wondered, “What is it watching?  What 

is it looking for?”  The lizard’s stillness, and what seemed to me to be its sense of 

concentration, surprised me.  And just by watching it, I joined, I assimilated and 

entered into, that same state.   

 

After some moments, I looked away, and so left the lizard and its state of being.  

I was glad that this lizard had appeared to me, and that my consciousness had, 

to some extent, been able to partake of its state of being.  The lizard’s 

appearance made me feel that perhaps I belonged in this place.  
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I was standing on the side of a country road, waiting for a bus.  Leafy trees 

abounded on both sides of the paved road.  I had just visited the village of 

Vellambi, in the far south of south India’s Western Ghats mountain range.  I had 

met people who live in the village, including Velmurugan, and his mother, 

Rajammal, and they had invited me to return.  I was searching for a village for my 

fieldwork, and in time I would indeed choose their place.  Vellambi would be my 

fieldwork base for 21 months. 

 

Perception of a thing can lead to identification with, and imitation of, that thing.  

This is what I experienced with this lizard, and it is also one of the processes I 

observed in relation to children’s songs/chants/dances/games, language learning, 

and videoconferencing, in the course of the research project reported upon in this 

dissertation.  The lizard’s state, to my perception, was absolutely still, and that 

was where I joined it.  The balance of this dissertation is mostly about people 

joining each other in movement and sound, and indeed it is especially through 

movement and sound that humans teach and learn with each other.  But when it 

comes to beings being together, the essential question is not whether there is 

movement or stillness, sound or silence: the essential question is whether or not 

the beings come to share a common state. 
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This dissertation introduces ethnographic videoconferencing.  To make this 

introduction, a case study is presented, which serves as a test case.  I needed 

rich content for this test case.  I chose verbal arts because I have loved various 

forms of storytelling and theater from childhood, having been born into an raised 

by an arts family in midtown Manhattan, New York City.  I chose Folklore as an 

academic discipline because it provides such excellent approaches for studying 

the verbal arts of traditional cultures.  I chose children’s songs/chants/dances/ 

games in part because this was one of the few genres of verbal arts that my 

rudimentary Tamil language ability would allow me to follow and document 

properly.  Also, children’s songs/chants/dances/games serve as a wonderful 

gateway and introduction to the language, verbal arts, and other aspects of a 

culture.  I chose India because it was on the other side of the globe and features 

mountainous forest-jungles with oceans nearby, and because it has such rich 

living traditions of so many types of verbal arts.  I chose south India because it is 

a tropical environment and culture, and because traces of matriarchy exist here 

(the tropics and matriarchy both being long-term interests of mine).  I choose 

Tamil Nadu because of the story of Kannagi, which gives so much respect to the 

dignity and power of the individual, and to justice (Kannagi’s story is told on pp. 

69-70).  I chose a tribal culture because I wanted to be in the midst of wilderness, 

away as far as possible from urban centers and mass media.  It is in wilderness 

that much of humanity’s quickly-dwindling resources of the forms and contents of 

traditional verbal arts still live.  Perhaps I gravitated towards a tribal culture for 
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this test case because tribal people tend to have such rich cultures, so related to 

wondrous nature -- and I seem, in both my academic and creative work, to be 

drawn to juxtaposing aspects of nature and modernity.   

 

Ethnographic videoconferencing is very related to artistic videoconferencing: 

artistic performances can be included in each type of event, although for slightly 

different purposes.  I self-identify as both a practitioner of ethnographic 

videoconferencing, and as a videoconference artist.  As a videoconference artist,  

I participate in videoconference events that are simply artistic events (including 

theatre, dance, music, and painting), and do not necessarily depend on particular 

age groups, or traditional genres and communities, for content.  

 

 

B) Overview of the Research Project. 

 

The research project upon which this dissertation is based brought together via 

videoconference two Tamil groups with whom I had been physically-present for 

extended periods.  The videoconferences provided opportunities for 

demonstrations and discussions of (primarily Tamil) children’s verbal arts and 

language learning. 
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During my three years (1999-2001) of Ph.D. coursework at the University of 

Pennsylvania, in Philadelphia, I occasionally attended -- as a volunteer teacher, 

and also as a student -- the Sunday morning Tamil language and culture classes 

of a local Tamil association (the Tamil Association of the Greater Delaware 

Valley).  These classes were primarily for children of Tamil people who had 

emigrated to the USA and had settled in a section of the Philadelphia area. 

 

Then, in India, in a forest area (the southern end of the Western Ghats mountain 

range) in Tamil Nadu’s Kanyakumari district, I engaged in 21 months (March 

2003 to December 2004) of ethnographic fieldwork with Tamil people there.  

These people happened to be members of the Kani community; the Kani are 

classified as tribal people.  Among the Kani people, I observed children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games, with an eye toward how playing such activities 

might assist in teaching and learning spoken language (these Kani people speak 

a dialect of Tamil which features many Malayalam words).   

 

Following this fieldwork, I helped to organize two videoconferences.  Actually, the 

first of these videoconferences occurred two months before the end of the 

fieldwork period (October 2004); and the second occurred ten months after the 

end of the fieldwork period (October 2005).  These two events temporarily 

brought together the two, very different, Tamil groups that I had come to know.  

For these events, the Tamil people in the Philadelphia area came to a 
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videoconference room at the University of Pennsylvania; and the Tamil people in 

Tamil Nadu (accompanied by me) came to a similar room in Chennai, the state 

capital. 

 

Among the purposes of these two events were: 1) To share data from the 

fieldwork area; and 2) to facilitate a cultural exchange between children in the 

two groups.  In this dissertation, these videoconferences are being called 

instances of ethnographic videoconferencing.  Ethnographic videoconferencing is 

conceived of as a development in the evolution of ethnographic use of 

technology, especially growing out of ethnographic photography, and 

ethnographic film and video.  The 2004 and 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia 

videoconferences, as well as being educational and cultural experiences, were 

also artistic experiences for all involved, as together we were creating -- through 

our body movements and sounds, and camera and mixing decisions -- the 

combined audio and video that we were each seeing and hearing, and were also 

sending out as a live webcast.  

 

Finally, as an addendum to the dissertation-project proper, I and some Tamil 

children participated -- again from a videoconference room in Chennai, and 

relating to the same subject matter -- in segments of two international university-

based, 12-hour videoconferences, called Megaconferences.  I did this with 

children in Chennai who live in beachside sea-fishing communities, near which  
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I was staying.  These Tamil children knew versions of some of the same 

songs/chants/dances/games that the Tamil children in the mountain area knew.   

 

The first of these Megaconference events (on 1 December 2005) involved a two-

way, 25-minute videoconference segment with students and teachers at a school 

in Pennsylvania (USA).  The second event (on 18 May 2006) involved a four-way, 

25-minute videoconference segment with students and teachers at three schools: 

we in Chennai were joined by children (and others) in schools in Pennsylvania 

(USA), Minnesota (USA), and Omagh, Northern Ireland.  In the course of this 

event, children at these other sites performed some songs/chants/dances/games 

similar to those of the Tamil children.  It was while preparing for this May 2006 

videoconference that I produced a final formulation of the play-based language 

exercise routines that are among the fruits of this research project (please see  

pp. 393-408). 

 

 

C)  The Project’s Research Questions. 

 

This research project can be thought of as having been composed of two 

components: 1) the study of children’s songs/chants/dances/games in relation to 

language learning; and 2) the post-fieldwork ethnographic videoconferences. 
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In regard to the research project’s first element (play and language):  I began  

the fieldwork with the hypothesis that the playing of children’s songs/chants/ 

dances/games might facilitate the learning of spoken language and aspects of 

taken-for-granted social behavior.  Thus, the primary research question here was:  

In what ways might the playing of children’s songs/chants/dances/games 

facilitate such learning?  As mentioned above -- regarding languages other than 

my mother tongue, English -- I have throughout my life been an especially slow 

language learner.  Thus, a motivation driving this project has been to discover, 

and help to construct, methods of language learning that might be helpful to me 

as a language learner. 

 

In regard to the research project’s second element (videoconferencing):   

The research questions here included:  1) What did conducting these  

social-technological experiments involve?   2) What is “ethnographic  

videoconferencing,” and what needs does it fulfill?   3) What are some  

successful methods in a videoconference of facilitating communication in  

general, and of teaching and learning language in particular?  
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D)  How The Project Came to Be. 

 

1) My Background 

 

This research project began quite some time ago.   

 

I grew up in New York City, raised by parents involved with the arts.  In my teen 

years, I developed an interest in theater, and developing from that, storytelling.  

As a New York University B.A. and M.A. student, I did Independent Studies with 

professional storyteller Laura Simms.  During those years (the 1980s and 1990s),  

I also periodically did office and video work for Ms. Simms.  Children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games can perhaps just barely be considered a part of the 

field of storytelling, if the term, storytelling, is defined in a very broad manner, 

such as the relating of a series of events.  (A narrow academic definition of 

storytelling is, the “prose” -- that is, the relatively unstylized -- telling of folktales.)  

While I have been involved for many years with the study of the general field of 

storytelling and feel at home in it, when I began this research project I was 

relatively-speaking a novice in the study of children’s songs/chants/dances/ 

games.  In taking up this field of study, I was following the example of Roger 

Abrahams, who in the early part of his academic career extensively collected and 

wrote about children’s play activities (1962, 1963a, 1963b,1966).  
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It was as a teenager that I first experienced the urge to explore a culture 

somewhere on the other side of the world, preferably in or near a jungle.  During 

my college years, I settled on India, due to the richness of the forms and contents 

of its storytelling traditions.  While attending Oberlin College in Ohio, I spent a 

summer on the Kentucky farm of David Buck, an Oberlin graduate who translates 

Tamil poetry.  As I worked on the farm, I began to study Tamil language and 

culture.  I read the Tamil story, Silappathikaram (The Epic of the Anklet), in 

English translation.1  This is a central story of the Tamil people. 

 

Thereafter, back in New York City, I occasionally attended the Saturday morning 

Tamil language and culture classes at the Bowne Street Temple in Queens.  

These classes were primarily attended by children of Tamil people who had 

emigrated to the USA.  I also gave some presentations relating to Tamil culture 

at functions of the New York Tamil Sangam.2 

 

In the course of my M.A. studies, I visited Tamil Nadu for the first time in 1988.  

My studies at this time centered on Silappathikaram (The Epic of the Anklet).  As 

a method of conducting research about the story, in 1989 I walked in the 

footsteps of Kannagi, the story’s heroine, following the route she is said to have 

                                                
1
 The first translation I read was the one by Alain Danielou, which is splendidly 

poetic.  A more prosaic translation is by R. Parthasarathy.  The story of 
Silappathikaram is told and discussed on pp. 69-70 of this dissertation. 
2
 Sangam is a Tamil word, literally meaning, an assembly of poets.  However, it 

has come to refer to assemblies of Tamil people in general. 
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taken approximately 1,400 years ago: from Poompuhar on the East Coast, to the 

central city of Madurai, a distance of approximately 160 miles.  Even with my 

basic Tamil language ability, along the route I was able to interview many people 

about the story.  In Chennai in 1991, I self-published a booklet, which was in 

essence a travel journal, about this walk: “Tamil Nadu’s Silappathikaram (The 

Epic of the Anklet): Ancient Story and Modern Identity.”1  In 2002, 13 years after 

completing the first half of the walk, I completed the Kannagi Walk, walking 

westward from Madurai to my fieldwork site in the Western Ghats mountains, an 

additional approximately 140 miles.2  I did this Madurai-to-the-mountains walk in 

part as a prelude to the fieldwork described in this dissertation.  

 

During my second visit to Tamil Nadu (in 1991), I became aware of a wonderful 

Tamil storyteller in Chennai, the capital of Tamil Nadu: Subbu Arumugam, a 

practitioner of Villupattu (Bow Song), a professional folk genre of performance 

and ritual which can be classified as epic-chanting.  I immediately recognized in 

Subbu a great storyteller -- and in Villupattu, a great storytelling tradition -- even 

though I could not follow very much of his often very rapid in-performance 

speech. 

                                                
1 The one-thousand copies of “Tamil Nadu’s Silappathikaram (Epic of the Anklet): 
Ancient Story and Modern Identity” that were printed in Chennai in 1991 are long 
gone, but the text remains accessible, at 
http://www.storytellingandvideoconferencing.com/18.html . 
2 There are numerous points of view regarding exactly where Kannagi went in the 
Western Ghats mountains.  Thus, I refer to the entire Western Mountain Range 
in Tamil Nadu as the Kannagi Mountains. 
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Throughout much of the 1980s and 1990s, I lived in Lower Manhattan and 

worked as a video professional there.  Performing artists would hire me and my 

video business partner to videotape their plays, dance performances, etc.  We 

often did this work with a single camera, in the course of an actual performance, 

with audience members present.  This was before the time of camcorders.  In 

those days, the video camera and the recorder were two separate items, 

connected by a cable, and were much heavier and bulkier than similar equipment 

is today.  In any event, I brought to my Ph.D. process a good deal of professional 

experience in documentational video. 

 

As I am also a writer, director, and performer, during those years I also staged  

a number of storytelling, theater, and performance art events, some of which 

involved the onstage use of video and computer equipment, and the electronic 

imagery this technology can create (Miller 2003).   

 

In the late 1990s, I began to teach, first at St. John’s U., and then at Fordham U. 

(both in NYC).  Among the courses I taught were Expository Writing, Writing 

about Literature, The Modern Short Story, American Drama, and Introduction to 

Speech Communication.  It was also around this time that I began a Ph.D.  The 

Ph.D. program I entered was in Folklore, at the University of Pennsylvania (which 

we fondly refer to as “Penn”), in nearby Philadelphia.  During my three years of 
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coursework, I had a dorm room on the Penn campus, although I also maintained 

a home in NYC.   

 

When I began at Penn, I was planning to do my dissertation about Subbu 

Arumugam and Villupattu.  However, I eventually realized that my Tamil 

language ability would not yet be sufficient for this task, so I determined to 

dedicate my Ph.D. work in part to improving my Tamil language ability.  I realized 

that one way that I could do this and still work with verbal arts would be to 

conduct research regarding children’s songs/chants/dances/games.  In this way, 

I felt -- accurately as it turned out -- that I would be able to engage in the process 

of learning the spoken language alongside children who were playing songs and 

games as they were also learning the language.  I also felt that to understand 

Tamil culture from its roots -- and to find the most vibrant traditional verbal arts 

practices -- I should conduct this research in the countryside.  Thus, I choose to 

go as far away as possible from the urban centre of Chennai for the fieldwork.  

(Chapter III provides further discussion about my fieldwork village and 

population.) 

 

I feel very much at home in the field of videoconferencing.  A videoconference is 

a communication event in which the participants can send-and-receive audio-

and-video to-and-from each other.  My interest in videoconferencing has grown 

organically out of my lifelong interests in and love of theater, storytelling, and 



 

 

15 

community discussion.  To me, a videoconference is simply an extended meeting, 

a multi-site meeting, whether for artistic, rational-critical (as Habermas would call 

it), or other types of communication.  Beginning in the early 1990s, in New York 

City, I began to work with videoconferencing as a medium for both multi-site 

meetings and multi-site performances -- in relation to entities of New York 

University and the American Museum of Natural History, and independently.   

 

Thus, by the late 1990s, even before enrolling at Penn in Philadelphia, in NYC I 

had helped to facilitate numerous videoconferences, some utilizing gadgets that 

enabled videoconferencing over regular telephone lines, and some utilizing more 

elaborate equipment and connections.  In the course of earning my M.A. at 

NYU’s Gallatin School of Individualized Study, I took courses in the Interactive 

Telecommunications Program of NYU, in the School of the Arts; while at ITP  

I studied and practiced videoconferencing.  During this time I also participated in 

videoconferences as a member of NYU’s Interactive Performance Group.   

 

Once at Penn, I founded and led the Graduate Student Videoconference Series, 
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which produced four events in 2000-1, and two events in 2001-2.1  In the course 

of my Ph.D. coursework, I took a number of courses at Penn’s School for 

Communication.  Although I did not find professors who were academic experts 

in videoconferencing at NYU or at Penn, both universities provided wonderfully 

stimulating environments within which I could study, conduct experiments in, and 

write about videoconferencing.  At Penn, I worked part-time for Dr. Jay Treat, the 

School of Arts and Sciences’ Director of Instructional Computing.  One of my 

duties in this position was to assist Penn professors with their videoconferences, 

and I learned a great deal on the job.  Thus, my two self-designed end-of-

fieldwork videoconferences provided opportunities for me to apply and extend the 

                                                
1
 Graduate Student Videoconference Series (based at Penn):   

2000-1 season:   
1) “The 1970s: A discussion of the fluid epistemological building code, the 
cultural DNA, underlying the construction of much of the epoch’s phenomena,” 
distant presenter: Prof. Stephen Paul Miller, St. John’s U. (Staten Island, NY, 
campus), 3 November 2000.   
2) “Liveness in mediated performance,” distant moderator: Prof. Toni Sant, 
Performance Studies Dept., NYU, 1 December 2000.  (Continued.)     
3) “Roles of listener-sponsors in the Pacifica radio network,” distant moderator: 
Adrienne Lauby (North Bay for KPFA), at San Francisco City College, 19 April 
2001.  
4) “Virtual performance and archiving,” distant moderator: Prof. Toni Sant, 
Performance Studies Dept., NYU, 20 April 2001.   
2001-2 season: Videoconferencing with members of Aboriginal Peoples:  
1) “A discussion of culture old and new, with Warlpiri people of Yuendumu,” 
distant moderator, Robin Japanangka Granites (Tanami Videoconferencing 
Network, and Warlpiri Media Association), Yuendumu, Northern Territories, 
Australia, 2 March 2002.   
2) “Domestic Violence in Indigenous Communities,” distant moderator, Margaret 
Haylock (Women’s Justice Network), Brisbane, Australia, 16 April 2002. 
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videoconferencing theory and methodology that I had been developing for a 

number of years.  

 

From the very beginning of my involvement with videoconferencing, I as a 

director developed a particular format for videoconferencing, in which all parties 

see the same screen-configuration.  This single-screen mix (which is discussed 

in Chapter VI) makes it possible to record, and/or to send out as a webcast, a 

representation of the complete audio-video relationship that the videoconference 

partners are having. 

 

As the above might imply, it is natural to me to be a designer and director, as well 

as a scholar, of videoconferencing.  The two post-fieldwork videoconferences 

were technological-sociological experiments that I designed and conducted in 

order to generate data for analysis in this dissertation. 

 

 

2) What I Learned at Penn Folklore. 

 

A primary function of this Introduction is to discuss the theoretical frameworks 

and approaches of this dissertation, and below I begin doing so in earnest.   
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In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a major paradigm shift in the perception of 

communication swept the academic world (Carey, 1989; Fiske, 1982; Meyerhoff, 

2006).  Previously, communication had largely been seen as the sending of a 

message from a sender to one or more receivers: this was known as the 

transmission model (Chandler, 1995).  This is the paradigm of print and television, 

and of mass communication in general.  The new paradigm, which was known as 

the constructionist model, held that communication involves a relationship, and 

that the communication act is not complete until the receiving party 

acknowledges to the sender that he or she (the receiver) has received something, 

and gives some indication to the sender regarding how he or she feels or thinks 

about what has been received.  In this paradigm, the sender and receiver are 

engaged in an ongoing feedback loop (Gruba and Lynch, 1997).  

 

One aspect of the new paradigm was what has come to be known as the  

Socio-linguistic Moment.  This intellectual movement -- which was composed of 

developments in a number of disciplines, including Linguistics, Anthropology, 

Folklore, Sociology, and Education -- called for scholars to pay attention to how 

people actually communicate, rather than to continue to focus on abstract, 

idealized models of how they should or could communicate.  It happens that 

Penn was a leading site at which the Socio-linguistic Moment occurred.  Among 

the contributors to the phenomenon were Erving Goffman (Sociology), William 
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Labov (Linguistics), and Dell Hymes (Folklore, Anthropology, and Education) and 

numerous other members of Penn Folklore.   

 

A core of this dissertation is the application of aspects of the scholarship that 

composed the Socio-linguistic Moment -- such theoretical frameworks as 

Conversation Analysis, Interaction Analysis (especially as developed by Erving 

Goffman), and the Performance-centered approach to folklore -- to electronically-

mediated communication, specifically interactive telecommunication, and most 

specifically videoconferencing.  Two goals of this application are: to analyze the 

back-and-forth interaction in videoconferences, and to design videoconferences 

so as to enable fluid and comfortable back-and-forth interaction. 

 

One important offspring of the Socio-linguistic Moment that informs this 

dissertation is the field of Language Socialization (Schieffelin and Ochs, 1986a; 

Garrett and Baquedano-Lopez, 2002).  Language Socialization concerns how 

children are socialized to use language; and how children are acculturated into 

society -- that is, how taken-for-granted social behavior is taught to children 

through language.  

 

The dissertation also attempts to apply to electronic expression, communication, 

and display, the concepts of festival, festiveness, and festivity that have been 

developed in the disciplines of Folklore and Anthropology (Abrahams and 
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Bauman, 1978; Falassi, 1987; Turner, 1982).  It seems to me that there is 

something inherently festive about electronic communication, and perhaps about 

electricity itself.  

 

I arrived at Penn Folklore with a relatively unsophisticated appreciation of 

storytelling.  At Penn Folklore I was exposed to the study of numerous genres of 

verbal arts to which I had previously given little thought.  Having arrived with my 

mind especially on epic-chanting, my interests expanded towards cultural grass 

roots activities, towards women’s and children’s verbal arts, such as women’s 

laments and children’s songs/chants/dances/games.  I was also exposed to an 

intellectual apparatus for perceiving verbal arts events: the Performance-

centered approach to folklore.   

 

The Performance-centered approach to folklore began to emerge in the 1960s, 

and crystallized in the 1970s.  The existing approach to storytelling had been 

focused on the stories themselves, viewing them as items to be collected, 

analyzed, and classified. The Performance-centered approach questioned the 

basic tenets of text-centered folklore research, for it relativized text, declaring that 

words are only one part of a storytelling event.  “The verbal text was now 

recognized as only a partial record of a larger aesthetic transaction” (Fine 1984, 

p. 10).  The Performance-centered approach claimed that verbal art is best 

understood as something that occurs as a dynamic communicative event (Ben-
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Amos, 1972).  A genre of verbal art is here seen as being produced in and by a 

particular social situation, and type of relationship.  In addition to the words and 

the storyline, now every other conceivable aspect of the performer’s vocal and 

physical presentation needed to be considered (including the performer’s voice’s 

tone, pitch, rhythm, and pacing; and body language), as well as his/her 

interactions with audience members, and audience members’ interactions with 

each other (Abrahams 1977; Arewa and Dundes 1964; Bauman 1977; Ben-Amos 

and Goldstein 1975; Dundes 1964; Georges 1969; Goldstein 1964; Paredes and 

Bauman 1972).  

 

The Performance-centered approach to folklore -- which has been a primary 

Penn Folklore perspective -- has influenced all of academia to pay more attention 

to the give-and-take nature of communication.  Similarly to the way in which the 

Performance-centered approach to folklore brings out the conversational and 

process nature of folklore activity, in ethnographic videoconferencing data 

collection is also a conversation, a social process.  It is not a coincidence that 

ethnographic videoconferencing has been conceived of in the Penn Folklore 

environment, following 40 years of Penn Folklore thinking.  

 

This dissertation applies a number of the threads of Penn Folklore in addition to 

the Performance-centered approach to folklore (Dan Ben-Amos, Roger 

Abrahams), including applications of recording technology (Kenny Goldstein), the 
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study of play (Roger Abrahams, Brian Sutton-Smith, Barbara Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett, Anna Beresin), and the Ethnography of Speaking (Dell Hymes).  

 

As is discussed in Chapters IV and V, three elements that I found in the 

children’s songs/chants/dances/games that I collected that I posit are helpful for 

language learning are: 1) repetition with variation; 2) the simultaneous saying 

and physical-enacting of words; and 3) question-and-answer routines.   

 

According to Roman Jakobson, the first of these elements -- repetition with 

variation -- is one of the primary components of verbal arts (he uses the term, 

parallelism, to refer to this type of practice) (1960, 1966, 1968).  The study of 

verbal arts in everyday language (Abrahams, 2005; Bauman and Briggs, 1990) is 

part of the field of the Ethnography of Speaking (also known as, Ways of 

Speaking) (Hymes, 1962) -- which is a subset of the Ethnography of 

Communication (Gumperz and Hymes, 1972), which in turn is a subset of the 

afore-mentioned Socio-linguistic Moment. 

 

The study of the second of these elements -- the simultaneous saying and 

physical-enacting of words -- is also an aspect of the Sociolinguistic Moment.  

Prior to the 60s, very little academic attention was paid to the physical behavior 

of speakers.  The presence of two physicality-oriented pioneering scholars on the 

Penn campus stimulated thought about the body in communication.  These 
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scholars were Ray Birdwhistell, who studied kinesics (the study of body motion 

patterns in communication) (1970), and Adam Kendon, who studies gesture 

(1983).  These two thinkers have deeply influenced Penn Folklore, although 

neither were based in the Folklore Dept.: Birdwhistell was in Penn’s 

Communication School, and Kendon is an independent researcher who has 

worked with various scholars and entities at Penn.  

 

The third of these elements, question-and-answer routines, is studied in 

numerous sociolinguistic fields, including Conversation Analysis (Sacks, 

Schegloff, and Jefferson, 1974).  My discovery of Conversation Analysis was one 

of the great joys of my Penn Folklore graduate student experience.  Delving into 

Conversation Analysis has raised my awareness of the ways participants in 

conversations often speak at the same time, complete each other’s sentences, 

and are often in the process of “galumphing” -- losing balance and regaining it as 

they transgress, repair, and negotiate conversational procedures.1  Conversation 

Analysis has also led me to think about how conversational participants alternate 

in the speaker’s role, and, regardless of who might be speaking at the moment, 

the way participants in a conversation are constantly giving feedback to each 

                                                
1
 The word, “galumphing” -- a blend of “galloping” and “triumphantly” -- was 

coined by Lewis Carroll, who used it in his nonsense poem, Jabberwocky. 
“Galumph” sounds a bit like “harrumph” (an expression of disdain, disbelief, 
protest, or dismissal; a huff, grunt, or snort), and seems to imply degrees of 
exuberance, playfulness, and awkwardness. 
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other (through body posture and positioning, facial expressions, non-verbal 

sounds, etc.). 

 

I have found that I truly love the back-and-forth of conversation.  This back-and-

forth-ness is a primary thing I love about storytelling.  I am sure that one reason I 

gravitated towards the study of children’s songs/chants/dances/games is that 

these activities often tend to involve back-and-forth communication between 

participants.  In my study and development of language learning techniques,  

I have focused on back-and-forth activities.   

 

In the classroom, both as student and professor, I do my best to facilitate 

conversation.  I tend to feel that if someone is talking for more than ten minutes 

without eliciting comments and questions from others, an opportunity for active 

learning by the listeners is being lost.  Thus, this dissertation is finally largely 

about the study and promotion of give-and-take, back-and-forth exchanges in 

communication in general, and more specifically, in children’s songs/chants/ 

dances/games, in language learning, and in videoconferencing. 

 

I was well-prepared to absorb the Performance-centered approach to folklore 

when I arrived at Penn Folklore, for, as mentioned above, I had originally learned 

about storytelling from Laura Simms, who similarly stresses above all the 

interactive nature of the storytelling event -- how the teller needs to also always 
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be a listener, to the audience members, as well as to the weather and whatever 

else might be in the environment. 

 

Regarding videoconferencing, Roger Abrahams challenged me to enable 

videoconferencing situations that can be just as chaotic, multi-textured, flexible, 

and spontaneous as meetings between those physically-present.  The order of 

the day: videoconference environments in which people can break and play with 

the rules of proper conversation, just as they can in physically-present 

conversations.  He also advised against people’s images always being  

reduced -- both in the sense of size, and in the sense of seemingly being trapped, 

plastered on two-dimensional screens.  This latter point encouraged me to utilize 

full body images moving three-dimensionally in videoconferences.  

 

Roger Abrahams, Dan Ben-Amos, and other Folklore scholars of their generation 

came of age during the 1960s, which was for many a period of rebellion against 

television and other forms of mass media.  It seems that Folklore scholars of this 

generation often tend to see television as a great enemy of folklore.  I share the 

resentment against one-way mediums such as television, but what set me apart 

at Penn Folklore was that I arrived with a fervent belief that videoconferencing 

provides an antidote to the passive and thus de-humanizing aspects of television; 

that videoconferencing presents an opportunity for (synchronous electronically-

mediated) conversational self- and community expression.    
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My sense is that from the moment I raised the subject of videoconferencing in the 

Penn Folklore environment, Roger Abrahams and Dan Ben-Amos saw in the 

medium the potential for the group interaction upon which Penn Folklore’s 

perception of folk activity is based.  From the moment I learned of it (in 1998), I 

have felt that Dan Ben-Amos’ definition of folklore as “artistic communication in 

small groups” (1972) was made-to-order to apply to videoconferencing.  However, 

it may be that the primary reason I was accepted as a doctoral student at Penn 

Folklore was that it was clear that I was imbued with a great love for a particular 

traditional culture (Tamil Nadu), and for verbal arts in general. 

 

Before embarking on my Ph.D. career, I had already lived in Tamil Nadu, and 

had already discovered there what can be called an epic-chanting tradition 

(Villupattu).  My intellectual development at Penn included my taking a directed 

reading with Roger Abrahams about the performance of epic.  This brought 

women’s lament practices to my attention, as I discovered the body of literature 

and thought that posits that epic to some extent consists of men’s, and the 

state’s, appropriation and transformation of elements of women’s lament 

practices (Holst-Warhaft 1992, p. 10; Miller 2001; Weinbaum 2001, p. 28).  Later, 

when children’s songs/chants/dances/games came to my attention, I realized that 

much culture is based on the aesthetic patterns people first learn in such play.  
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Another component of my Penn Folklore experience involved my discovery of  

the academic field, Indigenous Media, which can be said to have come into 

existence with the publication of Through Navajo Eyes: An Exploration in Film 

Communication and Anthropology (Worth and Adair, 1972).  One of the leaders 

of this project, Sol Worth, taught at Penn’s Communication School throughout 

much of the 1960s and 1970s, and was an early developer of the field of Visual 

Anthropology (please see pp. 432-3).  The Through Navajo Eyes project sought 

to determine how aspects of traditional Navajo culture might be expressed in 

filmmaking by Navajo individuals.  Indigenous Media considers what happens 

when indigenous people themselves use media to record and transmit.  In this 

tradition, Eric Michaels’ subsequent work with Warlpiri and other aboriginal 

people of Australia, is a major element of the background of this dissertation 

(Michaels, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1991a, 1991b, 1994).  (Please see the section on 

Indigenous Media in Chapter VI of the current work, pp. 423-7.)   

 

It was members of the Warlpiri people who, led by Robin Japanangka Granites 

and others, in 1992 formed the Tanami Network, the world’s first tribal-based 

global videoconferencing network (Hodges 1996; Hinkson 1999, 2002; Young 

1995).  I and others at Penn held a videoconference with members of this group, 

as part of the 2001-2 Graduate Student Videoconference Series.  This was 

before my fieldwork with Kani tribal people in south India: Robin’s call for tribal 

people around the world to join the Tanami Videoconferencing Network 
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encouraged me to help to involve south Indian tribal people in videoconferencing.  

An important component of this dissertation involves the question of how the two 

post-fieldwork Chennai-Philadelphia videoconferences I facilitated affected the 

south Indian tribal people who participated in these events: and also how these 

people shaped these videoconferences (both topics are discussed in Chapter VI). 

 

In introducing and exploring the term, ethnographic videoconferencing, this 

dissertation extends the concepts of ethnographic photography, and 

ethnographic film and video, to the realm of interactive telecommunication.  In the 

1999-2000 academic year, I curated a series of ethnographic films and videos at 

Penn.  I did this to familiarize myself with the traditions of ethnographic film and 

video, as a preparation for developing ethnographic videoconferencing. 

 

The dissertation touches upon the concept of living museums (museums in which 

objects and practices that are used in everyday life are demonstrated for and 

explained to visitors) (Reeves 1998) -- with videoconferencing suggested as a 

centerpiece of such museums.  The community cultural development model that 

is presented is in a business and arts mode.  The model includes cultural tourism, 

and stresses the need for interested community members to receive training for, 

and be employed in, management positions in such ventures.  Working on this 

research project has involved looking closely at the ethnographer’s role in the 

fieldwork situation, and acknowledging not only that she or he affects the people 



 

 

29 

and cultures under study, but that the work of ethnography is a creative 

collaboration by the visiting scholar and the people of the culture under study 

(Clifford and Marcus, 1986). 

 

In its consideration of public spheres, the dissertation is guided by Jurgen 

Habermas’ The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a 

Category of Bourgeois Society (1962).  Emile Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms 

of Religious Life (1912) has helped to frame the dissertation’s discussion of 

communication technology as ritual apparatus which enables members of 

communities to come into contact with each other and celebrate their ideals.  

This in turn has led to the  dissertation’s discussion of teletopia (a kind of utopia), 

a concept pointed to by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s Phenomenon of Man (1965). 

 

In the course of discussing how verbal play might be involved with the language 

acquisition process, the dissertation considers numerous possible functions of 

play, focusing on Brian Sutton-Smith’s theory of adaptive potentiation, which 

points out that play gives children practice in mental flexibility (Sutton-Smith, 

1997).  My fieldwork experience has prompted me to extend Roman Jakobson’s 

claim that repetition with variation is a key aspect of verbal arts, to posit that such 

repetition can also be a key element of the language acquisition process 

(Jakobson, 1960).  
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To return to the subject of Penn Folklore: 

 

My years at Penn Folklore have coincided with much discussion -- both at Penn, 

and also through the American Folklore Society -- regarding the state of Folklore 

Studies at Penn and in academia in general.  As this discussion has formed a 

major backdrop of my Ph.D. career, this Introduction would not be complete 

without some discussion of the current state of Penn Folklore, and the questions, 

“Why has Penn Folklore fallen on difficult times?,” and “How can the discipline of 

Folklore succeed in universities in general?” 

 

The history of Penn Folklore could well be a dissertation unto itself.  Already one 

article about the formation of Penn Folklore has been published (Rosina Miller 

2005).  Here I focus on what has happened from Penn Folklore’s highpoint in the 

late 1970s, when there were approximately 12 professors in the Folklore Dept., 

to the present.  Ever since the late 1970s, when professors have shifted to other 

universities, retired, or passed away, the tendency of the University has been to 

not replace them.  Penn Folklore was reduced to a Program in 1999 (which 

meant that the professors needed to be based in other disciplines’ Departments).  

The admission of new Ph.D. students was stopped in 2004.  The Center for 

Folklore and Ethnography, which was founded as an attachment to Penn 

Folklore in 1999, was closed in 2007.  It seems that Penn Folklore could be a 

single generation phenomena.  Roger Abrahams was one of the founders of 
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Penn Folklore, and Dan Ben-Amos has also been on the scene from the 1960s 

onward: it seems that these two gentlemen might be two of the final professors of 

the current incarnation of Penn Folklore.  

 

Numberous factors have led to the current state of affairs.  To begin with, 

Folklore is often perceived as a hybrid (Literature, Anthropology, etc.) and fringe 

discipline.  The Humanities in general have been downsized in the past twenty 

years, and small disciplines have suffered most.  There has been a growing 

sense that, for those who will not be professional scholars, education should be 

practical and should lead directly to professional employment.  Penn Folklore  

has been slow to include professional applications of Folklore Studies in its 

curriculum.  For example, there has been little academic study of and training in 

public, vocational, and professional applications of Folklore studies -- despite the 

fact that so many Ph.D. graduates of Penn Folklore have gone on to careers in 

public folklore organizations, including those that involve museums and festivals. 

   

There has also been a dwindling of Folklore’s traditional subject matter.  While 

folk practices of communication, of culture creation and development, continue to 

thrive wherever people live, the performance of many genres of traditional 

folklore -- such as the singing of ballads, and the telling of folktales -- is growing 

thinner in the present-day world.  The northeast USA is one of the most quickly-

developing regions of the world: thus, here especially, there has been a 
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diminishing of traditional folklore to study.  The folklore of immigrant groups is 

available for study: but such folklore tends to be very self-conscious, and is once 

removed from how it was practiced in its original context.  

   

The USA Folk Music scene reached its high point in the 1960s and 1970s.  The 

study and performance of this and other contemporary music scenes were 

important parts of what made Penn Folklore an exciting place.  Roger Abrahams, 

for example, in addition to his fieldwork with African-American cultures, also 

studied the ballad-singing of white people in the Appalachian Mountains, and he 

himself was a singer in this tradition, performing and giving lectures at Folk Music 

festivals throughout much of the 1960s.  As the revival of Folk Music has 

diminished, so has Penn Folklore.  A major figure of Penn Folklore, Kenneth 

Goldstein, was a music producer who produced numerous recordings of African-

American blues singers: blues music has also been less prominent in recent 

years, giving way to new genres such as rap. 

 

In recent years, Penn Folklore professors and students have been doing less 

work with performance and performers, and more with belief systems and written 

texts.  This has moved Penn Folklore away from its roots.  Another factor in Penn 

Folklore’s dwindling may have been, for some time, a certain cautiousness of 

some Folklore professors to include new types of folklore in their field, such as 
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types of popular culture.  Such exclusionary practices may also have contributed 

to the rise of Cultural Studies.   

 

It may be that, living in the shadow of the Performance-centered approach to 

folklore, some subsequent generations of students may have found it difficult to 

modify or build upon this approach, or to develop new approaches.  And yet, I 

recall Roger Abrahams saying in class one day that he believed the best work in 

Folklore was yet to be done.  

 

Perhaps related to its emphasis on international students and subject matter, and 

on Folklore theory, Penn Folklore came to lose more and more of its connections 

with local communities.  These losses could have been countered by reaching 

out more to folk communities, on and off campus.  But for too long, Penn Folklore 

did very little interacting with local individuals or groups.  For example, there has 

been very little involvement with Penn’s African-American neighbors.  During the 

years around 2000, Penn Theater Dept. faculty member Dr. William Yalowitz 

worked with members of a nearby African-American community on a play about 

how some community members had been evicted and relocated some years 

before: Penn Folklore was not involved. 

 

Penn Folklore Program faculty member Dr. Mary Hufford has in recent years 

done her very best to reach out to, and forge relationships with, scholars and 
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students in other disciplines, especially around the concept of ethnography, 

especially in relation to immigrant communities.  In 2005 and 2006, a course 

relating to Liberian emigrants was taught -- first by Folklore graduate student 

Meltem Turkoz, then by Mary Hufford.  And in 2007, Mary Hufford co-taught 

courses with Center for Folklore and Ethnography affiliate Dr. Yoonhee Kang that 

have involved studying and working with Indonesian residents of the Philadelphia 

area. 

 

The relationship with the School of Education has dwindled, especially after 

Kenny Goldstein died, and Fred Erickson left the School of Education.  The very 

interesting practice of using ethnography to help shape and enrich peoples’ 

education processes (Ghose 2007) has not occurred very much at Penn Folklore 

in recent years.  In the 1970s and 1980s, Roger Abrahams crusaded for the 

implementation of Folklore perspectives in the elementary school classroom, 

particularly in relation to African-American dialects being learned and used by 

teachers.  By the time I arrived on the scene, however, he had seemingly 

withdrawn from such activism, perhaps having become discouraged about 

interacting with educational bureaucracies.   

 

To the best of my knowledge, there has been no relationship with Penn’s 

Wharton Business School, whose students most certainly would be interested 
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collaborating on such projects as marketing folk crafts, and developing cultural 

tourism.   

 

Dan Ben-Amos has throughout his career stressed that Folklore scholars should 

concentrate on “pure” research -- that is, they should: 1) affect the people under 

study as little as possible; 2) not apply what is gathered to projects in education, 

theater, business or any other discipline; and 3) not seek to facilitate public 

presentations of folklore.  It must be remembered that many Folklorists of Dan 

Ben-Amos’ generation are very aware of the abuses of folklore made by the 

Nazis of mid-twentieth century Germany, and that these scholars are determined 

to avoid any such further abuse.  Dan Ben-Amos has also expressed the concern 

that public presentation of folklore can have a stultifying effect on the intellectual 

examination of the material, due to social pressure to avoid offending anyone.  

 

However, the emphasis on unapplied academic research and analysis has 

limited the horizons of Penn Folklore.  The University of Pennsylvania has, 

especially over the last decade, been making a concerted effort to search for 

ways to make its Humanities scholarship of practical and immediate use to the 

university and its neighboring communities.  Penn Folklore could have done 

much more than it did to assist this effort.  The University of Pennsylvania was 

founded by Benjamin Franklin, an eminently practical person who passionately 

and steadfastly believed in the application of analytical thinking to concrete 
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projects to improve everyday life for members of the public.  He very much 

believed in entrepreneurial partnerships between researchers, business people, 

and providers of government services.    

 

The founders of Penn Folklore did their initial fieldwork around the time that 

portable audio equipment first became available.  Kenny Goldstein, was, as 

mentioned, a professional record producer.  The leading faculty members of 

Penn Folklore were well-established -- and in some cases were past the stages 

in their careers when they were focusing on fieldwork -- by the time portable 

video recording equipment became available in the 1980s.  

 

Thus, my introduction of videoconferencing to the Penn Folklore scene was,  

I believe, a bit of a shock.  Although folk communities have been 

videoconferencing since at least 1992 (Hinkson 1999, 2002; Hodges 1996; 

Young 1995; and pp. 422 and 489 of the current work), and members of diaspora 

communities around the world have been videoconferencing over the Internet for 

years, videoconferencing is not yet a mature medium.  Those who do not do it 

may have mixed feelings -- including admiration, disdain, and jealousy -- towards 

those who do.  To develop videoconferencing in a Folklore scholarship context, 

to develop ethnographic videoconferencing, a Folklore scholar at times needs to 

participate in the videoconferences him or herself.  An advantage of such 

participation is that one’s interviewing techniques can then be studied closely, 
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especially if a recording is made.  A disadvantage is that one may be open to 

accusations of self-promotion. 

 

There was at Penn Folklore some resistance to considering electronically-

mediated interactivity seriously -- as a means of collecting and discussing folklore, 

and also as a medium by which people might practice and develop their folk arts 

traditions.  I often admitted that in many ways interactive telecommunication is 

not as “good” as physically-present interactivity: it is simply a different kind of 

interaction, and should not be seen as a replacement for physically-present 

communication.  However, I feel I often ran into the sort of anti-electronic-

mediation sentiment when it comes to culture that has been a trademark of many 

folklore scholars in recent years.  This anti-electronic-mediation attitude -- in an 

age in which such communication is a rapidly-expanding way through which 

many people live their lives -- has helped to marginalize the discipline of Folklore.  

It would seem to be a much more fruitful approach to seek to discover how 

folklore is occurring through electronic-mediated communication, than to consider 

such communication to be beyond or inimical to the field.  

 

Roger Abrahams’ idea that culture is the formulaic use of conventional units of 

behavior, thought, and language -- like Alan Dundes’ definition of folklore as the 

processing of any experience that people may have in common -- are  

approaches that do not involve dividing the population into the folk and the non-
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folk.  My own inclination is towards the relatively new discipline -- or inter-

disciplinary field -- of Storytelling Studies, which also is not based on class 

divisions.  My work with videoconferencing falls within the discipline of 

Communication, in the subfield of Interactive Telecommunication.  While I will 

always remain dearly fond of the discipline of Folklore, and will always be 

delighted and honored to be identified as a Folklorist, it does seem to me that the 

class baggage inherent to the term, folklore, is at times distracting from what I 

want to study, and from the ways I want to study it. 

 

Alternatives to the term, “folklore,” include “vernacular culture” and “ethnography” 

(the study of ethnic groups).  These approaches can be taken up within such 

disciplines as Sociology, Anthropology, Cultural Studies, and Popular Culture 

Studies, as well as Folklore.  One thing that Folklore, especially Penn Folklore, 

has had to offer has been the study of the ways that culture is collectively created 

and maintained.  The Performance-centered approach to folklore stresses the 

collaborative, interactive, and participatory nature of culture, and of social events 

in particular.  This view of culture is very rewarding, and I hope that it continues 

to be adopted by thinkers throughout academia, and beyond.   

 

As possibly one of the final individuals to earn a Ph.D. from Penn Folklore, at 

least in its current incarnation, I greatly regret that I, to date, have not been able 

to do more to invigorate Penn Folklore.  Among my meager achievements in this 
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area are that I got local Tamil emigrants involved to some extant, by hosting a 

Tamil storytelling event at Penn some years ago, and of course by inviting 

members of the Philadelphia-area Tamil community to attend and participate in 

the October 2004 and 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia videoconferences. 

 

There has been talk about developing a Public Folklore M.A. program at Penn, 

with the help of the many Penn Folklore Ph.D. graduates who work in this field.  It 

seems that Penn might continue its undergraduate Folklore major and/or minor.   

I certainly hope that Penn Folklore will revive and evolve at the University of 

Pennsylvania, but regardless, Penn Folklore has done a great deal of good in 

this world, and this contribution needs to be understood and acknowledged.  

Penn Folklore’s current fallow state in no way indicates that its work has been of 

little value, or in vain.  On the contrary, it may be that there is less of a need for 

Penn Folklore now because its message has been so well disseminated to other 

disciplines, and in many cases, adopted by those other disciplines.  For example, 

the ideas of taking oral histories from people, seeking to understand the 

everyday experiences of people, and studying history and society from the 

bottom up, are approaches developed by Penn Folklore that are now 

commonplace in the discipline of History. 

 

Penn Folklore is a state of mind -- a wonderful state of mind!  And this is why this 

dissertation is in part dedicated to the people and thinking of Penn Folklore.  A 
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major reason I have been looking forward to completing this dissertation and 

receiving a Ph.D. from Penn Folklore is that doing so would mean that I would be 

able to join a very exclusive club: the approximately 300 Penn Folklore Ph.D. 

graduates.  Formally or informally, the members of this group might in the years 

might well collaborate in producing television series, developing a speakers’ 

bureau, etc. 

 

Today the American Folklore Society remains vital.  It is a meeting place for 

folklorists in academia, and academically-trained public folklorists.  While there is 

presently only one Folklore department in the USA (at Indiana University), and it 

seems that only this Department and Penn’s Folklore Program can award Ph.D.s 

fully in Folklore, there are numerous Folklore Programs that can award Folklore 

M.A.s, and Folklore-related Ph.D.s.1   

 

Here are five suggestions regarding how the discipline of Folklore can thrive in 

universities.  In addition to continuing the discipline’s classic approach -- 

extended physically-present ethnographic fieldwork with participant  

observation -- the discipline needs to 

 

                                                
1
 USA Folklore Programs include those at the University of California, Berkeley; 

University of Wisconson; University of Missouri; University of North Carolina; and 
Utah State University.  For a complete list, please see 
http://cfs.osu.edu/resources/default.cfm .    
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1) Utilize the latest technology for data-collection, data-sharing, and 
discussion.  This may mean working with university audio-video and 
information technology people, and applying folklore communication 
processes to the design of interactive telecommunication. 
 
2) Embrace Applied Folklore -- teach about it, and give training in it.  
(Applied Folklore involves collaborative approaches to subject matter, 
combining Folklore’s perspectives with those of such disciplines as 
Anthropology, Education, Linguistics, Communication, Theater, History, 
Business, etc.) 
 
3) Embrace Public Folklore -- teach about it, and give training in it.  (Public 
Folklore involves presenting folklore to the public in contexts such as 
museums, tourism, and festivals featuring performances by folk artists.) 
 
4) Take seriously Dan Ben-Amos’ (1972) and Alan Dundes’ (1978) 
reformist definitions of folklore: that folklore is artistic communication in 
small groups; and the processing of any common experience by any two 
or more people. 
 
5) Make itself useful to the university and entities within it, and to the 
neighboring communities, by helping them to collect and present their own 
folklore.  Every university project that involves neighboring communities 
could have Folklore participation. 

 

 

E)  Theoretical Approaches, and Areas of Scholarship.  

 

The theoretical approaches, paradigms, and areas of scholarship, which animate 

this dissertation include the following.  In this list, for each approach, founders 

and/or leaders of the approach may be named, and at least one seminal or 

review-of-the-field writing is referenced: 
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The Performance-centered Approach to Folklore: Roger Abrahams, Dan Ben-

Amos, Americo Paredes, Richard Bauman (Bauman, 1977).  

 

Ethnography of Speaking: Dell Hymes (Hymes, 1962). 

 

Socio-kinetics: Ray Birdwhistell, Adam Kendon (Birdwhistell, 1970; Kendon, 

1983). 

 

Play as Adaptive Potentiation: Brian-Sutton Smith’s idea that a major function of 

play is to practice and increase mental flexibility (1997). 

 

Language Acquisition through shaping one’s inherent abilities: Noam Chomsky’s 

idea that the human mind has a built-in general sense of grammar, which he calls, 

a Universal Grammar (Chomsky, 1959).   

 

Language Socialization: Bambi Schieffelin and Elinor Ochs (Schieffelin and Ochs, 

1986a, 1986b; Garrett and Baquedano-Lopez, 2002).   

 

The Teaching-and-learning of Second Languages (Larsen-Freeman, 2000).  

 

Mirror Neurons: the theory that when humans see movement, we tend to 

automatically enact that movement in our minds and bodies.  This would be a 
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major way by which a child would learn correct ways to behave physically in play 

and generally as a member of a community.  Giacomo Rizzolatti (Ramachandran, 

2006). 

 

Conversation Analysis: Harvey Sacks, Emanuel Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson 

(Goodwin and Heritage, 1990; Sidnell 2007). 

 

Multi-vocality: Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin (Bakhtin 1981). 

 

Interaction Analysis: Erving Goffman (Goffman, 1959). 

 

Interactive Telecommunication: Marshall McLuhan (McLuhan 1964). 

 

Interaction Analysis as applied to Interactive Telecommunication (Baron, 2002 

[concerning e-mail]; Humphreys, 2005 [concerning cellphones]; McMillan, 2002; 

Meyrowitz 1985). 

 

Community and Participatory Video (Lunch and Lunch, 2006; White, 2003). 

 

Ethnographic Photography, Film, and Video (Heider, 2006). 
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Indigenous Media: Sol Worth, Eric Michaels, and Faye Ginsberg (Ginsberg, 1992; 

Michaels, 1994; Worth and Adair, 1972). 

 

Advocate-activist-salvage-entrepreneurial Anthropology and Folklore:  

Daniel Mayberry-Lewis1 (Hale, 2001). 

 

The Right to Communicate (The MacBride Report, UNESCO, 1980). 

 

The Public Sphere: Jurgen Habermas (Habermas, 1962). 

 

The Digital Divide (Drori, 2007).   

 

Multi-sited Fieldwork: George Marcus (Marcus, 1995). 

 

Diaspora Analysis: Arjun Appadurai (Appadurai, 1990). 

 

The Interrelatedness of Linguistic, Cultural, and Biological Diversity: Luisa Maffi 

(Maffi, 2005).2 

 

                                                
1
 Daniel Mayberry-Lewis is the founder of a leading organization and journal in 

the field, Cultural Survival, http://www.cs.org . 
2
 Luisa Maffi is the founder a leading organization in the field, Terra Lingua, 

http://www.terralingua.org . 
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Two ways that Folklorists and Anthropologists have approached digital media 

have been: 1) as a database in which material may be stored; and 2) as a means 

by which folk activities may be performed.  An example of the first approach can 

be seen in this definition of hypermedia: “The production of ethnographic 

research in a new format which can combine the traditional technologies of text 

and image into a hybrid computer-based document” (Anderson 1999; also see 

Howard 1988).  Actually, an evolution in the perception and use of documents, of 

texts, is occurring in general in the world today: from print, to multi-media, and 

finally, to texts that include links to, and thus provide access to, living authors and 

community-resource-persons with whom one may converse (in mediated or un-

mediated fashions), perhaps for a fee.  Thus, the function of writers and librarians 

is expanding to include helping researchers to communicate directly -- ultimately 

including via videoconference -- with interested individual scholars and 

community-resource-persons, and communities of same.   

 

This dissertation focuses mostly on the second of the above-mentioned 

approaches: considering technology as a means by which folk activities may be 

performed.  What this work is meant to point toward, and what it is largely 

motivated by, is the application of micro-behavioral approaches such as 

Interaction Analysis (as developed by Erving Goffman) and Conversation 

Analysis to the study and design of videoconference communication.  Much 

scholarly work relating to interactive telecommunication has been primarily 
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macro-sociological, such as, “The Anthropology of Online Communities” (Wilson 

and Peterson 2002).  However, the micro-study of behavior and performance is 

also occurring.  As Sally McMillan writes: 

 

Researchers are actively engaged in scholarship that explores how people 
interact through media, the nature of interactive content, and how 
individuals interface with the computers and telecommunications tools that 
host interactive communication.  (2002, p. 162) 

 

 

F) Definitions of Terms. 

 

The children’s play activities discussed in this dissertation are somewhat 

cumbersomely referred to as “songs/chants/dances/games.”  This has been done 

to emphasize that, 1) these four processes naturally form a group when it comes 

to children’s play activities, 2) the collected activities contain various aspects of 

these different processes, and 3) seeking to divide the activities according to 

these processes would be futile.  The term is meant to raise consciousness that 

play includes both art and games (Huizinga 1949), and that the activities’ various 

speaking and singing styles, and body movements, should be taken into account. 

 

African-Indo-Pacific is used herein to refer to a region and a people.  Negrito and 

Australoid are terms that have often been used to refer to the dark-skinned, wide-

nosed, kinky-haired, short-statured people who populate much of southeast Asia.  
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I prefer the term, African-Indo-Pacific, which communicates that these people 

constitute a single extended kinship group.  It is now generally-accepted in 

academia that modern humans came into being somewhat over 100,000 years 

ago, in Africa and perhaps also elsewhere in the African-Indo-Pacific region 

(Cavalli-Sforza et al,1995).  Members of this group traveled by land and sea, 

eastward and westward in the African-Indo-Pacific region.  These were the first 

human migrations. 

 

All participants in an interactive telecommunication event can transmit, as well as 

receive, data to and from each other.  Such technology is also known as write-

and-read technology.  The telephone is an example of interactive 

telecommunication.  Mass communication, on the other hand, to date has 

generally involved equipping members of the public with read-only technology.  

One type of interactive telecommunication is videoconferencing.  A 

videoconference is an interactive form of video-mediated communication.  

 

“Tele” is a Greek word that when used as a prefix connotes, “from a distance.”  

Thus, for example, the term, “television,” is a combination of “from a distance” 

and “seeing.”  Teletorium has come into fashion in the information technology 

world seemingly as a play on the word, “auditorium.”  “Auditorium” means, a 

meeting place that people come to in order to hear others (“audio”).  “Teletorium” 

then means, a meeting place people come to in order to be with others from a 
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distance.  Teletoriums are generally equipped with videoconference technology 

and at least one large screen. 

 

Tele-presence means, presence from a distance.  People can be considered to 

be present to each other to the degree that they can interact with each other in 

immediate and ongoing fashions (a visual image, especially a 3-dimensional one, 

helps to increase a sense of presence). 

 

Teletopia is a play on the word, “utopia.”  A teletopia is an ideal society that 

enables full human expression and communication, at least in part through 

interactive telecommunication. 

 

In this dissertation, Folklore, the academic field, is capitalized.  This term is used 

interchangeably with Folklore Studies.  When the actual activity of the folk -- that 

is, their folklore -- is referred to, the word is not capitalized.   

 

A longstanding definition of the folk that this dissertation mostly adheres to is that 

the folk are rural, oral-centric, and of low social-economic class. 

 

Folklore here is mostly defined as traditional expressive culture.  Two recent 

definitions of folklore that also come into play are that it is “artistic communication 
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in small groups” (Ben-Amos 1972), and that it is that which develops between 

any two or more people who have any experience in common (Dundes 1978).  

 

This dissertation keeps in mind that Folklore is a subfield within Cultural 

Anthropology.  Cultural Anthropology includes consideration of kinship, economic, 

and other social structures -- matters which Folklore only tends to consider on a 

special case basis.  

 

The discipline of Folklore tends to emphasize observing, documenting, and 

analyzing folk processes of production, communication, and performance.  The 

discipline has traditionally focused approximately three-fifths on performance, 

one-fifth on material culture, and one-fifth on beliefs.1  Whatever theory comes 

into play grows out of the attention paid to the folklore itself.  Cultural 

Anthropology, on the other hand, tends to stress discovering or constructing 

theories of how the society and culture works as a system. 

 

The term Folklife seems to refer especially to folklore that develops in relation to 

vocations, and to physical folklore. 

 

 

 

                                                
1
 Regina Bendix, 1999, personal communication. 
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F)  Some of the Project’s Limitations. 

 

The following should be kept in mind in regard to the “south Indian” children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games:  The 14 activities were collected from a state-

border area, and thus include words from two languages: Tamil and Malayalam.  

There are no activities from south India’s other two major languages, Kannada 

and Telegu.  The 14 activities presented herein represent a tiny fraction of the 

songs/chants/dances/games of south Indian children.   However, there are 

variations of these activities all over south India.  The most that the dissertation 

can hope to claim is that it presents examples of the major types of these 

activities.  

 

Recommendations for further research include:  

 

Just as there are motif and tale-type indexes of elements of folktales, indexes of 

elements of children’s songs/chants/dances/games could be developed.  

 

There could be comparisons between the 14 songs/chants/dances/games 

collected for this dissertation and those throughout the state (Tamil Nadu), 

national region (south India), nation (India), global regions (Southeast Asia; the 

African-Indo-Pacific area), and the world; and among tribal people (of India and 

elsewhere). 
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The dialect of Tamil spoken by the Kani People with whom I did fieldwork is 

known as Kani Pasai, which can be translated as Kani Speech.  Kani Pasai is an 

oral colloquial mix of Tamil, Malayalam, Sanskrit, English, and possibly elements 

of African and Australian aboriginal languages (Agesthialingom 1976).  The 

vocabulary and grammar of the Kani children’s songs/chants/dances/games 

could be compared with the language of Kani everyday conversational speech, 

and of adult verbal arts and rituals, to test the hypothesis that some of the 

patterns of the children’s songs/chants/dances/games re-appear in these other 

verbal realms. 

 

The printed verbal texts of the songs/chants/dances/games presented in this 

dissertation are for the most part phonetically-accurate representations of the 

spoken language of the children who were playing the activities.  There is a need 

for linguistic scholarship (in English) that would explore the distinctions between 

the Kani spoken dialect, local dialects of spoken Tamil, standard spoken Tamil, 

and literary Tamil (aspects of literary Tamil are incorporated into spoken Tamil to 

achieve a more formal tone).  Each region of Tamil Nadu features a slightly 

different oral version of spoken Tamil, with versions differing in terms of such 

factors as accent, grammar, and vocabulary. 
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H)  Some Thoughts about the Project. 

 

This dissertation was written in two places: Chennai (Tamil Nadu, India) and 

Philadelphia (Pennsylvania, United States of America).  This is appropriate, as 

the research for the dissertation was conducted in these two states (Tamil Nadu 

and Pennsylvania); and the two end-of-fieldwork videoconferences were 

conducted between sites in these two cities (Chennai and Philadelphia). 

 

This dissertation concerns a wide range of subjects, including south Indian tribal 

people, people of Tamil descent living in the USA, children’s songs/chants/ 

dances/games, language learning, videoconferencing for art and education, 

public folklore, and public spheres.  It seems that the action of this dissertation 

largely lies in how the various aspects of it speak to, and comment upon, each 

other.   

 

Regarding the title of this dissertation:  All of the 14 play activities presented were 

collected from the Kani children of Vellambi, Kanyakumari District, Tamil Nadu.  

Thus, the title could read, songs/chants/dances/games of “Kani Children.”  

However, I decided against this for two reasons:  One, very few people who 

would read the title, would know who the Kani people are.  And two, it turned out 

that variations of all of the collected activities are known to children throughout 

Tamil Nadu.  Some were also known to the Tamil people in Philadelphia, and  
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I did not want to exclude them from the title, as the children in Philadelphia 

contributed a number of activities in the videoconferences.  

 

Thus, I considered, “Tamil Children.”  However, there are many Malayalam 

words in the Kani activities, as the Kani people live on both sides of the border 

that separates Tamil Nadu (Tamil language) and Kerala (Malayalam language), 

and it seems that much of the old culture of these people is in Malayalam.  Prior 

to 1957, what is now Tamil Nadu’s Kanyakumari district was primarily a 

Malayalam speaking area.  Therefore, it did not seem correct to exclude 

Malayalam from the title.  For all of these reasons, I settled on “South Indian 

Children.” 

 

Finally, on a personal note:  The subject of language-learning is very close to my 

heart.  This is because I love to speak and to understand speech, but aside from 

English, I have throughout my life been a very slow language learner, regarding: 

Latin in grade school, French in high school, Spanish throughout my life in New 

York City, and, of course, Tamil.  This slowness of mine has caused me great 

frustration, for I do not like to feel isolated from people in whose midst I am living.  

It was, then, in the spirit of trying to help myself as well as others, that I decided 

that developing methods of language learning should be a central theme of my 

Penn Folklore dissertation. 
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I)  Chapters of the Dissertation. 

 

Chapter II concerns the cultures and locations involved with this dissertation. 

 

Chapter III concerns my fieldwork methodology. 

 

Chapters IV, V, and VI are each composed of a Background section, and an 

Original Data section: 

 

Chapter IV concerns children’s songs/chants/dances/games.   

 

Chapter V concerns language-learning processes, and how they may be assisted 

by and otherwise related to children’s songs/chants/dances/games.  

 

Chapter VI concerns videoconferencing, especially what occurred when the 

collected songs/chants/dances/games were shared in the two post-fieldwork 

videoconferences (and in the additional two Megaconference videoconference-

segments).  

 

Chapter VII is conclusions. 

 

Chapter VIII is an epilogue.  
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Chapter II: Research Cultures and Locations 

 

 

The formal fieldwork for this dissertation was conducted with members of the 

Kani community, a tribal people, in a mountain forest area in the southwest of the 

state of Tamil Nadu, India.  In the course of the research project, I also interacted 

with members of two other groups of Tamil people:  1) Before my visit with the 

Kani community, I (as a volunteer instructor) attended children’s language and 

culture classes given by people of Tamil-descent living in the Philadelphia area, 

in the state of Pennsylvania, USA.  And, 2) after my visit with the Kani community, 

I collected variants of the children’s songs/chants/dances/games from Tamil 

people who live in a seaside neighborhood in Chennai, the capital of Tamil Nadu, 

in the northeast of Tamil Nadu, on India’s southeast coast.1 

 

All three of these groups are composed of Tamil people.  Thus, this chapter will 

begin with a general discussion of the Tamil people, focusing on the geography 

of their homeland, and on their history and culture.  Then the specifics of the 

three groups -- the diaspora group in the USA, the tribal group in the mountains, 

and the urban group in Chennai -- will be considered.  

 

                                                
1
 In 1996, the Government of India re-named the city of Madras as Chennai.   

This was done because it was believed that Madras was a name imposed by 
colonizers, and Chennai was a more indigenous name. 
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A)  The Geography and Climate, History, and Culture of Tamil Nadu, South India.  

 

1) Geography and Climate. 

 

The Vindhya mountains of central India form the proverbial border between north 

and south India.  However, in practical terms the South is not defined by a 

geographical border, but rather by linguistic, cultural, and political ones.  In 1956, 

the Government of India created states largely based on the languages spoken.  

It was then that the four southern states came into being.  (Previously, there had 

been a plethora of administrative areas which had been ruled by local leaders 

and then by the British.)  Thus, the northern borders of the northernmost 

southern states -- Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh -- mark the practical border 

between India’s South and North.  This practical border is hundreds of miles 

south of the Vindhya mountains.  

 

There are four southern states.  In clockwise order, they are: Andhra Pradesh 

(Telegu language); Tamil Nadu (Tamil language); Kerala (Malayalam language); 

and 4) Karnataka (Kannada language).  The four major modern southern 

languages derive from a single ancient Tamil language.  The modern Kannada, 

Telegu, and Malayalam languages have incorporated a good deal of Sanskrit 

vocabulary and grammar, whereas modern Tamil has incorporated less.  In 
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contrast: in north India, there are seventeen states, whose official languages all 

derive from Sanskrit. 

 

Being close to the equator, the climate of India’s southernmost two states -- 

Tamil Nadu to the east, and Kerala to the west -- is generally tropical.  However, 

these states have a wide variety of climate and vegetation zones.  To give an 

outline, from east to west:  Along the east coast, there is sandy beach, with the 

sand often extending hundreds of yards before vegetation begins.  As one moves 

westward, the land is flat or rolling.  Even today, small-scale agriculture is the 

primary activity in much of the countryside.  There is a relatively small Eastern 

Ghats mountain range in the northeast of Tamil Nadu, but the state’s major 

mountain range is the Western Ghats mountain range.  The Western Ghats, 

thickly-forested with trees in many places, runs north-south along approximately 

the western third of south India.  It can be very cool in these mountains, but there 

is no snow.  Tamil Nadu’s western border, which is with Kerala, is mostly in these 

mountains.  In Kerala, on the far side of the Western Ghats, there is jungle: 

moisture coming over the sea from the west is trapped here.  Finally, there is a 

narrow strip of flat land along south India’s west coast.  
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The Tamil calendar has twelve months:  

1) chitthirai (mid-April to mid-May) (the hottest time of the year). 

2) vaikaasi (mid-May to mid-June). 

3) aani (mid-June to mid-July). 

4) aaDi (mid-July to mid-August). 

5) aavaNi (mid-August to mid-September). 

6) puraTTaasi (mid-September to mid-October). 

7) aippasi (mid-October to mid-November) (the most rainy time of year). 

8) kaartthikai (mid-November to mid-December). 

9) maarkaLRZi (mid-December to mid-January). 

10) thai (mid-January to mid-February). 

11) masi (mid-February to mid-March). 

12) pangkuni (mid-March to mid-April).  

 

 

2) History and Culture.  

 

a) Pre-history. 

 

Archeological evidence suggests that Neanderthals lived in south India from 

500,000 to 40,000 years ago (Rao 1990).  Homo sapiens (the contemporary 

human species) came into being over 100,000 years ago in Africa, according to a 
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commonly-held academic theory (Cavalli-Sforza 1995).  Complex and numerous 

migrations by Homo sapiens then occurred by land and sea between Africa and 

places eastward -- all the way to islands in the South Pacific Ocean (Hall 1996; 

Pawley 1993; Toussaint 1966).  South India is in the center of this region, and 

there is archeological evidence that Homo sapiens reached south India at least 

60,000 years ago (Nagaraju 1990).  These people were what anthropologists 

have labeled as Negritos, and Australoids (Gardner 1966; Thurston 1909).  The 

racial and cultural bedrock of all South and Southeast Asia is provided by these 

aboriginal peoples, a number of whom (including Kurumbas, Irulas, Paniyas, 

Paliyans, Kadirs, Kanikarans, and Vedans) continue to live in the Western Ghats.  

Numerous scholars have commented on the physical similarities between some 

of the south Indian aboriginal peoples and certain Malaysian and Australian 

aboriginal peoples.  To quote one such statement: “Paliyans’ various physical 

types fall within the range of South and Southeast Asian-Australoid types, 

formerly termed Negrito, Malid, Veddid, and proto-Australoid.  They are 

physically most similar to the Semang of Malaya” (Gardner, 1969, p. 390).  

 

There are also cultural similarities between aboriginal peoples from south India to 

Australia and beyond, including the practices of animism and shamanism, and 

the use of boomerangs for hunting.  By all accounts, complete Austro-Asiatic 

languages are no longer spoken by tribal peoples of south India, although traces 

of such languages may be present. 
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Lemuria is a concept that was introduced in Tamil Nadu by Westerners, 

especially Theosophists based in Madras in the early 1900s.  According to them, 

Lemuria had been a great land mass, south of India, which enabled people and 

animals to walk most or all of the way from Madagascar to Australia 

(Ramaswamy 1999).  The idea of Lemuria has been adopted by many Tamils, as 

it fits with the native legend that the far southern Tamil lands have been covered 

by a series of floods.  Both of these ideas seem to grapple with the 

aforementioned Africa-to-Oceania presence of seemingly-related aboriginal 

peoples.  Africa, India, and Australia indeed once were parts of a single land 

mass, the supercontinent of Pangea; but the continents began to separate 150 

million years ago (the Early Cretaceous Age), and by 20 million years (the 

Miocene Age) the continents reached their present positions (Le Grand 1988) -- 

long before Homo sapiens came into existence.   

 

Beginning approximately 8,000 years ago, aboriginal peoples were joined in India 

by the ancient Tamils.  The leading academic theory is the ancient Tamils were 

genetically and culturally derived from the Eelamite people, who were based in 

the area east of the Mediterranean Sea, especially in the territory of present-day 

Iraq (Cavalli-Sforza 1995).  The Eelamites, mentioned in the Hebrew Bible, were 

neighbors of the Sumerians and Mesopotamians of the Tigris-Euphrates Valley, 

and were among the world’s first agriculturalists and urbanites.  While most 

scholars posit that urban developments originated in the Tigris-Euphrates Valley 
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area and spread eastward to the Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa sites (in present-

day Pakistan), it may also be that the first urban developments occurred in the 

Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa areas, and spread westward.1  In either case, it 

seems that over the centuries the people and culture of the Ealamites extended 

eastward and southward to what is now known as India. 

 

The ancient Tamils generally were taller and had thinner noses than the 

aboriginal peoples they joined in India.  (The anthropological terms for nose-

types are: leptorhine, thin; and platyrhine, broad.)  Little is known about the 

interaction between the ancient Tamils and the aboriginal peoples in India.  It 

may be that when the ancient Tamil people arrived, they tended to settle and to 

control society on the coasts and on the plains, whereas the aboriginal peoples 

could continue to live on their own terms only in areas such as the forests and 

jungles of mountain areas, where some of their descendants have remained to 

this day. 

 

By 4,000 years ago, there existed on the sub-continent a culture with kings, 

courts, urban centers, and irrigation systems.  Again, according to a widely-held 

academic theory, it was at this juncture that a branch of the Aryan people arrived 

in the sub-continent (Cavalli-Sforza 1995).  According to this theory, the Aryan 

people originated in what is today known as the Caucasus area of Russia (that 

                                                
1
 George Hart, Personal communication (spoken), 7 October 2002. 
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is, in the southwest of Russia).  Other branches of the Aryan tribe moved 

westward into Europe, and spoke Latin.  The Aryans who came to India spoke 

Sanskrit.  It has been posited -- and there is strong linguistic evidence to support 

the idea -- that Latin and Sanskrit are derived from the same ancient Aryan 

language (Jones 1786).  The Aryan people were tall, and had light skin and thin 

noses.  Their (Sanskrit) term for the peoples they found in the sub-continent was, 

“Dravidians.”  This term seems to group together the aboriginal peoples (related 

to aboriginal peoples of Africa and Australia), and the ancient Tamils (related to 

the Ealamite people of the area east of the Mediterranean Sea) in a vague 

manner. 

 

Aryan society and culture was originally nomadic.  In those days, the Aryans 

were adept at conquering sedentary peoples: they used metal, horses, and 

chariots for this purpose.  Aryans primarily worshiped father gods in the sky, 

largely through the ritual use of fire and the chanting (by initiated men only) of 

sacred verses known as Vedas.  The most popular academic theory is that the 

Aryans smashed the ancient Tamil urban centers and irrigation systems, and 

imposed a hierarchical form of racial segregation (later to be known as, the caste 

system) (Cavalli-Sforza 1995).  This system featured themselves, Brahmins, as 

priests and landowners at or near the top of society, and stressed the impurity of 

most others.  Aryan-Brahmin-Sanskrit people and culture came to dominate 
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society in the north of the sub-continent; however, in the South, the ancient-Tamil 

people and culture consolidated, survived, and thrived. 

 

 

b) Literature, Life, and Kingship in Ancient Times. 

 

The earliest south Indian poetry that we have today was written in an early form 

of Tamil approximately 4,000 years ago.  This poetry expresses an optimistic, 

largely-secular view of life in a heroic age featuring fights for land; and meat-

eating and wine-drinking (Nayagam 1966).  Religion in this culture seems to have 

centered around worship of goddesses (Korravai, Palaiyol, Kanamar Selvi, Kadu 

Kihal, etc.), often along with her son (Murugan, etc.), in rituals involving music 

and dance, and the sacrifice of chickens and goats.  The Brahmins’ culture, in 

contrast, forbade meat-eating and animal sacrifice: theirs was a pessimistic 

worldview, dwelling upon the impure and temporary nature of material existence.  

Interaction between the aboriginal, ancient Tamil, and Brahmanic cultures has 

continued to the present day, and has formed the syncretic religion known as 

Hinduism -- with worship of local spirits and of ancestors, banished to the 

periphery of the orthodox version of the religion. 

 

From 2,200 to 1,800 years ago, the Third Tamil Sangam (“association of poets 

and scholars”) flourished, based in the city of Madurai.  (The first two Sangams 
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are ascribed to earlier times and are likely to have existed primarily in legend.)  

The surviving Third Sangam poems, engraved on hard palm leaves, were 

rediscovered 100-150 years ago.  There are eight volumes of short poems and 

ten volumes of longer poems: in all, there are 2,381 poems written by 473 poets.  

Recent translations have brought some of this material to a wide English-reading 

audience (Hart 1975, 1979, 1999; Ramanujan 1984, 1994).   

 

Contemporary with these poems are: 1) Tholkappiar’s Tholkappiam, the earliest 

known Tamil work of phonology, morphology, grammar, and literary analysis; and 

2) Thiruvalluvar’s Thirukkural, a collection of brief sayings in verse which offer 

advice on how to live a good private life, and a good public life.  There are also 

five literary epics, which were written in slightly later periods.  The most 

prominent of these is the central epic of the Tamil people, the Silappathikaram, 

the Epic of the Anklet, which, according to linguistic analysis, was written 

approximately 1,400 years ago. 

 

Sangam literature evokes a picture of a cosmopolitan, trade-oriented, and 

tolerant society.  In this literature, the three leading ideologies of the day -- 

Brahminism, Jainism, and Buddhism -- co-existed in relative harmony.  Center 

stage are aristocratic young men and women, questing for heroic action and 

love.  The human condition, albeit idealized, is the subject matter.  Spirituality, 

religion, and mythology are peripheral.  This literature is of an urban, courtly 
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milieu.  One famous Sangam poem gently ridicules folk religion: a village maiden 

is brought to an exorcist, as her parents fear she is possessed by a malicious 

spirit: in fact, she is secretly pining for her human lover. 

 

The Tholkappiam discusses the distinction between Akam and Puram poetry.  

Akam poetry pertains to love and romance.  It is written in the form of 

conversations between participants, often voicing participants’ thoughts and 

feelings, with the heroine’s female friends and relatives playing supporting roles.  

No names, places, or dates are mentioned.  Puram poetry, on the other hand, 

pertains to matters of state, primarily war; and here specific historical and 

geographical references are appropriate.  Akam and Puram elements are often 

mingled in a single poem, as in one in which a wounded but victorious young 

man rushing home from a distant battlefield imagines his love waiting for him. 

 

The institution of kingship was central to ancient south Indian culture.  The 

tradition of justice in ancient south India decreed that a king should inflict upon 

himself whatever injustices he might have inadvertently inflicted upon others, and 

there are many stories about this occurring.1  

                                                
1
 The Silappathikaram, the Epic of the Anklet, is one such story: when the 

Pandian king realizes he has put Kannagi’s husband to death due to an incorrect 
charge of theft, the King says, “I am the thief,” and simply lays down and dies.  
Another instance of this theme is the story of the Chola king who -- upon hearing 
from a cow that the cow’s calf had been killed by the chariot that the king’s son 
had been riding in -- put that son of his to death in punishment. 



 

 

66 

Many of the written Sangam puram poems are in the form of Aarruppatai, a 

literary device which portrays an oral bard who has received bountiful gifts from a 

local king and who now, upon meeting other bards in the course of travel, praises 

that king and his land and directs these others to him.  Numerous scholars have 

speculated that much of the Sangam poetry is derived from the oral tradition 

(Kailasapathy 1968; Stephen 1999).  Much of the Sangam poetry is formulaic, 

which lends credence to the likelihood that the oral tradition was close at hand.  It 

seems that during the Sangam age, there was lively interaction between the oral 

and literary traditions.  Elements of praise-songs for Tamil kings were later 

applied to Aryan deities. 

 

An ancient south Indian king tended to periodically spend time in the forest 

wilderness, so as to renew his mystical connection with nature (Falk 1973).  The 

king’s valor was reflected in the land: the physical-spiritual health of the realm 

depended on his behavior.  The greatness of a king was assessed in part in 

terms of the fertility and the diversity of the regions found within his territory, and 

therefore descriptions of the kingdom’s landscapes often form an integral part of 

laudatory and heroic verses. 

 

The Tholkappiam explains the Sangam poetic convention that there are five 

landscapes in south India, each one corresponding to a flower, time of the day, 

season of the year, and stage of a love-relationship (Nayagam 1966): 
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Coastal areas 
Flower:  Neytal (water lily).  
Stage of love:  Heroine expresses grief over separation. 
Season of year:  (No specific season). 
Time of day:  Sunset. 
 
 

Agricultural areas 
Flower:  Marutham.  
Stage of love:  Lovers’ quarrels; wife’s irritability; husband accused  

of visiting a courtesan. 
Season of year:  (No specific season). 
Time of day:  Shortly before sunrise (the hour when an unfaithful  

husband sneaks into his home). 
 
 

Barren-land (vegetation is sparse, earth is dried out)  
Flower:  Paalai.  
Stage of love:  Longest separation; dangerous journey by the hero. 
Season of year:  Hot and dry (April-September).  
Time of day:  Midday. 
 
 
Pasture-lands (shrubbery)  
Flower:  Mullai (white jasmine).  
Stage of love:  Heroine expresses patient waiting over separation. 
Season of year:  Cloudy (August-October). 
Time of day:  Evening. 
 
 
Mountains 
Flower:   Kurinci (blooms once every twelve years).  
Stage of love:   Union of lovers. 
Season of year:  Cool and moist (November-December).  
Time of day:   Midnight. 

 

In south India, ancient-Tamil rulers and languages remained dominant.  By 2,500 

years ago, three dynasties had come into being: the Chola (east), Pandian 

(central), and Chera (west).  Buddhism and Jainism, associated with trading and 

urban groups, were important factors in south India from 2,300 to 1,800 years 
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ago.  These ideologies originated in north India.  They denied the authority of the 

Brahminic Vedas and its division of society into classes, and stressed 

compassion. 

 

As mentioned, the Epic of the Anklet is a central story of the Tamil people, and 

an ancient written version of the story in verse is linguistically-dated as having 

been written approximately 1,400 years ago, in the post-Sangam period.  This 

text is ascribed to Ilango Adigal, a Jain monk.  It is said that he was requested to 

write this text by his brother, the Chera king, who while traveling in the forest had 

come upon women worshipping image of Kannagi.  The text therefore is primarily 

a biography of its heroine, Kannagi.  As the story provides a key to Tamil culture, 

it is briefly told here: 

 

Kannagi and Kovalan married in the great international port city, Poompuhar, on 

Tamil Nadu’s east coast.  After some time, Kovalan went off with a dancer 

named Madhavi.  A year later, he returned home.  He and Kannagi walked to 

Madurai, a distance of about 250 km, to start a new life.  There Kovalan was 

falsely accused of stealing the Pandian queen’s anklet, and was unjustly put to 

death by the local ruler, the Pandian king.  Kannagi came to the court and proved 

that the anklet that her husband had been trying to sell had been hers.  She did 

this by showing that rubies were inside each of her anklets, while pearls were 

inside the queen’s anklets (the anklets were tubular).  This established that her 
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husband had been innocent of the crime of stealing an anklet from the queen.  

The king punished himself for the injustice he had done, by simply laying down 

and dying.  Kannagi walked around the city three times, tore off her left breast 

and threw it against the city wall, and called for the city to burn -- but for good 

people and animals to be unharmed.  Agni, the god of Fire, accomplished this.  

Kannagi wandered to the western mountains, where she founded a small 

community.1 

 

This story has been the subject of numerous writings (Danielou 1965; Macphail 

1993; Miller 1991, 2006; Noble 1990; Obeyesekere 1980, 1984; Pandian 1982; 

Parthasarathy 1993).  Three morals that have been drawn from the story by 

modern Tamils are: 1) a chaste woman (that is, one who is utterly devoted to her 

husband) is all-powerful; 2) the goddess of Justice will strike down unjust rulers; 

and 3) Fate cannot be escaped. 

   

It is unclear if the story’s events took place exactly as told: it is a legend.  There 

are numerous variations regarding the story’s details.  One folk version has it that 

Kannagi was the Pandian king’s daughter, and that an astrologer warned the 

king that his daughter would kill him one day, so he ordered her put to death as 

                                                
1
 Links to the texts of a booklet, and an article that I have written about the story, 

can be found at http://www.storytellingandvideoconferencing.com/118.html .  The 
booklet -- “Tamil Nadu’s Silappathikaram (Epic of the Anklet): Ancient Story and 
Modern Identity” -- contains a more detailed telling of the story.  The article is 
entitled, “In Praise of Citizen Kannagi.” 
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an infant -- but instead she was placed in a basket and set adrift at sea.  

Fishermen found her, and she, like her husband, were raised in a merchant 

caste.   

 

One striking aspect of the story is that is primarily a human one.   Akam (private 

love) and Puram (matters of state) elements co-mingle.  Kannagi is worshipped 

by some even today, and is an example of a supposedly-historical figure who 

became a local goddess (at times an angry one).  Such figures are characteristic 

of ancient Tamil culture.  However, the story seems to come from a post-heroic 

period, and can actually be considered an anti-epic, as it criticizes the misuse of 

state power.   

 

As the story attests, there was extensive trade on both coasts of ancient south 

India: ancient Greeks and Romans visited, as did Arabs and Chinese.  A Tamil 

word, yavana, described foreigners who were employed by south Indian kings.  

Christianity made an early appearance in south India: Christ’s disciple, Thomas, 

is said to have died in what is now Chennai.  A settlement of Jews settled on 

south India’s west coast, in Cochin.  Islamic Moghal rulers made some headway 

in the South beginning 1,200 years ago, but never dominated as they did in many 

sections of the North.  
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Beginning approximately 1,600 years ago, Tamils began to colonize Southeast 

Asia, bringing Hinduism to Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia (Ghosh 1989).  

1,300 years ago, Bhakti (devotional) practices originated in the South and swept 

across all of India: Bhakti-ism stressed love for and mystical union with the divine 

and was typically expressed in song.  With the Age of Discovery came 

Portuguese, Dutch, French, and British traders.  South India, surrounded on 

three sides by the sea, has had lengthy and varied traditions of cultural and 

material exchange with people of many distant lands.  

 

By 1700, the British colonization of India was well underway.  Madras was a 

leading entry point.  An essential part of the British project in south India involved 

sedentizing the population, so as to be able to administrate more easily, and to 

collect taxes regularly.  They attempted -- with assistance from middle- and 

upper-class Tamils -- to discredit, marginalize, and even criminalize those who 

resisted settled life.  The British tended to support the cultural centrality of large 

temples (Appadurai 1981).  In these ways, the British lowered a bureaucratic grid 

of systemization and codification (Irschick 1994).  
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c) Village Religion.  

 

A cornerstone of south Indian culture -- contributed originally by aboriginal 

peoples, and developed by the ancient Tamils -- is the sense that the divine is 

immanent: it is in anything and everything, and can spring up at any moment 

(Harper 1957).  This south Indian animism developed in part from the association 

of certain trees, plants, animals, stones, and other objects with local divinities 

(Elmore 1913; Whitehead 1921).  South Indian village religion to this day 

revolves around ancestor-, nature-, and local goddess-worship.  Village deities 

are typically represented by stones, carved or uncarved. 

 

South India is famous for her village goddesses.  Many of these figures were 

once, according to legend, local women.  Some village goddesses are “married” 

to Sanskritic gods, but many are not.  The single, or virgin, goddesses are 

considered capricious, hot-tempered, and mercurial.  Sometimes the distinction 

between central deities and peripheral spirits is not clear (Brubaker 1978; 

Craddock 1994; Trawick 1983).  Sanskritic culture presents its divinities as 

timeless, transcendent, distant, calm, and benevolent: but even Sanskritic 

goddesses, in the south Indian village context, sometimes become aggressive 

and dangerous (Shulman 1986).  Scholars such as Christopher Fuller have 

argued that south Indian village religion, and popular Hinduism in general, needs 
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to be considered on its own terms, and not as a degenerated or distorted version 

of Sanskritic culture (Fuller 1992).  

 

In its practices of animal sacrifice -- and its stories of goddesses, such as Isakki, 

who kill males in fury -- south Indian village religion points to a cyclical sense of 

time and matter.  In some myths, a son of the goddess grows, becomes her 

consort, and dies.  In south Indian versions of the pan-Indian myth of the 

goddess killing a buffalo-demon, the buffalo-demon is actually the thinly-

disguised figure of the goddess’ own divine son-consort-husband (Shulman 

1980).  The goddess-centric-ness of this story is rationalized away in Sanskrit 

culture, which claims that its gods created the goddess in the first place, in order 

to have her to defeat a buffalo-demon who had temporarily gotten the best of 

them.   

 

Local south Indian goddesses are approached especially in times of crisis: when 

personal or community disasters occur, people call on the goddess.  Local 

goddesses are also celebrated during annual festivals, which are coordinated 

with agricultural and seasonal cycles.  Sanskritic mythology is not generally 

intimately related to places in south India; Dravidian legends and myths, on the 

other hand, are very place-centric. 
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Puja is the characteristic Dravidian form of worship.  Puja consists of a complex 

of activities, including: the drawing of kolams (designs made with powdered 

chalk); the pouring of liquids over, and the placing flowers on, the deity stone; the 

offering of gifts; the singing of praise to the deity; and other forms of ritual 

performance.  Deities are believed to demand attention, and puja attempts to 

please the deity by inviting the deity to enter the idol and also the worshipper’s 

body.  Here the act of narrating about the deity, involves invoking and 

summoning the deity.  This gives the deity the opportunity to speak (through the 

“possessed” worshipper), a process known in Tamil Nadu as sami. 

 

In south Indian villages, people of low-status castes often perform certain 

services for people of high-status castes.  Barbers, washerpeople, and other 

removers of human waste, often also act as mediators with death.  Such people 

can be in touch with dangerous local spirits, and can deal with them through 

ritual.  For example, people of various low-status castes, and tribal groups -- 

including the Kani tribal people -- are hired by other castes to play drums (made 

of cattlehide) outside temples.  People of low-status castes are also often 

employed as watchmen.  As the low-status castes are to the high, so the South is 

to the North: the South is the subaltern space of India.  
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d) Women. 

 

In south Indian culture, women are considered to be potentially very powerful.   

A girl’s sakti (divine cosmic energy) benefits her parents and siblings.  A married 

woman’s sakti protects and animates her husband and their children (Wadley 

1980).  As such, a married woman is considered to be auspicious.  On the other 

hand, a single woman, especially a beautiful woman, is considered to be 

potentially dangerous: the dominant culture states that her power should be 

bounded and channeled by marriage to a man.  An example of things going awry 

is presented by Kannagi, the heroine of the Epic of the Anklet: upon learning that 

her husband had been put to death by the local king, Kannagi ripped off her left 

breast and threw it against Madurai’s city walls, whereupon the city burst into 

flames.  Here the female breast, usually the most life-giving of elements, is 

inverted into the most destructive.  

 

In south India, a girl’s first menstruation is cause for celebration and ceremony.  

In olden days -- and even today, especially in the countryside -- the girl would 

remain in a specially built hut for some days, where female relatives would bring 

her food and visit with her.  In the South, the menstruating girl’s fertility is 

emphasized, and her pollution is de-emphasized: the opposite is the case in the 

North (Kapadia 1995). 
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A traditional south Indian ideal is that a girl should marry her mother’s brother or 

his sons.  It is generally believed that a woman’s marriage home should be as 

close to her natal home as possible, both in terms of kin and geography.  This 

practice gives social power to women.  The brother-sister bond is very strong in 

India in general, and this is especially the case in the South (Beck 1974, 1989; 

Peterson 1988).  

 

Various south Indian kinship systems have been identified as matrilocal, 

matrilineal, and/or matricentric (S. Daniel 1980; Gough 1955, 1959, 1961, 1965, 

1973, 1974; Schneider 1974).  None, as far as I know, have actually been called 

matriarchal (rule by women).  What is clear is that Dravidian cultures (both tribal 

and ancient Tamil) tend to give social and mythological prominence to females, 

and that the overwhelmingly-patriarchal cultures that arrived from the North 

(Brahminism and Islam) did not take hold in the South nearly to the degree that 

they did in the North. 
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e) Dravidian Political-cultural Movements. 

 

From the early 1900’s onward, Dravidian political-cultural movements in Tamil 

Nadu have been composed of a thorough mix of religious, theatrical, and civic-

political elements.  Dravidian politicians developed a grand and sweeping style of 

political oratory: highly alliterative and rhythmic, with extensive parallelism 

(repetition with variation of phrases, of sentences, etc.), and numerous classical 

literary touches. 

 

In the 1930’s, N. S. Krishnan, a leading Tamil stage and cinema comedian, 

toured widely performing a modernized (and secularized) version of Villupaattu  

(a genre of epic-chanting).  One of his Villupaattu performances focused on 

Mahatma Gandhi’s “Salt March.”  Numerous recent chief ministers of Tamil Nadu 

have been cinema actors, writers, and producers (a chief minister in India, is 

similar to a governor in the USA).  South India has seen a mix of drama, music, 

dance, cinema, and politics, to a degree unequaled by any other state of India 

(Baskaran 1981). 

 

The ancient Tamil tradition of humanism was invoked by E.V. Ramasamy (EVR), 

leader of the early Dravidian movement, in his attacks against caste 

discrimination and his promotion of Rationalism (Atheism).  This effort built on a 

number of cultural elements -- including Buddhism and Jainism, and the 
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Thirukural -- that have been prevalent in south India from ancient times, that do 

not center around divine figures.  EVR and many other Tamil people, past and 

present, identify mythology as an Aryan element, introduced to confuse and 

subjugate Dravidians.  

 

N. S. Krishnan was a guest of the Soviet Union for a visit.  Socialism and 

Communism have made a big impression in India, where Communist parties still 

exist and are highly respected, especially in relation to unions and workers’ 

rights.  Kerala had an elected Communist state government for many years, and 

seemingly as a result has a very high literacy rate.   

 

For many Tamils, the fight to expel the British was accompanied by another fight: 

one against domination by north Indians and Brahmins.  This was especially 

expressed by Tamils’ resistance to the imposition of the Hindi language in 

schools and workplaces (Hardgrave 1969, 1979; Irschick 1969, 1994).  The 

Tamil language is perceived by many Tamil people as a goddess, bestowing 

beneficence on the entire world (Ramaswamy 1997). 

 

However, the Dravidian movements in Tamil Nadu have been led by members of 

high-status (albeit non-Brahman) castes.  Members of lower-status castes have 

only recently begun to speak for themselves in the public sphere, in part through 

what has come to be called Dalit culture, which is expressed in literary, 
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performance, economic, and political activities.  Dalits claim to avoid hero-

worship: theoretically, at Dalit meetings all sit around a circle and each has a 

chance to speak.  

 

In the 1920s-50s, there was a good deal of sentiment in south India for making 

south India a separate country, possibly to be called, Dravidanadu.  This project 

was diffused for the most part in 1956, when the states were created according 

to language (Hardgrave 1965; Irschick 1986; Barnett 1976).  

 

The Tamil struggle on Sri Lanka can be seen as an extension of the Dravidian 

struggle in India (this struggle now seems to be over in military terms, with the 

defeat of the Tamil separatists in 2009).  Tamil people have lived in Sri Lanka for 

thousands of years, but it was in the mid-1800s that the British transported large 

numbers of Tamils to Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) to work on tea plantations.  The 

approximately two-and-a-half million Sri Lankan Tamils are concentrated on the 

northeast section of the island.  Many of these people have felt persecuted by the 

majority Sinhalese, whose language is Sanskrit-derived and whose ancestors 

migrated from north India in ancient times.  Thus, some Sri Lankan Tamils 

demanded an independent Tamil nation on the island of Sri Lanka.  The guerrilla 

war that was waged by some separatists from 1983 to 2009 led to a clamp-down 

on general tourism and trade, not only between peoples of India and Sri Lanka, 

but also between peoples of India, and Singapore and Malaysia, as Government 
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of India forces patrolled the southeast coast of south India very closely and travel 

was restricted.  The war also led to the presence of middle- and upper-class Sri 

Lankan Tamil “refugees” around the world.  These people tend to be extremely 

motivated and sophisticated regarding the use of interactive telecommunication, 

which they especially use to communicate with Sri Lankan Tamil family, friends, 

and colleagues around the world. 

 

 

f)  Conclusion. 

 

South India -- and Tamil Nadu in particular -- is a hybrid racial and cultural 

environment extraordinaire, having been composed especially of  

1) Negrito/Australoid aboriginal peoples (related to African and Australian 

aboriginal peoples), 2) ancient Tamils (related to people of ancient 

Mesopotamia), 3) Brahmanic people and culture (related to the Aryan tribe and 

the Sanskrit language), 4) People of Islamic culture (who came from the north by 

land, and from the west by sea), 5) and European colonists (especially the 

English, French, and Portuguese).  Today, Tamil people in Tamil Nadu can look 

to the large Tamil populations in Sri Lanka, Singapore, Malaysia, Australia, and 

beyond, as they develop their international networks and presence.  
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It is hoped that the above review of the cultural and racial history in my fieldwork 

area gives a sense of the incredibly rich and multi-textured social-intellectual 

environment of the area.  It should also give a sense of the cosmopolitanism, 

internationalism, and tolerance of India, especially of south India.  Add to this the 

density, variety, and lushness of the vegetation of much of the Western Ghats -- 

one of the bio-diversity hotspots of the world -- and the wonder of this area 

becomes very clear.  

 

There is a sense of cultural unity and wholeness in Tamil Nadu.  This is in part so 

because the tribal people, the ancient Tamils, and the Sanskrit culture people 

have been interacting, and developing a combined culture together, for 

thousands of years.  Reverence and respect for women, tribal people, the rural, 

and nature, has survived -- even if it is not always acted upon.  The unity in the 

diversity of Tamil culture, held together by the Tamil language, and by reverence 

for culture heroes such as Kannagi (who interacted with people in all levels of 

society), affects all Tamils, even those who live in diasporas around the world. 
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B) Tamil People Emigrated to the Philadelphia Vicinity, in the USA.   

     

The global Tamil diaspora is, generally-speaking, a middle- and upper-class 

phenomena (Ghosh 1989).  Generally-speaking, it should not be seen not as a 

forced dislocation, but rather as a search for economic and other opportunities.  

In a fanciful sense, it can even be seen as an extension of south Indians’ ancient 

colonizing of Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia.   

 

There are over 50 Tamil associations in the USA.  They have an annual meeting 

each summer, which is organized by FETNA (the Federation of Tamils of North 

America).1  These Tamil people are mostly professionals -- doctors, engineers, 

and people in computer-related fields.  In many cases, the wives and husbands 

both have highly-skilled and well-paid employment.  They do not seem to be 

intimidated by getting visas, finding high-level employment, and buying houses in 

the USA: rather, they seem to navigate very well through the necessary 

bureaucratic processes.  These people tend to live in houses in suburban areas: 

the possibilities of urban dangers seem to make USA cities unattractive to them. 

 

Some Tamil people in the USA have come from Sri Lanka.  These people often 

have separate community associations.  Sri Lankan Tamils in the USA are in a 

somewhat different position than Tamil people who have emigrated from India, in 

                                                
1
 http://www.fetna.org . 
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that Sri Lankan Tamils are refugees from the difficult conditions and the guerilla 

war that devastated the economy and society of northeastern Sri Lanka, where 

most of Sri Lanka’s Tamil people live.  Tamil people from India tend to have great 

respect for the dialect of Tamil spoken by Sri Lankan Tamils, considering Sri 

Lankan Tamil to have many ancient words and grammatical structures. 

 

In addition to seeking economic, professional, and lifestyle opportunities, Tamil 

people from India may have come to the USA to escape certain aspects of India, 

such as government corruption. They may also have come for the technology, 

infrastructure, and lifestyle benefits in the USA, such as the stable and (near) 

ever-present electricity, and paved roads.  They may have come so that their 

children could experience the inquisitive, interactive, and creative education that 

is available to the elite in the USA.  However, they tend to also express fondness 

for a sense of morality that they associate with India, in terms of such matters as 

husbands and wives staying together, children obeying elders, and young people 

not getting involved with drugs. 

 

These days, however, life in the USA  and India is becoming more similar.  The 

extended family is tending to dissolve in India also, not just in the USA.  And the 

technology infrastructure in urban India is quickly catching up to the level 

common in the USA.  For this reason, many professional Indian people are 

staying in India, or are even moving back there. 
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The Tamil people who have re-settled in the USA face the questions that all 

emigrants face, such as, “What relation will our children have to our original 

homeland?”  Such questions are very personal, and unique resolutions need to 

be negotiated by each individual family, and each child.  One way to look at this 

situation is to see it as a problem, and for a child to think in terms of having a split 

and confused identity.  Another, more celebratory approach, is to see the 

situation as an opportunity for developing a multi-cultural identity, even a global 

one -- with the possibility of being able to act as a guide for those who are based 

in only one of these cultures.   

 

 

C)  The Kani People: A Tribe of the Mountain Forest. 

 

1)  Basic Facts. 

 

The Kani people are classified as tribal, and are considered to be a jungle tribe 

(Thurston 1909, p. 162).  They are based in and around the southernmost 

section of India’s Western Ghats mountain range.  There are approximately 

25,000 Kani people (Bijoy 2007).  Of these, approximately 18,000 live in Kerala 

(to the west), and 7,000 live in Tamil Nadu (to the east).  In Tamil Nadu, 

approximately 1,000 live in Tirunelveli district (to the north), and 6,000 live in 
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Kanyakumari district (to the south).  My fieldwork was based in the village of 

Vellambi, in Tamil Nadu’s Kanyakumari district. 

 

The Kani people living in Tamil Nadu and Kerala are, of course, Indian citizens.  

They are also members of other groups, such as the African-Indo-Pacific 

aboriginal people, and the tribal peoples of the world.  Cultural similarities with 

other African-Indo-Pacific aboriginal people include: methods of collecting honey 

from boulders and trees, grinding chilies and other foods with stones, and 

cooking in the earth with hot stones.  The Dec. 2004 tsunami, which occurred at 

the very end of my fieldwork period, served to raise consciousness among some 

Kani people of their common extended kinship with people -- especially tribal 

peoples -- throughout the Indian-Ocean-to-Thailand region.   

 

As mentioned above, archeological evidence suggests that some tribal people 

have been living in India for at least 60,000 years.  Kani people seem to be of 

this group, for while some Kani people look “like any Indian,” many look distinctly 

like what is associated with certain Australian Aboriginal people, and people such 

as the Bushmen of Africa: short stature, dark-skinned, and wide-nosed.  Thus, it 

is likely that the Kani people are members of the extended kinship group of 

African-Indo-Pacific peoples who were the first people in this part of the world.  
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I found this description to be accurate:  The Kani are  

 

characterized by a high standard of honor, and are known to be 
straightforward, honest, and truthful.  They are good trackers, and ... in 
clearing forest paths they have few equals.  Their help and guidance are 
sought by, and are willingly given to, any person who may have to travel 
through the forests.  (Thurston 1909, p 163) 

 

 

There are a number of ideas about what “Kani” (“è£í¤”, “kaa-Ni”) literally 

means.  Some say it means, “hereditary proprietor of the land” (Iyer 1937, p. 2).  

This, so one story goes, was the meaning meant by the Hindu sage, Agasthiyar, 

when he named them.  Others say their name refers to a certain measure of land.  

This meaning was used by the Tamil poet Subramania Bharati (1882-1921), 

when he wrote, 

 

è£í¤ ï¤ôñ¢ «õí¢´ñ¢, !ó£êè¢î¤! 
  kaa   Ni        ni    lam             veeN         Dum        pa raa   sak   thi 
a measure        land             I want                      Parashakti         
Please give me a piece of land, oh Goddess ! 
 
 
 

Plural forms of “Kani” are “Kanikkaaran” (“è£í¤è¢è£óù¢”, “kaaNikkaaran”); 

and most formally, “Kanikkaarar” (“è£í¤è¢è£óó¢”, “kaaNikkaarar”). 
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Relatively little has been written about the Kani people.  There are entries about 

the Kani people in Castes and Tribes of Southern India (Thurston 1909), and the 

Encyclopedia of Dravidian Tribes (Sasikumar 1996).   

 

The booklet by G. Stephen, Kokkarai: Life and Culture of the Kaanikaarar (1997) 

is an excellent introduction to the Kani people.  Folklore of the Kani Tribe (2004), 

by Dharma Raj, based on his dissertation at the University of Kerala, is a major 

collection of the Kani people’s verbal arts.  

 

Kanikkara Dialect (1976), by S. Agesthialingom, discusses the Kani people’s 

unique mix of languages in their Tamil dialect.  V. Chidamparanatha Pillai’s book, 

Communication, Language, and Development: An Analysis with Reference to the 

Kanikara Tribe of Tamil Nadu (1992), and article, “Thoughts about the 

Development of the Kani Tribal Language” (2001), discuss the need for 

newspapers and books to be published in written Kani dialect, in order for the 

dialect to develop and survive.  

 

The balance of writings about the Kani people that I have found relate primarily to 

their relationship with vegetation.  One example is “The Kanikars of Kanyakumari 

District, Tamil Nadu: An Ethnobotanical Study” (2003), a dissertation by C. 

Kingston, Scott Christian College, Nagarcoil.  (C. Kingston teaches in Scott 

Christian College’s Dept of Biology; the above-mentioned Dharma Raj teaches at 
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the same college’s Dept of Tamil Language. Scott Christian College, located in 

Nagarcoil, is a leading college near the Kani homeland and is thus a center for 

research and scholarship about the Kani people.)  An article about the Kani 

people’s uses of medicinal plants has appeared in the Journal of 

Ethnopharmacology (Ayyanar and Ignacimuthu 2005).  A discussion of Kani 

intellectual property rights in relation to these medicinal applications appears in 

Law and Development Journal (Bijoy 2007). 

 

Kani people used to be nomadic, migratory agriculturalists.  “They had a rotation 

of two years of cultivation, followed by a fallow period of three years” (Sasikumar 

1996, p 99).  Long ago, they practiced slash-and-burn cultivation, also known as 

shifting cultivation.  This involved burning the vegetation to clear the land for 

planting.  Now that the Kani people live in permanent settlements, they no longer 

practice this method. 

 

The Vellambi area has two rainy seasons: in October/November, and June/July.  

Although Vellambi is in Tamil Nadu, one of the most popular annual celebrations 

is the Kerala festival, Onam, which occcurs in the Western month of September.  

Onam is a time for families to meet.  
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People of a Kani village occasionally go down to the local small river for a 

community celebration.  On a bank of the river, a shrine for a deceased ancestor 

or some other divine figure may be assembled, mostly out of branches, leaves, 

and flowers.  Incense may be burned, and chanting and singing may occur. 

 

At the small mountain rivers, Kani men catch tiny fish, using large loosely-woven 

cloths.  Stones may be heated in a fire, and then -- in a hole dug in the earth 

beside the river -- these hot stones may be used to cook the fish, which are 

wrapped in large leaves.  Kilangu (a tuber which is cultivated and which is a 

staple of the Kani diet) can also be cooked this way, although at home people 

boil it in a pot.  In ancient days, Kani people often lived in caves, and in huts built 

on branches high in trees.  When traveling in the forest, or just visiting the local 

small river, many Kani people today employ skills and crafts associated with 

ancient forest life. 

 

Until 1956, the Kanyakumari district area was primarily Malayalam-speaking.  

Then in 1956, India was divided into states by language.  Through negotiations 

between what would become the state the governments of Tamil Nadu and 

Kerala, the area that today constitutes Kanyakumari district became a part of 

Tamil Nadu.  The people in this area then had to adopt Tamil as their official 

language. 
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As a result of living in this border area, the Kani people have developed a slang 

spoken hybrid language (or dialect), known as “Kani Pasai” (“Kani Talk”).  One 

aspect of Kani Pasai is that there is no formal form, unlike in standard spoken 

and written Tamil.  Kani Pasai is sometimes referred to by Kani people as 

“Kongani,” although most other Indian people seem to use this term is to refer to 

tribal languages that are spoken further north, near Goa.  Kani Pasai is a mix of 

Tamil and Malayalam, with numerous English words added.  Kani Pasai may 

also feature traces of pre Ancient-Tamil languages -- including languages that 

might have originated in Africa or Australia.  Here I am referring especially to 

guttural sounds that I have not heard anywhere else in Tamil Nadu.  

 

The Kani people’s old songs and chants are mostly in Malayalam.  And yet, at 

least on the Tamil side of the border, conversational Kani Pasai is mostly Tamil, 

and can be considered a dialect of Tamil.  There is a generational gap regarding 

language among Kani people in Tamil Nadu: the elders and their ancient culture 

is Malayalam-based, whereas the young people, having attended Tamil-medium 

schools, are basically Tamil-speaking.  
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2) Creation Myths and Legends. 

 

According to Kani tradition:  Boomaadhevi Ammai (Mother Earth) is the mother of 

all the people of the world (Raj 2004, p. 254).  The sun is Female, and the Moon 

is male.  The Earth rests on one horn of a great Ox and is shaken when the Ox 

shifts it from one horn to another.  The Moon is a son of a Serpent, and eclipses 

occur when this Serpent spreads its hood to hide the Moon.  Thunder is the 

bellow of a Rakshasa (Demon), and the Rainbow is his bow (Sasikumar 1996,  

p. 104). 

 

There are numerous stories about how the Kani people came to be where they 

are today, geographically-speaking.  Some Kani people claim that their ancestors 

have always lived in the mountains.  Others say that the Kani people once lived 

to the west -- on the Kerala side of south India, along India’s west coast -- and 

“were forcibly sent to the mountain regions by Dravidians and Aryans” (Stephen 

1997, p. 1).  If this were the case, some Kani people may have come to the Tamil 

side through the Courtallam Pass (Ayyanar 2005, p. 247).   

 

Yet others claim that the Kani people once lived to the east -- on the Tamil  

plains -- and migrated westward from Tirunelveli district, through Kalakadu (Raj 

2004, p 63).  The Kani legend, Story of the Two Sisters, would seem to support 

this claim.  This story states that in ancient days, the Kani people lived on the 
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plains to the east of the mountains.  There were two sisters: the elder sister had 

four sons, and the younger sister had three sons.  The two groups of young men 

quarreled, and as a result, the Kani people divided, with the children of the 

younger sister going westward to the mountains to live in the forest, and the 

children of the elder sister going eastward to the Tamil coast to be a sea-fishing 

community (Raj 2004, p. 299). 

 

Another Kani origin story is the following:  One god created a human couple in a 

certain location in the mountains.  This couple had seven sons.  Another god 

created another couple in another location in the mountains, and this second 

couple had seven daughters.  The seven daughters’ parents, while hunting, were 

killed by tigers.  To survive, the seven daughters started growing rice and 

vegetables.  A famine came and the seven brothers were starving.  One of the 

brothers saw ants carrying grains of rice.  He followed these ants, and found that 

they were coming from a fertile forest far beyond the seven brothers’ forest.  In 

that distant forest, he saw a hut built on a branch of a tree, and he climbed up 

into it.  There he found a young woman -- one of the seven sisters!  She kept him 

secretly.  After some time however, he said he wanted to visit his brothers and 

parents.  The young man then met his wife’s six sisters, and invited them to 

come with him to meet his brothers.  They all went with him, and each of the 

seven sisters married one of the seven brothers.  The Kani people are the 

offspring of these seven couples. (Stephen 1997, p 5).  
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There is a legend that in the ancient days, Kani people were 40-feet-tall (Raj 

2004, p 65).  That is known as the 40-feet-tall period.   

 

A primary Kani myth about their formation is that one of their ancestors hunted a 

deer, and cut it cut it into ten pieces.  Each of the ten clans (illams) of Kani 

people selected a different part of the deer (head, back, leg, etc), and each clan 

has henceforth been associated with that deer body part.  These ten clans are 

divided into two groups of five: Machchampi (Brother-in-law) illakaarar, and 

Annan Thambi (Brother) illakaarar.  Members of the same group are prohibited 

from marrying each other. 

 

Rules are not always followed however, and the Kani have an interesting solution 

to this problem:  “Those who have married ... unmarriageable kin, and those men 

who have had sexual relations with married women and the women concerned, 

are sent away to the mountain region reserved for such people” (Raj 2004, p 89).  

“If a boy and a girl of the same group fall in love and get married, they are 

excommunicated and sent to Vellambi Malai” (Kanmani 1994, p. 21).   

 

The Kani people consider the Hindu Puranic sage, Agasthiyar, to be their guru.  

As mentioned above, they assert that they were named by Agasthiyar.  They also 

claim that it was from Agasthiyar that they learned their magical-ritual songs -- 

manthirams (mantras), and Chattu songs (songs relating to the spirit world) -- 
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and their knowledge of medicinal uses of plants.  These songs and this plant 

knowledge are two inter-related centers of Kani culture.  These teachings, so the 

story goes, were imparted in this way: 

 

When Agasthiyar was living on the mountain called Podhigai Malai (in the forest 

area in what is now Tirunelveli distract), some Kani men went there for hunting.  

They came upon a small deer, and shot it with their bows and arrows.  The deer 

was injured, but it was able to return to Agasthiyar’s home in the forest.  

Agasthiyar had been rearing the deer, and now saved it from death using 

medicinal plants to help the wound heal quickly.  The Kani hunting party arrived 

at Agasthiyar’s home, and demanded to take the deer.  Agasthiyar became angry 

and cursed the Kani men saying, “The tiny strip of cloth that a man wears to 

cover his penis is all you will wear.”  The Kani men pleaded with Agasthiyar to 

revoke his curse.  He would not do so, but he did teach them manthirams and 

Chattu songs -- with the condition that they were never to teach these songs to 

anyone else, and that they should visit his mountain once a year and perform 

puja for him (Raj 2004, p 224-5). 

 

It is a Kani belief that even today Saint Agasthiyar is living atop Podhigai Malai 

(6000 feet above sea level), meditating, doing penance, and praying for their 

welfare.  Each year -- in the Tamil month of Maasi -- a group of Kani people climb 
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the mountain, worship, and while returning collect various herbs.  The Kani 

people consider the mountain itself to be holy (Raj 2004, pp. 37, 114). 

 

In ancient days, a group of Kani people made an annual visit to the Maharaja at 

Trivandrum (southwest of the mountains), “and he always receives them most 

kindly, accepting their gifts such as bamboo joints containing different varieties of 

honey, and fruits.  He rewards them with presents of cloth, money, salt, and 

tobacco” (Thurston 1909, p 164). 

 

There was also a tradition of a Kani group annually visiting the king of 

Singampatty -- to the east, on the Tamil plains, near where Kani people live in 

the mountains in Tirunelveli district.  The story states that one year, the king of 

Singampatty made the Kani party wait outside his palace for a long time.  Finally, 

the Kani leader started a fire and burned all of the items that he had brought as 

gifts, including skins of deer, snakes, and other wild animals.  This made a strong 

unpleasant smell. 

 

The king said, “That is a bad smell.  Where is it coming from?”  The doorman 

explained to the king about what had happened, and the king invited the Kani 

people to enter the palace. 
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When the Kani leader entered, the king of Singampattii got angry.  The king 

shouted, “You have the guts to oppose me?  If you have the strength, cut this 

stem of a banana tree!”  The center of the stem of this banana tree had secretly 

been removed and replaced with an iron rod.  Regardless, the Kani leader raised 

his sword, and cut the banana stem -- and the iron rod -- into small pieces.  The 

Singampattii king was shocked.  The Kani leader left the palace with his people 

and said, “Hereafter we will not visit this king”  (Stephen 1997, p 22).  

 

In the course of my fieldwork period, I had the good fortune to meet the present 

king of Singampattii, and to visit his palace.  He is a kind and charming senior 

gentleman.  He is considering opening the palace for heritage tourism.  He 

expressed regret about the rift between his ancestor and the Kani leader of the 

time.  It would be wonderful if a symbolic rapprochement could occur. 

 

Another Kani legend states that approximately 500 years ago, one Kani leader, 

Veeramarthandan, built a dam in a river near Kalakadu, also in Tirunelveli district.  

This was for cultivation and irrigation purposes.  In order to satisfy his deity and 

to keep the dam intact, he sacrificed his sister’s seven-year-old daughter, 

Karumpandi.  “Veeramarthandan brought her to the center of the river, and 

sacrificed her by beheading.  The head of Karumpandiamman continued crying 

as it floated along the river, circling around the mountain.  The Kani people were 

afraid, considered her a goddess, and prayed to her” (Laksmamana, as quoted 
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by Stephen 1997, p. 20).  It should be noted that in ancient days, it was a 

common practice in much of India to sacrifice a child especially to give strength 

to a dam or bridge. 

 

The Kani people believe that a king gave them the forest land in which most of 

them live.  It is said that a maharaja by the name of Marthandavarma of 

Travancore, around the year 1743 AD, had needed to flee from his enemies.  He 

retreated into the forest.  For four days, Kani people protected Marthandavarma, 

and helped him move through the forest.  When he regained power, in gratitude 

to the Kani people, he granted to them a large tract of land, free of all taxes, and 

specified that the lands should be enjoyed by them “as long as the sun and the 

moon shall last” (Sasikumar 1996, p 96).  In Pecchiparai, Mr. Rajan Kani, the 

Panchayat president there, showed to me what he said was a copy of 

Marthandavarma’s grant. 

 

 

3) Practices, Beliefs, and Stories.  

 

a) Village Leader Roles. 

 

In each Kani village, there are a number of traditional leaders.  Four of these 

roles are: 
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The Mootukaani is the chief person of a village.  He presides over meetings in 

which problems are resolved.  It is his responsibility to determine whether or not 

visitors who claim to be Kani people are indeed so.  He does this by asking them 

a series of questions about Kani traditions, such as about their family tree, and 

how to catch various animals (with traps, for example).  He may also ask them to 

recite certain manthirams. 

 

The Vilikaani assembles the people in one place to inform them about the 

Mootukaani’s orders.  He is also responsible for official communication with Kani 

people in other villages. 

 

The Pilaathi knows all of the manthirams, and Chattu songs.  An aspiring Pilaathi 

will go to the forest for meditation (“vritha”) for 41 days, ideally beginning on the 

first day of the Tamil month, Thai.  When he returns, it is believed that the gods 

have taught him the magical-ritual songs (manthirams, and Chattu songs), and 

about the medicinal uses of the plants of the forest.  

 

The Moodhavan decides dates relating to agriculture, such as when to begin 

planting seeds. 

 

The wife of each of these figures communicates with the women of the village 

regarding these matters.  
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b) Sami (Spirit Possession). 

 

Traditional Kani culture, like many traditional tribal cultures around the world, is 

animistic and shamanistic.  That is, spirits are felt to dwell in many rivers, 

mountainsides, trees, and so on.  A primary form of worship in this context is 

calling such spirits into oneself, and then having the spirit speak through one.  

This is done by a shaman in a ritual known as (in English), becoming 

“possessed.”  The Tamil term is, “sami.”  Sami is popular not just among tribal 

people, but among certain classes of people throughout south India, including 

those who live in big cities.  Later religions such as Christianity may interpret the 

sami deities as demonic, but this is not necessarily the point of view of 

practitioners of sami: to them, sami figures may be good or bad, central divinities 

or wandering spirits. 

 

The sami religious experience does not involve the division of labor associated 

with the so-called Great Religions.  In sami events, there are not necessarily 

separate roles for singers, musicians, and the person giving the sermon.  All of 

these roles can be played by a single person.  In these shamanistic cultures, 

there is often no written text that expresses the words of the divine figure.  The 

divine oral verbal expression therefore comes solely through the sami ritual 

specialist -- some of the words may be formulaic and memorized, and some may 

be unique to the occasion.  In the Kani community in which I did fieldwork, there 



 

 

100 

were certain women who communicated with spirits especially in relation to 

women and girls.  One woman, Rajammal (my fieldwork assistant’s mother), 

went into sami on behalf of individual men and women, and the entire community. 

 

In the course of sami events, divine figures often scold people for not building or 

maintaining a proper shrine for him or her, and for failing to live in unity.  The two 

sami events I witnessed were not seasonal: rather they were done, by Rajammal, 

for special occasions (upon first meeting me; and for a video recording her son 

was making). 

 

 

c) Vegetation. 

 

Kani culture holds that the divine is in all nature.  This includes vegetation, of 

course.  Thus, for example, before felling a tree, puja is performed for the spirit 

dwelling in that tree.  Phrases in Sangam Literature such as Kaadurai Kadavul 

(god dwelling in the wood), highlight the fact that beliefs that spirits dwell in trees, 

forests, and water-resources are very ancient and widespread in south India (Raj 

2004, p 256). 

 

Until not too long ago, Kani people wore “shells, seeds, tree leaves, and nails of 

tigers as ornaments” (Stephen 1997, p 17).  Even today, many Kani people live 
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in villages which are adjacent to forests, and these Kani people collect from the 

forest plants used for food and medicine.  In their villages, they live in houses 

that are largely made of cement, although vegetation still is used very widely for 

roofing and other supplementary building materials. 

 

Kani people do not seem to have a distinctive style of dress.  They do not have 

identifiable jewelry, tattoos, or scarification.  Their primary visual and plastic art is 

the very practical craft of using leaves, stems, branches, bark, and strips of vine 

to make all sorts of useful and decorative objects -- including walls, roofs, 

sunscreens, mats, cooking and eating utensils.  For example: when doing 

agricultural work in a field, when it comes time to eat, sometimes a porridge is 

given.  This porridge may be served by making a small indentation in the earth, 

and placing a large leaf in that indentation.  The porridge is poured into that 

improvised bowl.  Another type of leaf is folded to serve as a spoon.   

 

Kani people are masters at weaving together strips of vegetation.  One example 

is the necklaces and bracelets that are made by stringing together small plants 

and flowers.  Another example is the sleeping mats which are made by weaving 

together leaves from opposite sides of a stalk of the bamboo plant.  In ancient 

days, and even today in ceremonies, Kani men wear the bark of a tree called 

Aranjila Aayini as a skirt: it is beaten to a soft texture (Raj 2004, p 44).  Kani 

people are known for building tree-houses (“eru madam”), primarily using 
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bamboo and strips of bark.  A vine ladder is often attached, which is typically 

pulled up by people after they reach the tree-house, so that wild animals cannot 

easily follow.  Many of the fences in and around Vellambi are “green fences” 

(“pacchai veeli”) -- that is, the poles of the fences are living plants.  Numerous 

Kani houses feature a mature living tree as one of the supporting pillars.   

 

Kani people eat many plants that grow in the forest.  They also make many 

medicines with these plants: some of which are eaten or drunk, some of which 

are applied to the skin.  They are knowledgeable about methods of combining 

parts of two or more plants to make these foods, drinks, ointments.  Among the 

conditions that are treated with plant medicine products are skin disorders, cold, 

fever, cough, headache, diarrhea, fertility problems, tooth and gum diseases, 

stomach aches, wounds, rheumaticism, and poison (snake, scorpion, and insect 

bites).  

 

Partly due to the Vellambi area being very humid, with extensive rainy seasons, 

skin conditions often need to be treated.  This is done on the spiritual level as 

well as the physical level, as skin conditions are often seen as the work of a local 

deity.  For example, Kani people believe that if one speaks too loudly or 

otherwise behaves incorrectly in parts of the forest, one may be punished with 

various types of skin rashes.  
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One Kani proverb is --  

 

ªñóñ¢ Üø¤ë¢ê¤ ªè£® õ¤ê¢êµñ¢. 
   me     ram           a      Rinj       ji             ko    Di          vich   cha     Num 
          tree                     know                       vine                  planting 
Know the tree before planting the vine.  

                                                                     (Miller and Kani 2003) 
 

This proverb indicates that Kani people know a great deal about how plants 

interact with each other.  It is based on the idea that certain vines will grow well 

on certain trees, and refers to such plant behavior as a metaphor for human 

relationships, the implication being that one should know about a person’s 

character, before becoming close to that person or permitting a loved one to 

become close to that person. 

 

Whether addressed to spirits of the dead or of natural elements, or to 

combinations of the two, numerous Kani rituals seek to ensure an abundance of 

fertility of nature, as well as protection from nature’s possible fierceness.  It is a 

Kani tradition that women -- as well as plants -- have seven stages of growth in 

their lifetimes.  A girl comes of age in the fourth stage of her life.  When she thus 

reaches puberty, she sits under a pandal (a wood and leaf structure) and seven 

pots of water are poured through the pandal and onto the girl’s head.  Only if a 

similar ritual is performed around that time for the soil also, it is believed, would 

the rain come (Raj 2004, p. 107).   
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Another example of how Kani people relate humans, especially women, to 

natural elements, is exhibited in their belief that the branches of the tree which is 

cut for making a cradle for the child should have a lot of milky substance in them; 

otherwise, the mother would not have enough milk in her to breast-feed the child 

(Raj 2004, p 275).   

 

There is a tradition among the Kani of embodying messages in knots of string, or 

strips of bark.  “Whenever Kanikars from different settlements have to be 

gathered for a meeting, or go together for a common purpose, a messenger 

amongst them carries a knot of fibres or creepers, which serves as a symbol of 

call” (Thurston 1909, p. 177).  When each part of the message was announced, a 

knot was undone. 

 

Two drums that Kani people play are the chendai and mattaalam -- which are 

deeply ritual instruments -- are made out of the wood of particular trees, and 

animal skins.  Kani people also make a number of musical instruments with 

bamboo: these are called nanthini instruments.  One such instrument -- a 

percussion instrument -- is a piece of bamboo (approximately two feet long, and 

five inches in diameter), with two strips of the bamboo raised and stretched 

(small pieces of wood are placed under each end of the raised strip).  The two 

strips are hit with two sticks.  A flute is also made of bamboo. 
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Kani people tend to be very careful to maintain the forest.  Therefore, a forest 

near human habitation can be thought of as a tended wilderness area.  An 

example of their nature-sustaining approach is that while plucking herbs for 

medicine, they take care to not damage the roots.  They believe that if the roots 

would tear off, this could negatively affect the intended patient (Raj 2004, p. 115). 

 

Ethnobotany, the relationship between humans and plants, is studied in 

disciplines such as ecology, economic botany, pharmacology, and public health.  

Kani people have made a number of contributions to this modern discipline 

(Kingston 2003).  For example: in 1987, a team of scientists from the Tropical 

Botanical Garden and Research Institute (TBGRI), in Kerala, undertook a field 

survey in Kani inhabited forest area in that state.  The Kani guides chewed the 

fruits and leaves of a certain plant, and had energy to walk all day.  The scientists 

inquired, and were told that this plant is called “Arogya  Pachai” (“Green Life”).  A 

partnership developed between the TBGRI and these Kani people, which led to 

the making of a commercial powdered health-promoting product, called Jeevani.  

The United Nations gave an award in 2003 to the team, as an example of a 

partnership between members of a tribal people, and the national government 

within whose territory they live.  Some Kani people continue to work at gathering 

or growing Arogya  Pachai.  A Trust has been formed, through which some of the 

income from the process is paid to members of the Kani community.  However, 

criticisms of the Arogya  Pachai / Jeevani project include: 1) Very little money has 
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actually been made by Kani people in this process; 2) What has been made has 

not been widely distributed; 3) Some Kani leaders object to aspects of the 

commercial production process; and 4) The Kerala Forest Dept., in its dedication 

to protect the forest, has made it difficult in ways for the project to proceed and 

develop (Bijoy 2007). 

 

 

d)  Animals. 

 

Collecting honey, which involves interacting with bees, is an ancient art and craft 

of Kani people.  The bees are often stung by smoke.  A puja for the bees is often 

performed directly before or after the honey is collected.  Three different types of 

honey combs the Kani distinguish between are those which 1) hang from trees,  

2) are found inside trees, and 3) are found in and between boulders. 

 

Kani culture holds that the divine permeates all nature, and that this nature will 

reward good behavior, and punish bad behavior.  One example of this belief is:  

Kani people traditionally hunt udumbu (giant lizards, up to five feet long) for meat.  

These lizards still live in local forests, but since they have been declared a 

protected species by the Forest Dept, one can no longer speak of hunting or 

eating them.  According to one folktale:  In ancient days, a Kani man who had 

been behaving badly was chasing an udumbu.  The udumbu slipped between 
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two boulders.  When the man tried to follow, the two boulders came together and 

crushed the man.   

 

Dogs play a very important part in Kani life.  Whether at home or in the forest, 

dogs are “danger informers.”  Good dogs are thought to act on the owner’s behalf 

as intermediaries between wild nature and humans.  

 

Kani people believe that the cries of various birds can be good or bad omens for 

the humans who hear these cries.  There are references to this belief in Sangam 

literature (Raj 2004, p 206).  It is a Kani belief that spirits often take the form of 

humans, animals, birds, and natural elements such as wind and fire.  For 

example, they believe that spirits of dead ancestors are often in green beetles 

(vettukkiligal), and that if these beetles visit a house this foretells something good 

(Raj 2004, p 143).  Many Kani folktales involve people changing into animals to 

escape an enemy, to avoid some other misfortune, to visit one’s forbidden lover, 

or for other reasons.  In these stories, people often turn into birds to deliver 

important news over long distances. 
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e) Manthirams, and Chattu Songs 

 

The Kani people are famous for their manthirams (mantras).  They also have a 

genre of songs, Chattu songs, that are sung especially at the time of death.  

Actually, Kani people have ritual songs for every stage of life.     

 

Manthirams are chants which are associated with magical powers.  Kani people 

have particular manthirams for singing in the forest, for safety there.  There is at 

least one manthiram for chanting when spending a night in the forest.  It is 

believed that the divine and magical power of this manthiram establishes an 

invisible fence of energy around the men’s camp (Raj 2004, pp. 39, 206, 208).1  

Another manthiram is said to cause nearby animals to stand where they are 

without pouncing.  When the men leave the place, they chant a manthiram which 

releases the animals and turns them active once again.  If they would fail to do 

so, the animals would stand there inactive and so would eventually die, it is 

believed (Raj 2004, p. 208; Stephen 1997, p. 26) 

 

It is a Kani belief that there are six beings in a human body, and that these 

beings are responsible for the six senses.  It is believed that these  

 

                                                
1
 In some Kani areas, solar power for electrified fences to keep wild animals 

away is becoming available -- this is an example of technological ability catching 
up with mythological ability. 
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beings -- like the aforementioned wild animals -- can be “tied” and made inactive 

by manthirams (Raj 2004, p. 218). 

 

Traditionally, people of other castes sometimes come to senior Kani manthiram 

specialists for practical assistance, for which they may pay money.  Kani people 

are admired, but sometimes also feared, for these spiritual traditions, around 

which there is a great deal of secrecy.  This work with verbal arts and rituals is 

mostly not visual, and thus is difficult to share with people who can not 

understand the archaic version of the local dialect.  This privacy is compounded 

by the traditional Kani belief -- also held by Sanskrit priests about their ritual 

chants of the Vedas -- that their verbal rituals should not be exposed to the 

uninitiated, as this might lead to their divinities becoming angry and the 

weakening of the power of the ritual language.   

 

The genre of singing at the time of death is known as Chattu pattu (song). These 

songs are often addressed directly to the spirits.   A different song is sung 

depending on how the person died.  For example, there are songs for people 

who have been killed by particular wild animals.  These songs are thought to help 

the dead person’s soul go peacefully.  After burying the dead, Kani people leave 

the place, without casting a backward glance.  There is a belief that if they would 

turn back and look, the spirit of the dead would take hold of them (Raj 2004, p 

100). 
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 Chattu songs may also sung be sung at times other than times of death.  They 

are sung to invoke blessings and relief in many situations.  “Kani people, led by 

the Pilaathi, sing Chattu songs to calm the gods, and whenever they “clean” (or 

sanctify) the forest, river, pond, agricultural land, etc. (Stephen 1997, p. 36).  

Chattu songs are also sung is to help people recover from disease.  It is a 

traditional belief that certain Chaattu songs can give life to a dead person, and 

can transform a person into an animal. 

 

Chattu songs are often accompanied by the playing of a “kokkorai.”  This musical 

instrument is a cylinder made of sheet iron (approximately eight inches long, and 

one inch in diameter).  The tube’s seam does not close fully, and the edges of 

the seam are serrated.  “The player holds the kokkorai in the left hand and draws 

an iron pin over the serrated edges to-and-fro very quickly, producing a rasping 

musical note” (Sasikumar 1996, p. 97).  The iron pin is attached via a link chain 

to the body of the kokkorai.   

 

How did the Kani people adopt these pieces of metal as their most sacred 

musical instrument?  This struck me as a great mystery.  My questioning of Kani 

people regarding whether or not this adoption was a recent development went 

nowhere.  As far as the Kani people are concerned, the kokkarai has always 

been their sacred instrument.  This indicates that the Kani people are not 

necessarily averse to using new technologies in traditional practices. 
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e) Additional Verbal Arts, and Stories. 

 

Kani people have a genre of songs and chants that seem to be designed and 

sung especially to impart linguistic skills.  These songs are called, “Thodukku 

Mozhi,” and “Naakkuththirattu.”   

 

For the children to get training in good pronunciation and also to teach 
them the differences between similar-sounding letters, language-skill 
songs are used.  When the children repeatedly utter the words that prove 
difficult for them to pronounce or memorize, their pronunciation becomes 
accurate.  When repeating the words again and again at great speed, the 
way their meanings change can be very amusing...  These songs make 
the children happy.  Through the manner of merry-making, these songs 
help to enable children to pronounce the words with clarity and precision.  
(Raj 2004, p 282) 1 
 

 

The story of Kannagi is well known among the Kani people.  A girl in my fieldwork 

village was named Manimehali, after the daughter of Kovalan and Madhavi.   

 

                                                
1
 A number of these “tongue-twister” songs and chants (as we call them in 

English) are given in the annex of Dharma Raj’s book (2005).  That book is 
written in Tamil.  I had an English translation of the book made, so that I could 
read it easily.  However, for the Kani songs in his book, Dharma Raj gives direct 
transcriptions of the Kani Pasai dialect (written in the Tamil script).  The person 
who translated the book is a poet-scholar based in Chennai: she was unable to 
translate these Kani Pasai songs into Tamil, not to mention English.  This is not 
surprising, as it seems that there are many “nonsense” syllables in these songs.  
Unfortunately, it was beyond the scope of this dissertation process to have these 
songs translated into Tamil or English with the help of members of the Kani 
community.  However, this is something that certainly could be done in the 
course of future scholarship by and about the Kani people.  
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Both Madhavi and her daughter, incidentally, cut off their hair and became 

ascetic monks after they heard what had happened to Kannagi and Kovalan.  

 

Kunja Kathai (Story of the Youngest Brother) is a popular Kani story.  Comparing 

and contrasting this story to the story of Kannagi can help to make clear some 

similarities and differences between Kani culture, and general Tamil culture.  The 

Story of the Youngest Brother goes like this:   

 

Once there were seven brothers.  The six older ones asked their youngest 

brother to accompany them on a trip to the forest, to hunt for wild pigs.  The 

seven brothers went, but at one point, the six elder brothers turned on the 

youngest and threw their hunting spears at him and he died.  The youngest 

brother’s two dogs went running back to the village.  They persuaded the 

youngest brother’s wife to come with them to the forest to see her husband’s 

body.  She went, and upon seeing her husband, she knelt over his body and 

began to lament over him.  A snake and a mongoose were nearby, taking turns 

chasing after each other around in circles.  Usually these two animals are 

enemies, but on this day they happened to be playing together.  The snake saw 

the lady weeping, and said to her, “Don’t worry!  We will get the necessary plants, 

and we will make the medicine.”  So the snake and mongoose prepared the 

medicine and spread it over the youngest brother’s body.  Soon he came back to 
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life.  The youngest brother, his wife, and his two dogs went back to the village.  

The six older brothers had to move away from the village. 

 

This is a paraphrase of the story as I heard it told by Velmurugan’s mother, 

Rajammal.  There is a similar telling of the story in Dharma Raj’s book about the 

Kani people (Raj 2004, p 304). 

 

Both Kannagi’s story (the Epic of the Anklet), and the Story of the Youngest 

Brother involve a lament (oppaari) by a wife for her deceased husband.  Both 

women attempt to revive their husbands.  According to Ilango Adigal’s version of 

the Epic of the Anklet, Kannagi momentarily perceived her husband as coming 

back to life and saying to her, “Do not worry!  Soon we will be together again!” -- 

but then she realizes that he really is deceased (it is unclear whether his brief 

revival actually occurred, or occurred only in Kannagi’s imagination).  The Kani 

wife, on the other hand, is successful in reviving her husband (with the help of 

nature’s animals and vegetation).  Both stories concern the potential regenerative 

power of the female -- although in the case of Kannagi, her grief and anger 

causes this power to be reversed into a power of destruction.  

 

It seems that the Kani people, on certain levels, legitimize themselves by 

believing that many aspects of their existence were given to them by members of 

the later-arriving upper classes.  One example is the above-mentioned story of 
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how the land many of them inhabit was awarded to them by Marthandavarma of 

Travancore. 

 

Another example is the Kani belief that they learned their manthirams and Chattu 

songs, and their knowledge about herbal medicines, from the Hindu saint, 

Agasthiyar.  They consider Agasthiyar to be their guru.  Agasthiyar is also 

credited as the founder of Siddha medicine, a system similar to Ayurvedic 

medicine, one of the leading traditional medical systems of India. 

 

However, let us look at the dates involved.  If the standard anthropological views 

are accurate in asserting that Kani and other aboriginal tribal peoples have been 

living in south India for approximately sixty thousand years, and that Sanskrit 

culture (of which Agasthiyar was a member) arrived in the Western Ghats area 

approximately four thousand years ago: then Kani people would have been 

developing their knowledge of medicinal plants for over fifty-thousand years 

before the time of Agasthiyar. 

 

From what I saw in the course of my fieldwork, it is primarily mature women who 

know where to find medicinal plants, and how to prepare and apply them.  This is 

because, among Kani people as elsewhere, it is mature women who do the great 

majority of informal nursing of people.  This is work for which they are usually not 

paid, at least not directly, and not in cash. 



 

 

115 

What seems to have happened here is that something that has been practiced 

primarily by mature women of a low status group has been appropriated by, or 

attributed to, a male professional of a high status group.  This is an occurrence 

that tends to happen all over the world.  Practices tend to only be thought of as 

valuable and significant if they are associated with professional men who use 

high status language (in this case, Sanskrit), and a high form of technology (in 

this case, writing). 

 

A full discussion of the land issues of Kani people, and of other tribal people in 

India, is beyond the parameters of this dissertation.  However, to say a few words:  

In Kanyakumari district during my fieldwork period, the rights of Kani people to 

continue living in the forest area was very much being respected by the 

Government.  In the district to the north, Tirunelveli district, however, it was not 

fully clear whether or not the Forest authorities’ plans for the future might include 

the continued presence of Kani people in the forest area.  This was in part due to 

the fact that the Kani people in Tirunelveli district were living in what has become 

the Kalakaadu-Mundanthurai Tiger preserve.  I am hoping that the Forest 

authorities might come to see the Kani people there, as elsewhere, as a 

tremendous cultural resource, and so nurture their development and allow them 

to help in the processes of protecting and tending the wilderness, as well as of 

educating the public about this wilderness. 
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In Kanyakumari district, I witnessed a fire set in the forest by non-Kani people 

who seemed to be clearing land so that cattle which had been brought into the 

forest might graze there.  Kani people think twice before reporting such human-

made fires to the authorities, as the fires might be blamed on them.  It is tribal 

people who know when activity destructive to the forest is occurring in the forest.  

Moreover, the remaining forest areas in Kanyakumari district include estates -- 

first developed by the British, and now run privately or by the Government.  The 

borders of these estates are often not publicly well known -- but they should be, 

for sometimes these estates expand without permission.  Wealthy and powerful 

business people sometimes pressure Forest officials to permit destruction of the 

wilderness.  In this context, the presence of tribal people to help keep an eye on 

things in the forest can be helpful to the forest preservation effort, especially if 

they can communicate easily to the top officials. 

 

 

D) A Community in Chennai, Tamil Nadu’s State Capital on the Coast. 

 

Following my fieldwork in the mountains, I returned to Chennai.  Chennai is the 

capital city of the state of Tamil Nadu, situated on India’s southeast coast. 

 

As I was living near the beach, I became friends with some people in 

Ayodhyakuppam, which until relatively recently was primarily a fishing community.  
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Even today, approximately 50 small fishing boats can be seen opposite 

Ayodhyakuppam, at the coast on Marina Beach (this beach is one of the largest 

in the world that is adjacent to a major city: it is approximately a mile long, and 

there is approximately 300 yards of sand before the road).  When the opportunity 

arose to participate in two additional videoconferences, I recruited children from 

this community to take part.  These children knew numerous songs/chants/ 

dances/games which were similar to the ones known by the Kani children.  

 

Chennai Tamil is considered very improvised.  Chennai Tamil has many Telegu 

words in it, as Andhra Pradesh is nearby.  Chennai Tamil also features many 

English words.  For thousands of years, Chennai was primarily a fishing village.  

When the British came to India, Chennai (then called Madras) grew as a place 

where Indian people could trade with, work for, and perform services for the 

British.  Chennai is the gateway between the interior of Tamil Nadu and the world 

beyond.  Chennai in general and Ayodhyakuppam in particular is very much a 

hybrid culture, and this is especially reflected in the mix of Tamil and English 

words in the children’s question-and-answer chant, “Enna Biscuit?” (please see 

pp. 266-81).  The children of Ayodhyakuppam are very acquainted with television, 

and they know of many of the USA professional wrestlers, as this material has 

appeared on cable TV in Tamil Nadu.  Young boys in Ayodhyakuppam had 

trading cards with pictures and statistics of these USA wrestlers.  The boys also 

visit video game parlors in the neighborhood, where one of the favorite games 



 

 

118 

involves images of these wrestlers.  Watching young Indian boys manipulating 

the animated brutish USA professional wrestlers, causing the images to strike 

each other, and pick each other up and throw each other down, was quite a 

shocking experience.  
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Chapter III: Fieldwork Methodology 

 

 

A) Overview of the Project’s Research Methodologies. 

 

As mentioned in the Introduction, the research project on which this dissertation 

is based was composed of two parts: 1) the study of children’s songs/chants/ 

dances/games in relation to language learning; and 2) the post-fieldwork 

ethnographic videoconferences. 

 

The post-fieldwork ethnographic videoconferences are discussed in Chapter VI.  

This chapter focuses on the fieldwork process in which the children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games were collected.  A version of the classic method, 

ethnographic fieldwork with participant observation, was used.  I conducted this 

fieldwork with some Kani tribal people in the mountains of southwest Tamil Nadu, 

during a period of 21 months: March 2003 to December 2004.  Before and after 

this fieldwork, I interacted with two other groups of Tamil people (Tamil-USA 

people in Philadelphia, and members of a sea-fishing community in Chennai), 

and those interactions are discussed in this chapter also. 
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B) Visiting Tamil People’s Language Classes in Pennsylvania, USA. 

 

Before engaging in fieldwork in Tamil Nadu, for many years in the USA I had 

contact with Tamil people who had moved to the USA.  When I was living in my 

hometown, New York City, I attended and occasionally gave talks at functions of 

the New York Tamil Sangam, and the Subramania Bharati Society.  Then, during 

my coursework years in Philadelphia (1999-2001), I regularly visited the Sunday 

afternoon children’s Tamil language and culture classes of the Tamil Association 

of the Greater Delaware Valley. These classes were organized for their children 

by Tamil parents, who had emigrated from India to the USA.  Many of these 

children were USA citizens, having been born in the USA.  Although these 

children heard their parents speaking Tamil at home, many of these children 

were at that time fluent in English only. 

 

The Sunday afternoon classes were held at a large suburban community center.  

From the Penn campus, I would make a brief underground train trip, and then a 

one-hour bus trip, which would bring me to a suburban shopping mall.  There, 

Siva, one of the Tamil fathers and a lead organizer of the class, would pick me 

up in his car, and take me to the community center in which the classes were 

held. 
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I did not think of my visits to these classes as fieldwork (if fieldwork can be 

defined as collecting data about a people or culture).  Rather, I attended these 

classes in two roles: as a volunteer assistant teacher of language, and also as a 

language student myself.  I was there to observe, and to help develop, methods 

of teaching Tamil language.  Although I was a beginner in spoken Tamil, I had 

some talent for using and teaching written Tamil: primarily involving the alphabet, 

and simple words and phrases.  

 

My recollection is that these Tamil people, especially the adults, were very kind 

and cordial to me.  Tamil people tend to have a great deal of affection for the 

Tamil language, and they tend to enjoy helping interested people from outside 

their culture to also learn the language, and about the language.  I was very 

impressed that the adults seemed to have faith in me to correctly present aspects 

of Tamil language to their children (I discussed my presentations in advance with 

Siva).  Although the exact subject of my dissertation research project was not yet 

then defined, they seemed to have confidence that I would find a good approach 

and would execute it well. 

 

After the classes, I would be dropped off at a suburban train station for the ride 

back to Philadelphia.  Sometimes after class, there would be a gathering at 

someone’s house, and I would be invited.  I also attend numerous seasonal 
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celebrations -- at one of these functions, I acted in a skit (playing a visitor to a 

village).   

 

It was mostly the children and parents of the Greater Delaware Valley Tamil 

Association who participated on the Philadelphia side of the October 2004 

Chennai-Philadelphia videoconference.  For the second post-fieldwork 

videoconference (in October 2005), they were joined in Philadelphia by members 

of a Tamil community led by Dr. Vasu Renganathan, my Tamil language 

instructor at Penn. 

 

 

C) Participant Observation with Kani People in the Mountains in Tamil Nadu, 

India.  

 

By the time I arrived in India in October 2002 (my fourth trip to India), my 

research project was defined in all ways but one.  The missing piece of the 

puzzle was: In precisely what community in Tamil Nadu would I seek to collect 

children’s songs/chants/dances/games?  

 

I was dedicated to doing the fieldwork in Tamil Nadu, as I love the culture and 

language, and had done previous research in the state.  At this time, I 

determined that I should go as far away from urban centers as possible, to avoid 



 

 

123 

the influence of mass media, and to have maximum exposure to living traditional 

verbal arts.  The largest Tamil city is the state capital, Chennai, which is at the far 

northeast of the state.  Thus, I looked southward on a map.  On the left side (the 

western side) of the state map, I observed the representation of a forested 

mountain-range.  This mountain range, the Western Ghats, runs north-south and 

contains much of Tamil Nadu’s border with Kerala.  

 

The northern section of the Western Ghats in Tamil Nadu is known as the Nilgiri 

Mountains.  The Nilgiris are home to a number of tribal groups (including the 

Toda, Kota, and Kurumba peoples), who traditionally have had complex and 

interesting vocational and cultural interactions with each other.  Due in part to this 

section of the Western Ghats also having been the location of south India’s 

leading hill station for the British (Ooty), the Nilgiris are one of the most studied 

regions in all of Asia, mostly by anthropologists (Emeneau 1944-6; Hockings 

1989, 1997; Rivers 1906; Sakthivel 1976, 1977; Wolf 1997a).  It is said that if the 

pages of all of the articles and books about tribal people in the Nilgiris were laid 

on the ground there, the entire Nilgiris mountains would be covered.  For this 

reason, I quickly decided against doing my doctoral fieldwork in the Nilgiris.     

 

Thus, I looked further south on the map.  I noticed that there was a large forest 

area with few roads in the far south of the Western Ghats.  Upon enquiring, I 

learned that one people who live in this area is the Kani people, who are 
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classified as tribal.  Although I had not set out to do this fieldwork with a tribal 

people, I was certainly open to the possibility.  I learned that not very much 

academic research had been done with Kani people, and very little had been 

published about them in English: it seemed that no foreigner had done Folklore 

or Anthropology fieldwork with them. 

 

I made a preliminary visit to the area.  In Tamil Nadu, most Kani people live in 

Kanyakumari district, the state’s southernmost district.  Here there are 48 Kani 

villages.  In the district immediately to the north, Tirunelvelli district, there are 

fewer villages, and they are in what has been declared as the Mundanthurai-

Kalakkad Tiger Preserve.  I determined that the Kanyakumari district would be 

best for my purposes, as there are more people, a larger area, and less of a 

sense of special protection of the area by the Government. 

 

My first step in the fieldwork process in the Kanyakumari district was to take a 

lodge room near the town of Pechiparai, the only town in Tamil Nadu that is 

primarily inhabited by Kani people.  I would keep this room throughout my 

fieldwork period.  Pechiparai is approximately two hours by bus northwest of the 

city of Nagarcoil.  Nagarcoil is just south of the mountains, and Pechiparai is in 

the mountains.   
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I then proceeded to search for a community in which, and the individuals with 

whom, I would settle to research the children’s songs/chants/dances/games.   

At that point I was not sure if I might focus on a single village, or if I might seek  

to collect data from a number of the 48 Kani villages in the district.  By this time,  

I had realized that I wanted to engage with people who still had an active life in 

the forest -- because I wanted to collect verbal arts that reflected this ongoing 

forest experience.  Thus, I was searching for a Kani village, or villages, adjacent 

to some forest wilderness. 

 

I visited the Kani villages north of Pechiparai, but I decided against doing 

fieldwork in this area.  I made this decision in part because there is a hydro-

electric dam north of Pechiparai.  This dam and its surroundings are patrolled by 

the Indian military, and there are numerous checkpoints along the main road.  It 

seemed that it might be best to avoid this kind of sensitive situation. 

  

Around this time, I met an Indian gentleman who was working for a Catholic 

social work organization.  When he heard that I was searching for a home base 

for my verbal arts-related fieldwork, he suggested that I might meet Rajammal 

(“Mother of the king”), a middle-aged lady who lived in the village of Vellambi.  He 

knew Rajammal primarily because of her expertise with medicinal uses of plants, 

but he thought she might also be knowledgeable about verbal arts.   
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In the Malayalam language, “Vellam” means “water,” and “Vellambi” means 

“Place of water.”  Vellambi is aptly named, as there are five small rivers in the 

vicinity.  Although Vellambi is on the Tamil side of the border that now separates 

Tamil Nadu and Kerala, prior to 1957 this region was primarily a Malayalam-

speaking one.  Thus, many of the older people here primarily speak Malayalam, 

and many of the place names are Malayalam words.   

 

Vellambi is to the east, and slightly to the north, of Pechiparai.  A north-south 

road runs by Vellambi.  Vellambi is approximately a half-kilometre to the east of 

this road.  Old Vellambi, a settlement on a mountainside, is another kilometre to 

the east.  At the bottom of this mountainside, there is a small river.  On the far 

side of this river, again to the east, there are approximately 50 kms of forested 

mountains before the plains are reached. 

 

The social worker took me to Vellambi on his motorcycle.  The population of 

Vellambi is approximately 300 people.  There is only one street.  The social 

worker introduced me to Velmurugan, Rajammal’s son, and left me there.  

Velmurugan was in his early twenties.  He speaks and understands spoken 

English quite well, as a result of his having attended a Catholic school for a 

number of years.  One of the first things I noticed about Velmurugan’s house, 

which is near the middle of Vellambi, is that a huge satellite dish (for receiving 

television signals) was on the roof.  I would come to learn that Velmurugan had 
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invested a good deal of time and money in buying and installing this satellite dish, 

and in hanging television cable throughout the village.  However, people had 

tended to be slow in making their cable television payments.  Thus, some time 

before I arrived, Velmurugan had gotten out of the cable television operator 

business.  Whether or not the satellite dish continued to work, it remained an 

impressive sight throughout my fieldwork period. 

 

Some of the houses in Vellambi are made of cement, some are made of bamboo, 

and some are mixed (cement walls and thatched roofs, for example).  Vellambi, 

like the entire area, is lush with vegetation.  There is a wild profusion of a many 

types of plants, vines, bushes, shrubs, grasses, and trees.  

 

During that first visit, Velmurugan and I spoke for some time.  Then he asked if I 

might like to visit his mother in Old Vellambi.  I gratefully agreed.  I followed 

Velmurugan to one end of the village, and then through an area in which rubber 

trees were being cultivated.  From there, we proceeded through the woods, 

walking gradually upward.  When we eventually emerged from the wooded path, 

I found myself on a mountainside, with a breathtaking eastward view of 

mountains and wilderness.  The scale of the view was magnificent, even dizzying.  

This wilderness, and their culture in relation to it, is a great wealth of the Kani 

people of Vellambi.   
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Only approximately fifteen people live in Old Vellambi.  There is no electricity, 

and no cement houses.  The house walls are made of mud and bamboo, and the 

roofs are thatched.  A primary occupation is tending to the fields of kilangu on the 

mountainside.  (Kilangu is a general term for starchy tubers.  There are many 

types of kilangu.)  People of Old Vellambi often walk down to the river at the foot 

of the mountain, to catch small fish, wash cloths, and bathe.  There is also a 

spring on the mountainside, near the houses, but this water tends to have a good 

deal of earth in it.   

 

Upon us reaching Old Vellambi on that first day, Velmurugan introduced me to 

his mother, Rajammal.  She is a strong and trim person, in her forties.  Her house 

entrance faces the mountainside, but next to the house there is a flat earthen 

area on which one can sit and enjoy the view.  There were a number of children 

around.  Rajammal’s husband was also there.  Velmurugan’s father had died 

some years ago, as had this gentleman’s wife.  Velmurugan’s mother and this 

gentleman had then married.  In much of India, widows are not allowed to 

remarry, but this formal restriction does not seem to be followed very much by 

Kani people of Vellambi. 

 

Rajammal greeted me and asked me to sit and rest.  Velmurugan mentioned to 

her that I was interested in traditional Kani songs.  She promptly got a kokkarai 

from inside their home, as did her husband (who is also Vellambi’s leader in 
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relation to Hinduism, presiding over a small building which serves as a temple).  

They began to play these instruments and sing (for a discussion of the kokkarai 

musical instrument, please see p. 110).  After approximately 30 seconds, “sami” 

occurred.  Sami is a Tamil expression for what in English is known as, “becoming 

possessed.”  Witnessing someone go into this state can be an alarming 

experience, as the person may be thrashing about and may seem to be in some 

pain.  However, I had witnessed a good deal of this sort of activity in New York 

City in relation to Haitian dance, so I was acclimated to it.  Actually, I was 

pleased that Rajammal had felt comfortable enough with me to perform this ritual 

activity in my presence. 

 

There were subsequent visits, and eventually a place was made for some of my 

things, which I kept in a small tent composed mostly of mosquito-net.  This was 

beside the main kilangu-growing area, approximately 30 yards uphill from 

Rajammal’s and her husband’s hut.  I explained that I was there to study 

children’s songs/chants/dances/games with an eye toward how these activities 

might help children to learn spoken language.  I also said I was there to study 

Kani Pasai, the Kani’s spoken language, a dialect of Tamil that is a mix of Tamil, 

Malayalam, English, and possibly other languages.  Kani people, like most 

Tamils, tend to have a great respect for and interest in language in general, so I 

think most members of the community might at least have found these 

explanations to be interesting.  Rajammal in particular seemed to have a sense 
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of why I was there and what I wanted to do: she herself believes in the 

importance of documenting traditional Kani ways. 

 

This sort of fieldwork is delicate and fluid.  In the initial stages of my visit, 

regardless of my explanations, I am sure that it was not fully clear to most of my 

hosts what I was doing there.  I myself was not sure how long I would be staying.  

I do not know -- I have not yet been able to find an effective way to ask -- if there 

is any category of behavior in Kani culture that corresponds to the kind of 

extended visit I was making.  I did feel that people were seeking to perceive me 

in familiar terms.  For examples:  Was I a Christian missionary?  No.  Was I a 

social worker, studying social pathologies?  No.   

 

Was I a teacher?  I resisted this label, as I felt I was there primarily to learn about, 

and learn from, my hosts.  Kani Pasai has, it seems, been a purely oral dialect: I 

did not want to be perceived as putting down that spoken dialect in favor of any 

other spoken dialect or language, or in favor of the medium of writing.  After all, I 

was there to observe oral aspects of an oral-centric culture: the last thing I 

wanted to do was to make Kani culture more mainstream, or literary-centric!  

Nonetheless, it seemed that some Kani parents wanted me to teach written  

Tamil -- and even written English -- to the children.  I did have some background 

as a teacher: I had taught Expository Writing (in English), among other courses, 

on the college level in the USA; and as mentioned I had been a volunteer teacher 
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of basic written Tamil with children of Tamil descent in the USA.  Thus, in the 

spirit of making myself useful, I did to some degree accept the label and role of 

written language teacher in the course of my Vellambi fieldwork.  During visits to 

Nagarcoil, I would sometimes purchase colored markers and paper, and colored-

chalk and slates, and with these materials I taught the interested Old Vellambi 

children a little written Tamil and English.  In the process, we also wrote down 

some Kani Pasai words -- in Tamil script, in Latin script phonetically, and in 

English translation.  We began to compile a Kani Pasai dictionary. In doing so, I 

suppose we were developing written Kani Pasai, a project in which numerous 

Kani people and others have expressed interest (Chidamparanatha 1992, 

2001).1 

 

There were a number of young children in the Old Vellambi community.  Some 

would go to school, others were too young to do so.  There was one young girl, 

Chitra, who had not been able to get along in school.  Her memory in relation to 

reading and writing was not very strong: she was not able to remember most 

                                                
1
 I once overheard a Folklore graduate student say, “Fieldwork without learning 

the local language is a joke.”  This statement is true in that culture is based 
largely in language: study of a culture without involvement in the community’s 
language would very likely be superficial.  However, it is not that fluency in the 
local language or dialect must be achieved to make the fieldwork legitimate. 
Rather, what is necessary is that the scholar must throughout the fieldwork 
process make a serious and ongoing effort to achieve such fluency -- in the 
process, one learns a great deal: this is what occurred in the case of my 
fieldwork. 
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lessons from one moment to the next.  She didn’t like to sit still, and she tended 

to get into fusses with other children.  So it seems that she had been excused 

from school, and she spent most of her time in Old Vellambi, under Rajammal’s 

care and tutelage. 

 

Slowly, over the weeks and months, the children’s songs/chants/dances/games 

appeared.  Rajammal knew a number of these, so she played some with the 

children in my presence.  I was looking for a distinction between activities the 

children might play amongst themselves (more fun-oriented), and activities an 

adult might lead them in (more teaching-and-learning oriented), but I came to feel 

that this distinction in this case was not very significant.  Occasionally, 

Velmurugan would help me to write down the words of the children’s activities -- 

again, first as Kani Pasai words in Tamil script, and then as English 

transliterations and translations.  After some time, I purchased a couple of 

inexpensive audio-cassette recorders in Nagarcoil, and we audio-recorded some 

of these lyrics, and eventually lyrics of other Kani verbal arts as well (songs, 

proverbs, etc.).   

 

In the daytime, aside from hanging around with the children, I sometimes helped 

the adults tend to the kilangu-growing areas.  I walked down to the river alone 

often, to wash my body and clothes, and to fetch water.  This was a small river -- 

on average ten yards wide and three feet deep -- with fast-flowing water in most 
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places.  I had a small hand-pump filter with which I filled bottles of water from the 

river.  The river water seemed perfectly clean, but I used this filter just in case 

there might be bacteria in the water that might be harmful to me.   

 

In Vellambi, some of the young men let it be known that they would like to begin 

a light orchestra -- a band, in USA parlance -- and they asked me to help them 

get started.  As in all my work with the Kani people during my fieldwork period, I 

hesitated to enable anything other than traditional Kani culture.  However, in this 

case in time I gave in -- on the grounds that this was a way of my paying 

community members for their support and assistance regarding my project, and 

also that they might consider incorporating aspects of their traditional music into 

their light orchestra music. 

 

Next to Velmurugan’s house there was a one-room building that was being used 

for storage.  I helped to clean up and organize this space, and it became 

Vellambi’s music room.  I agreed to purchase some instruments, beginning with 

an electric keyboard, and for some time I contributed towards a music teacher 

coming to Vellambi to give lessons once a week.  Being the almost comically 

puritanical person that I am, I covered with tape the keyboard’s buttons for pre-

recorded automatic rhythms: I insisted that the Kani light orchestra musicians 

would have to create and play their own rhythms. 
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I had an electric guitar and an electric bass guitar made in Chennai, each with 

the body consisting of a solid rectangular block of wood.  (I had felt for years that 

the curves on most electric guitar bodies served no musical function, and this 

was my chance to test my design ideas in this area).  I also got an acoustic guitar, 

an instrument which in south India seems to be associated especially with 

Christian singing.   

 

Some of the Kani men requested a tabla (the north Indian drum-set that consists 

of a pair of drums) or a triple congo (an African, or West Indian drum-set, widely 

used in Indian popular music).  However, I refused to buy these or any other 

outside drums, and in this instance I remained firm.  I said, “You have perfectly 

good drums here.”  So we found Kani people in neighboring villages who could 

make an extra chendai and mattalam for us.  A chendai is played with two sticks, 

which strike the skin on the drum’s top side.  A chendai can be played very loudly.  

While being played, a chendai can be carried (hung with a cloth around the 

player’s upper body), or it can be placed on the ground.   A mattalam is generally 

hung with a cloth around the back of the player’s neck, and is played on both 

ends with bare hands.  These are the two leading traditional drums of the area.  

Kani people are hired by people of other castes to play these drums outside local 

Hindu temples. 
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The idea of using a chendai or a mattalam for a light orchestra was not very 

popular.  It seems that these south Indian drums, and the rhythms that are 

associated with them, are thought of as belonging to the realm of ritual, and not 

to the realms of cinema and other popular music.  It seems that the north Indian 

tabla has been accepted in popular as well as devotional music, but that no south 

Indian drums have also made this crossover.  Finally, I just left it up to the Kani 

musicians for them to get or not get any additional (other-than-local) drums on 

their own. 

 

As mentioned, Kani people also have flute-like and percussive musical 

instruments they make out of bamboo, called nanthini instruments.  I encouraged 

some senior men to make more of these instruments.  

 

There used to be drama troupes in Vellambi.  These troupes performed a type of 

folk theatre that was a variant of Therukkuttu, the general Tamil form of folk 

theatre.  Vellambi Kani drama troupes had a repertoire of stories and legends, 

and a set of stock characters, including a Chettiyar traveling salesman, a king, a 

heroine, etc.  These troupes performed mostly for other Kani people.  This drama 

tradition in now mostly forgotten.  I began to help people re-construct it a bit.  

Rajammal’s father was a famous drummer and singer, and performed in one of 

these troupes.  Rajammal told me that she had learned much of her knowledge  

of performance and ritual from her father. 
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Banu is a young Kani woman of Vellambi.  She has trained as a nurse, and 

speaks English well.  She is a dance enthusiast, and organizes some Vellambi 

youngsters in a performance troupe specializing in Tamil cinema dance 

(performed to recordings of cinema songs).  This troupe gives performances for 

both Kani and other villages.  Once, after I had introduced my video recording 

equipment (and video projector) in Vellambi, Banu asked me if I might come with 

the troupe for a cinema music and dance performance, and videotape it.  I was 

very much against this video equipment being used for any purpose other than in 

relation to traditional Kani culture.  I felt that the whole point of having the 

equipment there was to apply it to, and to invest it in, traditional Kani culture.  

However, these idealistic views were overcome, and Banu’s dance troupe was 

videotaped.  Some days later, we showed the recording in Vellambi, projected 

onto a large sheet.  This was greatly appreciated by Banu and company, and 

certainly helped to acclimate community members to the video activity involving 

children’s songs/chants/dances/games that was to come.  (Please see pp. 483-8, 

and 498, for descriptions of Banu’s participation in the 2005 videoconference.) 

 

Marthandan is a young Kani man of Vellambi (it was Marthandan’s father who 

was married to Velmurugan’s mother).  Marthandan is married, and has two 

children.  Marthandan spends much of his time tending to his kilangu fields near 

Old Vellambi.  He is also a talented dancer.  He has developed a dance style that 

is a combination of traditional Kani ceremonial dance (which involves a good deal 
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of rhythmic stomping of the earth), and cinema dance; he often does this dance 

set to a modern song that Kani people sing about themselves.  Vellambi also has 

a troupe that does folk dances at state-wide tribal cultural meetings and such, 

and Marthandan is a leader of this troupe. 

 

As mentioned, throughout my fieldwork period, I kept a room in a lodge in a town 

some distance from Vellambi.  I kept most of my things in this room (some were 

also in storage in Chennai).  At first, I would return to my lodge each night, but 

after some time this proved to be unworkable, as buses do not run very 

frequently, and two buses were needed.  To observe children’s songs/chants/ 

dances/games -- as well as lullabies and other domestic verbal arts -- one needs 

to be on the scene early in the morning and late at night, so sometimes I stayed 

in my little mosquito-net tent, which was protected from the sun and rain by a 

slanted thatched surface that some of the men assembled and put in place.  In 

this way, nineteen months passed.  I made occasional visits to places such as 

Nagarcoil (to the southeast), Trivandram in Kerala (to the southwest), and 

Chennai (to the northeast).   

 

From Nagarcoil, I would telephone my father in New York City every two weeks 

or so, just to keep in touch.  Near the middle of my fieldwork period, during one of 

these calls my father told me that he had been diagnosed as having a brain 

tumor.  I went to New York City to be with him during the last six weeks of his life.  
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I brought back with me to Vellambi a xerox of a letter my father had written to me, 

with his signature on it.  I released this piece of paper in the river below Old 

Vellambi, as a way of saying goodbye to my father. 

 

In the course of my fieldwork process, I discovered that it was a dream of mine 

(like many Anthropologists and some Folklorists) to live with tribal people in 

wilderness for an extended period of time.  In my case, living in a forest or jungle 

proved to be not quite possible, as Kani people in Kanyakumari District no longer 

live in the wilderness.  However, some Kani people do live in villages at the 

edges of the forests, and by staying in such a community, I was able to 

sometimes accompany Kani people when they would visit the forest.  

 

Occasionally I accompanied the men on their visits to the forest to collect honey, 

or bamboo for house repairs.  I sponsored one ten-day expedition to the forest, 

on which I was taken to many of the forest’s well-known places.  A purpose of 

this trip was for me to learn the names of places in the forest, and the stories 

behind the names.  Each bend in the rivers seemed to have a name.  One name 

referred to a particular spot along a river as a place were people had come 

during a drought, and had survived on forest flora and fauna.  One place was 

named as the place where a man had wrestled with an elephant.  Another place 

was named after the two boulders that crushed the badly-behaving man who had 
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been chasing an udumbu (this story is told and discussed on pp. 106-7).  

Through names and stories, the forest was illuminated with moral and practical 

lessons. 

 

I never became sick during my stay in the Vellambi area, but from walking 

through the brush in short pants, I did develop cuts on my legs which took a long 

time to heal.  Anti-biotics and long pants eventually cleared things up. 

 

Life in Old Vellambi is as close to timeless existence in nature as one is likely to 

find in much of India today.  And yet, even here, some people have battery-

operated clocks hanging on their walls, and battery-operated FM radios are often 

playing old and new Tamil cinema songs.  It is only a kilometre walk to Vellambi, 

and from there it is a short walk to the main road, where, perhaps ten times a day, 

buses stop that can take one, in approximately two hours, southward, down out 

of the mountains, to Nagarcoil, which is a sizable city.  Thus, even in Old 

Vellambi, one isn’t all that far from civilization.  However, when one is in Old 

Vellambi -- the wilderness to the east also beckons (visually, spatially, 

emotionally, and spiritually)!  

 

Traditional tribal ritual “preserves the continuity of the mythic experience and in 

doing so resets the grounds for constituting a home in the forest, which would be 

impossible without appeasing and pacifying the spirit world” (Hebbar, 46).  
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However, in modern times, to some extent “The centre of life and activities [has] 

shifted from Sarna, the natural grove, to the Church”, and other urban-based 

institutions (Paty 2003, p. 98).  Practical terms in which this shift is occurring 

include ways that the land is used, and ways that people make a living.  I 

observed this development in Vellambi, and did my best to invest in the forest 

whatever glamour was associated with me. 

 

I paid Velmurugan for his time and efforts to assist me, and paid people of Old 

Vellambi for my taking up space that might otherwise have been used for 

growing kilangu.  I also gave some money to Velmurugan to distribute to other 

members of the community when it seemed appropriate.  It is correct for 

folklorists to give some payment to the people of a culture under study.  This 

payment communicates that the traditions have value, and expresses respect for 

the subjects’ time and effort in communicating with, and presenting material to, 

the visiting fieldworker.   

 

One young man in Vellambi had a special interest in Tamil cinema music, and 

had a good sound system.  For some months, he played this music loudly, often 

late at night and early in the morning.  His parents tried to stop him, but he was 

relentless, and I was told that at times he even hit his parents if they tried to 

interfere with his sound production.  Eventually this music stopped: it was said 

that the equipment had broken down.  I regret that I did not directly encourage 
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this young man to join the effort to electronically document Kani singing and 

other music; or to use elements of Kani music in the making of new music. 

 

Near the house in which Velmurugan and his wife and daughter were living was 

a family compound that had come to house Christian activity.  This household 

often played Christian music and sermons (both pre-recorded and live) through 

loudspeakers for much of Vellambi to hear.   

 

The projection of amplified sound into public space is quite common in India.  

There seems to be little concern that such sound might be experienced as an 

imposition.  Such sound, however, generally strikes me as an aggressive 

expression of individual or organizational ego, and domination over territory.  

Often the publicly-amplified music is up-tempo and has a strong beat -- actually 

much popular music in India in general has such qualities -- which seems 

designed to make people feel themselves to be members of a boisterous group.  

In my fieldwork area, there was often not much I could do about such amplified 

sounds.   

 

For example, on the mountainside of Old Vellambi, sometimes recordings of 

Christian music could be heard before dawn.  This sound came from a villagetwo 

kilometres downriver, which was inhabited by (non-Kani) people working on a 
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rubber plantation.  It seemed that this music functioned as a public alarm-clock 

for the rubber tree workers.  

 

In the past, Kani night watchmen would often gather around a fire and sing and 

play drums, in part to scare away the wild animals that might otherwise come to 

eat the crops.  These days, Kani night watchmen protecting the crops more often 

play FM radios.  Dear Reader, you might imagine the chagrin I felt, having come 

all of this way, to this glorious mountainside wilderness, with my romantic notions 

of nature and tribalism and traditional verbal arts -- to have to listen to an FM 

radio blaringly play cinema songs from Chennai.  What made it worse was that at 

times it seemed that the money I was paying to my hosts was in part being spent 

on batteries for the radios!  I discussed this with Velmurugan, and he spoke with 

the people concerned.  The volume of radio was turned down. 

 

A general dilemma of ethnographic fieldwork, it seems to me, is that built into the 

situation is that one often helps to destroy that which one comes to study.  For 

just by meeting people, people become similar to each other -- people pick up 

each other’s habits, ways of doing things, and technology.  This can be 

countered by the anthropologist also adopting some ways of the people under 

study; and as much as possible, investing the glamour of one’s self and 

equipment in the study of one’s host’s traditional ways. 
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In the old days, in small villages throughout Tamil Nadu, community members 

would often gather in the evenings for sessions of “Story and Song” (“kathaiyum 

paaTTum”), which featured the telling of various types of folktales, and also the 

saying of proverbs and riddles.  Formulaic beginnings of such stories are, “in 

those days” (“antha kalatthile”), and “in a certain village” (“oru uurile”).  These 

events were often held partly inside a home, partly outside, and might, especially 

if people from numerous families were present, be said to have occurred in a 

kind of public.  The same can be said regarding children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games.   

 

However, the recent booms in popularity of television, FM radio, and other 

entertainment technologies have greatly decreased the cultural emphasis on 

traditional verbal arts in general, and on group storytelling sessions in particular, 

in small-village India -- as around the world.  Earlier milestones in the fading of 

the old storytelling culture include the advent of cinema in the 1920s, and the 

widespread appearance of portable audio cassette players in the 1980s (Manuel 

1993).  In India today, even on the outskirts of small villages, the playing of 

cinema songs on FM radios is a very common practice.  The standard public 

entertainment at many Kani weddings is recordings of cinema songs.  This is part 

of a general cultural shift.  Another aspect of this shift was expressed by the 

posters announcing numerous Kani weddings that featured photographs of 

Chennai-based cinema stars.  Until I was corrected, it seemed to me that these 
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posters signified that the actor might be getting married, or might be attending 

the wedding.   

 

Women usually do not perform folk verbal arts in public in Vellambi or in other 

south Indian villages.  This may in part be a result of the local people’s (usually 

men’s) use of technology and culture from outside the local environment, which 

can actually even make it difficult for women to perform folk verbal arts in private!  

For due to the use of the electronic sound-producing machines -- whether they 

are used to play recordings of cinema music, religious music, or other -- there 

often isn’t any such thing as privacy in terms of sound in much of inhabited India 

anymore.  The electronic sounds not only often fill public spaces, they often 

pervade private spaces also.  Many evenings this electronic music is so 

prevalent that it is almost impossible for mothers to sing lullabies to their children.   

 

In the course of my fieldwork in Vellambi, I thought a good deal about the loud 

playing of recordings of non-locally-produced music that I heard there.  One line 

of thought I traversed regarding the playing of these recordings was:  Power is 

often expressed in terms of the ability to speak and be heard in public spheres.  

The loud-volume playing of cinema song recordings can be seen as a 

demonstration of power.  It silences the local.  It can be seen as an expression of 

identification and association with, and loyalty to, the urban, modern, and 
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electronic; and as an expression of disdain for local culture and traditions, disdain 

perhaps in part for the local culture’s seeming powerlessness and insignificance.   

 

One reason that it is usually men who are playing the radios and cassette players 

may be that men have more frequent access to places outside the village, where 

they can obtain money and purchase batteries.  (It seems it is always men who 

play the recordings of cinema songs at weddings; it is men who carry and install 

the sound machines; and it seems it is men who own and operate the businesses 

that provide such services.)  It is especially the local women’s culture which is 

silenced by the machines.  If a woman has a lively verbal arts scene going with 

the children of the household, the man of the house might feel marginalized.  

Thus, the man might turn a radio on loudly, and so to put a halt to aspects of the 

mother-child communication process from which he might have felt excluded.  

 

For the first six months of the fieldwork, I brought no video technology to 

Vellambi.  During this time, I was dedicated to learning the traditional pre-

electronic ways of doing things.  This was counter to Kenny Goldstein’s 

suggestion (1963) that the scholar might display recording technology from the 

beginning of his/her appearance, so that people can get used to it, and associate 

the fieldworker with the technology.  This approach might make sense for brief 

visits, but in the context of an extended stay I definitely wanted people to get to 

know me as an electronic-technology-less human before anything else.  And  
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I wanted to, as unobtrusively as possible, experience the Kani people’s 

relationship with nature. 

 

Whenever we would walk in the forest, I took special care to communicate that  

I did not feel that I was in any sort of leadership position there.  This was their 

realm, and I was there solely to follow and learn.  One thing I was very struck by 

was the interaction with udumbu (the almost human-size lizards).  Presently, 

udumbu are a protected species: the Government prohibits their being hunted 

and eaten.  Some Kani people might -- using ancient technology (such as sticks 

and dogs) -- still do a little hunting of udumbu, just for personal use of the meat.  

In the past, udumbu skin had some value, for making components of musical 

instruments for example, but I never witnessed the taking and processing of 

skins.  Hunting udumbu involves a basic aspect of Kani identity.  Even if the 

young men no longer know many songs and rituals fully, many still know how to 

go into the woods with their dogs and do various things there, including catch 

udumbu.  There were many udumbu in the forest adjacent to Vellambi, so it is 

clear that they were not being over-hunted.  Whatever hunting might have been 

occurring was being done in a sustainable manner. 

 

One ancient method of cooking among Kani people is cooking with heated 

stones.  In this method, first some stones are heated in a fire.  Then the hot 

stones are moved -- with a piece of split bamboo -- to a shallow indentation in  
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the earth.  The food is wrapped in plantain leaves and placed on top of the 

stones.  Additional hot stones are then placed on top of the food.  By the time the 

stones have cooled, the food is cooked.  This method works very well for cooking 

fish.  A more modern way of cooking is to cut the food into pieces, and cook it as 

a stew in a metal pot.  

 

In Old Vellambi, Rajammal would cook in the evenings.  Dinner typically included 

boiled kilangu and some vegetables cooked in masala (a sauce of ground chilli 

[milagu], ginger, salt, etc.).  When this would be ready, Rajammal would call for 

me to come from my tent and join the family for dinner.  The family often 

consisted of herself, her husband, her mother, and Chitra (the young girl she was 

taking care of). 

 

Velmurugan usually stayed with his wife and child in their house in Vellambi, but 

sometimes he joined us in Old Vellambi.  On some evenings when Velmurugan 

visited, by my request Rajammal told stories in Story and Song style -- that is, 

alternating between narrating and singing.  The singing sections seemed to 

recount and summarize the plot, and to announce that she was in the process of 

telling the story.   

 

We decided to audio record her telling of one story, the Story of the Youngest 

Brother (this story is summarized on p. 112).  To do so, we developed the 
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technique of having the senior person (Rajammal) tell the story to a group of 

young people in the community, and having one of these young people (in this 

case, her son, Velmurugan) operate and hold the recording device.  As 

Rajammal would tell the story, Velmurugan would make the encouraging sounds 

and gestures that good listeners often make, to indicate that they have 

understood and are ready for more.  This recording method could be described 

as an artificial version of a natural context, but it certainly was not fully artificial 

(Goldstein 1964). 

 

We used one of the inexpensive audio-cassette recorders (with a built-in 

microphone) that I had purchased to audio record Rajammal’s stories, and also 

(during the early stages of the fieldwork) the words of the children’s activities.  

The recording quality of this device was rather low, but a great advantage of the 

device was that it was not outlandishly exotic or costly (unlike the mini-digital-

cassette video camcorders that I would later introduce).  Especially in the early 

stages of one’s fieldwork in a community, one does not want the performer and 

the material to be upstaged by the technology.   

 

The way that Velmurugan operated the audio-cassette recorder gave me the 

idea to continue in this style when we (12 Kani adults, 12 Kani children, and 

myself) visited Chennai in October 2004.  On that occasion, the troupe performed 

the children’s songs/chants/dance/games and other Kani verbal arts at Dakshin 
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Chitra, the cultural center on East Coast Road, south of Chennai.  There, one of 

the events consisted of Rajammal telling a story to the Kani children.  Again, her 

son Velmurugan operated a recording device (this time, a video camera on a 

tripod), Kani children sat at her feet and listened, and other Kani women sat 

beside her and informally assisted and learned from her.  However, a difference 

between this scene at Dakshin Chitra and the similar one in Old Vellambi was 

that at Dakshin Chitra, instead of just myself, numerous outsiders watched the 

storytellers and listeners from the perimeter of the storytelling event. 

 

In Vellambi, in addition to the light orchestra, I helped to facilitate a number of 

other small projects, including:  1) The re-furbishing of a the Old Vellambi well on 

the mountainside: water was plentiful, although it remained mixed with a good 

deal of earth.  And, 2) Marthandan’s daughter had a sizable cyst on her neck:  

I paid for her stay in a Nagarcoil hospital, and for the surgery to have the cyst 

removed (it was benign).   

 

A number of times, men of the village went off to dance in state-wide 

performance festivals, usually organized by Christian organizations.  As 

mentioned, Kani people of Vellambi have a tradition of presenting various sorts of 

performances, both for Kani people and for outsiders. 
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As my collecting of children’s songs/chants/dances/games proceeded, I kept an 

eye out for how mothers gently rocked, jiggled, and tickled their babies.  I came 

to feel that a core of village life is the interaction between mothers and children in 

and around their homes.  In the course of this interaction, mothers often 

participate in language play with their children: this includes singing songs for 

them.  In the case of infants, the mother’s singing is often accompanied by her 

holding and gently bouncing the infant, finger-walking on the infant’s skin, etc.  

This activity serves to help teach spoken language to the child, and sometimes to 

distract the child from crying.  In a sense, an infant begins as not being a 

member of the community, and it is in part through the experience of this folklore 

that the infant begins to be acculturated into the group.  Thus, mothers’ verbal 

arts for children are very practical and functional, and are used in the context of a 

nurturing and teaching relationship.   

 

Mothers’ verbal arts -- and verbal arts that some children perform amongst 

themselves -- are two of the very few traditional verbal arts that continue to be 

widely practiced on a daily basis throughout village India.  For, at least in my 

experience, one is hard put to find in villages much folk performance being 

performed by people for and with each other anymore.  Of course there remains 

a great deal of folklore built into the local languages themselves, especially in the 

everyday sayings and metaphors -- in the ways of thinking about things, and in 

the ways of saying things -- that people often are not even aware of using. 
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Many rural Tamil women share a nasal, high-pitched, wavering style of chanting 

and singing, varieties of which they have traditionally used both for singing 

lullabies (“thalaaTTu”) and for lamenting over the dead (“oppaari”).  This 

expressive nasal sound is often mimicked and ridiculed by boys and men of the 

community.  This ridicule might contribute to the women’s general hesitance to 

be heard in public. 

 

Once the 14 children’s activities had come to my awareness, I suggested that 

they be done in a particular order.  At this point, we were preparing for the first 

trip to Chennai, where we would be performing these activities in schools in the 

days prior to the 2004 videoconference.  Before that Chennai visit, we had two 

days of videotaping sessions of the activities, one a “practice” day, one a 

“performance” day.  The latter occurred in a field on one side of Vellambi.  After 

the activities were performed that day, Velmurugan’s mother did a demonstration 

(but also real) sami event for the video recording.  In this sami event, a forest god 

came into Rajammal, and demanded that more respect be paid to him, in terms 

of prayers and upkeep of his shrine.  The camera was being operated by her son 

Velmurugan, and this was totally their and other community members’ idea.  

What it said to me was: this is how these people see themselves, and how they 

want to be seen. 
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Having taught Velmurugan how to operate a video camera, I finally gave one to 

him.  For me, documenting leads to teaching people in the community how to 

document themselves. Velmurugan has used the camcorder to record a number 

of Kani weddings. 

 

Kani life in Vellambi struck me as very informal, practical, warm, and relaxed.   

I never witnessed any drunkenness, private or public, there.  Vellambi’s heritage 

as a performance center made me feel that enabling members of this community 

to take part in educational and artistic videoconferences -- with them as the 

primary teachers and performers -- could be seen as an extension of their local 

traditions.  In retrospect, I am wondering if Vellambi being a place where people 

could be sent who might not follow certain social norms regarding whom one 

could marry (please see p. 93), might have made the atmosphere especially 

conducive for Kani people of that place to be open to meeting new people --  

such as myself (in-person), and the Tamil-USA people in Philadelphia (via 

videoconference). 

 

All in all, my fieldwork experience in Vellambi was not particularly dramatic, but 

finally quite satisfying.  In terms of learning Kani Pasai, and experiencing the 

forest wilderness, it was just an introduction; on the other hand, the children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games were collected thoroughly. 
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There were two instances in which I suggested that the Kani children make some 

modifications in the songs when they would perform them in Chennai at schools, 

and in the videoconferences.   

 

One instance concerned the counting-out game, “Rolling,” Activity 9 (pp. 310-6).   

In the second line, the original lyric was, “Kill a [member of a certain low-status 

caste]”.  I suggested that when the Kani children might play this activity in 

Chennai for others, and teach it to others, it might be good to change this word, 

to avoid possibly hurting anyone’s feelings.  After discussion, it was decided, for 

the purposes of this visit to Chennai, to change the line to, “Kill an old man.”  

When I mentioned this to Prof. Dan Ben-Amos, back in Philadelphia, he was 

indignant: he called the new version “fakelore,” and protested that he was 

offended by the insult to old men in the modified version.  I am afraid that this 

incident confirmed to him that scholars being involved with helping to present 

folklore to the public involves various problems, including a perceived need to 

sometimes clean up or soften the material. 

 

The other instance of temporary modification of an activity was somewhat more 

complex.  Of the activities I collected, one of my favorites was “Please Give!” 

(Activity 7, pp. 289-95; pp. 486-8; pp. 500-1).  I love how this activity seems to 

put into play mixed emotions about sharing.  It could be any object that the 

children ask each other if they can borrow -- but in fact it is an iiRaaLi, which is a 
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piece of wood used to pick lice eggs off of one’s scalp.  I felt that raising of the 

subject of lice eggs in one’s hair might upset some of the children or their parents 

or teachers -- both in the Chennai schools, and on the Philadelphia side of the 

videoconference.  Certainly it might remind listeners of the social-economic-class 

difference between themselves and the Vellambi Kani people.  Thus, I suggested 

that iiRaaLi (which is a Malayalam word) be translated into the Tamil word, sippu, 

which means, comb.  The Kani adults and children agreed with this idea, and 

made the change in for the 2005 visit to Chennai -- both in Chennai schools, and 

in the videoconference.  Sometimes such changes need to be made to enable 

people to feel comfortable with each other and to give bonds a chance to develop.  

Moreover, I explained to the Kani people involved that in this videoconference, 

their role was to present and teach play activities of rural Tamil children.  There 

would be other times for exhibition and discussion of Kani Pasai, their particular 

dialect.  In fact, I helped to organize one such event -- a discussion of Kani 

proverbs related to nature, which was held at the Tamil Language Dept of the 

University of Madras, in 2006, with Rajammal, her son Velmurugan, and myself 

as the primary speakers.1   

 

 

 

                                                
1
 The proverbs discussed at this talk can be found in (Miller and Kani 2004), 

available at http://www.storytellingandvideoconferencing.com/22.pdf . 
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D) Interacting with Neighbors in Chennai, Tamil Nadu, India. 

 

Following my fieldwork in Kanyakumari district, I returned to Chennai.  Although I 

have since visited the USA a number of times, it has become clear that I tend to 

feel comfortable and happy in Tamil Nadu, and I have re-settled in Chennai. 

 

When I would visit Nocchikuppam, the sea-fishing neighborhood just south of 

Chennai’s Marina Beach (one of the world’s largest beaches adjacent to a city),  

I noticed and was attracted to the kuttumarams (known in English as 

catamarans).  Kuttumarams look like boats, but they are actually elongated rafts, 

basically composed of four or five processed tree trunks strapped together 

(kuttumaram literally means, tied trees).   

 

One of my tasks as Roger Abrahams’ research assistant had been to digitize the 

recordings of rowing songs that he had made in the West Indies -- so my 

consciousness about rowing songs had been raised.  I guessed that the men 

here on India’s southeast coast would have rowing chants and songs for use in 

kuttumarams.  I enquired, and this indeed turned out to be the case.  Before long, 

I was assisting people in the community to perform a forty-five minute drama -- 

featuring four different types of folksongs (a lullabye, a lament, a rowing chant, 

and a celebration song) -- about the traditional fishing life.  This drama could be 



 

 

156 

performed daily as a component of the Living Museum about the local heritage of 

sea-fishing that some of us are seeking to develop in or near Nocchikuppam. 

 

Therefore, when Bob Dixon, the founder and lead organizer of the annual 

Megaconference videoconference, kindly invited me to organize a segment 

relating to children’s songs/chants/dances/games in the Dec. 2005 

Megaconference, I knew exactly where to look for some local children who might 

participate (it seemed to be an unnecessary effort to once again bring Kani 

children from the mountains to Chennai for this event).  So I recruited a number 

of children from Nocchikuppam and nearby Ayodhyakuppam for the 

Megaconference program.  These same children some months later  again took 

part with me in the Megaconference Jr., in May 2006.  (The Megaconference is 

an international 12-hour marathon event, based at Ohio State University, that 

involves approximately 24 25-minute videoconference segments.  The 

Megaconference Jr. videoconference is a similar annual event that especially 

involves children.)  

 

The children of these sea-fishing communities may have a special measure of 

public performance sense, as the fish markets in their communities are 

prominent facts of life.  Once again following Roger Abrahams’ lead, I paid 

special attention to these markets in terms of the folklore activity, especially the 

verbal arts, that might be found in them (Abrahams 2003).  In these markets, 
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women are the sellers of fish.  Men catch and deliver the fish, and auction the 

fish off to the lady sellers.  Men also clean and cut the fish after members of the 

public buy it.  There is a good deal of yelling in relation to these open-air markets: 

usually in good spirits, but also at times heated.  The paradigm of outsiders 

coming to the neighborhood to get something is well ingrained in these children, 

and my sense is that this made it less of a big deal for them to take part in an 

international videoconference. 

 

I did pick up one splendid word-game chant from these Chennai children: “What 

Biscuit?” (on pp. 266-81 of the current work; similar to Activity 5, “What Kind 

Of?,” which I had collected from the Kani children).  However, these Chennai 

children seem to know far fewer songs/chants/dances/games than their 

counterparts in Vellambi.  This is not surprising, as the Chennai children have so 

many more entertainment options, including watching cable TV, and playing 

video games.  
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Chapter IV: Children’s Songs/Chants/Dances/Games 

 

 

A) Background. 

 

1) Introduction to Children’s Songs/Chants/Dances/Games. 

 

a) Children’s Play. 

 

Anything can be done in a playful manner, as play is a “communication style” 

(Beresin 1993, p. 252), “an orientation, a mode of experience” (Garvey 1977,  

p. 28), a frame of mind, and an attitude.  Three conditions an activity must satisfy 

to qualify as play are 1) it occurs in a certain place, 2) it occurs during a certain 

time, 3) and it is done for its own sake, that is, for fun.  Play may serve as a 

model of the past, and a model for the future.  Two types of play are games 

(which is rule-centric, and competitive) and art (which is process-, aesthetics-, 

and feeling-centric, and is collaborative) (Huizinga 1949).  

 

Many theories have been put forth regarding the purposes and functions of 

play.  These include the ideas that play is a way to release excess energy; to 

escape pressures; to develop self, identity, and imagination; and to assert power.  

Play sometimes provides an opportunity to pick apart received structures, and to 
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reframe, reformulate, and reorganize the material into new categories and 

combinations.  Children’s play may involve practicing or experimenting with 

linguistic and cultural routines.   Play provides an opportunity to work through 

feelings about what has been presented to one, and about how it has been 

presented.  Children may play to discover and express their hidden thoughts and 

feelings.  In play, a child can transport learned material into the realm of her 

imagination, where she can be free and able to re-shape and re-express it.  Here 

she can digest the material, and make it her own.  In play, a child may be able to 

escape adult rules; assert control over (imaginary) situations; and establish that 

other ways of doing things are possible.  Play can provide opportunities to create 

and experiment with some of those ways.  Children may play to discover and 

express their hidden thoughts and feelings.  In the course of play, a child may 

transgress societal rules without, or with less of, the normal danger of 

punishment. 

 

In play, children bond, and so create collective, shared realities.  Play can assist 

in the development of coordination (mind-body, eye-hand, etc.); but children also 

sometimes play to make themselves dizzy.  Children play to experiment with 

applying general patterns to new circumstances, and play provides an 

opportunity to experience situations from numerous points of view.  Children play 

for the aesthetic pleasure of making rhythm, rhyme, and other forms of repetition 

and pattern; and of making openings and endings, which give form and closure 
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to experience.  After playing, a child can return to society’s rules, and perhaps 

create compromises between the self’s (and the group’s) ways, and the larger 

society’s ways.  

 

Some of play’s many possible functions are not constructive, from some authority 

figures’ points of view.  For example: play can provide opportunities to ignore, 

transgress, and/or mock the normal rules of behavior.  In play, one can de-

program, disorient, or other-orient, oneself.  In verbal play the rules of phonetics 

(sounds), semantics (words), and syntax (sentence formation) are sometimes 

disregarded, reversed, modified (to form a play language), or overgeneralized or 

otherwise applied purposefully incorrectly.  Thus, play can serve to subvert the 

public culture system and/or one’s perception and performance of it. 

 

Most scholars of children’s play posit that play is inextricably related to the 

players’ intellectual and physical development.  For example, Brian Sutton-

Smith’s theory of children’s play as “adaptive potentiation” claims that a primary 

function of play is to give the child practice in mental flexibility (1997).  In other 

words, play can get the child in the habit of breaking habits, which can lead to 

progress in the individual and in the species.  However, some play necessitates 

doing exactly the same thing over and over again.  Moreover it is very difficult to 

prove any play-causes-progress hypothesis, and one should never take such a 
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thing for granted, for one aspect of play is that rejects or is oblivious to any 

“serious” goal, or any goal whatsoever.  

 

 

b) Children’s Songs/Chants/Dances/Games. 

 

Fields within which children’s songs/chants/dances/games may be studied 

include Anthropology of Play, Ethnography of Speaking, Sociolinguistics, 

Sociokinetics (the study of ways of moving in different societies), and 

Ethnomusicology. 

 

Playing songs/chants/dances/games helps children develop mind-body 

coordination (Jones and Hawes 1972).  These play activities also provide 

children opportunities to experience many of the social roles and life-cycle events 

that constitute life in the community.  Songs/chants/dances/games often contain 

historical and cultural references, some of them very ancient and obscure.  They 

may also contain measures of nonsense, some of it memorized.  In children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games, there is often a statement and response, or a 

question and response.  These interactional routines present possible options for 

thought, expression, behavior, work-roles, and relationships in the community 

(Opie 1985).  The opportunity to improvise new words to express the feelings 

and thoughts of the moment are often built into the activity. 
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The history of scholarship regarding children’s songs/chants/dances/games 

began in earnest in 1883, with the publication of William Newell’s Games and 

Songs of American Children.  A literary scholar, Newell (1839-1907) was a leader 

of the ten men (five anthropologists, and five literary scholars) who founded the 

American Folklore Society in 1888.  He edited the first thirteen volumes of the 

Association’s journal, the Journal of American Folklore, from 1888 to 1900.  The 

son of a minister, he graduated from Harvard Divinity School in 1863.  He had 

wide-ranging interests as a scholar, and was able to read numerous languages.  

He founded a school in New York City around 1870, which he ran through the 

mid-1880s.  It was largely through students of this school that Newell became 

aware of children’s play activities, although it seems that most of his collecting 

was done from adults who recollected and wrote down the words of their 

childhood activities, often sending their contributions to him by mail. 

 

Newell was very interested in how folklore developed through time, and how it 

traveled, especially from the Old World of Europe to the New World of the USA.  

He was aware that multiple variants of activities existed.  Perhaps influenced by 

class prejudices of the time, he theorized that folklore tended to be transmitted 

“downward,” from more refined and “advanced” cultures to “simpler” ones, 

degenerating linguistically in the process.  Newell feared that children’s folklore 

was disappearing quickly, and thus he felt that there was an urgent need to 

document it.  
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Newell’s work was soon joined by the collection published by Alice Gomme on 

the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, The Traditional Games of England, Scotland, 

and Ireland, with Tunes, Singing-rhymes, and Methods of Playing According to 

the Variants Extant and Recorded in Different Parts of the Kingdom (2 volumes, 

1894 and 1898).  Alice Gomme, a founding member of England’s Folk-Lore 

Society (in 1878), was the first scholar to identify children’s “singing-games,” as 

she called them, as a separate genre of folklore.  She organized a group of 

children from the English countryside to demonstrate singing-games at the first 

International Folk-Lore Congress, in London in October 1891 (Boyes 2001).  Her 

primary approach to children’s singing-games was “survivalist” -- she was 

interested in how fragments of rituals and other aspects of “primitive” customs 

and beliefs might have survived in the children’s singing-games of her day. 

 

Johan Huizinga’s Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-element in Culture (1949) 

put play, and the study of it, on the intellectual map.  However, this philosophical 

book explored play in adult culture, and did not pertain particularly to children’s 

play activities. 

 

From the late 1800s until the 1960s, almost all studies of children’s folklore were 

of English language activities found in England and the USA.  One exception was 

the work of Dorothy Howard, a USA scholar, who conducted research in 

Australia (with European-Australian children only) in the mid-1950s.  Her 
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subsequent writings proved to be very important to the field.  She was known for 

her approach of visiting with children, and collecting the material directly from 

them.  Indeed,  

 

It was a remarkable idea to take play and game records directly from 
children while they were in the playground...  The greatest of all modern 
British children’s folklore scholars, Iona and Peter Opie, were still relying 
to a considerable degree on the kind of reporting that Lady Gomme did 
when they produced their first three books on children’s playground lore: 
The Lore and Language of School Children (1959), Children’s Games in 
Street and Playground (1969), and The Singing Game (1985).  It is not 
until the 1993 publication of Iona Opie’s notes and commentary on life in 
the playground, The People in the Playground, that the source of 
information is almost entirely children.  (Sutton-Smith 2005)   

  
 

 

Dorothy Howard was also a pioneer in regard to her awareness of the extra-

verbal aspects of the children’s play activities: 

 

In the beginning, my attention had been concentrated on verbal aspects of 
children’s play.  But as I spent more and more time in the playground, I 
became more and more aware that children’s voices accompanied other 
body movements, and that children moved in group patterns.  (Howard,  
as cited in Factor 2005, p. 5) 
 

 

Dorothy Howard’s work inspired the Opies (England), Brian Sutton-Smith (New 

Zealand), June Factor (Australia), and many others.  Roger Abrahams led the 

way in collecting and writing about children’s songs/chants/dances/games in the 
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wave of USA Folklore scholarship in the early 60s that would come to be known 

as the Performance-centered approach to folklore (1962, 1963a, 1963b, 1966). 

  

In the years that have followed, similar scholarship has been carried out 

throughout the world, in such cultures as South Africa (Blacking 1967), Finland 

(Virtanen 1978), Afghanistan (Oudenhoven 1979), Thailand (Anderson 1973; 

Phoasavadi and Campbell 2003), Korea (Kim 1998), Australia (Marsh 1997), the 

Eastern Caribbean area (Lomax, Elder, and Hawes 1997), and the Virgin Islands 

(Ellis 1990), to name just a few. 

 

In 1973, The Association for the Anthropological Study of Play was formed (in 

1978, the name was shortened to The Association for the Study of Play).1  From 

its inception, TASP brought together scholars from many disciplines and sub-

disciplines, including Anthropology, Folklore, Education, Physical Education, 

Psychology, Sociology, and Sociolinguistics.   

 

During its early years, TASP published proceedings of its annual meetings.  

Some of the papers presented at TASP’s 1978 annual meeting were published 

as Transformations: the Anthropology of Children’s Play, edited by Helen 

Schwartzman.  The essays that comprise this book feature a wide array of 

theoretical approaches, and many of the essays are supported by ethnographic 

                                                
1
 http://www.tasplay.org . 
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research that includes transcriptions of players’ spoken and sung words.  The 

book raised the study of children’s play to new levels of visibility and 

respectability in the academic world. 

 

In 1979, the American Folklore Society established a Children’s Folklore Section, 

thus further contributing to the academic stature of the study of children’s folklore.  

The Section produces the bi-annual journal, Children’s Folklore Review, and in 

1995, members of this cohort published Children’s Folklore: A Source Book. 

 

Beginning in 1988, TASP replaced its publication of proceedings with publication 

of the following annual journals: Play and Culture (1988-1992), Journal of Play 

Theory and Research (1993-1997), and Play and Culture Studies (1998-present).   

 

In 1997, Brian Sutton-Smith presented the idea that play involves flexibility of 

thinking (1997), and is for this reason crucial to the creative and cognitive 

development of the individual, and to the evolution of human culture.  This idea, 

which he calls, adaptive potentiation, remains a leader of the field of Play Studies. 

 

A review of scholarship about children’s songs/chants/dances/games in 2002 

demonstrated that Ethnomusicology has become the most popular discipline 

within which this subject matter is being studied (Minks 2002). 
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Beginning in 2008, the American Journal of Play,1 has been published by the 

Strong National Museum of Play, which claims to be “the only museum anywhere 

devoted solely to the role of play in learning and human development.”2 

 

As time has progressed, the study of children’s songs/chants/dances/games, like 

the study of folklore in general, has matured in various ways.  Advances have 

included:   

 

1)  Realizing that these activities are not fossilized relics, but rather that they are 

constantly evolving, and incorporating new elements.   

 

2)  Collecting material directly from the performers, often in the course of 

performance -- rather than from adults who might write down the words and mail 

them to the collector.   

 

3)  This collecting from performers -- and attention to, and analysis of, extra-

verbal elements of the activities -- has been facilitated by the growing availability 

of portable audio recording equipment (widely available since the 1960s), and 

portable video recording equipment (widely available since the 1980s). 

 

                                                
1
 http://www.americanjournalofplay.org . 

2
 http://www.museumofplay.org . 
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4)  Discussing the material with the performers, so as to learn their 

interpretations and other points of view regarding the material.   

 

It was not until the 1960s that scholars of children’s songs/chants/dances/games 

generally began to take seriously the importance of documenting the precise 

words spoken by the performers (rather than what the scholar might have felt the 

performer should ideally have said); and of considering the aesthetic level of the 

activities beyond just the meanings of the words, such as body movements.  As 

mentioned, it was in part the growing availability of audio and video recording 

devices that prompted and enabled this raising of consciousness. 

 

These advances together have helped to present a more human, rounded, 

contextualized picture of children’s play activities, and the children who perform 

them.  They have helped to convey that the performers are fluid human 

individuals with intellectual interiors, and not just exotic others, not just objects 

performing fossilized objects.  It is ironic that just as scholars are becoming 

mentally and technologically equipped to really do justice to the traditional 

activities that they wish to study, the performance of those activities is, generally-

speaking, being abandoned. 

 

In play activities, physical location in relation to others and to landmarks can 

indicate being in and safe, as opposed to being out, out of bounds, or out of the 
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game altogether.  Here feelings around inclusion and exclusion are experienced 

and explored, as children learn what is in and what is out, both in the particular 

game and in the society in general.  Some of these activities involve competition.  

All involve alternation, cooperation, collaboration on the parts of the players. 

  

At certain times in verbal play -- when participants agree that they are entering 

such a phase -- words can be improvised and rules are flexible.  Indeed, in play it 

is always possible to negotiate and change rules in mid-stream.  Games can end 

in horseplay, and chaos may ensue well before a play activity “is supposed to” 

end.  In accumulation songs, for example, the tempo may accelerate and 

become increasingly intense as the game proceeds.  Such games may -- and in 

some cases, are meant to -- culminate in frenzy and laughter.  

 

Some of the formations that children around the world use for songs/chants/ 

dances/games are a line; an arch (two players facing each other, arms up and 

forward, palms touching), with a line of players passing through the arch; two 

lines facing each other; a semi-circle; and a circle (Opie 1985).  A circle can 

denote friendly communion.  Two lines facing each other can denote opposition: 

question-and-answer exchanges often form essential parts of this type of game.  

Players in each line may join hands, and the lines may advance and retreat while 

players sing or speak their parts.   
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2) Introduction to South Indian Children’s Songs/Chants/Dances/Games. 

 

Here I will give a brief overview of Folklore scholarship in India (and especially in 

south India) regarding verbal arts in general, and then of children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games in particular. 

 

 

a) Scholarship about Verbal Arts in India, and especially in South India. 

 

The folktale is a leading genre that has been studied in the discipline of Folklore.  

One of the first English-language publications of a collection of folktales of India 

was, Old Deccan Days, or Hindoo Fairy Legends (1868).  This was composed of 

stories told to Mary Frere, daughter of the British governor of Bombay at the time, 

by her family’s maid, Anna Liberata de Souza.   

 

Many other books of Indian folktales have been published over the years, 

including two by A. K. Ramanujan (1991, 1997). 

 

English-language publication of local verbal arts in India has until very recently 

typically involved not only translation (from a local language into English), but 

also paraphrasing and editing of what performers actually said.  It is a relatively 
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new idea that it may be useful to present a performer’s exact words and 

sentences, and identify a performer by name and place.  

 

In the case of Mondays on the Dark Side of the Moon: Himalayan Foothill 

Folktales (1997), Kiran Narayan handled this issue by having the community 

resource person, Urmila Devi Sood, be the book’s co-author. 

 

Oral epics are another genre that have been given a good deal of literary 

attention in India.  An epic is usually defined as a long story of a historical or 

legendary nature, which is performed with stylized forms of speech, with the 

primary speaker at times accompanied by musical instruments and additional 

performers.  Oral Epics in India (Blackburn et al, 1989) contained a fine collection 

of, and commentaries about, such stories. 

 

In south India: 

 

Folk-songs of Southern India (1871) was an early English-language publication 

of a collection of south Indian folksongs.   

 

K. Kailasapathy applied Parry-Lord’s theory of oral-formulaic method of 

composition to ancient literary Tamil poetry and epic in his Tamil Heroic Poetry 

(1968).  The highly formulaic nature of this literature indeed suggests that it may 



 

 

172 

have been derived from oral poetry and epic.  N. Vanamamalai (1969, 1981, 

1990) published a journal and numerous books centering on living Tamil folk 

verbal arts, and how the sufferings and yearnings of the poor were expressed 

through these mediums.  David Shulman published a wonderful collection of 

Tamil temple myths, with an equally fascinating analysis (1980).  

 

Brenda Beck’s The Three Twins: The Telling of a South Indian Folk Epic (1982) 

marked the appearance of scholarship that included the actual spoken words of 

performers.  In works such as this, transcriptions of oral performances were 

presented in Tamil and/or in Latin alphabet phonetic representations of Tamil; 

and in English translation. 

 

The Kotas and Todas are tribal peoples living in the Nilgiri mountains in western 

Tamil Nadu.  Murray Emeneau published books of Kota stories (1944-46), and 

Toda songs (1971).  Richard Wolf’s The Black Cow’s Footprint: Time, Space, 

and Music in the Lives of the Kotas of South India. (2006) is an excellent 

ethnographic study of music and ritual in a community. 

 

Lauri Honko’s The Siri Epic, as Performed by Gopala Naika (1998) features 

careful and respectful representation of a performed epic from of the Tulu-

speaking region of coastal Karnataka. 
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Stuart Blackburn has been a leading figure in recent scholarship relating to Tamil 

verbal arts.  He has written books on three very different Tamil verbal arts 

traditions: Villupattu (Bow Songs) (1988); shadow puppetry (1996); and the 

telling of folktales (2002).   

 

Blackburn was trained as a folklorist by Alan Dundes at the University of 

California, Berkeley, and thus can be thought of as a second-generation member 

of the group of USA Folklorists who founded and developed the Performance-

centered approach to folklore (although Blackburn has warned against letting this 

approach detract from attention paid to the content of stories).  Blackburn was a 

prominent member of the group of USA scholars (which also included Alan 

Jabbour and Dan Ben-Amos) which shared its recently-developed folklore-

related methods and approaches with Indian scholars in the 1980s and 1990s.  

This was done largely through travel, conferences, and workshops (in audio and 

video documentation, among other subjects) sponsored by the Ford Foundation, 

which also helped to fund numerous Folklore departments and centers in south 

India during this period -- including at Madurai Kamaraj University, and St. 

Xavier’s College, at Palayamkottai, near Tirunelvelli.  The Ford Foundation has to 

a large degree shifted its focus to other disciplines and places, but its support for 

Folklore Studies in south India during these years has had a deep and lasting 

effect.  
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Stuart Blackburn and A. K. Ramanujan edited Another Harmony: New Essays on 

the Folklore of India (1986): one reason that this book was so refreshing was that 

many of its essays linked legendary artistic practices of the olden days, with folk 

arts practices of the present.  

  

Margaret Trawick was one of the first to write about oppaari, the lament singing 

of Tamil women (1986, 90).  Paul Greene added consideration of male oppaari 

singers, and ways in which the oppaari repertoire may overlap with cinema songs 

(1999).  Transgender people in Tamil Nadu also have a ritual lament tradition 

(Babu 2007).  Saraswathi Venugopal has compared and contrasted lullabies and 

laments (1996).  Kalpana Ram has written about how elements of lament songs 

appear in some women’s visions of their life stories (2007).  All of this work -- 

plus the fact that oppaari is still practiced in Tamil Nadu, has helped to make 

Tamil Nadu one of the leading sites in the world for lament studies.  

 

Richard Frasca found that Therukkuttu, a genre of traditional folk street theater, 

was still being performed in much of northern Tamil Nadu (1990).  Alf Hiltebeitel 

has analyzed the genre’s stories (1988, 1999).  Hanne de Bruin, who knows this 

genre as Kattaikkuttu (1999), has helped to found a school for teaching it near 

Kanchipuram, a short distance south of Chennai.1  Sarah Diamond has written 

about Karagattam, a Tamil dance ritual form that also involves singing and 

                                                
1
 Please see http://www.kattaikkuttu.org . 
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dialogue (1999).  Susan Seizer has written about Special Drama, a form of Tamil 

theatre with characters, storylines, and performance conventions that are so well-

known, performers do not need to rehearse together (2005). 

 

Isabelle Nabakov has written about sami and related ritual practices in Tamil 

Nadu (2000).  Verbal arts are involved in the sami process both in calling the 

divine figure into oneself, often by praising him or her, and telling his or her story; 

and also when the divine figure is speaking through one. 

 

 

b) Scholarship about Children’s Songs/Chants/Dances/Games in India, and 

Especially in South India. 

 

There has been some consideration of Indian children’s play -- including among 

among tribal peoples (Narayan 1995), and in urban environments (Oke et al, 

1999).  There are also how-to manuals for children and their guardians, 

regarding how to play traditional Indian games (Barooah 1998), 

 

However, most of the scholarship about verbal arts in India has been done in 

relation to the adult genres mentioned above.  Reasons for this may include that 

some may feel that the adult genres of verbal arts are -- at least on the verbal 

level -- more developed, complex, and significant.  Most of the attention that has 
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been paid to children’s play in India has been in the fields of Education 

(Muralidharan at al, 1981), and Developmental Psychology (Roopnarine et al, 

1990; Roopnarine et al, 1994).  

 

In south India:  Peter Claus wrote about social attitudes about a board game, 

cenne, played in much of south India (1987): the playing of this game is part of a 

central episode of the Siri epic.  V. Balambal’s Folk Games of Tamilnadu (2005) 

is a fine survey, but concentrates on board games traditionally played by women.  

 

In her dissertation on mother-child talk among Tamil people, Susan Williamson 

discussed a game called kuttu-kuttu-taambaLam (1979, p. 165).  The game 

requires children to sit in a circle and answer certain questions.  The questions 

are chanted, and the chants are accompanied by the tapping of fists on the 

ground.  

 

There are dissertations written in Tamil relating to Tamil children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games, but I am sorry to say that it was beyond the 

parameters of this dissertation’s research process for me to go to the Tamil 

university libraries involved, find the dissertations, and have them translated into 

English -- for while I can read and write the Tamil alphabet and basic sentences, 

my vocabulary and grammatical knowledge is not sufficient for me to read 

scholarly works written in Tamil.  
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B) Original Data. 

 

List of Songs/Chants/Dances/Games with Descriptions. 

 

  

1)   å! èô¢"   Tamil    

          o   ru         kal     lu   Transliteration 

               one stone    Translation (word-for-word) 

        One Stone.    Translation (formatted/sentence)  

    

Movement with song: ring dance (the ring rotates, with action sometimes directed 

towards the center). 

 

2)  åí¢í£ñ¢ #£î¢î¤  

           oN          Naam            paat     thi  

                  one                         garden 

       One Garden.   

 

Movement with chant. 
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3)  å! °ìñ¢ 
   o ru           ku   Dam 

        one               pot 

        One Pot. 

  

Movement with chant; a line of players passes through an arch made by two 

players.  Then, question-and-answer chant. 

 

4)  êï¢îíñ¢    

       chan tha    Nam   

      sandalwood ash 

      Sandalwood Ash. 

  

Question-and-answer chain-chant, with illustrative gestures. 

 

5)  âù¢ù?    

            en     na    

             what  

       What Kind Of? 

 

Question-and-answer chain-chant, with illustrative gestures. 
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6)  âù¢î¤!è¢°?   

          en      thi      ruk     ku   

                 What use 

       What Use? 

    

Question-and-answer chain-chant, with illustrative gestures. 

 

7)  î£è¢è£!        

         thaak    kaa   

        please give 

       Please Give! 

       

Conversational dramatic interaction between two participants at a time, with the 

interaction working its way around the ring (all are sitting).  Then, the ring rotates, 

with chant. 

 

8)  ñï¢î¤ ê£®    

       man   thi      chaa  Di  

       monkey       jumping 

       Monkey Jumping. 

  

Finger-walk routine, with chant. 
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9)  à!í¢«ì£    

      u         ruN          Doo   

               rolling 

       Rolling. 

     

Chant, with finger-tapping on the back of one bent-over player in the center of the 

ring. 

 

10)  º÷¢÷¤è¢è    

            muL        Lik     ka   

           a fruit with thorns on the plant      

           A Fruit. 

 

Counting-out game on the ground, with the participants in a ring. 

 

11)  ªè£¬ôò£    

             ko         lai       yaa    

                    a bunch 

          A Bunch. 

 

Movement with chant.  One participant circles the ring in which others are sitting. 

Chasing occurs during part of the activity, thus the activity is a game. 
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12)  $´ %÷¤    

           aa    Tu      pu   Li    

               goat and tiger 

         Goat and Tiger. 

    

Movement with question-and-answer chant.  One participant circles the ring in 

which others are standing; one participant is inside the ring.  Chasing occurs 

during part of the activity, thus the activity is a game. 

 

13)  ºî¢î¤, ºî¢î¤  
           mut    thi     mut    thi 

    frog,                   frog 

         Frog, Frog. 

 

Movement with chant. 

 

14)  àí¢í¤, àí¢í¤  
            uN          Ni                uN          Ni   

                   tick,                           tick 

         Tick, Tick. 

 

Movement with chant. 
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Of the 14 activities: 

Six feature question-and-answer chants (3, 4, 5, 6, 11, 12). 

Six feature a ring (1, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12). 

One features line-through-an-arch movement (3). 

Two feature chasing (11, 12). 

Six could be called singing-games (1, 2, 3, 7, 11, 12). 

 

 

Notes about the 14 Songs/Chants/Dances/Games, and the Way They are 

Represented in this Dissertation.1 

 

The 14 songs/chants/dances/games came mostly from these young boys of 

Vellambi (in alphabetical order): Arun, Baiju, Pradesh, Saju, Saravanan, 

Surendiran, and Vijay.  These young girls of Vellambi also helped: Chitra, 

Jayashree, Kavitra, Rajaswari, Ramya, and Santhia.  Rajammal, Murugan, and 

Banu gave corrections, guidance, and support to these child players. 

 

The texts that follow are presented phonetically as the children spoke, chanted, 

and sung  them.  This is not literary Tamil, and it is not standard spoken Tamil.  

                                                
1
 Video recordings of the 14 songs/chants/dances/games can be accessed 

through http://www.storytellingandvideoconferencing.com/333.html .  
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Rather, it is a Kanyakumari district dialect of Tamil, with numerous word endings 

being nasalized, and with numerous Malayalam words.  

 

An aspect of the Performance-centered approach to folklore has been 

experimentation in ways of representing verbal arts activities in print: “Folklore 

texts require proxemic, kinesic, paralinguistic, and interactional descriptions, all 

of which might provide clues to the principles underlying the communicative 

processes of folklore and its performing attributes” (Ben-Amos and Goldstein 

1975, p. 4). 

 

The production of texts of verbal performances has always been at the heart of 

the discipline of folklore (Fine 1984, p. 3).  However textualization in general 

became to some degree a suspect activity in the 1960s and 1970s.  Textmaking 

is about the striving for permanence, “the transcendence of the flux of the 

temporal material world: as such, it involves a reduction in material aspects, the 

translation of oral-physical symbols of artistic verbal performance to the two-

dimensional, visual symbols of the printed page” (Fine 1984, p. 5).  This 

reduction ran counter to a major ethos of the 1960s, which involved the discovery 

and celebration of the emergent nature of all culture and reality.  Thus, at least 

one folklorist expressed pessimism about, and distaste for, the textualization 

process: “The validity of expressive man is thus deadened...by folklorists, fixing 

the transient and transitional out of a need for the objective scholar to describe 
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and compare through the medium of the written word and the printed page” 

(Abrahams 1977, as cited in Fine 1984, p. 15).   

Beginning with the question, “How can the text be made a more adequate 

communication tool?,” textmakers have experimented with various paralinguistic 

and kinesic notations, and with styles of photography, typography, and 

layout.  Some text styles are designed to embody the presentational style of the 

original performance (Hymes 1981, 2000; Tedlock 1971, 1972, 1983).  This field 

has been labeled as ethnopoetics.  “Practitioners of ethnopoetics treat the 

relationship between performance and text as a field for experimentation” 

(Tedlock 1992, p. 82). 

In the 1970s, Dennis Tedlock and Jerome Rothenberg, with assistance from 

various other scholars and poets, published a magazine of ethnopoetics, 

Alcheringa (1970-3, 1975-80).  “Alcheringa” is an Australian aboriginal word for a 

realm of dream.  Alcheringa was a combined scholarly, poetic, and activist 

project.  It identified the modern poet-scholar with the tribal -- both being marginal 

to the great institutions of the dominant cultures of the present day -- and called 

for the breakdown of barriers between all of the senses, and between all of the 

arts.  Ethnopoetics can also be considered as part of the concrete poetry 

movement, which stresses the way printed poetry is visually composed on a 

page. 
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In Alcheringa and in more academic contexts, Tedlock developed and discussed 

various ways of indicating paralinguistic qualities (Tedlock 1971, 1972, 1983). 

For example, capital letters could indicate raised volume; two dots could indicate 

a two-second pause; italics could indicate slow, precise enunciation; and so 

on.  This was called scoring a text.  

Scholars such as Dell Hymes and Ray Birdwhistell have developed specialized 

coding systems to represent aural and physical behavior (Hymes 1975; 

Birdwhistell 1970).  In addition, Labanotation and other systems have been 

developed to represent dance movement.  Alan Lomax developed Cantometrics, 

a system of classifying singing styles1; and Choreometrics, a system of 

classifying dance-movement styles. 

Translation from one language to another -- English often being the terminal 

language -- is often a part of folklore scholarship textmaking.  Publications 

involving translation often display complete sentences or paragraphs of the 

original text and/or transliteration first (on the left, or on the top); the English 

translation then follows on the right or beneath.  This makes efforts by the reader 

to ascertain word-for-word correspondence between the source material and the 

translation difficult or impossible.  In this dissertation, the following four-level 

“inter-textual” presentation system is used, which resolves this dilemma: 

                                                
1
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cantometrics . 
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1) Tamil. 

2) Transliteration (International Phonetic System, Latin Alphabet).  (Phonetic.)   

3) Word-for-word translation (English).  (Semantic.)   

4) Colloquial sentence translation (English).  (Syntax.) 

 

The transliteration appears directly under the Tamil letters, syllable by syllable; 

and the word-for-word translation appears directly under the transliteration.   

 

This system does not address aesthetic aspects of performance.  This method of 

representation concerns translation from one language to another, not 

transposition from the spoken to the written.  In my experience to date in 

textualizing Tamil verbal arts for an English-reading audience, the translation 

issue has taken precedence over the transposition issue.  What this system does 

for the English reader is demystify the foreign language.  Reading these four 

levels, functions as a language lesson.  This system makes the translation 

process transparent. 

 

The letters and words of the 14 songs/chants/dances/games printed in this 

dissertation are direct phonetic transcriptions of what was spoken and sung 

during the performances that were recorded in Vellambi.  This speech and song 

is not standard spoken Tamil in numerous ways.  For one thing, in this region of 

Tamil Nadu, the ends of spoken words are often nasalized.  There are numerous 
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other local pronunciations, and slang contractions and terms in these lyrics.  

Some commentary is given regarding these usages (please see pp. 241-2), but 

this is not done in all cases. 

  

For each of the 14 songs/chants/dances/games, the following are given: 

 

a) English Translation. 

b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

c) Tamil. 

d) English Translation, with Movements. 

e) Genre. 

f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 
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1)                                               å! èô¢" 

                                                     o   ru          kal     lu   
                                                           one stone 

        One Stone. 
 

 
Activity 1.  (Figure 8.) 

 

 
Activity 1.  (Figure 9.) 
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a) English Translation. 

 

One stone, pick up, 
One stone, throw. 
 
One thousand parrots, having jumped, are flying. 
One thousand parrots, having jumped, are flying. 
 
Dancing parrot, singing parrot, 
Flying to the temple. 
 
The parrot is flying to the temple, 
Flying in the sky. 
 
The parrot is flying to the temple, 
Flying in the sky. 
 

 

The underlined words in the above text are substituted with the following words in 

subsequent verses:  

 

two            two thousand   

three         three thousand 

four   four thousand 

five   five thousand 
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b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 
 
 

å! èô¢" â´è¢èªõ, 
  o   ru           kal    lu          e     Duk   ka    ve 
    one            stone                 to pick up 
One stone, pick up, 
 

å! èô¢" âø¤òªõ. 
  o    ru         kal      lu         e   Ri  ya      ve 
    one            stone                 to throw 
One stone, throw, 
 
 

æó£ò¤óñ¢ è¤÷¤ î£õ¤ #øè¢èªõ,  
  o   raa   yi    ram          ki    Li        thaa   vi        pa  Rak   ka      ve                            
    one thousand            parrot     having jumped           to fly 
One thousand parrots, having jumped, are flying. 
 

æó£ò¤óñ¢ è¤÷¤ î£õ¤ #øè¢èªõ,  
  o   raa   yi    ram          ki    Li        thaa   vi        pa  Rak   ka      ve                            
    one thousand            parrot     having jumped           to fly 
 

 
$ì è¤÷¤, #£ì è¤÷¤ 
   aa    Da       ki    Li          paa   Da       ki     Li     
   to dance      parrot          to sing          parrot  
Dancing parrot, singing parrot,   
 

Üñ¢#ôñ¢ #øè¢èªõ. 
      am    ba   lam         pa  Rak    ka    ve 
            temple                        to fly 
Flying to the temple. 
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Üñ¢#ôñ¢ #øè¢°ñ¢ è¤÷¤,  
     am     ba   lam          pa  Rak      kum        ki     Li      
          temple                      is flying                 parrot 
The parrot is flying to the temple, 
 

$è£òñ¢ #øè¢èªõ. 
    aa    haa    yam        pa  Rak   ka    ve 
              sky                           to fly 
Flying in the sky. 
 
 

Üñ¢#ôñ¢ #øè¢°ñ¢ è¤÷¤,  
     am     ba   lam          pa  Rak      kum        ki     Li      
          temple                      is flying                 parrot 
The parrot is flying to the temple, 
 

$è£òñ¢ #øè¢èªõ. 
    aa    haa    yam        pa  Rak   ka    ve 
              sky                           to fly 
Flying in the sky. 
 
 
 
 
The underlined words in the above text are substituted with the following words in 
subsequent verses:          
 
 

ªóí¢´      ªóí¢ì£ò¤óñ¢ 
       reN        Du                                   reN        Daa     yi    ram 
           two                                                  two thousand   
                    

Íµ       Íí£ò¤óñ¢   
 muu  Nu                                        muu   Naa     yi     ram           
    three                                                three thousand 
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ï£"    ï£ô£ò¤óñ¢ 
 naa    lu                                         naa    laa     yi    ram 
    four                    four thousand 
 

Üë¢ê¤   Üë¢ê£ò¤óñ¢ 
      anj       ji                                         anj       jaa    yi    ram 
         five             five thousand 
 
 
 
 
c) Tamil. 
 
 

å! èô¢" â´è¢èªõ, 
å! èô¢" âø¤òªõ. 
 

æó£ò¤óñ¢ è¤÷¤ î£õ¤ #øè¢èªõ,  
æó£ò¤óñ¢ è¤÷¤ î£õ¤ #øè¢èªõ.  
 

$ì è¤÷¤, #£ì è¤÷¤, 
Üñ¢#ôñ¢ #øè¢èªõ. 
 

Üñ¢#ôñ¢ #øè¢°ñ¢ è¤÷¤, 
$è£òñ¢ #øè¢èªõ. 
 

Üñ¢#ôñ¢ #øè¢°ñ¢ è¤÷¤, 
$è£òñ¢ #øè¢èªõ. 
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The underlined words in the above text are substituted with the following words in 
subsequent verses:          
 

ªóí¢´      ªóí¢ì£ò¤óñ¢ 
Íµ       Íí£ò¤óñ¢   
ï£"    ï£ô£ò¤óñ¢ 
Üë¢ê¤   Üë¢ê£ò¤óñ¢ 
 
 
 
d) English Translation, with Movements. 
 
 

Words 
 
 
 
 
One stone, pick up, 
 
 
 
 
One stone, throw. 
 
 
 
One thousand parrots, having jumped, 
are flying.  (Repeat.) 
 
Dancing parrot, singing parrot, 
Flying to the temple, 
 
The parrot is flying to the temple, 
Flying in the sky.  (Repeat.) 

Movements 
 
The players stand in a circle, each 
facing the center of the circle. 
 
Each player gestures with his/her right 
hand, as if to pick up a stone in the 
center of the circle. 
 
 
Each player gestures with his/her right 
hand, as if to throw towards the center 
of the circle. 
 
Each player pivots 90 degrees 
rightward, so as to face the back of a 
player next to him/her in the circle.  All 
walk, causing the circle to rotate, while 
gently flapping their arms, as if to fly. 
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e) Genre. 

 

Ring singing-game.   

 

 

f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

Two ways that players of this activity physically interact with each other are: 1) 

they gesture as if to throw stones towards the center of the ring (and towards the 

player on the opposite side of the ring); and then, 2) each player follows the next 

in the ring, causing the ring to rotate.  Thus, there is alternation between these 

two orientations (center and forward).  Remembering these two modes of 

interaction is a memory exercise.  

 

Words and movements occur together in this activity when these words are sung: 

1) Picking up a stone. 

2) Throwing a stone. 

2) Flying.  
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Repetition with variation (through substitution of words in a phrase) occurs in this 

activity when these words are sung: 

1) Successive numbers (one, two, etc.). 

2) Two different forms of a number (one and one-thousand, two and two- 

thousand, etc.). 

3) “One stone, pick up; One stone, throw.” 

 

The verbal imagery of this activity presents a mix of nature (stones, parrots, and 

sky) and culture (temples, which are human-made structures). 

 

Inert matter (stones) are activated, animated by the players’ acts of picking up 

and throwing the stones.  These pieces of inert matter are given movement and 

become airborne -- and then in a sense become parrots, as the next thing we 

hear of are parrots flying to and around a temple.  This progression can be seen 

as a demonstration of the power of human movement to pass life into inert 

objects.  In this activity the mystery of life is also related to the divine: the parrots 

are flying to a temple, which is also made of inert matter, but which is imbued 

with divine life, power, and action. 

 

One stone is mentioned, and then in the next line, one thousand parrots are 

mentioned.  Here the activity teaches the difference between the concepts of one, 
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and one-thousand.  In successive verses, the one and one-thousand is 

substituted with two and two-thousand, three and three-thousand, and so on. 

How does one stone become one-thousand parrots?  Somehow, the action of 

picking up and throwing the stone transforms the single stone into a flock of birds.  

That is, the animating of a stone by placing human energy into it, poetically or 

mystically, transforms a single inanimate object into a multitude of living beings.  

This teaches a lesson of the power of human action, especially in relation to 

seemingly inanimate things. 

 

The thousand parrots are personified as singing and dancing.  Then they are 

flying to a temple.  Why do the parrots fly to the temple?  They represent the 

players, and seem to express the mystical concept that nature, animals, and 

people are imbued with divine consciousness.   

 

Numerous Kani folktales and legends involve people being able to turn into 

animals, especially birds.  Also, some Kani manthirams (sacred chants) -- which 

are held very secret and are considered to be a very serious matter -- are said to 

enable the speaker to become an animal.  Such stories and manthirams, like this 

simple children’s song-dance, can be interpreted on mystical and poetic levels to 

express the Kani sense of humans’ closeness with nature and the divine; that 

humans, animals, and the divine are all parts of a single continuum.  
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The lyrics shift between the infinitive form, such as 

 

$ì 
   aa     Da 
   to dance 
 

#øè¢èªõ  
pa    Rak    ka      ve  
             to fly 
 

(here “ªõ” [“ve”] is added as an emphatic marker), 

 
 
and -- 
 
the relative participle form, which also implies the future tense, 
  

#øè¢°ñ¢ 
pa   Rak      kum 
is flying, will fly 
 
 

This alternating of tense gives multi-perspective senses, contributing to the 

dreamlike way in which the player-stones-birds-temple continuum occurs. 

 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

“Ring around the Rosie” is similar in that it is also involves a ring that rotates.  

However, a difference between the two activities is that “One Stone” features 
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alternation between players rotating the circle, and gesturing toward the center of 

the circle; while in “Ring around the Rosie” there is alternation between players 

rotating the circle, and falling to the ground. 
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2)                                   åí¢í£ñ¢ #£î¢î¤ 
                                           oN          Naam            paat      thi 
                                                  one                          garden 

       One Garden. 
 

 

 
Activity 2.  (Figure 10.) 
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Activity 2.  (Figure 11.) 

 
Activity 2.  (Figure 12.) 

 
 

 
Activity 2.  (Figure 13.) 
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a) English Translation. 
 
 
In one garden, a section of a garden, 
One hundred sprouts are growing. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                         
A seed, a bean, and young women came, 
Having sung, having danced, hit the parrot.   
 
 
The underlined words in the above text are substituted with the following words in 
subsequent verses:  
 
two            two hundred  
                    
three         three hundred 
 
four   four hundred 
 
five   five hundred 
 
 
 
 
b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

 

åí¢í£ñ¢ #£î¢î¤, ªñ£÷ñ¢ #£î¢î¤, 
      oN            Naam          paat      thi             mo        Lam          paat      thi 
             one                          garden                a section of             a garden 
In one garden, a section of a garden, 
 

åï¢Ëø¢ø¤ ªñ£÷»ñ¢ Ãñ¢#÷ï¢¶.     
    on      nuuT    Ti            mo      La    yum          kuum   ba    Lan    thu           
       one hundred                    sprouts                             growing   
One hundred sprouts are growing. 
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ò£õó ªî£õó èù¢ù¤ ñ£! õï¢¶, 
  yaa   va ra           tho     va  ra         kan      ni         maa    ru        van     thu              
     a seed                 a bean          young women       (plural)            came   
A seed, a bean, and young women came, 
  

$®   #£®, è¤÷¤ Ü®ê¢ê£! 
    aa    Di               paa   Di          ki    Li           a     Dic    chaa 
having danced     having sung     parrot                   hit 
Having sung, having danced, hit the parrot. 
 
 
   
The underlined words in the above text are substituted with the following words in 
subsequent verses:      

 

ªóí¢ì£ñ¢   ªóí¢Çø¢ø¤ 
      reN          Daam                             reN        DuuT   Ti                             
              two                                            two hundred                                     
 

Íí£ñ¢   ÍÈø¢ø¤  
 muu    Naam                           muu    NuuT     Ti                   
      three                                            three hundred                                                                       
 

ï£ô£ñ¢   ï£Öø¢ø¤ 
 naa     laam                                   naa     luuT     Ti 
       four                                     four hundred 

                                     

Üë¢ê£ñ¢   Üë¢Åø¢ø¤ 
      anj        jaam                               anj       juuT    Ti 
           five                                              five hundred 
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c) Tamil. 

 

åí¢í£ñ¢ #£î¢î¤ ªñ£÷ñ¢ #£î¢î¤, 
åï¢Ëø¢ø¤ ªñ£÷»ñ¢ Ãñ¢#÷ï¢¶.     
ò£õó ªî£õó èù¢ù¤ ñ£! õï¢¶, 
$® #£® è¤÷¤ Ü®ê¢ê£! 
 
 
 
The underlined words in the above text are substituted with the following words in 
subsequent verses:      
 

ªóí¢ì£ñ¢   ªóí¢Çø¢ø¤ 
 

Íí£ñ¢   ÍÈø¢ø¤  
 

ï£ô£ñ¢   ï£Öø¢ø¤ 
 

Üë¢ê£ñ¢   Üë¢Åø¢ø¤ 
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d) English Translation, with Movements. 

 
Words 

 
 
In one garden, a section of a garden,  
 
 
 
One hundred sprouts are growing. 
 
 
                                                   
 
 
A seed, a bean, and young women 
came, 
 
Having sung,  
 
 
having danced,  
 
 
hit the parrot.   
 

Movements 
 
 
The players face forward, and swing 
their arms forward and backward (as if 
to enact sowing seeds), 
 
The players squat (as if to enact a 
sleeping baby, or an unsprouted seed), 
placing the palms of one’s hands 
together, on the lleft side of one’s face. 
 
 
The players stand up. 
 
 
The players extend their left arms to 
the side, 
 
The players extend their right arms to 
the side, 
 
The players jump up into the air, and 
clap their hands above their heads. 

 
 
 
 
 
e) Genre. 

 

Movement with chant. 
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f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

This activity provides a good physical workout.  First the movement is forward 

and backward; then, left and right; and finally, up and down.  There is alternation 

and symmetricality.   

 

Words and movements occur together in this activity when these words are sung: 

“Having sung, having danced, hit the parrot.” 

 

Instances in which there is repetition with variation (through substitution of words 

in a phrase) in this activity are: 

1) Successive numbers (one, two, etc.). 

2) Two different forms of a number (one and one-thousand, two and two- 

thousand, etc.). 

2) “Having sung, having danced.” 

 

The song refers to planting seeds and tending to an agricultural area.  When the 

players sing about the seeds, the players squat and curl up into a fetal position, 

enacting the seeds that have been planted in the earth.  The subsequent jumping 

and clapping motion enacts an attempt to chase away birds away who might eat 

the recently-planted seeds. 
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Thus, in this brief activity, the players role play a series of three roles: 1) a human 

planting the seeds, 2) the seeds in the earth, and 3) the human again, this time 

protecting the seeds from the intruding birds. 

 

Birds seeking to interfere with planted seeds, and the need to chase away such 

birds, is a popular theme in children’s songs.  In such cases: orderly, planned, 

patient, protective, and nurturing behavior -- planting seeds and helping them to 

grow -- is in danger of being disrupted by wild and predatory birds.  This 

distinction could teach children the difference between disciplined and disruptive 

behavior -- and could remind them of their (the children’s) vulnerable state and 

their need for parental and community protection.  In the instance of the Korean 

song whose lyrics appear below, the bird threat is remedied by setting a trap.  

The solution in the Indian song -- jumping up to hit the bird -- is more exuberant. 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

Korea. 

(Kim, 1998, p. 146.) 
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“Bird Song.” 

Went to the market, Sonnae Market, 
Sonnae Market, there went I, 
Buckwheat seeds, a jar to buy. 
In the garden spread it out. 
The birds come, the birds go. 
They ate all the buckwheat, 
Now I have none. 
To catch the bird, I set a rope trap, 
I caught all the birds inside my trap. 
Cchi-gu-rang, bird in my trap, 
Cchi-gu-ran, cchi-gu-ran, cchi-gu-ran, cchaeng. 
 

The last line represents chirping sounds.   

 

 

USA. 

Jumping Jack. 

This is a classic callisthenic exercise, consisting of alternation between two 

positions: legs apart, and arms to the side directed upward and outward; and 

legs together, and arms to the side directed downward.  (Calisthenics are a form 

of exercise performed without equipment, using the weight of one’s own body for 

resistance.) 
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3)                                            å! Ãìñ¢ 
                                                 o    ru       kuu   Dam 
                                                   one             pot 

                One Pot. 
 

 
Activity 3.  (Figure 14.) 

 

 
Activity 3.  (Figure 15.) 
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Activity 3.  (Figure 16.) 

 
 
 
 
 
a) English Translation. 

 
Bring one pot of water, 
One flower will grow. 
 
 
The underlined words in the above text are substituted with the following words  
in subsequent verses:  
 
two                                                   
 
three 
 
four 
 
five 
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The following questions are spoken by the players in the line, who are now 
would-be rescuers gathered around the two arch-forming players who have 
caught a player from the line.  
 
The answers are spoken by the two arch-forming players. 
 
 
How much money do we have to give,  
so that you will release him, you fools?   

I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 

The would-be rescuers chant the above question five times, with arms 
successively wider apart. 

 
 
If we give this mountain or that mountain in writing,  
will you release him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 
If we make a thin-brick house for you,  
will you release him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 
If we make a palm-leaf house for you,  
will you release him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 
If we make a brick-and-cement house for you,  
will you release him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 

If we make a two-story house for you,  
will you release him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 
What do you want?   
 Give me some betel nuts.1  
 
 
 

                                                
1
 Betal nuts are often chewed by adults in south India.  The taste is somewhat 

bitter. 
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b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

 

å! Ãìñ¢ îí¢í¤ «è£ó¤,  
  o    ru       kuu   Dam           thaN      Ni              koo     ri 
   one              pot                      water             having brought 
One pot of water bring 
 

å! Ì Ìî¢î£ê¢ê¤. 
  o    ru      puu      puut    thaach   chi 
    one      flower           bloomed 
One flower grows 
 
 
 
The underlined words in the above text are substituted with the following words in 
subsequent verses:  

 

ªóí¢´   
      reN        Du      
          two                                                   
 

Íµ   
muu   Nu                                 
    three                                            
 

ï£"   
 naa   lu                                 
    four                                         
 

Üë¢ê¤ 
      anj       ji 
        five 
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The following questions are spoken by the players in the line, who are now 
would-be rescuers gathered around the two arch-forming players who have 
caught a player from the line.  
 
The answers are spoken by the two arch-forming players. 
 
 

&ñ¢#¤´è¢° #íñ¢  
    im      bi    Duk     ku       pa    Nam  
           how much                 money                            

                                                 

îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?   
tha   rang       vi    Du  Daa         ma    Dai     yaa   
    give             release                      fools 
 
How much money do we have to give, so that you will release him, you fools?  
 
 
 

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£.  
             vi    Da    maaT        Teenj          cha   Dai     yaa 
                       I won’t give                       long-haired men 
  I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 
 
 
The would-be rescuers chant the above question five times, with arms 
successively wider apart. 
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&ï¢îñô Üï¢îñô â¿î¤  
    in    tha  ma  la           an    tha ma  la        e  LRZu thi            
      this mountain            that mountain       having written                                                                        
 

îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?   
tha  rang        vi    Du  Daa         ma   Dai      yaa   
   give               release                       fools 
 
If we give this mountain or that mountain in writing, will you release him, you 
fools? 
 
 

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£.  
             vi    Da    maaT        Teenj          cha   Dai     yaa 
                       I won’t give                       long-haired men 
  I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 
 
 
 

æì¢´ õ'´ èì¢®  
   oT       Tu      vii   Du       kaT     Ti             
   thin-brick       house           make                       
 

îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?   
tha  rang        vi    Du  Daa         ma   Dai      yaa   
   give               release                       fools 
                                                                                                                                                                       
If we make a thin-brick house for you, will you release him, you fools? 
 
                                       

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£.  
             vi    Da    maaT        Teenj          cha   Dai     yaa 
                       I won’t give                       long-haired men 
  I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
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æô õ'´ èì¢® 
 oo   la       vii   Du       kaT     Ti             
palm-leaf    house          make                          
                         

îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?   
tha  rang        vi    Du  Daa         ma   Dai      yaa   
    give               release                       fools 
 
If we make a palm-leaf house for you, will you release him, you fools? 
 
 

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£.  
             vi    Da    maaT        Teenj          cha   Dai     yaa 
                       I won’t give                       long-haired men 
  I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 
 
 
 

ñ£® õ'´ èì¢® 
maa   Di        vii   Du      kaT     Ti             
brick-and-cement   house         make                      
                           

îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?   
tha  rang        vi    Du  Daa         ma   Dai      yaa   
   give               release                       fools 
 
If we make a brick-and-cement house for you, will you release him, you fools? 
 
 

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£.  
             vi    Da    maaT        Teenj          cha   Dai     yaa 
                       I won’t give                       long-haired men 
  I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
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Ü´è¢° ñ£® õ'´ èì¢® 
    a     Duk     ku       maa  Di        vii   Du       kaT    Ti              
        two-story   brick-and-cement   house        make                             

                  

îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?   
tha  rang        vi    Du  Daa         ma   Dai      yaa   
   give               release                       fools 
 
If we make a two-story brick-and-cement house for you, will you release him, 
you fools? 
 
 

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£.  
             vi    Da    maaT        Teenj          cha   Dai     yaa 
                       I won’t give                       long-haired men 
  I won’t give, you long-haired men. 
 
 
 
 

âï¢î¤! «õµñ¢? 
    en    thi    ru         vee       Num         
        what                     want  
What do you want?   
 

âù¢ùè¢° ªõø¢ø &®ê¢ê¤  
               en         nak     ku           veT      Ta        i    Dich  chi  
                       to me                     betal nuts      having crushed 
           

îóµñ¢. 
tha ra     Num 
        give 

 
Give me some betal nuts.  
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c) Tamil. 

 

å! Ãìñ¢ îí¢í¤ «è£ó¤,  
å! Ì Ìî¢î£ê¢ê¤. 
 
 
The underlined words in the above text are substituted with the following words in 
subsequent verses:  

 

ªóí¢´   
 

Íµ   
 

ï£"   
 

Üë¢ê¤ 
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The following questions are spoken by the players in the line, who are now 
would-be rescuers gathered around the two arch-forming players who have 
caught a player from the line.  
 
The answers are spoken by the two arch-forming players. 

 
&ñ¢#¤´è¢° #íñ¢  

îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?   

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£.  
 

The would-be rescuers chant the above question five times, with arms 
successively wider apart. 

 
&ï¢îñô Üï¢îñô â¿î¤  
îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?  

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£.  
 
æì¢´ õ'´ èì¢®  
îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?  

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£. 
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æô õ'´ èì¢® 
îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?  

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£. 
 
ñ£® õ'´ èì¢® 
îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?  

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£. 
 
Ü´è¢° ñ£® õ'´ èì¢® 
îóé¢ õ¤´ì£, ñ¬ìò£?  

õ¤ìñ£ì¢«ìë¢ ê¬ìò£. 
 
âï¢î¤! «õµñ¢? 

â÷¢÷è¢° ªõø¢ø &®ê¢ê¤ îóµñ¢.  
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d) English Translation, with Movements. 

 
Words 

 
 
 
 
One pot of water bring, 
One flower grows. 
 
Two pots of water bring, 
Two flowers grow. 
 
Three pots of water bring, 
Three flowers grow. (etc.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How much money do we have to give, 
so that you will release him, you fools?   

I won’t give, you long-haired                   
men. 

(5 times) 
 
 
If we give this mountain or that 
mountain in writing, will you release 
him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired                   
men. 
 
 
 
 

Movements 
 
Two of the taller players form an arch.  
The remaining players form a line.   
 
The line moves through the arch, 
alternating between weaving to the 
right and left. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After five pots of water and five flowers 
are mentioned, the two players who 
have formed the arch lower their arms 
to capture one person in the line. 
 
The other members of the line gather 
around the two hostage-holders and 
their hostage, and chant -- 
 
 
Each successive time the would-be 
rescuers chant this line, they stretch 
their arms out wider, indicating more 
and more money.   
 
 
 
The would-be rescuers gesture to this 
side and that side as they mention the 
two mountains. 
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If we make a thin-brick house for you, 
will you release him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired                   
men. 

 
If we make a palm-leaf house for you, 
will you release him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired                   
men. 

 
If we make a brick-and-cement house 
for you, will you release him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired                   
men. 

 
If we make a two-story house for you, 
will you release him, you fools? 

I won’t give, you long-haired                   
men. 

 
What do you want?   

Give me some betal nuts.  
 
 
 

 
The would-be rescuers gesture to 
indicate a house between their hands 
as they mention the houses. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Upon hearing the request for betal 
nuts, the players in the outer circle 
mime placing betal nuts into the 
mouths of the two players who have 
been holding the hostage.  As this is 
done, the hostages are released.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
e) Genre. 

 

Line passing through arch singing-game. Then, question-and-answer chant. 
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f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

This activity  is composed of two sections: the line-through-the-arch section, 

and the question-and-answer section. 

 

Repetition with variation (through substitution of words in a phrase) occurs in 

the line-through-the-arch section of the activity, when successive numbers are 

sung, regarding both a pot of water and a flower. 

 

Repetition with variation occurs in the question-and-answer section in regard to 

what is offered to the hostage-holders: increasing amounts of money, mountains, 

and then various types of houses.  The five successively larger amounts of 

money are indicated by not by variations in words, but by variations in gesture   

(arms wider apart each time). 

 

A bucket of water comes, then a flower grows.  This teaches the principle of 

causality.  In a sense, the resulting action is a repetition-with-variation of the 

causing action.  This sense may in part be intimated by how the second phrase 

(a flower grows) is a repetition of the first (a pot is brought) in three formal ways: 

both phrases describe an action; and both phrases feature the same rhythm and 

melody. 
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The question-and-answer section of the activity gives players practice in 

negotiating: asking for things, refusing to give things, and changing offers.  For 

the release of the hostage, the players who formed the line offer a series of 

grandiose offers, all of which are insultingly refused by the hostage-holders.  The 

would-be rescuers finally ask, “What do you want?”  The hostage-holders reply, 

“betal nuts.”  The hostage-rescuers immediately gesture as if to place the leaves 

in the mouths of the hostage-holders, and the prisoners are released.  The 

negotiation process is thus finally resolved through a drastic change of subject: 

from the grandiose and distant (money, which is produced far away; mountains, 

which are far away; and houses, which require a relatively long time and the 

satisfying of many conditions to build), to the small and immediate which are 

experienced through touch, taste, and smell (betal nuts).   

 

This change of subject is accompanied by a change in communication mode: 

from speaking alone to also the miming placing something in the mouths of the 

hostage-holders.   

 

A number of messages about negotiation are communicated in this activity.  For 

examples:  The grand offers are refused.  It may be that the hostage-holders do 

not believe that the would-be hostage-rescuers can or will follow through and 

deliver the huge payments that they are offering.  To give money is to use an 

abstract form of payment, which is organized by the Government.  To transfer 
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ownership of a mountain or any other land territory  also requires involvement 

from the Government -- including confirmation that the one who would give the 

land actually owns the land in the first place.  To deal with writing (the deed, and 

one’s signature on it) is to stray from the locally-produced methods of 

communication, which are oral Kani Pasai and body language.  Government land 

records and literacy are realms beyond the expertise and control of everyday 

Kani life.  

 

The activity teaches the supplicant party in a negotiation to not just make a series 

of offers, but to actually ask what the other party wants.  As it happens, the 

recipients-to-be finally ask for, and are given, a very humble payment.  This 

payment has the advantage of being something that is readily available, having 

been locally produced.  Thus, the requesters are requesting something that the 

givers-to-be are actually capable of producing.  This payment also has the 

advantage of being appropriate, in the correct scale for the situation.  The earlier 

grand are obviously and comically out of proportion to the correct payment, which 

would be almost nothing.  Something that a child might infer from this dialogue is 

that if one pays much too little, or much too much, for something, there may be 

negative repercussions, such as that one of the parties in the transaction might 

be unsatisfied, and might complain, and might try to re-open the situation later.  

The best way to avoid such social messiness and unpleasantness is to avoid 

inappropriate deals in the first place. 
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The appropriate matching of things or actions is also a theme of the first section 

of the activity (a bucket of water, and a flower growing).  A message here is that 

a thing needs to be paired with the correct thing -- and the correct amount of that 

thing -- to achieve the desired result. 

 

 

f) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

The formation of a line-passing-under-an-arch, with the arch coming down and 

capturing someone, appears in singing-games in many cultures around the world 

(including three for whom the words are given below: “London Bridge,” “Oranges 

and Lemons,” and “Rice Song”).  Thus, it is likely that this formation is an 

archetypal human universal, coming to being independently in different locations.  

 

Even if, for example, hundreds of years ago the formation of England’s “London 

Bridge” had been learned by Indian children and had been incorporated into their 

play -- or if the formation of India’s “One Pot” had been learned by British children 

and had been incorporated in their play -- it is very unlikely that we today could 
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successfully trace such developments.1  This is because it has only been very 

recently that scholars have begun to consider children’s physical behavior during 

their songs to be worthy of documentation.  

 

And yet, the list of the various possible materials that could be used to re-build 

London Bridge in “London Bridge” is suspiciously similar to the list of types of 

house that could be built in the question-and-answer section of “One Pot.”  And 

“London Bridge” ends with the words, “Give him a pipe to smoke all night” --  

this shift from the grandiose and distant, to the immediate and sensual, is 

unmistakably similar to the shift at the end of “One Pot, in which betal nuts are 

mentioned. 

 

In addition, England’s “Watch and Chain” (also below; although it is not a line-

passing-under-an-arch activity) features a hostage negotiation that is strikingly 

similar to the hostage negotiation in “One Pot.”  Nevertheless, it is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation to explain these similarities -- this dissertation can only 

observe them. 

 

 

 

                                                
1
 England began its occupation of India in the early 1600s.  The earliest printed 

English version of “London Bridge” seems to be in Tommy Thumb’s Pretty Song 
Book, in 1744. 
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British Isles. 

(Opie and Opie 1951, pp. 270-6.) 

 

“London Bridge.”  

London Bridge is broken down, 

Falling down, falling down. 

London Bridge is falling down, 

My fair lady. 

 

Build it up with wood and clay, 

Wood and clay, wood and clay, 

Build it up with wood and clay, 

My fair lady. 

 

Wood and clay will wash away, 

Wash away, wash away, 

Wood and clay will wash away, 

My fair lady. 

 

Build it up with bricks and mortar, 

Bricks and mortar, bricks and mortar, 

Build it up with bricks and mortar, 

My fair lady. 

 

Bricks and mortar will not stay, 

Will not stay, will not stay, 

Bricks and mortar will not stay, 

My fair lady. 

 

Build it up with iron and steel, 

Iron and steel, iron and steel, 

Build it up with iron and steel, 

My fair lady. 

 

Iron and steel will bend and bow, 

Bend and bow, bend and bow, 

Iron and steel will bend and bow, 
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My fair lady. 

Build it up with silver and gold, 

Silver and gold, silver and gold, 

Build it up with silver and gold, 

My fair lady. 

 

Silver and gold will be stolen away, 

Stolen away, stolen away, 

Silver and gold will be stolen away, 

My fair lady. 

 

Set a man to watch all night, 

Watch all night, watch all night, 

Set a man to watch all night, 

My fair lady. 

 

Suppose the man should fall asleep, 

Fall asleep, fall asleep, 

Suppose the man should fall asleep? 

My fair lady. 

 

Give him a pipe to smoke all night, 

Smoke all night, smoke all night, 

Give him a pipe to smoke all night, 

My fair lady. 

 
 

These words train children to search among all available options, and to foresee 

difficulties that might come with each option. 

 

“London Bridge” sometimes ends with the players dividing into two groups, which 

then perform a “tug of war” (players stationed on opposite sides of a rope seek to 

pull the rope, and the opposing players, in their direction -- when one side 

succeeds to a defined degree, the game is won). 
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British Isles.  

(Opie and Opie 1985, p. 68.) 

 

“Watch and Chain.”  

Robbers line: 
How many pounds will set us free, 
Free, free, free, free, free? 
How many pounds will set us free, 
My fair lady? 
 
Other line: 
A hundred pounds will set you free, 
Free, free, free, free, free. 
A hundred pounds will set you free, 
My fair lady? 
 
Robbers line: 
We have not a hundred pounds, 
Pounds, pounds, pounds, pounds, pounds? 
We have not a hundred pounds, 
My fair lady. 
 
Other line: 
Then to prison you must go, 
Go, go, go, go, go 
Then to prison you must go, 
My fair lady. 
 
 
 
In this singing-game, two lines of singing players approach and move away from 

each other. 
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Northern Ireland. 
 
Students of the Omagh School. 
 
 

“Oranges and Lemons.” 
 

Oranges and lemons, 
Say the bells of St Clement’s. 
You owe me five farthings, 
Say the bells of St Martin’s. 
When will you pay me?, 
Say the bells of Old Bailey. 
When I grow rich, 
Say the bells of Shoreditch. 
When will that be?, 
Say the bells of Stepney. 
I’m sure I don’t know, 
Says the Great Bell of Bow. 
 
Here comes a candle to light you to bed, 
And here comes a chopper to chop off your head. 
 
 

The words of this activity were sent to us in Chennai by the students in Northern 

Ireland who would be participating with us in the May 2006 Megaconference Jr. 

videoconference (for the full page of lyrics sent to us in Chennai from the Omagh 

school, please see Figure 51, p. 506).   

 

“Oranges and Lemons” features a line of players that moves under an arch 

formed by two other players.  When the arch is lowered on a player in the line, 

that player must choose to be on one side or the other (oranges or lemons), and 

finally there is a tug-of-war between the two sides. 
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Thailand. 

(Phoasavadi and Campbell, 2003, p. 31.) 

 
“Rice Song.” 
 
The rice is oval-shaped. 
There are two cups of unhusked rice. 
Select and stitch together the palm leaves. 
Mind the last person -- 
Trap him and keep him. 
 
 
The arch comes down as the last line is chanted. 
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4)                                                   êï¢îíñ¢ 
                                                      chan  tha   Nam                  
                                                       sandalwood ash 

           Sandalwood Ash. 
 

 

 
Activity 4.  (Figure 17.) 
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a) English Translation. 

 
1 
Will the sandalwood ash not have smell?  

For smell, it is dried fish.    
 
2 
Will the dried fish not be beaten softly?    
 For beating softly, it is the goldsmith. 
 
3 
Will the goldsmith not beat loudly?     

For beating loudly, it is the temple.  
 
4 
Will the temple not worship? 
 For worshipping, it is the king.  
  
5 
Will the king not speak?     

For speaking, it is the lizard.   
 
6 
Will the lizard not hide?     
 For hiding, it is the thief.    
 
7 
Will the thief not run?     

For running, it is water.    
 
8 
Will the water not hang? 

For hanging, it is the coconut.  
 

9 
Will the coconut not guard?  

For guarding, it is the bat.   
 

10 
Will the bat not catch? 

For catching, it is hunting. 
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b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

 

1 

êï¢îíñ¢ &ù¢Âñ¢ ï£ø£«î£?  
 chan  tha   Nam              in          num         naa  Raa      thoo 
   sandalwood ash                 not                           smell 
Will the sandalwood ash not have smell? 
 

 ï£Áõè¢° è!õ£´.  
   naa   Ru   vak     ku       ka  ru    vaa    Du          
                the smell     (for)              dried fish 
 For smell, it is dried fish. 
 
 

2 

è!õ£´ åí¢µñ¢ è£ò£«î£? 
 ka  ru    vaa   Du           oN          Num          kaa   yaa       thoo 
           dried fish                   not                           beat softly 
Will the dried fish not be beaten softly? 
 

 è£ò¶è¢° îì¢ì«ù. 
   kaa  ya   thuk     ku       thaT    Ta     nee 
                 soft beating  (for)          goldsmith 

For beating softly, it is the goldsmith. 
 
 

3 

îì¢ìé¢ åí¢µñ¢ ªè£ì¢ì£«î£? 
  thaT   Tang             oN          Num                 koT        Taa       thoo 
    goldsmith                     not                                  beat loudly 
Will the goldsmith not beat loudly? 
 

ªè£ì¢´õè¢° «è£õ¤" 
      koT         Tu   vak      ku           koo       vi    lu 
          beating loudly    (for)                    temple 

For beating loudly, it is the temple. 



 

 

234 

4 

ªè£(" åí¢µñ¢ °ñ¢#¤ì£«î£? 
      ko      vu   lu            oN          Num             kum    bi   Daa      thoo 
         temple                         not                      pray with hands together 
Will the temple not worship? 
 

°ñ¢#¤´õè¢° ó£ê«ù. 
             kum    bi    Du   vak     ku       raa  si     nee 

praying with hands together (for)    king 
For worshipping, it is the king. 

 
 
5 

ó£êé¢ åí¢µñ¢ «#ê«î£? 
 raa   sang           oN          num             pee   sa    thoo 
      king                   anything                          say?  
Will the king not speak? 
 

«#)õîø¢° #ô¢ô¤. 
              pee  su  va   thaR   ku         pal      li 
                     speaking  (for)               lizard 

For speaking, it is the lizard. 
 
 
6 

#ô¢ô¤ åù¢Âñ¢ #¶é¢è£«î£? 
   pal      li            on         num         pa  thung    gaa     thoo 
    lizard                   not                                   hide 
Will the lizard not hide? 
 

#¶é¢èè¢° è÷¢÷«ù.  
           pa   thung   gak     ku        kaL     La     nee 
                      hiding  (for)                      thief 

For hiding, it is the thief. 
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7 

è÷¢÷ &ù¢Âñ¢ æì£«î£? 
   kaL     La           in          num           o   Daa      thoo 
       thief                  not still                          run 
Will the thief not run? 
 

æ´õè¢° îí¢í¤. 
            oo  Du   vak     ku          thaN      Ni      
                 running  (for)                water 

For running, it is water. 
 
 
 
8 

îí¢í¤ åí¢µñ¢ «îé¢è£«î£? 
   thaN       Ni              oN          Num             thoong    gaa      thoo   
        water                         not                                     rest 
Will the water not hang? 
 

Éé¢°õ¶è¢° «îé¢è£ 
   thoong   gu   va   thuk     ku         theeng     gaa 
               resting             (for)                 coconut  

For hanging, it is the coconut. 
 
 
9 

«îé¢è åí¢µñ¢ è£õ«î£? 
   theeng   ga          oN          Num           kaa    va      thoo 
     coconut                      not                            guard 
Will the coconut not guard?  
 

è£õ¢õè¢° õõ¢õ£". 
 kaav       vak     ku         vav      vaa      lu 

         guarding   (for)                    bat 
For guarding, it is the bat. 
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10 

õõ¢õ£" âí¢µñ¢ è£õ«î£? 
   vav       vaa    lu            eN           Num          kaa    va     thoo 
            bat                              not                             catch 
Will the bat not catch? 
 

è£õ¢õè¢° «õì¢ªì. 
               kaav       vak     ku           veeT        Te 
             catching   (for)              hunting 

For catching, it is hunting. 
 
 
 
 

c) Tamil. 

 
1 

êï¢îíñ¢ &ù¢Âñ¢ ï£ø£«î£?  
ï£Áõè¢° è!õ£´.  

 
2 

è!õ£´ åí¢µñ¢ è£ò£«î£? 
è£ò¶è¢° îì¢ì«ù. 

 
3 

îì¢ìé¢ åí¢µñ¢ ªè£ì¢ì£«î£? 
ªè£ì¢´õè¢° «è£õ¤". 

 
4 

ªè£(" åí¢µñ¢ °ñ¢#¤ì£«î£? 
°ñ¢#¤´õè¢° ó£ê«ù. 
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5 

ó£êé¢ åí¢µñ¢ «#ê«î£? 
«#)õîø¢° #ô¢ô¤. 

 
6 

#ô¢ô¤ åù¢Âñ¢ #¶é¢è£«î£? 
#¶é¢èè¢° è÷¢÷«ù.  

 
7 

è÷¢÷ &ù¢Âñ¢ æì£«î£? 
æ´õè¢° îí¢í¤. 

 
8 

îí¢í¤ åí¢µñ¢ «îé¢è£«î£? 
Éé¢°õ¶è¢° «îé¢è£. 

 
9 

«îé¢è åí¢µñ¢ è£õ«î£? 
è£õ¢õè¢° õõ¢õ£". 

 
10 

õõ¢õ£" âí¢µñ¢ è£õ«î£? 
è£õ¢õè¢° «õì¢ªì. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

238 

d) English Translation, with Movements. 

 

Words 
 
Will the sandalwood ash not have 
smell?  
 

For smell, it is dried fish. 
   
 
 
Will the dried fish not be beaten softly?
    
 
 For beating softly, it is the 
           goldsmith. 
 
 
Will the goldsmith not beat loudly?
   
  

For beating loudly, it is the 
temple.  
 

 
Will the temple not worship? 
 
 For worshipping, it is the king.
  
 
Will the king not speak?  
   

For speaking, it is the lizard.
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Movements 
 
Fingers of the right hand in a circular 
rubbing motion over the left palm. 
 
Fingers of the right hand in a circular 
rubbing motion over the left palm. 
 
 
Fingers of the right hand tap down on 
the left palm, softly. 
 
Fingers of the right hand tap down on 
the left palm, softly. 
 
 
Fingers of the right hand form a fist, 
and tap down on the left palm. 
 
Fingers of the right hand form a fist, 
and tap down on the left palm. 
 
 
Fingertips together, as if to pray. 
 
Fingers of the right hand to chin. 
 
 
Fingers of the right hand to chin. 
 
First finger of the right hand pointing 
upwards. 
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Will the lizard not hide? 
 
 
     
 For hiding, it is the thief. 
   
 
 
 
Will the thief not run?  
   
 

For running, it is water. 
   
 
 
Will the water not hang? 
 
 

For hanging, it is the coconut.
  

 
 

Will the coconut not guard?  
 
 

For guarding, it is the bat. 
  

 
Will the bat not catch? 
 
            For catching, it is hunting. 
 

Knees bent, elbows apart, fingers of 
the right hand form a fist which rests in 
the left hand. 
  
Knees bent, elbows apart, fingers of 
the right hand form a fist which rests in 
the left hand. 
 
 
Running motion (arms and feet go up 
and down). 
 
Gesturing as if to toss forward the 
water from a pot. 
 
 
Right hand chops down on upward 
facing left palm. 
 
Right hand up with wrist rotating, as if 
holding a coconut. 
 
 
Right hand up, as if holding a coconut, 
wrist rotating. 
 
Arms flap, suggesting a flying motion. 
 
 
Flying motion. 
 
Arms move as if to pull back an arrow, 
in a bow. 
 

 
 
 
 
e) Genre. 

 

Question-and-answer chain-chant (with illustrative gestures). 
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f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

In the performance of this question-and-answer chant that I recorded, the leader 

chanted and the chorus members repeated each line, both questions and 

answers.  This may have been in part because only the leader knew the answers.  

This activity is a form of riddling.  And it is a chain activity: an element of each 

answer (in this case, the verb) is used to create a new question. 

 

In this chant, from the second line onwards, the leader asks if the previously-

mentioned actor would do a certain new action.  The answer is no, this actor 

would not do that new action, but a new and appropriate actor is named to match 

that new action.  The activity seems to teach that each action is related to, and 

springs from, a particular actor.  

 

One line asks: “For speaking, is it the king?”  The answer is: “No, for speaking it 

is the lizard.”  A king is distant, so one does not hear him speak.  Small lizards 

(paLLi), which often come into and out of buildings in south India, are very much 

a part of most people’s everyday lives.  These lizards make clicking sounds, and 

the number of clicks, and when the clicks are made, are often interpreted as 

expressing divine will.  In sum, this line begins with the distant, exalted, and 

abstract king and state, and shifts to the immediate and everyday.  This 

movement is similar to the one noted in the question-and-answer section of “One 
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Pot,” in which the discussion shifts from making a payment with a mountain or a 

house, to making a payment with a few betal nuts. 

 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

USA. 

(Wharton 1979, p. 294.) 

 

“Rock’n Robin” (excerpt). 

 
Your mama’s in the kitchen, ooh, she’s nice. 
Your father’s round the corner, just a shooting dice. 
Your brother’s in jail, raising a lotta hell. 
 
 
 
Each actor is associated with a certain place and action.  
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USA. 

(Wharton 1979, p. 384.) 

 

“Hambone, Hambone.” 

Hambone, Hambone, have you heard? 
Papa gonna buy you a mocking bird. 
 

And if that mockingbird don’t sing, 
Papa gonna buy you a diamond ring. 
 

If that diamond ring don’t shine, 
Papa gonna buy you a bottle of wine. 
 

If that bottle of wine breaks, 
Papa gonna buy you a Chevrolet. 
 

If that Chevrolet don’t run, 
Papa gonna buy you a brand new gun. 
 

If that brand new gun don’t shoot, 
Papa gonna buy you a brand new suit. 
 

If that brand new suit don’t fit, 
Pappa gonna say, “Goddam, I quit.” 
 
 

In this song, each thing that Papa buys is named, then the action associated with 

that thing is named.  However, in each case the action is named in the negative 

(if x does not perform its proper action), and the non-function leads to the 

mention of the next thing that would be bought.  In this song, as in “Sandalwood 

Ash,” a leading theme is the connection between a person or thing, and what that 

person or thing does -- and the idea that if a person or thing does not do a certain 

action, one might determine what person or thing might do that action. 
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5)                                            âù¢ù? 

                                                          en       na             
            what? 

                 What Kind Of? 
                                            
 

 

 
Activity 5.  (Figure 18.) 
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a) English Translation. 
 
 
1 
What are you hunting for? 

I am hunting for a wild pig. 
 
2 
What kind of wild pig?     

A town wild pig.           
 
3 
What kind of town?    

A rice town.       
 

4 
What kind of rice?           

Golden rice. 
 

5 
What kind of gold?           
            Shining gold. 
 
6 
What kind of crow?1     

A dark crow. 
   

7 
What kind of pot?2    

A cooked-rice pot.    
 

8 
What kind of cooked-rice? 

Old cooked-rice. 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 Rhyme -- the Tamil words for “shining gold” (in the previous line) and “crow” 

sound similar.  
2
 Rhyme -- the Tamil words for “dark” (in the previous line) and “pot” sound 

similar. 
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9 
What kind of fruit? 1   

An unripe banana.    
    

10 
What kind of unripe / gravy / goat meat? 2  

Egg gravy.     
 
11 
What kind of egg? 

A forest-chicken egg.  
 
 
 
 
b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

 
1 

âù¢ù «õì¢ªì? 
   en        na             veeT           Te 
        what                       hunting 
What are you hunting for? 

 

#ù¢ù¤  «õì¢ªì. 
   pan       ni                veeT         Te 
        pig                          hunting 
I am hunting for a wild pig. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 Rhyme -- the Tamil words for “old” (in the previous line) and “fruit” sound 

similar.  
2
 Pun -- the Tamil word, “kaRi,” can mean “unripe,” “gravy,” or “goat meat.” 
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2 

âù¢ù #ù¢ù¤?   
     en      na          pan      ni 
        what                      pig 
What kind of wild pig?           

 

áó¢ #ù¢ù¤. 
    uur            pan      ni 
   town                  pig 
A town wild-pig.           

 
 
3 

âù¢ù á!? 
     en      na         uu     ru 
       what                   town 
What kind of town?    
        

Üó¤ê¤ á!. 
    a   ri    si         uu     ru 
       rice               town 
A rice town.       

 
4 

âù¢ù Üó¤? 
     en      na          a    ri       
      what                 rice 
What kind of rice?           

 

ª#£ù¢ Üó¤. 
        pon                 a   ri      
        gold                 rice 
Golden rice. 
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5 

âù¢ù ª#£ù¢Â? 
     en      na              pon           nu 
        what                       gold 
What kind of gold?           
 

è£è¢è ª#£ù¢Â.     
     kaak    ka            pon            nu           

     shining                       gold 
Shining gold.                       

 
 

6 

âù¢ù è£è¢è£? 1
          

     en      na          kaak    kaa  
       what                  crow  
What kind of crow?                                                                 
 

Üí¢ìé¢ è£è¢è£.     
        aN       Dang          kaak     kaa 
            dark                        crow 
A dark crow. 

 
 

7 

âù¢ù Üí¢ìñ¢?2 

     en      na              aN        Dam                   
       what                         pot 
What kind of pot? 
 

«ê£î¢îí¢ìñ¢. 
     choot        thaN       Dam             
        cooked-rice          pot  
A cooked-rice pot.   

                                                
1
 Rhyme -- “kaakka” (in the previous line) and “kaakkaa.” 

2
 Rhyme -- “aNDang” (in the previous line) and “aNDam.” 
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8 

âù¢ù «ê£Á? 
    en       na          choo    Ru       
      what             cooked-rice  
What kind of cooked-rice? 
 

#öë¢ «ê£Á.    

pa  LRZanj        choo   Ru 
       old            cooked-rice 
Old cooked-rice. 

 

 

9 

âù¢ù #öñ¢? 1 

     en      na       pa  LRZam    
         what              fruit 
What kind of fruit? 
 

èø¤ õ£ö#¢#öñ¢.   
 ka  Ri       vaa  LRZap  pa  LRZam                                                       

  unripe                    banana 
An unripe banana.                     

 

 

10 

âù¢ù  èø¤?  
2
     

     en      na            ka  Ri                                                 
        what      unripe / gravy / goat meat?                                    
What kind of unripe / gravy / goat meat?  
 

ºì¢ªì èø¤.    
   muT       Te          ka  Ri 
         egg                gravy 
Egg gravy. 

                                                
1
 Rhyme  -- “paLRZanj” (in the previous line) and “paLRZam.” 

2
 Pun -- “kaRi” can mean “unripe,” “gravy,” and “goat meat.” 
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11 

âù¢ù ºì¢ªì? 
    en       na          muT       Te 
        what                        egg 
What kind of egg? 

 

è£ù£é¢«è£ö¤ ºì¢ªì. 
   kaa     naang        koo   LRZHi       muT       Te   

                  forest-chicken                    egg 
A forest-chicken egg.  
 

 
 
 
c) Tamil. 
 
 
1 

âù¢ù «õì¢ªì? 
#ù¢ù¤  «õì¢ªì. 

 
 
2 

âù¢ù #ù¢ù¤?   
áó¢ #ù¢ù¤. 

 
 
3 

âù¢ù á!? 
Üó¤ê¤ á!. 
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4 

âù¢ù Üó¤? 
ª#£ù¢ Üó¤. 

 
 
5 

âù¢ù ª#£ù¢Â? 
è£è¢è ª#£ù¢Â.   

 
 
6 

âù¢ù è£è¢è£?  1 
Üí¢ìé¢ è£è¢è£.     

 
 
7 

âù¢ù Üí¢ìñ¢? 2 

«ê£î¢îí¢ìñ¢. 
 
 
8 

âù¢ù «ê£Á? 
#öë¢ «ê£Á.      

 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 Rhyme -- “è£è¢è” and “è£è¢è£.” 

2
 Rhyme -- “Üí¢ìé¢” and “Üí¢ìñ¢.” 
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9 

âù¢ù #öñ¢?1
  

èø¤ õ£ö#¢#öñ¢.   

 
 
10 

âù¢ù  èø¤? 

ºì¢ªì èø¤.2  
 
 
11 

âù¢ù ºì¢ªì? 
è£ù£é¢«è£ö¤ ºì¢ªì. 

 
 

 

d) English Translation, with Movements. 
 
 

No standard traditional movements. 

 

 

 

e)  Genre. 

 

Question-and-answer chain-chant. 

 

                                                
1
 Rhyme -- “#öë¢” and “#öñ¢.” 

2
 Pun -- “èø¤.” 
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f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

As the questions, “What kind of __?,” are asked, the asker bends his right elbow 

and raises his right hand, making it into a fist.  This gesture often accompanies 

an emphatic request in Indian culture. 

 

The words of this chant feature numerous changes in subject through rhymes 

and a pun.  This teaches players and listeners that the subject can be changed 

on aesthetic grounds (sounds), not just on logical or causal grounds.  The pun 

teaches that a word’s meaning is in part supplied by its context in a sentence. 

 

It is amazing to me that the young children who perform this chant seem to 

understand its rhymes and pun, which change the meaning of what is being 

spoken about in an instant.  These sudden changes contribute to the fun -- and 

certainly to the linguistic and other cultural educational value -- of the chant. 

 

The first meaning-changing rhyme occurs in questions-and-answers nos.  

5 and 6: “è£è¢è” (“kaak-ka”, “shining”), becomes “è£è¢è£” (“kaak-kaa”, 

“crow”).  This teaches that the length of time that a vowel sound is held can 

change the meaning of a word (as mentioned, the existence of short and long 

vowels is a special characteristic of the Tamil language). 
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The second meaning-changing rhyme occurs in questions-and-answer nos. 6 

and 7: “Üí¢ìé¢” (“aNDang”, “big”), becomes “Üí¢ìñ¢” (“aNDam”, “pot”). 

 

The third meaning-changing rhyme occurs in questions-and-answers numbers  

8 and 9: “#öë¢” (“paLRZanj”, “old”), becomes “#öñ¢” (“paLRZam”, “fruit”). 

 

Then, a meaning-changing pun occurs in questions-and-answers numbers 9 and 

10.  “èø¤” (“kaRi”) is actually a triple pun word: it can mean 1) “unripe” (as in, a 

fruit that is still green), 2) “gravy” (either vegetarian or non-vegetarian), or 3) 

“meat” (such as mutton).  The meaning is determined by the context, that is, from 

the words that are used in the phrases along with “ka-Ri”.  In the first case, the 

question-and-answer is “What fruit?, An unripe banana”.  Then, in the following 

question, the meaning of “kaRi” is suddenly different: “What gravy?, Egg gravy”.     

 

In “What Kind Of?,” one word is taken from each answer, and a new question is 

asked about that word.  A similar chain pattern is used in the genre of Bhakti 

poetry known as “Üï¢î£î¤” (“anthaathi”), which was especially employed by 

the poet, Abirami Pattar (late 1700s - early 1800s).  In anthaathi, each line begins 

with the last sound of the previous line.  As the discusson of “One Pot” and 

“London Bridge” raised the question of whether or not the physical and verbal 
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elements of one of these activities derived from the other ctivity, the use of verbal 

chain patterns in “Sandalwood Ash,” “What Kind Of?” (and the next activity, 

“What Use?”) once again raise the question of origins -- of possible influences 

from one genre to another, from one level of culture to another, and from one 

social group to another.  It has been posited that women’s lament has been a 

source for epic (Beissinger, Tylus, and Wofford 1999; Caraveli-Chaves 1980; 

Holst-Warhaft 1992; Murnaghan 1999; Weinbaum 2001).  Similarly, it is possible 

that children’s chants were noticed by adults who then used variations of the 

chain form for more refined, formal, professional, ideological, and/or religious 

public artistic expression.  Conversely, in some cases in their play, children may 

have adopted and adapted forms used in adult verbal arts.  It may be that, in 

regard to forms of songs and poems, some influences have gone in various 

directions, to and from folk, tribal, popular, classical, and other levels of culture.  

In recent times, a Tamil television game show concerning cinema songs, 

“Paattukku Paattu” (“#£ì¢́ ° #£ì¢́ ”, “paaTTukku paaTTu”) has been 

built around a version of a chain pattern (here the last note of one song relates to 

the first note of another song).    

 

Local versions of spoken Tamil often differ from standard spoken and written 

Tamil especially in regard to matters of pronunciation.  The Kani people who 

performed these songs/chants/dances/games live in southwestern Tamil Nadu, 
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near the border with Kerala, so their version of Tamil is sometimes flavoured with 

aspects of the Malayalam language.  This is the case with the transliterations of 

the words for “cooked rice” (“chooRu,” “«ê£Á”), and “cooked rice-pot”  

(“chootthaNDam,” “«ê£î¢îí¢ìñ¢”), in questions-and-answers Nos. 8 and 7 

of “What Kind Of?,” respectively.  The standard Tamil pronunciations would be 

“sooRu” and “sootthaNDam.” 

 

However, sometimes the pronunciations of these folk performers is neither 

standard Tamil, nor standard Malayam.  This is the case in regard to the ending 

of the word for “hunting” (as found in question-and-answer no. 1 of “What Kind  

Of?”):  The standard written Tamil form of the word is “«õì¢¬ì”  

(“veeTTai”); a Malayalam-ised pronunciation is “«õì¢ì” (“veeTTa”);  

and the Kani pronunciation is “«õì¢ªì” (“veeTTe”), which is nasalized. 

 

The same is the case for the word for “egg” (in question-and-answer no. 11):  

the standard Tamil is “ºì¢¬ì” (“muTTai”); a Malayalam-ised pronunciation is 

“ºì¢ì” (“muT-Ta”); and the Kani pronunciation is  “ºì¢ªì” (“muTTe”). 

 

An example of how spoken words are contracted in these activities appears in 

question-and-answer no. 4 of “What Kind Of?.”  Here the word used for rice is 
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“Üó¤” (“ari”), which is an abbreviated version of “Üó¤ê¤” (“arisi”).  The full form 

of the word is used first, in question-and-answer No. 3. 

 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 
South Africa. 
 
(Blacking 1967.) 
 
Venda Children’s Songs. 
 
 
p. 64. 
 
What did you have for breakfast? 

I ate the left-overs. 
 
And with what did you flavour them? 

I flavoured them with meat. 
 
With what sort of meat? 

With rat’s meat. 
 
Where does this meat come from? 

By the other bank of the Luvuvhu (river). 
 
 
p. 80. 
 
Where has your mother gone? 

She has gone to press marula fruit. 
 
What is marula fruit for?  

Marula fruit is for drinking. 
 
Shake down the marula fruit! 
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p. 87. 
 
What did you have for supper yesterday evening? 

Porridge. 
 
What did you eat with it? 

Meat. 
 
Why don’t you cut off a piece for me? 

Because there was only very liittle meat. 
 
With whom will you play tomorrow? 

With a pot. 
 
What kind of pot? 

A soft pot. 
 
How soft? 

Soft and supple. 
 
How supple? 

As supple as cattle skin. 
 
What kind of cattle? 

Black cattle. 
 
How black? 

As black as a pit. 
 
What kind of pit? 

A maize (corn) pit. 
 
What kind of maize? 

River maize. 
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Korea. 

(Kim, 1998, pp. 115-6.) 

 

“Oh, My Tummy.” 
 
 

Oh, my tummy -- 
Tummy like a bag. 
 

Which bag? 
Bag of jade. 

 
Which jade bag? 

Pearl jade bag. 
 
Which pearl jade bag? 

K’o-cchin-cchin. 
 
Which kind of nose? 

Horse hair nose. 
 

Which kind of headband? 
Horsehair headband. 
 

Which kind of horsehair? 
Bird hair. 
 

Which kind of bird? 
An old bird. 
 

Who is so old? 
The bird is old.  
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For the following two additional similar Tamil chain-chants, the following are 

given: 

a) English Translation. 

b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

c) Tamil. 

d) Commentary on Verbal Content. 

 

âù¢ù «õí¢´ñ¢?   

    en       na            veeN           Dum   
      what                   do you want 
What Do You Want? 
 
 

This question-and-answer chain-chant was collected from a Tamil parent in 

Philadelphia.  

 
 
a)  English translation. 
 
 
1 

Younger brother, younger brother!  (spoken by Older Brother)  
 
2 
What do you want?     (spoken by Younger Brother) 

I want fruit.      (spoken by Older Brother)  
 
3 
 What fruit? 

Jack fruit.                     
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4 
What jack? 

Root jack.            
 
5 
What root? 1 

Vetti root.      
 
6 
What vetti?         

A wood cutter.  
 
7 
What wood? 

Mango wood.         
                    

8 
What mango? 2 

Mother!        
 
 
 

 

2)  Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 
 
 
 
1 

îñ¢#¤, îñ¢#¤,  (spoken by Older Brother)  

 tham   bi          tham    bi 
younger brother   younger brother  
Younger brother, younger brother!       

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 Pun -- “veTTi” can mean “a kind of root,” “not serious,” or “wood cutter.” 

2
 Pun -- “maa” can mean “mango” or “mother.” 
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2 

âù¢ù «õí¢´ñ¢?  (spoken by Younger Brother) 

     en       na            veeN           Dum   
      what                   do you want 
What do you want? 

 

#öñ¢ «õí¢´ñ¢. (spoken by Older Brother)  

 pa  LRZam     veeN           Dum          
     fruit                         I want  
I want fruit.                        

 
 
3 

âù¢ù #öñ¢?     

     en      na       pa  LRZam 
       what                fruit 
What fruit? 
 

#ô£ #öñ¢.      
 pa   laa       pa LRZam                                                       
   jack                  fruit 
Jack fruit.                     

 

 

4 

âù¢ù #ô£?      
  en      na       pa   laa 
      what              jack 
What jack? 

 

«õó¢ #ô£.      
    veer           pa  laa                                                       
     root             jack 
Root jack.            
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5 

âù¢ù «õó¢?     
    en       na           veer 
       what                 root 
What root? 
 

ªõì¢® «õó¢.       
      veT       Ti           veer                          
     (a kind of)            root         
Vetti root. 

 

 

6 

âù¢ù ªõì¢®? 
1      

     en      na            veT        Ti         
        what                  veTTi  
What vetti? 
 

õ¤ø° ªõì¢®.      
   vi  Ra   gu          veT        Ti              
     wood                 cutter 
A wood cutter.   

 

 

7 

âù¢ù õ¤ø°?     
     en      na         vi   Ra   gu               
      what                 wood 
What wood? 
 

ñ£ õ¤ø°.        
 maa        vi   Ra   gu     
mango        wood           
Mango wood.                     

                                                
1
 Pun -- “ªõì¢®” (“veTTi”) can mean “a kind of root,” “not serious,” or “wood 

cutter.” 
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8 

âù¢ù ñ£? 1        
    en       na        maa               
      what           mango 
What mango? 

 

Üñ¢ñ£!         
   am    maa             

        mother 
Mother!               

                    
  
                        
 
c) Tamil. 

 
1 

îñ¢#¤, îñ¢#¤,  (spoken by Older Brother)  

 
 
2 

âù¢ù «õí¢´ñ¢?  (spoken by Younger Brother) 

#öñ¢ «õí¢´ñ¢. (spoken by Older Brother)  

 
3 

âù¢ù #öñ¢?     

#ô£ #öñ¢.     
                    

 

 

 

                                                
1
 Pun no. 2 -- the Tamil word, “ma,” can mean “mango” or “mother.” 
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4 

âù¢ù #ô£? 
«õó¢ #ô£.      
  

5 

âù¢ù «õó¢?     
ªõì¢® «õó¢.       

 

6 

âù¢ù ªõì¢®? 
1      

õ¤ø° ªõì¢®.      
 

7 

âù¢ù õ¤ø°?     
ñ£ õ¤ø°.        

 

8 

âù¢ù ñ£? 2         
Üñ¢ñ£!         

 

 

 

                                                
1
 Pun -- “ªõì¢®” (“veTTi”) can mean “a kind of root,” “not serious,” or “wood 

cutter.” 
2
 Pun -- “ñ£” (“maa”) can mean “mango” or “mother.” 
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d) Commentary on Verbal Content. 

 

Three possible meanings of “ªõì¢®” (“veTTi”) are: a kind of root; not serious; 

and a wood cutter.  In question-and-answer 5, “veTTi” means a kind of root.  In 

question-and-answer 6, two possible meanings of the question, “What ‘veTTi’?”, 

are: “What kind of ‘veTTi’ root?”; or, “Which of the three meanings of ‘veTTi’ is 

meant here?”  The answer -- “wood ‘veTTi’” -- answers the second of these two 

questions, telling us that a wood cutter is meant. 

 

This pattern is repeated later in the activity: 

 

Two possible meanings of “ñ£” (“maa”) are: mango; and mother.  In question-

and-answer 7, “maa” means a mango.  In question-and-answer 8, two possible 

meanings of the question, “What ‘maa’?”, are: “What kind of mango?”; or, “Which 

of the two meanings of ‘maa’ is meant here?”  The answer -- “ammaa” -- answers 

the second of these two questions, telling us that a mother is meant. 

 

These sequences teach that a word may have numerous possible meanings, and 

that the meaning needs to be announced by the speaker, or be determined by 

the listener (depending on the words around the word in question).  Most of all, 
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these sequences teach and require the listener to practice mental dexterity and 

flexibility, and contextual thinking. 

 

 

âù¢ù #¤ú¢ªèì¢?   
     en      na           bis          keT     
       what                   biscuit  
What Biscuit? 

 

This question-and-answer chant was collected from children in Ayodhyakuppam 

(one of Chennai’s sea-fishing kuppams).  Variations of “What Biscuit?” are very 

popular in Chennai. 

 

 

a)  English Translation 

 
1 
 Biscuit, biscuit.   
 
2 
What biscuit?    

 Jam biscuit. 
 
3 
What jam? 
 Tea jam. 1 
 
4  
What tea? 
 Bun rotti. 2 
 

                                                
1
 The answers to the first two questions are given by association: biscuit is joined 

by jam; and jam is joined by tea. 
2
 Rhyme -- “tea” (in the previous line), and “rotti” a (type of flat bread).  
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5 
What bun? 
 Ribbon. 1 
 
6 
What ribbon?  Green ribbon. 
 
7 
What green?  Mango green. 
 
8 
What mango / mother? 2  Teacher mother. 
 
9 
What teacher? 

Math teacher. 
 
10 
What math?  
 Upper-level math. 3 
       
11 
What upper-level?  Top upper-level. 
 
12 
What top / shaved-head?  4  Palani shaved-head. 5 
 
13 
What Palani?  Vadapalani. 6 

                                                
1
 Rhyme -- “bun” (in the previous line), and “ribbon.” 

2
 Pun -- the Tamil word “maa” means “mango” and “mother.” 

3
 The literal meaning of the Tamil word here, “maaDi” is, the roof of a building. 

4
 Pun -- the Tamil word “moTTai” means “top” and “shaved-head.” 

5
 Palani is a town in southwest Tamil Nadu where people often shave their heads 

as part of the religious worship. 
6
 Vadapalani is a neighborhood in Chennai. 
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14 
What vadai? 1 
    Tortoise vadai. 
 
15 
What tortoise? 
     Pond tortoise. 
 
16 
What pond? 
   Cloth-wick pond.  
 
17 
What cloth-wick? 
 Oil-lamp cloth-wick.  2 
 
18 
What oil-lamp?  Standing oil-lamp. 
 
19 
What standing / punch? 

3 
Dance punch! 

 
 
 
 
An alternative ending is: 
 
 
16 
What pond? 
 Parthasarathy pond. 4 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 A vadai is a fried snack that is shaped like a tortoise shell. 

2
 Cloth-wicks are used in the oil-lamps that are often found in Hindu temples.   

3
 Pun -- the Tamil word “kutthu” means “standing” and “punch.” 

4
 This refers to a Chennai temple and pond dedicated to the God, Krishna. 
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b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 
 
 
 

1 

 #¤ú¢ªèì¢, #¤ú¢ªèì¢.    
       bis          keT                  bis          keT    
             biscuit                            biscuit  
 Biscuit, biscuit.   
 
 
2 

âù¢ù #¤ú¢ªèì¢ ?   
     en      na           bis          keT     
       what                   biscuit  
What biscuit?    

 

 ü£ñ¢ #¤ú¢ªèì¢.   
     jaam          bis        keT     
      jam             biscuit 
 Jam biscuit. 
 
    
3 

âù¢ù ü£ñ¢ ? 
     en       na         jaam  
       what               jam 
What jam? 
 

 ® ü£ñ¢. 1  
  Ti         jaam 
  tea       jam 
 Tea jam. 
 

                                                
1
 The answers to the first two questions are given by association: biscuit is joined 

by jam; and jam is joined by tea. 
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4  

âù¢ù ® ? 
     en       na      Ti 
       what           tea 
What tea? 
 

 %ù¢ ªó£ì¢®. 1  
    bun                roT       Ti 
    bun                 bread 
 Bun bread. 
 
 

5 

âù¢ù %ù¢ ? 
     en      na          bun   
        what              bun 
What bun? 
 

  ó¤#¢%ù¢. 2 
       rib      bun 
              ribbon 
 Ribbon. 
 

 

6 

âù¢ù ó¤#¢%ù¢ ? 
    en       na         rib       bun  
       what                ribbon 
What ribbon? 
 

 #ê¢¬ê ó¤#¢¢%ù¢.   
          pac   chai            rib      bun 
              green             ribbon 
 Green ribbon. 

                                                
1
 Rhyme -- “tea” (in the previous line), and “rotti” a (type of flat bread). 

2
 Rhyme -- “bun” (in the previous line), and “ribbon.” 
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7 

âù¢ù #ê¢¬ê ? 
     en       na       pac    chai   
       what               green 
What green? 
 

ñ£ #ê¢¬ê.  
            maa            pac   chai 
            mango            green 
    Mango green. 
 
 
8 

âù¢ù ñ£ ? 1 
    en       na       maa   
       what    mango / mother 
What mango / mother?  
 

 ®ê¢êó¢ ñ£.   
             Tic   char        maa 
                teacher      mother  
    Teacher mother. 
 
 
9 

âù¢ù ®ê¢êó¢ ? 
     en      na         Tic   char   
       what           teacher 
What teacher? 
 

 èíè¢° ®ê¢êó¢.  
            ka    Nak      ku        Tic    char 
                 math                teacher 

 Math teacher. 

                                                
1
 Pun -- “maa” means “mango” and “mother.” 
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10 

âù¢ù èíè¢° ? 
    en       na       ka     Nak     ku 
       what                 math 
What math?  
 

 ñ£® èíè¢°. 1 
             maa Di       ka  Nak    ku 
           upper-level       math 
    Upper-level math. 
       
 
11 

âù¢ù ñ£® ? 
     en      na        maa  Di   
       what     upper-level  
What upper-level? 
 

ªñ£ì¢¬ì ñ£®.  
                 moT          Tai            maa  Di   
                        top                   upper-level 
     Top upper-level. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 The literal meaning of “maaDi” is, the roof of a building. 
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12 

âù¢ù ªñ£ì¢¬ì ? 1 
    en       na             moT          Tai  
       what          top / shaved head  
What top / shaved head? 
 

 #öù¤ ªñ£ì¢¬ì.  2  
           pa  LRZa ni            moT           Tai 
              Palani               shaved head 
    Palani shaved head. 
 
 
13 

âù¢ù #öù¤ ? 
    en       na        pa  LRZa ni   
       what           Palani 
What Palani? 
 

 õì#öù¤. 3 
             va Da pa  LRZa ni   
                  Vadapalani 
     Vadapalani. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 Pun -- “moTTai” means “top” and “shaved-head.” 

2
 Palani is a town in southwest Tamil Nadu where people often shave their heads 

as part of the religious worship. 
3
 Vadapalani is a neighborhood in Chennai. 
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14 

âù¢ù õ¬ì ? 
    en       na         va  Dai 
       what           vadai 
What vadai? 
 

 $¬ñ õ¬ì. 1  
              aa      mai          va   Dai 
                tortoise             vadai 
    Tortoise vadai. 
 
 
15 

âù¢ù $¬ñ ? 
    en       na          aa      mai  
       what                 tortoise 
What tortoise? 
 

 °÷î¢É $¬ñ.     
            ku    Lat   thuu     aa      mai 
                  pond                tortoise 
     Pond tortoise. 
 
 
16 

âù¢ù °÷ñ¢ ? 
     en      na         ku   Lam   
       what            pond 
What pond? 
 

 î¤ó¤ °÷ñ¢.  
      thi ri         ku   Lam  
    cloth-wick      pond 
   Cloth-wick pond. 

                                                
1
 A vadai is a fried snack that is shaped like a tortoise shell. 
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17 

âù¢ù î¤ó¤ ? 
     en      na        thi  ri 
       what        cloth-wick 
What cloth-wick? 
 

 õ¤÷è¢° î¤ó¤. 1 
           vi      Lak    ku        thi  ri 
               oil-lamp          cloth-wick 
 Oil-lamp cloth-wick. 
 
 

18 

âù¢ù õ¤÷è¢° ? 
     en      na          vi     Lak     ku 
      what              oil-lamp 
What oil-lamp? 
 

°î¢¶ õ¤÷è¢°.  
        kut    thu        vi      Lak     ku 
               standing            oil-lamp 
     Standing oil-lamp. 
 
 

19 

âù¢ù °î¢¶ ? 
2 

     en      na          kut     thu 
        what         standing / punch 
What standing / punch? 
 

   °ñ¢ñ£é¢ °î¢¶ !  
               kum     maang           kut   thu 
                     dance                   punch 
      Dance punch! 

                                                
1
 Cloth-wicks are used in the oil-lamps that are often found in Hindu temples. 

2
 Pun -- “kutthu” means “standing” and “punch.” 
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An alternative ending is: 
 
 
16 

âù¢ù °÷ñ¢ ? 
     en      na         ku   Lam   
        what              pond 
What pond? 
 

 #£ó¢î¢îê£óî¤ °÷ñ¢. 1  
                paart     tha  saa ra  thi        ku    Lam  
                Parthasarathy                    pond 
 Parthasarathy pond.  
 
 
 
 
c)  Tamil. 

 
1 

 #¤ú¢ªèì¢, #¤ú¢ªèì¢.    
 
2 

âù¢ù #¤ú¢ªèì¢ ?   

 ü£ñ¢ #¤ú¢ªèì¢   
    
3 

âù¢ù ü£ñ¢ ? 
 ® ü£ñ¢. 2 

                                                
1
 This refers to a Chennai temple and pond dedicated to the God, Krishna. 

2
 The answers to the first two questions are given by association: biscuit is joined 

by jam; and jam is joined by tea. 
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4  

âù¢ù ® ? 
 %ù¢ ªó£ì¢®. 1  
 
5 

âù¢ù %ù¢ ? 
 ó¤#¢%ù¢. 2 
 
6 

âù¢ù ó¤#¢%ù¢ ? 
 #ê¢¬ê ó¤#¢¢%ù¢.   
 
7 

âù¢ù #ê¢¬ê ? 
ñ£ #ê¢¬ê.  

 
8 

âù¢ù ñ£ ? 3 
 ®ê¢êó¢ ñ£ .  
 
9 

âù¢ù ®ê¢êó¢ ? 
 èíè¢° ®ê¢êó¢.  

  

                                                
1
 Rhyme -- “tea” (in the previous line), and “rotti” a (type of flat bread). 

2
 Rhyme -- “bun” (in the previous line), and “ribbon.” 

3
 Pun -- “maa” means “mango” and “mother.” 
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10 

âù¢ù èíè¢° ? 
ñ£® èíè¢°. 1 

 

11 

âù¢ù ñ£® ? 

ªñ£ì¢¬ì ñ£®.  
  
12 

âù¢ù ªñ£ì¢¬ì ? 2 
#öù¤ ªñ£ì¢¬ì. 3  

 
13 

âù¢ù #öù¤ ? 
õì#öù¤. 4 

 
14 

âù¢ù õ¬ì ? 
 $¬ñ õ¬ì. 5  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 The literal meaning of “maaDi” is, the roof of a building. 

2
 Pun -- “moTTai” means “top” and “shaved-head.” 

3
 Palani is a town in southwest Tamil Nadu where people often shave their heads 

as part of the religious worship. 
4
 Vadapalani is a neighborhood in Chennai. 

5
 A vadai is a fried snack that is shaped like a tortoise shell. 
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15 

âù¢ù $¬ñ ? 
 °÷î¢É $¬ñ.     
 

16 

âù¢ù °÷ñ¢ ? 
 î¤ó¤ °÷ñ¢.  
 

17 

âù¢ù î¤ó¤ ? 
 õ¤÷è¢° î¤ó¤. 1 
 

18 

âù¢ù õ¤÷è¢° ? 
°î¢¶ õ¤÷è¢°.  

 

19 

âù¢ù °î¢¶ ? 
2 

°ñ¢ñ£é¢ °î¢¶ !  
 

 
 

An alternative ending is: 
 

16 

âù¢ù °÷ñ¢ ? 
#£ó¢î¢îê£óî¤ °÷ñ¢. 1  

                                                
1
 Cloth-wicks are used in the oil-lamps that are often found in Hindu temples. 

2
 Pun -- “kutthu” means “standing” and “punch.” 
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d)  Commentary on Verbal Content. 

 

The range of topics in “What Biscuit?” is dizzying.  There are often huge 

contrasts in scale between two things: something tiny and personal, and 

something large and public.  To give just two examples: a snack of food (vadai), 

and an entire neighborhood (Vadapalani), are juxtaposed in question-and-answer 

no. 13; and, oil in oil-lamps, and temple ponds (also called tanks), are juxtaposed 

in question-and-answer no. 16.  Such verbal play helps the player to become 

conscious of, and integrate, various levels of the human experience.  

 

The use of English words in the first lines of “What Biscuit?” (biscuit, jam, tea, 

bun), culminating with the rhyme of two English words -- “bun” and “Ribbon” -- 

gives a sense of how many English words have been incorporated into spoken 

Tamil in Chennai; and of how bilingual many Tamil people in this city have 

become. 

 

The introduction of new words in this question-and-answer conversation -- as in 

any conversation -- is justified by relevance.  In this and other question-and-

answer chants, it seems that a “regular” method of claiming relevance in order to 

introduce new material involves specifying what kind of thing something is, as in: 

                                                                                                                                            
1
 This refers to a Chennai temple and pond dedicated to the God, Krishna. 
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(9) “What teacher?,” “Math teacher”;  and (10) “What math?,” “Upper-level math.”  

However, in “What Biscuit?,” new material is also introduced by virtue of two 

words having similar or identical sounds (through a rhyme or pun); and by virtue 

of association (for example: biscuits, jam, and tea). 

 

Sometimes as the words of “What Biscuit?” are spoken, players repeat three 

hand motions in succession: 1) hands forward (right hand facing downwards, and 

left hand facing upwards), and clap with one’s partner; 2) both hands forward, 

and clap with one’s partner; and 3) palms facing together, and clap one’s own 

hands. 
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6)                                             ï¢î¤!è¢°? 

                                                en  thi     ruk     ku 
                                                       what use 

                What Use? 
 
 

 
Activity 6.  (Figure 19.) 
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a) English Translation. 
 
 
Paap-paa-La. 

Chuuch-chu-La.  
 
Where are you going? 

To break sticks. 
 
What use are sticks? 

To make a basket. 
 
What use is a basket? 

To put eggs in. 
 

What use is an egg? 
It becomes a chick. 

 

What use is a chick? 
It can be kept in a closed pot. 
 

Come on, come on, rise up!  
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b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 
 
 
 
1 

#£#¢#£÷. 
   paap    paa   La 
           

Åê¢)÷. 
          chuuch chu La  
 
 
2 

âé¢° «#£í? 
   eng     gu           poo     Na 
     where                 going 
Where are you going? 
 

)÷¢÷¤ Ü®è¢è. 
  chuL     Li            a     Dik    ka     
      sticks                    to break 
To break sticks. 

 
 
3 

)÷¢÷¤ âï¢î¤!è¢°? 
  chuL     Li           en     thi     ruk      ku 
      sticks                     what use? 
What use are sticks? 
 

Ã´ ªèì¢ì. 
   kuu  Du          keT       Ta 

   basket         to make 
To make a basket. 
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4 

Ã´ âï¢î¤!è¢°? 
 kuu  Du        en     thi      ruk     ku   
  basket               what use? 
What use is a basket? 
 

ºì¢ì &ì. 
    muT    Ta        i    Da 
        egg            to put 
To put eggs in. 
 

 
5 

ºì¢ì âï¢î¤!è¢°? 
    muT   Ta          en    thi      ruk     ku 
       egg                      what use? 
What use is an egg? 
 

°ë¢ê¤ ª#£ó¤ê¢ê. 
     kunj      ji              po     rich   cha 
        chick                     starting 
 It becomes a chick. 
 
 
6 

°ë¢ê¤ âï¢î¤!è¢°? 
    kunj     ji           en     thi     ruk     ku           
       chick                   what use? 
What use is a chick? 
 

ºì #£¬ùò¤ õê¢ê¤. 
   mu  Da      paa      nai        yi         vach  chi 
   closed                  pot                        kept 
 It can be kept in a closed pot. 
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7 

ªè£ë¢ê¤ ªè£ë¢ê¤ õ÷è¢è.    
        konj         ji               konj          ji         va    Lak    ka 
         come on                  come on              to raise up 
Come on, come on, rise up!  
 
 
 
 
c) Tamil. 
 
 

#£#¢#£÷. 
Åê¢)÷. 

 

âé¢° «#£í? 
)÷¢÷¤ Ü®è¢è. 
 

)÷¢÷¤ âï¢î¤!è¢°? 
Ã´ ªèì¢ì. 

 

Ã´ âï¢î¤!è¢°? 
ºì¢ì &ì. 

 

ºì¢ì âï¢î¤!è¢°? 
°ë¢ê¤ ª#£ó¤ê¢ê. 
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°ë¢ê¤ âï¢î¤!è¢°? 
ºì #£¬ùò¤ õê¢ê¤. 

 

ªè£ë¢ê¤ ªè£ë¢ê¤ õ÷è¢è.    
 
 
 
 
d) English translation, with Movements. 

 

No standard movements. 

 

 

e) Genre. 

 

Question-and-answer chain-chant. 

 

 

f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

Among the ideas that the words of this chant might teach are:  Everything has a 

use.  Everything leads to something else.  There is no end to the chain of events.  

Everything can be questioned -- and each answer can lead to a new question. 
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g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

This question-and-answer activity is quite similar to one that myself and friends 

used to play (in English) with our parents, when we were growing up in New York 

City.  That activity could be called, “The Why? Game.”  The Why? Game 

functioned as a mild rebellion and delaying action in relation to following any sort 

of instruction.  It went something like this:  

 

Parent:  Please eat your vegetables.   
Child:  Why?   
 
P:  So you will grow up healthy and strong. 
C:  Why? 
 
P:  So you can have your own children one day. 
C:  Why? 
 
P:  So you can tell them to eat their vegetables. 
C:  Why?  etc. 
 

The game would typically end with the parent becoming exasperated, and telling 

the child to please stop asking questions and just do as requested.  
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7)                                                 î£è¢è£! 
                      thaak    kaa 

                                                      please give 
      Please Give! 

 

 
Activity 7.  (Figure 20.) 

 

 
Activity 7.  (Figure 21.) 
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Activity 7.  (Figure 22.) 

 
 

 
Activity 7.  (Figure 23.) 
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a) English Translation. 

 
Older sister, will you give me your pick1? 

I won’t give it.  If I did, mother would hit me. 
 
Please give it.  I already asked mother.  

I do not see where my pick is. 
 

Where is the pick?    (repeat) 
 
I do not see the pick box.    (repeat)  
 
 

b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

Üè¢è Üè¢è ßó£÷¤ î£è¢è£ 
      ak     ka            ak     ka      ii   raa   Li           thaak    kaa 
   older sister      older sister        pick                    give 
Older sister, please you give me your pick. 
 

îóñ£ì¢«ìé¢. Üñ¢ñ£ Ü®è¢èñ¢. 
tha ra   maaT        Teeng.               am     maa          a      Dik     kum     

                       won’t give                              mother                      will hit 
I won’t give it.  If I did, my mother would hit me. 

 

î£è¢è£. Üñ¢ñù¢«ù£® «èì¢®ò. 
   thaak   kaa              am        man         noo      Di           keeT      Ti   ya 
          give                      mother                already                   asked 
Please give it.  I already asked your mother.   
                                   

ßó÷¤ âõì ï èí¢®ô. 
 ii  raa  Li         e    va  Da      na        kaN     Di    la 
    pick                     where                  I do not see 
I do not see where my pick is. 

                                                
1
 A wooden pick used to remove lice eggs from one’s scalp. 
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ßó÷¤ âõì? 
 ii  raa   Li        e   va   Da          
    pick            where 
Where is the pick? 
 
 

ßó÷¤ ª#ì¢®¬ò è£íªô. 
 ii  raa  Li            peT       Ti     yai           kaa    Na       le              
    pick                     box                           do not see 
I do not see the pick box.  
 
 
 
 
c) Tamil. 

 

Üè¢è Üè¢è ßó£÷¤ î£è¢è£? 
 

îóñ£ì¢«ìé¢. Üñ¢ñ£ Ü®ê¢)ñ¢. 
 
 

î£è¢è£. Üñ¢ñù¢«ù£® «èì¢®ò. 
 

ßó÷¤ âõì ï èí¢®ô. 
 
 

ßó÷¤ âõì? 
 
 

ßó÷¤ ª#ì¢®¬ò è£íªô. 
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d) English Translation, with Movements. 

 
Words 

 
 
 
 
 
Older sister, will you give me your 
pick? 
 

I won’t give it.  If I did, mother 
would hit me. 

 
 
Please give it.  I already asked mother. 
 

I do not see where my pick is. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Where is the pick? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I do not see the pick box.  
 
 

Movements 
 
The players sit in a circle  One player 
holds the iiraaLi, which is represented 
by a small stick.  A player sitting to her 
left aks -- 
 
 
The player holding the iiraaLi replies -- 
 
 
The player to the left again asks -- 
 
 
and the iiraaLi holder replies -- 
 
 
The player holding the iiraaLi hands it 
to the player who has been asking for 
it. 
 
Then the dialogue begins again, with 
the next player to the left asking the 
new iiraaLi-holder to give the iiraaLi. 
 
Once the iiraaLi has worked its way 
around the circle, one player asks the 
player to her left -- 
 
And this question is asked of the next 
player, and the next...around the ring. 
 
Finally, the stick representing the 
iiraaLi is placed between everyone’s 
toes, and all of the players chant -- 
 
as they alternately clap their hands, 
and place their hands on the ground 
and lift themselves up and move 
themselves to the left. 
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e) Genre. 

 

This activity is a conversational dramatic ring game.  Then the rotates, with 

players sitting, hand-clapping, and chanting. 

 

 

f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

This activity seems to especially be about seeking to avoid sharing, as it involves 

players giving excuses about why they cannot give the requested item.  The 

activity acknowledges and puts into play the desire to not share a thing, to not 

allow it to become public, but rather to keep a thing private, as an individual 

possession.   

 

I did my best to interview the child players, and other members of the community, 

regarding the meaning of this activity, but people did not seem to have very much 

to say.  Perhaps this was in part because, although in Kani culture it is a 

somewhat shameful thing to want to not share, this activity gives voice to 

selfishness, and helps players to reach a totally self-contradicting compromise 

regarding the matter: together the players chant that they cannot see the pick 

box, while they can all see it and can actually feel it (in the center of the circle, 

between their collective toes)!  The subject of selfishness might have been 
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embarassing to talk about.  And in fact, a great function and value of traditional 

forms of play is that they can enable people to face and work through issues that 

they might not feel comfortable talking about in personal terms. 

 

The activity also brings out into public a somewhat private and embarrassing 

tendency -- to have lice eggs in one’s hair.  The object that players ask for is the 

next player’s iiraaLi (a wooden pick used to remove lice eggs from one’s scalp).  

By modern hygienic standards, an additional excuse that players might give for 

not loaning their iiraaLi to the next player is sanitation -- that it would not be a 

good idea to share one’s iiraaLi, because this might enable lice to spread.  

However, this modern sanitation idea is not raised in the play.   

 

The activity seems to actually celebrate the mixed feelings that players may have 

about sharing things.  The activity seems to exuberantly state: this is who we  

are -- conflicted beings regarding what is private and what is public. 

 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

Korea 

(Kim, 1998, p. 133) 

 



 

 

296 

“Hand me a fine-toothed comb” 

 
Hand me a fine-toothed comb, 
Hand me a wide comb. 
 

 

The singer reported that her grandmother used to sing this sing to her when she 

was a young girl, as she (the grandmother) would comb her hair.  Combing  

hair -- like tending to lice eggs on a person’s scalp -- can be an intimate and 

loving act, and the comb or pick itself can come to represent the emotions and 

relationships involved.  Thus, asking someone to give a comb or pick, for use on 

the asker or the giver, can be a request that is loaded with emotions. 
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8)                                             ñï¢î¤ ê£® 

                                                  man   thi      chaa  Di 
                                                   monkey       jumping 

      Monkey Jumping. 
 

 
Activity 8.  (Figure 24.) 

 

 
Activity 8.  (Figure 25.) 
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Activity 8.  (Figure 26.) 

 
 

 
Activity 8.  (Figure 27.) 
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Activity 8.  (Figure 28.) 

 
 

 
Activity 8.  (Figure 29.) 
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a) English Translation. 
 
On this finger, a monkey having jumped,   (five times.) 
Having gone around a round rock, 
The young monkey was out-of-breath. 
Is rain coming? 
We want rain! 
Going inside a cave. 
Sitting inside a cave. 
Take the bag of leaves for chewing. 
The crab is running. 
The fox is running. 
kich-chi, kich-chi, kich-chi 
 
 
 
 
b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

 

&î¤ô¤ ñï¢î¤ ê£®.     (5 times)    

   i    thi   li         man    thi      chaa  Di 
on this (finger)    monkey     having jumped 
On this finger, a monkey having jumped, 
 

õì¢ì#£¬ø ê¤ø¢ø¤, 
   vaT     Ta  paa    Rai           siT     Ti 
         round rock              having gone around 
Having gone around a round rock, 

 

èøé¢è¤ °ì¢® Ãóé¢ ÜÁî¢¶.   
 ka  Rang   gi         kuT     Ti       kuu  rang           a      Rut    thu 
      tired                   young            monkey                   cut                   
The young monkey was out-of-breath. 
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ñ¬ö õ!ñ£? 
 ma  LRZHai    va    ru   maa 
      rain                   coming 
Is rain coming? 

 

ñ¬ö õ!#¢%. 
ma  LRZai        va     rup     pu 
       rain                we want 
We want rain! 

 

 

Ü#¢% è® ª#£(#¢#ñ¢, 
      ap     pu     ka  Di           poo      vup     pam 
         cave        inside                     going 
Going inside a cave. 
 

Ü#¢% è® &!ï¢¶. 
       ap      pu      ka  Di          i       run      thu 

             cave       inside                sitting 
Sitting inside a cave. 
 
 

ªõø¢ø #è¢è¬ø â´î¢¶. 
     veT       Ti        pak   ka    Rai          e     Dut    thu 
   betel nuts              bag                          take 
Take the bag of betal nuts for chewing. 
 
 

ïí¢´ áÁ¶,  
   naN      Du       uu    Ru   thu            
      crab                running 
The crab is running. 
 
 
 



 

 

302 

ïó¤ áÁ¶, 
na  ri        uu    Ru   thu                 
  fox             running 
The fox is running. 
 

è¤ê¢ê¤ è¤ê¢ê¤ è¤ê¢ê¤. 
  kich   chi       kich   chi       kich    chi 
 
 
 
c) Tamil. 
 

&î¤ô¤ ñï¢î¤ ê£®.     (5 times)    

õì¢ì#£¬ø ê¤ø¢ø¤, 
èøé¢è¤ °ì¢® Ãóé¢ ÜÁî¢¶.   
ñ¬ö õ!ñ£? 
ñ¬ö õ!#¢%. 
Ü#¢% è® ª#£(#¢#ñ¢, 
Ü#¢% è® &!ï¢¶. 
ªõø¢ø #è¢è¬ø â´î¢¶. 
ïí¢´ áÁ¶,  
ïó¤ áÁ¶, 
è¤ê¢ê¤ è¤ê¢ê¤ è¤ê¢ê¤. 
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d) English Translation, with Movements. 
 
 

Words 
 
 
 
 
 
On this finger, a monkey having 
        jumped,    (five times) 
 
 
Having gone around a round rock, 
The young monkey was out-of-breath. 
 
 
Is rain coming? 
We want rain! 

 

Going inside a cave. 
Sitting inside a cave. 
 
Take the bag of betal nuts for 
chewing. 
 
 
 
 
 
The crab is running, 
The fox is running -- 
kich-chi, kich-chi, kich-chi 
 
 
 

Movements 
 
The speaker holds a listener’s right 
hand: the speaker’s left hand is 
around the listener’s right wrist. 
 
The speaker’s right hand pulls the 
fingers on the listener’s right hand, 
one after another. 
 
The speaker’s right hand makes a 
circle around the palm of the listener’s 
right hand. 
 
 
 
 
The speaker’s right hand finger walks 
up the listener’s right arm. 
 
The speaker’s right hand finger walks 
down back into the listener’s palm (as 
if the speaker’s hand had forgotten to 
bring the bag of betal nuts), and again 
finger walks up the listener’s arm. 
 
The speaker’s right hand finger walks 
towards the listener’s right armpit --  
 
 
but the listener pulls away before 
his/her armpit can be tickled very 
much.  
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d) Genre. 
 
Finger-play, with chant.  A Tamil term for this genre is 
 

 

è¤ê¢ê÷é¢ è÷¤ê¢ê¤í¶ 
   kic   cha  Lang        ka    Lich   chi    Na   thu 
        tickling                            play 
Tickle play.  

 
 
 

f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

This finger-play activity culminates in the speaker moving his hand from the 

listener’s hand (an extremity of the body), to the listener’s armpit (the trunk of the 

body) -- although the listener playfully attempts to block this approach.  This 

escalating emphasis on the tactile level at the end of an activity appears in at 

least three of the other Kani children’s activities in the present collection: 1) at the 

end of the negotiation in “One Bucket” (Activity 3) -- when the would-be rescuers 

gesture so as to place betal nuts into the hostage-holders’ mouths; 2) at the end 

of “Rolling” (Activity 9) -- when the other players gently beat the back of the 

person who has been bent over, and who, despite having had three chances, 

has not guessed the location of the stone; and 3) and at the end of “Tiger and 

Goat” (Activity 12) -- when the tiger pounces on the goat.  In each of these cases, 

verbal contact is finally replaced with physical contact.  This might teach that, as 

the English saying goes, “actions speak more loudly than words.”  It might also 
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teach that -- whether it is friendly or unfriendly --communication that begins on 

the oral verbal level may develop into physical contact. 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

Variations of this activity are found throughout Tamil Nadu.  The ending is always 

similar, with the fox and crab walking up the listener’s arm, towards the armpit, 

and the speaking non-sense sounds such as “kich-chi, kich-chi, kich-chi.” 

 

However, the first part of the activity is very different in the Kani variant.  The talk 

about the monkey, the monkey going to sit on a rock, the discussion about rain, 

and the implication that someone is going towards the listener’s armpit to get out 

of the rain -- all of these motifs (in relation to this particular play activity) are 

unique to the Kani people, as far as I know.  These motifs correspond to actual 

conditions and situations of everyday lives of Kani people: many of them actually 

do walk in the forest, and actually do often go into caves to get out of the rain. 

 

Below are the words of the more standard version of this activity in Tamil Nadu.  

This activity has four stages: 
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i) 

The speaker, with her right hand, points to successive fingers on a listener’s right 

hand, naming typical components of a meal, such as: 

 

ê£#¢#£´ 
  saap   paa  du  
        rice 
Rice, 
 

ê£ñ¢#£ó¢  
  saam    baar 
  a lentil stew      
Sambar, 
 

áÁè£ò¢ 
  uu    Ru    gaay 
pickle 
Pickle, 
 

óêñ¢   
ra  sam 
soup 
Soup. 
 
 
 
ii) 

The speaker places his right elbow in the palm of the listener’s right hand as if to 

mix the food, saying,  
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#£#¢%è¬ìñ£ #£#¢%è¬ì 1  

   paap    pu  ka    Dai    maa         paap    pu  ka  Dai      
         dhal      mixing                         dhal    mixing 
Mix the dhal, mix the dhal.         
 
 

iii) 

The speaker then gestures with his right hand as if to give some of the food to 

various people, saying 

 

îñ¢#¤ ªè£ù¢ªü£ñ¢   
 tham   bi               kon                jom    
younger brother               little 
A little for younger brother. 
 

îé¢èê¢ê¤ ªè£ù¢ªü£ñ¢   
thang   gach  chi              kon                jom     
   younger sister                       little 
A little for younger sister. 
 

Ü#¢#£ ªè£ù¢ªü£ñ¢ 
     ap    paa                 kon              jom    
       father                            little 
A little for father. 
 

Üñ¢ñ£ ªè£ù¢ªü£ñ¢ 
     am     maa               kon               jom  
       mother                           little 
A little for mother. 

                                                
1
 A formal Tamil word for dhal is “#!#¢%,” “paruppu.” 
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î£î¢î£ ªè£ù¢ªü£ñ¢ 
   thaat    thaa             kon                jom 
  grandfather                        little 
A little for grandfather. 
 

#£ì¢®  ªè£ù¢ªü£ñ¢ 
   paaT    Ti                      kon               jom 
 grandmother                            little 
A little for grandmother. 
 

àùè¢° ªè£ù¢ªü£ñ¢ 
  u      nak     ku              kon               jom    
       for you                           a little 
A little for you. 
 

âùè¢¢° ªè£ù¢ªü£ñ¢ 
  e      nak     ku              kon                jom    
      for me                               a little 
A little for me. 
 
 

iv) 

This version of the activity ends in the same way that “Monkey Jumping” does: 

The speaker, using his right hand, finger-walks up the right arm of the listener, 

heading for the armpit, and tickles the listener, saying 
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ïí¢´ áÁ¶,  
   naN      Du       uu    Ru   thu            
     crab                 creeping 
     The crab is creeping. 
 

ïó¤ áÁ¶, 
na  ri         uu   Ru  thu                 
  fox           creeping 
The fox is creeping. 
 

è¤ê¢ê¤ è¤ê¢ê¤ è¤ê¢ê¤. 
 kich  chi     kich  chi      kich  chi 
 
 
 

Two positive instances of interpersonal interaction that this activity presents  

(and teaches) are: 1) the teller fingerplays on, and tickles, the listener’s arm; and, 

2) the teller mimes and describes giving food to each member of the family. 
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9)                                            à!í¢«ì£ 

                                                 u        ruN          Doo               
                                                         rolling                                      

                Rolling. 
 

 
Activity 9.  (Figure 30.) 

 

 
Activity 9.  (Figure 31.) 
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Activity 9.  (Figure 32.) 

 
 

 
Activity 9.  (Figure 33.) 
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Activity 9.  (Figure 34.) 

 
 
 
 
a) English Translation. 
 
 
A wild-pig was trapped, 
An old man was killed, 
A drumstick1 fell in the fire. 
Who took it? 
Uncle took it. 
Bring your uncle’s dog’s head! 
Rolling, rolling!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 A vegetable. 



 

 

313 

b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

 

#ù¢ù¤ êî¢îõì, 
   pan      ni          sat   tha  va  Da 
      wild-pig              to trap 
A wild-pig was trapped, 
 

Í#¢#ù ªè£ù¢ùõì. 
  muup   pa  na             kon           na   va  Da 
          old man                        to kill  
An old man was killed, 
 

Ü®#¢#¤ #ì¢ì ñ¤!é¢é #öñ¢. 
   a      Dip     pi         paT    Ta      mi     rung    ga      pa  LRZam 
          in fire               to fall       drumstick (a vegetable)   fruit 
A drumstick (a vegetable) fell in the fire. 
 

$! â´î¢î?  
    aa       ru         e      Dut    tha                  
        who                     took 
Who took it? 
 

ªè£ñê¢ê â´î¢î.   
     ko     mach  cha      e     Dut   tha 
           uncle                      took 
Uncle took it. 
 

ªè£ñê¢ê ªîô ªï ªè£í¢´#¤ò.  
      ko    mach  cha       the    la         ne                koN          Du  pi   ya           
              uncle                head           dog                       bring 
Bring your uncle’s dog’s head! 
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à!í¢«ì£, à!í¢«ì£. 
  u         ruN         Doo            u        ruN           Doo 
           rolling                                 rolling 
Rolling, rolling!  
 
 
 
 
 
c) Tamil. 
 
 

#ù¢ù¤ êî¢îõì, 
Í#¢#ù ªè£ù¢ùõì. 
Ü®#¢#¤ #ì¢ì ñ¤!é¢é #öñ¢. 
$! â´î¢î?  
ªè£ñê¢ê â´î¢î.   
ªè£ñê¢ê ªîô ªï ªè£í¢´#¤ò.  
à!í¢«ì£, à!í¢«ì£. 
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d) English Translation, with Movements. 
 
 

Words 
 
A wild-pig was trapped, 
An old man was killed, 
A drumstick (vegetable) fell in the fire. 
Who took it? 
Uncle took it. 
 
 
 
 
Bring your uncle’s dog’s head! 
 
 
 
 
Rolling, rolling!  
 
 
 
 

Movements 
 
The words are spoken by a player who 
has a small stone in his hand.  This 
player taps the stone in a circle on the 
back of a player who is bent over and 
looking downwards.  The other players 
stand around the player who is bent 
over, with the palms of their hands on 
his back. 
 
Upon speaking these words, the player 
who is holding the stone places it 
between the hands of one of the other 
players. 
 
All of the players who have been 
touching the back of the bent-over 
player, and the player who was tapping 
the stone on the bent-over player’s 
back now rub their hands together, as 
they say this word over and over. 
 
The bent-over player straightens up 
and guesses which player has the 
stone between his/her hands. 
 
If the bent-over player guesses 
correctly, the player who has been 
caught with the stone must take on the 
bent-over player role.  
 
If the bent-over player guesses 
incorrectly, he/she has to bend-over for 
another round.  After three incorrect 
guesses, the other players softly beat 
his/her back -- and the play ends, 
unless someone else volunteers to play 
the bent-over role. 
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e) Genre. 

 

Guessing game, played in part on the back of a bent-over participant in the 

center of a group. 

 

 

f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

One thing that this activity seems to be about is: keeping secrets from an 

individual, and the contrasting experiences of groupness and individuality.  The 

members of the group are literally saying and doing things behind (and above) 

the bent-over player’s back. 

 

The words refer to themes of loss: death and theft.  These subjects perhaps 

corrrespond to the anxiety of being left out of a group, which is experienced by 

the bent-over player. 

 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

This activity is similar in ways to “Hide and Seek” -- although while in that game 

players hide their entire bodies, in this game they just hide a stone behind parts 

of their bodies (between their hands).  
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10)                                          º÷¢÷¤è¢è 

                                                   muL         Lik     ka  
                                                a fruit (with thorns on the plant) 
         A Fruit. 
 

 
Activity 10.  (Figure 28.) 

 
 
a) English Translation. 
 

The children’s fruit is on a tray, 
The comb is beating the mirror,                             
A group of crabs is on the river bank. 
Salesman -- give, give, the red and black dancing nut!                            
What is your father’s name? 
A drumstick1 stem. 
Eat a drumstick stem. 
Drink water from three pieces of bamboo. 
Place some rice on a dried leaf. 
Take a lizard’s egg, break it and put it. 
Call with a ko-ra-va shouting! 
Take the hand of a daughter of a woman-of-a-wandering-group. 
 

                                                
1
 A vegetable. 
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b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 

 

º÷¢÷¤è¢è #¤÷¢÷¤è¢è î£ñ¢#÷ñ¢, 
     muL       Lik      ka         piL         Lik     ka       thaam    ba    Lam                                                                   
fruit (with thorns on the plant)      child                           tray  
The children’s fruit is on a tray, 
 

ê'#¢% Ü®è¢è¤ø èí¢í£®,  
  siip    pu        a     Dik      ki  Ra        kaN        Naa     Di  
    comb                 beating                         mirror   
The comb is beating the mirror,                             
 

ïí¢´ Ãì¢ìñ¢ è¬óò¤«ô. 
   naN      Du       kuuT      Tam        ka    rai     yi       lee 
      crab         group                      on a river bank 
A group of crabs is on the river bank. 
 

°í¢´ ñí¤ Ãî¢î£ì  
     kuN      Du     ma    Ni           kuut    thaa  Da  
       red and black nut                   dancing 
                        

 î£!ñ¢, î£!ñ¢ ªêì¢®ò£«ó! 
        thaa      rum         thaa    rum     cheT      Ti   yaa     ree  
        give                     give                           salesman 

Salesman, give, give, the red and black dancing nuts!                            
 

îõ#¢#é¢ ª#! âù¢ù£? 
tha    vap   pang           pe    ru            en        naa 
         father                   name                  what 
What is your father’s name? 
 

ñ¤!è¢è   îí¢´. 
 mi     ruk     ka                 thaN     Du 
drumstick (a vegetable)       stem 
A drumstick stem. 
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ñ¤!è¢è îí¢´ î¤ù¢ùõ«ù.  
 mi     ruk    ka         thaN     Du         thin      na    va     nee 
 drumstick (vegetable)   stem                       to eat 
Eat a drumstick (vegetable) stem. 
 

ºù¢ù£÷¤ ªõ÷¢÷ñ¢ °®ê¢ê. 
     mun      naa     Li              veL          Lam          ku  Dich  cha 

 three pieces of bamboo             water                        drink 
Drink water from three pieces of bamboo. 
 

õ«ó #ì¢ì &ô «ê£Á.  
 va    ree         paT   Ta         i     la         choo   Ru 
    dried                                  leaf              rice 
Place some rice on a dried leaf. 
 

«#£ì¢´ #ô¢ô¤ ºì¢ì åìê¢ê¤ õ¤ê¢ê¤. 
      pooT        Tu        pal      li           muT    Ta        o   Dach  chi        vich    chi 
           take                 lizard                 egg                   break                    put 
Take a lizard’s egg, break it and put it. 

 

Ã#¢#¤´é¢«è ªè£óõ.  
   kuup    pi   Dung    gee              ko    ra   va 
                   call                       (a type of shouting) 
Call with a ko-ra-va shouting! 
 

&´é¢«è£ ªè£øî¢î¤   
   i     Dung      goo              ko       Rat   thi 
            woman-of-a-wandering-group 

 

ªñ£õ÷¢ ¬èò´é¢è. 
         mo        vaL            kai     ya    Dung  ga 
                            daughter’s                        hand 

Take the hand of a daughter of a woman-of-a-wandering-group. 
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c) Tamil. 
 

º÷¢÷¤è¢è #¤÷¢÷¤è¢è î£ñ¢#÷ñ¢, 
ê'#¢% Ü®è¢è¤ø èí¢í£®,  
ïí¢´ Ãì¢ìñ¢ è¬óò¤«ô. 
°í¢´ ñí¤ Ãî¢î£ì  

î£!ñ¢, î£!ñ¢ ªêì¢®ò£«ó! 
îõ#¢#é¢ ª#! âù¢ù£? 
ñ¤!è¢è îí¢´. 
ñ¤!è¢è îí¢´ î¤ù¢ùõ«ù.  
ºù¢ù£÷¤ ªõ÷¢÷ñ¢ °®ê¢ê. 
õ«ó #ì¢ì &ô «ê£Á.  
«#£ì¢´ #ô¢ô¤ ºì¢ì åìê¢ê¤ õ¤ê¢ê¤. 
Ã#¢#¤´é¢«è ªè£óõ.  
&´é¢«è£ ªè£øî¢î¤  

ªñ£õ÷¢ ¬èò´é¢è. 
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d) English Translation, with Movements. 
 
 

Words 
 
The children’s fruit is on a tray, 
The comb is beating the mirror,                             
A group of crabs is on the river bank. 
Salesman -- give, give, the red and 
       black dancing nut!                            
What is your father’s name? 
A drumstick (vegetable) stem. 
Eat a drumstick stem. 
Drink water from three pieces of 
      bamboo. 
Place some rice on a dried leaf. 
Take a lizard’s egg, break it and put it. 
Call with a ko-ra-va shouting! 
Take the hand of a daughter of a  
       woman-of-a-wandering-group. 
 
 
 
 

Movements 
 
The players sit on the ground, in a 
circle.  All the players except the 
speaker place their fingers, 
outstretched, on the ground in front of 
them.  As the speaker says words are 
being spoken, one player touches the 
fingers of the other players. 
 

 

 

 

e) Genre. 

 

Counting game, on the ground (participants in a ring). 
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f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

As in many children’s chants, there is a bizarrely wide range of images and 

topics.  Some of the instructions in this activity -- such as “Eat a drumstick  

stem.  /  Drink water from three pieces of bamboo. /  Place some rice on a  

dried leaf.  /  Take a lizard’s egg, break it and put it” -- may be imitating, even 

mocking, adult practices of cooking and eating; and possibly magical or ritual 

practices also. 

 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 
USA. 

 
“Eeny Meeny Mine-y Moe.” 
 
Eeny meeny mine-y moe, 
Catch a tiger by the toe. 
If he hollars let him go, 
Eeny-meeny mine-y moe. 
 
This counting-out game also includes a series of instructions: 

 

Philadelphia, USA 

(Abrahams 1963a, p. 11.) 
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“Acka-backa” 

Acka-backa, soda cracker. 
Does your father chew tobacco? 
Yes.  No.  Maybe so. 
Yes.  No.  Maybe so. 
 
A version of this counting-out game was performed by the children-of-Tamil-

descent in the Oct. 2005 videoconference: 

 
 
 
Northern Ireland 
 
The Omagh School. 
 
 
“My Mother and your Mother” 
 
My mother and your mother  
Were hanging out the clothes. 
My mother hit your mother  
A punch on the nose. 
What colour was the blood? 
[the speaker spells out a color] 
And you are O U T. 
 
 
The words of this counting-out game were sent to us in Chennai by students  

in Northern Ireland who would be participating with us in the May 2006 

Megaconference Jr. videoconference (for the full page of lyrics sent to us in 

Chennai from the Omagh school, please see Figure 51, p. 506). 
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11)                                         ªè£¬ôò£ 

                                                    ko         lai       yaa                
                                                           a bunch                                    

     A Bunch. 
 

 
Activity 11.  (Figure 36.) 

 

 
Activity 11.  (Figure 37.) 
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a) English Translation. 
 
 
A bunch, a bunch of cashew-nut fruits. 
       More and more, collect and come. 
The forest is burning! 
      Children, come running! 
 
A bunch, a bunch of mangos. 
      A certain type of mango. 
Where is the thief? 
      Let us sit in a group, 
Sit and find out. 
 

 
 
 

b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 
 

 

ªè£¬ôò£, ªè£¬ôò£ ºï¢î¤ó¤è£. 
      ko        lai       yaa              ko         lai       yaa           mun    thi  ri   kaa 
              bunch                                bunch                       cashew-nut fruit 
A bunch, a bunch of cashew-nut fruits. 
 

ªïøò, ªïøò, «êï¢¶ õ£. 
   ne   Ra  ya          ne    Ra  ya          cheen   thu       vaa 
        more                   more                  collect           come 
More and more, collect and come. 
 

 

è£ì¢®ªô î' âó¤ò¶! 
   kaaT     Ti      le          thii       e  ri    ya  thu 
          forest     (in)        fire           burning                     
The forest is burning! 
 

#¤÷¢¬÷è«÷, æ® õ£! 
    piL         Lai     ka    Lee           oo  Di        vaa 
              children                            run         come 
Children, come running! 
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ªè£î¢¶ ªè£î¢¶ ñ£ñ¢#öñ¢. 
        kot        thu             kot        thu       maam    ba  LRZam 
          bunch                     bunch                  mango fruit 
A bunch, a bunch of mangos. 
 

ªè£ì£ô¤ ñ£ñ¢#öñ¢. 
     ko      Daa    li           maam    ba   LRZam 
   a type of mango               mango fruit 
A certain type of mango. 

 
 

ªè£÷¢¬÷ Ü®#¢#õù¢ âé¢ªè? 
        koL            Lai             a      Dip    pa    van             eng       ge 
             things                      person who takes                   where 
Where is the thief? 
 

&!#¢#£ù¢ Ãì¢ìî¢î¤«ô, 
   i      rup      paan             kuuT       Tat     thi     lee 
                      sit 
Let us sit in a group, 

 
 

&!#¢#£ù¢ èí¢´#¤®. 
   i       rup      paan              kaN      Du  pi   Di 
              sit                                 find out 
Sit and find out. 
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c) Tamil. 
 
 

ªè£¬ôò£, ªè£¬ôò£ ºï¢î¤ó¤è£. 
ªïøò, ªïøò, «êï¢¶ õ£. 

 

è£ì¢®ªô î' âó¤ò¶! 
#¤÷¢¬÷è«÷, æ® õ£! 

 

ªè£î¢¶ ªè£î¢¶ ñ£ñ¢#öñ¢. 
ªè£ì£ô¤ ñ£ñ¢#öñ¢. 

 

ªè£÷¢¬÷ Ü®#¢#õù¢ âé¢ªè? 
&!#¢#£ù¢ Ãì¢ìî¢î¤«ô, 

 

&!#¢#£ù¢ èí¢´#¤®. 
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d) English Translation, with Movements. 
 
 

Words 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A bunch, a bunch of cashew-nut fruits. 
     More and more, collect and come. 
 
The forest is burning! 
     Children, come running! 
 
A bunch, a bunch of mangos. 
     A certain type of mango. 
 
Where is the thief? 
     Let us sit in a group, 
     Sit and find out. 
 
 

Movements 
 
The players sit on the ground, in a 
circle.  One player stands up and -- 
from outside the circle -- walks around 
the circle, with a leafy branch in his 
hand. 
 
In each verbal exchange, the walking 
player says the first line, and the sitting 
players respond. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The walking player places the branch 
on the ground behind one of the sitting 
players.  That sitting player jumps to 
his feet.  These two players then race 
around the outside of the circle.  The 
object is to be the first to get back to 
the spot vacated by the player who had 
been sitting -- and usually the player 
who had placed the branch on the 
ground gets there first.  The player who 
loses this race becomes the walking 
player in a new cycle of the game. 
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e) Genre. 

 

Movement with chant.  One participant circles the ring in which others are sitting, 

thus this is a ring activity.  This activity could also be called a game, as chasing 

occurs during part of it. 

 

 

f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

Variants of this activity are popular all over Tamil Nadu.  This is one Tamil 

children’s songs/chants/dances/games that stands for, represents, all of them. 

 

The Kani children chanted the words in call-and-response form, with the walking 

player calling, and the sitting players responding.  The children in Philadelphia 

knew this game also, but they performed the words differently: they sang the 

words, and did so in unison (there was no call-and-response between the walker 

and sitters). 

 

The words refer to events of physical danger (fire), and moral and property 

danger (theft).  Thus, the subject matter is alarming -- appropriate to stimulate 

players to jump up, and run. 
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g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 
 

USA 

“Duck, Duck, Goose.” 

In one variant of this game, the walking player touches the back of the “goose” 

(as opposed to placing a leafy branch behind the chosen sitting player, as in “A 

Bunch”). 

 

USA 

“Cookie Jar.” 

(Wharton, 1979, p. 363.) 

 
Who stole the cookie from the cookie jar?    All. 

(name) stole the cookie from the cookie jar. One player. 
 

Who me?       Named player. 
Yes you.      All (except named player). 
 

Couldn’t be.       Named player. 
Then who?      All (except named player). 
 

(name) stole the cookie from the cookie jar.  Named player. 
Who me?      New named player. 

 
etc. 
 
 
The players walk round in a circle, clockwise, holding hands.  The game can 

begin with one player entering the center of the circle, and pointing to a player in 

the ring whom she wants to accuse of stealing the cookie from the cookie jar. 
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This game, like “A Bunch,” involves the idea that one member of the community 

is a thief -- that is, is unfair, anti-social, and not playing by the rules.  That person 

does not belong in the circle, which represents the friendly, orderly community.  

As the role of the thief shifts from person to person, it becomes clear that this role, 

condition, and personality trait, is a part of life in the community.  These two 

games might even seem to acknowledge that this anti-social trait is a part of 

each individual, as well as being a part of society.  The games also playfully 

satisfy society’s need to identify and expel the bad one -- and in the process 

make it clear that this cleansing is not really possible, but rather is a constant 

process that once achieved, needs to immediately be begun again elsewhere. 
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12)                                               %ô¤ $´ 

                                                     pu   li           aa    Tu 
                                                      tiger    and    goat 

Tiger and Goat. 
 

 
Activity 12.  (Figure 38.) 

 

 
Activity 12.  (Figure 39.) 
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Activity 12.  (Figure 40.) 

 
 

 
Activity 12.  (Figure 41.) 
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Activity 12.  (Figure 35.) 

 
 

 
 

a) English Translation. 
 
 

Njang-nga-li, pung-ngi-li, open the door,     
The forest tiger is here. 

 
Have you seen the young goat? 

Yes. 
 

Where? 
Inside the house. 
 

Can I come in? 
You can not come. 

 
Having smashed the earth, I will jump!                                               

Having broken your leg, I will twist it!                                                                   
 
I will climb upon your roof! 

Having thrown a spear at you, I will cut you with it! 
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If he eats raw rice, 

He will break his teeth. 
 
Is the metal lock closed? 

It is closed. 
 

 
 
b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 
 
 

ëé¢éô¤ %é¢é¤ô¤ èî( îø,  
   njang  nga  li         pung   ngi    li         ka tha vu      tha Ra 
 (evocative marker)   (evocative marker)    door         to open 
Njang-nga-li, pung-ngi-li, open the door,     
 

ïó ñì¢´ñ¢ «õé¢è%ô¤. 
na ra       maT     Tum            veng      ga  pu   li 
           here                                   forest tiger 
The forest tiger is here. 

 
 

$´ °ì¢®¬ò èí¢ì£÷£? 
    aa    Tu        kuT     Ti     yai             kaN      Daa    Laa 
        goat              young                               see 
Have you seen the young goat? 
 

$«ñ£. 
    aa       moo 
         yes 
Yes. 
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âé¢«è? 
   eng       gee 
        where 
Where? 
 

õ'ì¢´ °÷¢«÷. 
   viiT      Tu          kuL       Lee 
     house                 inside 
Inside the house. 

 
 

õóô£ñ£?  
 va  ra  laa    maa 
Can I come in? 
 

õóñ£ì¢«ìé¢. 
 va  ra   maaT        Teeng 
You can not come. 

 
 

ñí¢µ ªõì¢® ê£´«õù¢, 
   maN       Nu             veT         Ti      chaa Du      veen 
       earth              having smashed          I will jump 
Having smashed the earth, I will jump!                                               
 

è£ô ªõì¢® ºø¤#¢«#é¢. 
 kaa   la            veT        Ti        mu    Rip       peen(g) 
     leg           having broken            I will twist      
Having broken your leg, I will twist it!                                                                   
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æì¢´ «ñô ãÁ«õé¢, 
   ooT    Tu        mee   la        e    Ru     veeng 
       roof               up                 I will climb 
 I will climb upon your roof! 
 

ßì¢® õ¤ê¢ê¤ °î¢¶«õé¢. 
  iiT      Ti          vich   chi         kut     thu     veeng 
   spear        having thrown           I will cut 
Having thrown a spear at you, I will cut you with it. 

 
 

#ê¢êó¤ î¤ñ¢#é¢, 
pach cha ri         thim     bang 
  raw rice                 eat 
If he eats raw rice, 
 

#ô¢ô åì#¢#é¢. 
   pal     la        o    Tap     pang 
     teeth                 break 
He will break his teeth. 

 
 

&!ñ¢# Ìì¢ì£? 
   i      rum    ba      puuT     Taa 
    metal lock             closed 
Is the metal lock closed? 
 

Ìì¢´. 
 puuT    Tu 
   closed 
It is closed. 
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c) Tamil. 
 

ëé¢éô¤ %é¢é¤ô¤ èî( îø,  
ïó ñì¢´ñ¢ «õé¢è%ô¤. 

 

$´ °ì¢®¬ò èí¢ì£÷£? 
$«ñ£. 

 

âé¢«è? 
õ'ì¢´ °÷¢«÷. 

 

õóô£ñ£?  
õóñ£ì¢«ìé¢. 

 

ñí¢µ ªõì¢® ê£´«õù¢! 
è£ô ªõì¢® ºø¤#¢«#é! 

 

æì¢´ «ñô ãÁ«õé¢! 
ßì¢® õ¤ê¢ê¤ °î¢¶«õé¢! 

 

#ê¢êó¤ î¤ñ¢#é¢, 
#ô¢ô åì#¢#é¢. 

 

&!ñ¢# Ìì¢ì£? 
Ìì¢´. 
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d) English Translation, with Movements. 
 
 

Words 
 
Njang-nga-li, pung-ngi-li,  
open the door,     
      The forest tiger is here. 
 
Have you seen the young goat? 
     Yes. 
 
Where? 
     Inside the house. 
 
Can I come in? 
     You can not come. 
 
Having smashed the earth, I will jump!                                               
     Having broken your leg, I will twist it!  
                                                                  
I will climb upon your roof! 
     Having thrown a spear at you,  
     I will cut you with it! 
 
If he eats raw rice, 
     He will break his teeth. 
 
 
Is the metal lock closed? 
     It is closed. 
 
 

Movements 
 
The first line in each exchange is 
spoken by a player enacting the tiger.  
This player walks around the outside of 
the ring.  The response is spoken by 
the players who compose the ring -- 
they are standing, facing the center of 
the ring, and holding hands. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The “tiger” tries to enter the ring, but 
the players holding hands try to prevent 
him from doing so.  If the “tiger” does 
manage to go over, under, or through a 
hand-holding link, and enter the ring, 
the “goat” may escape the ring (and the 
ring players may then try to keep the 
“tiger” inside the ring, to further protect 
the goat.)  
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e) Genre. 

 

Ring game, with question-and-answer chant.   

 

 

f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

One thing that this activity seems to be about is how group members can protect 

its most vulnerable members.  The activity demonstrates how through bonding, 

togetherness (represented by players standing in a circle and holding hands), 

members of a community can protect the most vulnerable among them from 

dangerous outsiders. 

 

Circles with protective powers appear in numerous Kani stories and ceremonies.  

When sleeping in the forest, Kani men have a manthiram that they can chant, 

that they feel helps to create a spiritual-powered circle around them, that wild 

animals cannot enter.  Many children’s singing-games involve circles.  These 

activities seem to teach that a circle of people often may be expanded, but it 

should never be broken, violated. 

 

In the playing of the “Tiger and Goat” game that we video recorded, it took quite 

a while for the tiger to break into the circle.  When the tiger finally did break in, 
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and was about to pounce on the goat, one boy (whose hand had been jumped 

over by the tiger) kicked his right leg forward, in “body English” fashion, 

seemingly in encouragement of the tiger, to help the tiger get the goat (Figure 35).  

This seemed to express a forbidden emotion that may be felt by players who 

form the ring: on one level, the ring people want the tiger to get the goat and end 

the game (as people get tired and want the game to end): thus, the boy kicks, it 

seems, to express sympathy with tiger, and give it some extra momentum, as 

that tiger is about to catch the goat. 

 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

This activity is reminiscent of the story of the Three Little Pigs.  In that story, a 

wolf comes and seeks to enter three successive houses of pigs (he succeeds in 

the first two cases only).  In each case, an occupant of the house say to the wolf, 

“You cannot come in!”  The wolf then threatens, “I’ll huff, and I’ll puff, and I’ll blow 

your house down!”  The Three Little Pigs story presents a different ideal than 

group bonding for protection: in the Three Little Pigs story, it is an individual’s 

good planning, use of strong building materials, and hard work, that prevents the 

dangerous outsider from breaking in and devouring one.  
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13)                                     ºî¢î¤ ºî¢î¤ 
                                              mut    thi           mut   thi 
                                                  frog                  frog 
                                     Frog, Frog. 
 

 
Activity 13.  (Figure 43.) 

 

 
Activity 13.  (Figure 44.)  
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Activity 13.  (Figure 45.)  

 
 

 
Activity 13.  (Figure 46.)  
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Activity 13.  (Figure 47.)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
a) English Translation. 
 
 
Frog, frog, cry, cry. 
Eyes open wide! 
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b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 
 
 

ºî¢î¤ ºî¢î¤, °øé¢ °øé¢. 
    mut    thi          mut     thi         ku   Rang       ku   Rang 
       frog                  frog                  cry                  cry 
Frog, frog, cry, cry. 
 

èí¢µ ªõì¢® è¤÷¤! 
    kaN       Nu             veT        Ti         ki    Li 
        eyes                  having split          open  
Eyes open wide! 
 
 
 
 

c) Tamil. 
 
 

ºî¢î¤ ºî¢î¤, °øé¢ °øé¢. 
èí¢µ ªõì¢® è¤÷¤! 
 
 
 
 
d) English Translation, with Movements. 
 
 

Words 
 
 
 
 
Frog, frog, cry, cry. 
 
Eyes open wide! 
 
 

Movements 
 
The players squat, placing their hands 
on the ground in front of them. 
 
They bounce with each word. 
 
They place their fingers in front of their 
eyes, as if to hold their upper and lower 
eyelids apart. 
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e) Genre. 

 

Movement with chant. 

 

 

f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

A major element of this little play activity is bouncing up and down like a frog.  

The second part -- “eyes open wide!” -- could both refer to the frog’s eyes 

opening wide, and to the child’s eyes opening wide when seeing a frog jump. 

 

To play this activity is to express exuberance.  Players open up to each other: 

they open their eyes wide, for one thing.  The activity involves enacting an animal, 

an element of nature, just for fun. 

 

The second part of this activity is an exercise in finger-and-hand coordination: 

one must quickly place one’s hands over one’s eyes. 
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g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 

 

Thailand. 

(Phoasavadi and Campbell, 2003; pp. 21-3.) 

 

“Elephant Song.” 
 
Elephant, elephant, elephant. 
Little sister/brother, have you ever seen an elephant? 
Elephant is a big animal. 
His nose is long, and is called a trunk. 
His teeth are underneath his trunk, and are called tusks. 
He has ears, eyes, and a long tail. 
 
 

Here, as in “Frog, Frog,” the players enact an animal.  In the case of “Frog, Frog,” 

the named body part is, eyes.  In “Elephant Song,” numerous body parts are 

named and enacted.  As discussed in Chapter 5, a common form of language 

teaching and learning is pointing to one’s body parts, and naming them.  It seems 

that childen also enjoy identifying with animals, and naming those animals’ body 

parts as well. 
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14)                                àí¢í¤ àí¢í¤ 
                                           uN         Ni              uN          Ni                
                                                  tick                         tick                     

      Tick, Tick. 
 

 
Activity 14.  (Figure 48.) 

 

 
Activity 14.  (Figure 49.) 
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Activity 14.  (Figure 50.) 

 
 
 
 
 
a) English Translation. 
 
 
Tick, tick, come, come. 
Eyes open wide! 
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b) Tamil; Transliteration; Word-for-word Translation; and Colloquial Translation. 
 
 

àí¢í¤ àí¢í¤, õ£ õ£. 
     uN          Ni              uN          Ni            vaa          vaa 

            tick                          tick                 come       come 
Tick, tick, come, come. 
 

èí¢µ ªõì¢® è¤÷¤! 
    kaN       Nu             veT        Ti        ki     Li 
        eyes                 having split          open  
Eyes open wide! 
 
 
 
 
c) Tamil. 
 
 

àí¢í¤ àí¢í¤, õ£ õ£. 
èí¢µ ªõì¢® è¤÷¤! 
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d) English Translation, with Movements. 
 
 

Words 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tick, tick, come, come. 
 
 
 
 
Eyes open wide! 
 
 

Movements 
 
 
One player holds his hand outward, 
palm down.  Another player places his 
hand above the first player’s hand, with 
his fingers downward and together, as 
if to pinch the top of the first player’s 
hand.  Successive players add their 
hands, each one above the previous 
hand.  
 
With each word, the players bounce 
their hands (and arms) up and down, 
with each set of fingers staying in 
contact with the hand below. 
 
Each player places his fingers in front 
of his  eyes, as if to hold his upper and 
lower eyelids apart. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

e) Genre. 

 

Movement with chant. 
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f) Commentary on Performative Components and Verbal Content. 

 

The clinging of the ticks perhaps represents how people can become attached to 

each other.  Enacting a series of animals, one clinging to the next even as they 

move, may express a sense of connectedness and community. 

 

As was mentioned in regard to the previous the activity: the second part of this 

activity is an exercise in finger and hand coordination, as one must quickly place 

one’s hands over one’s eyes.  As players do so, they shift from collaborating in a 

group activity, to playing individually.  

 

 

g) Similar Activity Found Elsewhere. 
 

The hand-touching-hand-in-a-chain part of the “Tick, Tick” activity reminded me 

of how sometimes before the beginning of a team game in the USA, players on a 

team may stand in a circle with each putting a hand toward the center, one hand 

on top of the next; and then raise their hands as one, and shout.  This routine is 

an expression of solidarity.   

 

The hand-touching-hand-in-a-chain behaviour is also reminiscent of the custom 

of two players alternatingly putting a hand on a baseball bat, going upwards 
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towards the narrow end of the bat.  This is an elimination game -- with the winner 

being the last one to be able to put his hand (or the defined number of fingers) at 

the top of the bat.  The winner then gets the first choice of who will be on his 

team.  Thus, even though this hand-over-hand activity is a competition, it leads to 

the formation of teams, and thus has to do with creating community and 

togetherness.  
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Chapter V: Language Learning, and the Songs/Chants/Dances/Games 

 

 

A) Background. 

 

1) The Language Acquisition Process, and Play. 

 

This chapter asks and begins to answer the question, “How might verbal play 

assist in the child’s language acquisition process?”  Play in general has already 

been discussed (in Chapter IV, pp. 158-69).  Here the language acquisition 

process will be discussed, including some issues relating to play and phonetics 

(sounds), semantics (words), and syntax (sentence formation) in the experience 

of the growing child.  Then, methods of language teaching-and-learning will be 

discussed.  Finally, in the Original Data section of the chapter, language 

teaching-and-learning exercises using aspects of play in found in the 14 collected 

songs/chants/dances/games will be presented and discussed. 

 

The language acquisition process is often considered to involve three 

increasingly-complex levels of cognitive activity: those involving phonetics, 

semantics, and syntax (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and Sherzer 1976).  When sounds 

(phonetics) are given meaning, and are presented either individually or in 

combination, words (semantics) can be formed.  The ways words are combined 
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to form sentences constitutes a language’s syntax (sentence structure).  Related 

to syntax is accidence, a language’s rules for the forms words take when they 

are combined to make phrases and sentences.  Together, phonetics, syntax, and 

accidence constitute a language’s grammar (Oxford English Dictionary Online 

2009).  

 

The following schedule varies greatly from child to child (Garvey 1977; Farb 

1973):  Infants may begin to coo and babble shortly after birth.  At six months, 

reduplicative babbling is common.  At eight months, “children use intonation 

patterns similar to those changes in pitch heard in adult exclamations and 

questions” (Farb 1973, p. 10).  At 12 months, single-syllable words are 

sometimes uttered.  At 18 months, a child’s vocabulary is often between three 

and 50 words, and the child may be able to utter simple stock phrases, such as 

“Thank you.”  It is approximately at this time that the “naming explosion” or “word 

spurt” may begin.  The naming explosion tends to occur at the same time as the 

onset of productive syntax.  

 

At 24 months, a child may be able to name most of the physical objects she 

comes into contact with on a daily basis, and two- and three-word utterances are 

common.  For many children, 36 months marks the end of the naming explosion 

period: now the child’s vocabulary may be 1,000 words.  At 48 months, typically 

the child has mastered most of the syntactical structures of the language.  By this 
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time, the development of the child’s cognitive architecture -- involving such 

distinctions as those, for example, between the name of a dog, the abstract 

category, dog, and the abstract category, animal -- is also well underway. 

 

In the following section, by progressively discussing issues related to phonetics, 

semantics, and syntax, and by associating this progression with the growth of the 

child, I do not mean to imply that the youngest children are learning only 

phonetics, and that the oldest are learning only syntax.  On the contrary, children 

of all ages may learn, and play with, all three elements of language 

simultaneously.  At the same time, as children grow, they do tend to experience a 

development towards increasing degrees of abstraction and complexity: and to 

some extent, one does become acquainted with the sounds of a language before 

learning how the sounds combine to make words and take on meaning; and one 

does acquires a vocabulary of some size before combining those words in a 

syntax.  It should be kept in mind that “while language acquisition studies 

generally indicate that the child is syntactically competent by about the age of 

four years, phonological dominance is maintained long after the child is 

theoretically competent semantically and syntactically” (Sanches and  

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1976, p. 105).  
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a) Phonetics. 

 

“The most primitive level at which verbal play is conducted is that of phonation, 

i.e., the actual process of emitting sounds...  During the child’s pre-linguistic 

period, aesthetic features such as intonation and stress provide raw material for 

early language play” (Garvey 1977, p. 30).  Infants tend to associate the sound of 

the human voice with pleasurable sensations, such as feeding and fondling:   

 

Repetitive, rhythmic vocalizations especially are associated with 
pleasurable states in the prelinguistic child.  Infant-caretaker games often 
include a vocal component.  The caretaker’s swelling oooh-aaah sounds, 
and the tongue-popping and clicking noises that enhance finger-walking, 
tickling, and jiggling are among the first models of vocal play that the infant 
encounters.  (Garvey 1977, p. 30) 

 

“In the first year of the infant’s life, the communicative force of caregivers’ 

vocalizations derive not from their arbitrary meanings in a linguistic code, but 

rather from their immediate musical power to arouse, alert, calm, delight, etc.” 

(Fernald 1984, p. 74).  Melodies of caregivers’ speech are highly salient to 

infants: 

 

Although the exaggerated pitch patterns of caregivers’ vocalizations may 
eventually help the child in the second year to identify linguistic units in 
speech, the human voice becomes meaningful to the infant through 
caregivers’ vocalizations much earlier in the development.  Through this 
distinctive form of vocal communication, the infant begins to experience 
emotional communion with others, months before communication with 
symbols is possible.  (Fernald 1984, p. 74) 
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Infants in all cultures are initially responsive to similar vocal cues: universal 

speech patterns, with local variations, are used to praise, encourage, soothe, 

scold, alert, warn, and convey other messages to the child (Bloom 1994,  

p. 9).  Language addressed to children is often characterized by features that 

render it simpler, more regular, and easier to segment than language addressed 

to adults.  “‘Motherese,’ or ‘caregiver talk,’ generally involves a slower rate of 

speech, higher pitch, exaggerated intonation, short, simple sentence patterns, 

frequent repetition, and paraphrasing” (Lightbrown and Spada 1993, p. 14). 

When the caregiver praises the infant, she uses her voice to produce a 

pleasurable acoustic experience which rewards and encourages the infant.   

To arouse and delight the infant, the caregiver tends to use smooth, wide-ranging 

pitch contours, often with rising intonation.  When her goal is to soothe, she tends 

to speak with low, falling pitch.  When producing a prohibition, caretakers tend to 

use narrow pitch contours that are short, harsh, staccato, and loud: this sort of 

sound seems designed to interrupt and inhibit the child’s behavior (Fernald 1984). 

 

As infants and toddlers develop speech ability, they may at times be searching 

for means to communicate.  Perhaps this could not be called pure play, as play, 

by definition, is done solely for fun.  Nonetheless, some of the methods of verbal 

communication may be performed in a playful way, and the line between playful 

and serious activity is often not sharp in children’s experience. 
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“The oldest form of teaching is by example, and the oldest form of learning, is by 

imitation” (Beresin 2002).  However, “Children do not imitate everything they hear, 

but often selectively imitate certain words or structures which they are in the 

process of learning” (Lightbrown and Spada 1993, p. 111). 

 

Children tend to enjoy onomatopoeic words -- words which are composed of 

sounds that echo and imitate the thing being represented.  For examples: “ting-

ling-ling,” “cock-a-doodle-do” “cuckoo,” “sneeze,” “splash,” and “mumble.”  

Children also often enjoy babbling, and may find that reduplicative babbling can 

add intensity to their expressions.  Many of the first words learned by children, 

such as “mama” and “papa” (in English), feature repetition.  Words that are both 

repetitive and onomatopoeic -- such as “babble” -- are a special communicative 

treat for children. 

 

The child’s verbal development is stimulated by having her communicative efforts 

responded to, elaborated upon, and corrected by caregivers.  One-to-one 

interaction gives the child access to language which is adjusted to her level of 

comprehension.  When the child does not understand, the adult may repeat or 

paraphrase.  The response of the adult may allow children to find out whether 

their utterances are understood or not.  Television (and any recorded video) and 

radio does not provide such interaction.  Even in children’s TV programs, where 

simpler language is used and topics are relevant to younger viewers, there is no 
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immediate adjustment for the needs of the individual child at each unique 

moment (Lightbrown and Spada 1993, p. 14). 

 

b) Semantics. 

“In order to understand and produce language, the child must be able to segment 

the speech stream into units of sound, and also of meaning” (Bavin 1995, p. 

376).  Play can involve identifying, extracting, remembering, and manipulating 

such units.  A common play activity for children learning words is naming 

elements of one’s immediate environment, and asking and answering questions 

about these things’ locations and availability.  At a young age, such play may be 

done as a learning activity; whereas older children may do this as a song, dance, 

and/or game that reinforces the memory of the player.  A scholar of baby talk 

among Tamil children living in Malaysia has written:    

 

I often observed caretakers engaging in deictic verbal routines with their 
children.  These routines centered around naming, labeling individuals in 
the household, but also involved lists of objects to buy at the store, naming 
individuals in a photo album, counting in several languages, etc.  The 
routines are initiated by the caretaker, who sits with the child and offers 
say-and-give (sollikuTu) words.  The child is asked to repeat each word 
after the caretaker.  On one occasion, the child took over the role of the 
initiator, and the mother repeated after her.  (Williamson 1979, p. 165) 

 

 An infant is more likely to learn to comprehend a new label if that label is 

presented at a time when the infant is already focused on its referent, as 
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opposed to when the label is presented in an attempt to redirect the infants’ 

attentional focus.  Thus, “word learning is most likely to take place when 

cooperative labeling on parents’ parts reduces the effort that infants themselves 

must direct toward joint reference” (Bloom 1994, p. 130). 

 

As soon as a child has learned how something is supposed to be done, then 

turning it upside down or distorting it in some way can become a source of 

fun.  Assignment of outrageous names to self, partner, or to imaginary others can 

reflect awareness of the importance of the normal name and address 

system.  Children often seem to enjoy contrasts in their play, especially the 

alternation between, and juxtaposition of, sense and nonsense.  

 

In the course of play, children may make puns (jokes that exploit the different 

meanings of a word).  Children may also play with words that are related to each 

other, such as: words that are homophones  (having the same sound, but 

different meanings); words that are synonyms (different words having the same 

meaning); and antonyms (two words that have opposite meanings).  In forming 

play phrases, children may use alliteration (successive repetition of the initial 

sound of words); assonance (resemblance of sounds, usually vowels, between 

two syllables in nearby words); and anaphora (repetition of an initial word or 

phrase in successive sentences).  All of these phenomenae involve repetition 

with variation, a very pervasive feature of verbal play (Jakobson 1966).  
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c) Syntax. 

 

Among the child’s many possible uses of repetition is that it may be used to 

question or agree with a caregiver’s comment, to remind oneself of something, to 

request information or services, to reassert an earlier statement, or to reverse the 

direction of an order or greeting.  Repetition, along with a negation word, may be 

used to make a counterclaim (“You silly.” /  “No, you silly.”) (Keenan 1977,  

p. 131).   “The child may make innumerable incomplete or inaccurate imitations -- 

that is, inarticulate mutterings, wild stabs, false starts, and the like -- which are 

not repetitions in any accepted sense of the word.  However, it may be that the 

child is repeating not to imitate but to satisfy some other communicative 

obligation, and in such cases inexact repetition may be the intended desire of the 

child” (Keenan 1977, p. 127).  In repeating a version of what was heard, young 

children often omit the function words, but retain most of the content words.  

 

In the language learning process, repetition is among the techniques used by 

both child and caregiver for communication checks, to increase the chances of 

one’s utterances being received and understood by one’s conversation partner 

(Keenan 1977, p. 135).  When, for example, the child repeats the caregiver’s 

utterance back to the caregiver, the child may be presenting her interpretation of 

the caregiver’s utterance to the caregiver for verification.  In the absence of a 

challenge from the caregiver, the child can treat this utterance as shared 
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knowledge (Ervin-Trip and Mitchell-Kernan 1979, p. 9), and in subsequent 

discourse both parties can consider this utterance to be known and accepted 

information. 

 

One role of repetition in discourse is to establish topic candidates (Keenan 

136).  In many cases, the raising of a topic is a request for the matter to be 

ratified as a topic candidate.  A conversation participant who might repeat the 

utterance may be doing so to signal acceptance.  The information may then 

become the topic of subsequent utterances in the form of a pronoun, as 

pronouns normally refer to an already known subject.  

 

The study of acquisition of communicative competence must include the study of 

not only the acquisition of linguistic rules, but also the consideration of the 

settings for their use.  In much play, children are learning, memorizing, 

commenting upon, and finally reinforcing social roles, as well as linguistic 

rules.  The use of language in social settings is rule-governed, and the failure to 

follow the rules often has socially disruptive consequences.  Sociolinguistic 

features of speech provide evidence of the child’s knowledge of social roles and 

appropriate behavior, and reflect a conception of a social system. 

Communicative competence thus also includes the knowledge that underlies 

socially appropriate speech (Hymes 1973).  This involves projecting socially 

appropriate identities, and -- in the right time and place -- engaging in social acts 
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such as playing, teaching, persuading, directing others, asking questions, 

narrating stories, and being a conversational partner.  Opportunities for children 

to develop awareness of the discourse structures employed in roles other than 

those they normally enact, typically appear in role-playing games.  In order to be 

socialized into the role system, children must learn rules for address and for 

pronoun selection, and songs and games provide practice situations. 

  

Children play with linguistic structures through the use of substitution, 

accumulation, and transformation practices in rhymes, songs, and games 

(Larsen-Freeman).  Accumulation games test, challenge, stretch one’s memory 

abilities (Beresin 2002).  Transformation games consider the same content from 

various points of view (a positive command may become a negative command, 

or a question, etc.).  Children may unravel a sentence into parts that can be 

analyzed, and then put the elements back together again.  In some cases, 

“Children systematically substitute words of the same grammatical categories, 

and build up and break down sentences, thus isolating their components.  For 

example:  “Stop it.  Stop the ball.  Stop the ball now!” (Garvey 1977, p. 34).   

 

Sometimes a child practices conversational exchanges with herself, asking and 

answering questions, congratulating and warning herself, and so on.  These 

performances have been called practice play, and may involve making 

repetitions and variations of newly learned structures (Garvey 1977, p. 34).  
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The playing of word games and the making up of nonsense rhymes may provide 

evidence that a child has internalized at least some of a language’s rules, is 

beginning to exploit the possibilities of the language, and may also be interested 

in creating alternatives to those possibilities.  A child may at times prefer to work 

to get certain levels of the language correctly; and to assign purposely incorrect 

forms to other levels of the language.  Gibberish can involve imitating the 

inflections, melodies, and rhythms of the sounds of the language without having 

to worry about the meaning of the sounds.  In jabberwocky, both phonological 

and syntactic rules are maintained, but the words are largely nonsensical.  In 

tangle-talk, the syntax is jumbled, but the words are used correctly in terms of 

their meaning. 

 

 

2)  Theories and Methods of Language Teaching-and-Learning. 

 

a) Theories of Language Learning. 

 

Numerous theories have been created to account for how children learn 

language.  Among these theories are B. F. Skinner’s theory of Behaviorism; 

Noam Chomsky’s theory of a Universal Grammar; and Jean Piaget’s theory of 

Genetic Epistemology.  To briefly summarize these theories: 
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Skinner’s theory of Behaviorism posits that all learning results from 

environmental conditioning, from positive and negative feedback (rewards and 

punishments).  These reinforcements inculcate habits in the learner.  

Behaviorism also emphasizes the importance of memorization of external 

material in the child’s learning process. 

 

Chomsky’s theory of a Universal Grammar refutes Skinner’s central claim, 

instead positing that humans are born with “innate behavior patterns, and 

tendencies to learn in specific ways” (Chomsky 1959, p. 57).  People are born 

with a “grammatical sense,” a “built-in structure of an information-processing, 

hypothesis-forming system [which] enables them to arrive at the grammar of a 

language from the available data at the time” (Chomsky 1959, p. 58).  According 

to this theory, there are fundamental internal processes at work in each human, 

quite independent of feedback from the environment.  “The fact that all normal 

children acquire essentially comparable grammars of great complexity with 

remarkable rapidity suggests that human beings are somehow specially 

designed to do this, with data-handling ability of an unknown character and 

complexity” (Chomsky 1959, p. 57). 

 

Piaget’s theory of Genetic Epistemology has in common with Chomsky’s theory 

the belief that the child carries within her the stages of development, and requires 

only a supportive and stimulating environment in order to bloom.  Piaget believed 
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that people pass through a series of four stages of cognitive development, each 

one involving being capable of successively more abstraction in thought. 

According to Piaget’s theory,  

 

There are four primary cognitive structures (i.e., developmental stages): 
sensory-motor, pre-operations, concrete operations, and formal 
operations.  In the sensory-motor stage (0-2 years), intelligence takes the 
form of motor actions.  Intelligence in the pre-operations stage (3-7 years) 
is intuitive in nature.  The cognitive structure during the concrete 
operational stage (8-11 years) is logical, but depends on concrete 
referents.  In the final stage, formal operations (12-15 years), thinking 
involves abstractions.  (Kearsley 2002, p. 1) 

 

At each stage along the way, children should be communicated with in the mode 

of their present stage of development, but should also be challenged to adopt the 

approach of the upcoming stage.  Piaget was primarily concerned with the child’s 

cognitive development, which he ascertained through experiments, interviews, 

and other methods, in addition to observation of language behavior. 

 

While considering theories of language learning and development, another 

theory that should be mentioned is Edward Sapir’s and Benjamin Whorf’s  

Sapir-Whorf Theory of Language.  According to this theory, “Language is not 

merely a reproducing instrument for voicing ideas, but rather is itself the shaper 

of ideas...  We dissect nature along the lines laid down by our native language” 

(as cited in Farb 1973, p. 180).  That is, a language guides its users into 

perceiving, thinking about, and expressing reality in well-worn channels; this 
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conditioning place blinders on the practitioners of a language.  Languages create 

these constraints simply through the limited options they offer, in terms of such 

elements as words (or lack of them), gender and tense forms, and the ways that 

words combine and interact. 

 

 

b) Methods of Language Teaching-and-Learning. 

 

Scholars and teachers have developed many theories and methods for teaching 

and learning second languages (Larsen-Freeman 2000).  No single approach, or 

combination of approaches, have emerged as a standard.  In fact, teaching-and-

learning second languages remains an inexact science and is unsuccessful in 

many situations and for many people.  The instructor often has to experiment and 

improvise to discover methods that work for her, and her students.   

 

In this chapter, I first summarize some of the most popular methods of teaching 

and learning second languages.  Then, I present a series of exercises that I 

developed, primarily for my own learning of Tamil language and the Kani Pasai 

dialect, in the course of my doctoral fieldwork.  These exercises are based on 

aspects of the oral verbal play activities presented in this dissertation.  These 

exercises are offered as a contribution to the development of a play-based 

method of language teaching and learning that would utilize some of the types  



 

 

369 

of verbal play known to children and their care-givers, both in general and in the 

specific language being learned. 

 

Following are summaries of some of the most popular methods of language 

teaching and learning, such as, i) The Grammar-Translation Method, ii) The 

Direct Method, iii) The Audio-Lingual Method, iv) Communicative Language 

Learning, iv) The Silent Way, v) Total Physical Response, and vii) Community 

Language Learning. 

 

 

i) The Grammar-Translation Method. 

 

The primary purpose of the Grammar-Translation Method is to enable students to 

read and write the target language (Chastain 1988).  Little attention is paid to 

how the language is spoken, and conversation is not a part of the course of study.  

Instead, the main activity in this method involves students translating written 

sentences from their known language to the target language, and vice-versa.   

 

The grammatical rules of the target language are explained to students, 

examples are given, and students are expected to memorize these rules.  

Learning is facilitated by the teacher pointing out similarities between the known 
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and target languages in regard to forms of nouns (declensions) and verbs 

(conjugations), sentence structure, and so on.   

 

Lists of vocabulary words are given to the students and they are expected to 

memorize these new words.  It is presumed that there is an exact correlation 

between the meanings of words in the known and target languages.  Wherever 

the known language and target language words are similar in terms of spelling or 

sound, the teacher brings this to the students’ attention. 

 

Most of the classes are conducted in the students’ known language by the 

teacher, who speaks a good deal in class.  Some pressure is on the students to 

translate accurately, and to answer questions correctly. 

 

Exercises used in this method include:   

 

“Fill in the blanks”:  Students are given a sentence with a blank section, and are 

expected to write in a word with the correct ending. 

 

“Create a sentence around a word”:  Students are given a word, and are asked to 

write a sentence that features that word. 
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ii) The Direct Method. 

 

The Direct Method focuses on spoken language.  As much as possible, only the 

target language is spoken in the classroom.  The teacher demonstrates an 

aspect of the target language, but she does not explain it.  Pictures and objects 

in the classroom supply the primary subjects of conversation.  Most new 

vocabulary words that appear in sentences spoken in the classroom refer to 

things that are represented in the classroom.  Students are not given lists of 

unrepresented words to memorize. 

 

The teacher, in the target language, may point to a thing, or to a picture of a thing, 

and ask, “What is this?”  Then she may say what the thing is (again, in the target 

language).  The teacher and the students may follow-up by asking questions and 

making statements about aspects of the object or picture.  In this way, students 

learn question-and-answer routines in the target language.  

 

One object of the Direct Method is to encourage students to think in the target 

language from the very beginning of the course of study.  Students are  expected 

to absorb the target language holistically on its own terms, not in piece-by-piece 

correlation with their known language.  When the teacher introduces a new word, 

she illustrates its meaning through the use of objects, pictures, or pantomime: 

she generally does not translate it into the students’ known language. 
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The Direct Method presumes that the purpose of language is communication 

between people, and in the Direct Method classroom, conversation is the primary 

activity (Gatenby 1958).  The syllabus is based on social situations, and on social 

studies topics, not on aspects of grammar.  Students do a good deal of role-

playing.  Thus, teaching-and-learning activities in the Direct Method are generally 

relationship-based, situation-based, task-based, and participatory.  New 

vocabulary may be introduced by the teacher when the new words are called for. 

 

Students are expected to be relatively active in this method: teachers and 

students are together meant to be partners in facilitating the students’ learning 

processes. 

 

 

iii) The Audio-Lingual Method. 

 

The Audio-Lingual Method involves drilling students in the use of grammatical 

sentence patterns.  This method is related to behavioral psychology in that the 

method holds that to acquire sentence patterns of the target language, 

conditioning is necessary and learners need to form the habits required to be 

speakers of the target language.  The target language is used most of the time in 

the classroom (Paulston 1971). 
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In this method, grammar rules are not explained to students.  Rather, students 

are expected to figure out the rules from the examples given.  Students simply 

learn patterns that occur in the target language, and practice those patterns.  

New vocabulary and structural patterns are presented through dialogs.  The 

dialogs are learned through imitation and repetition. 

 

A teacher using the Audio-Lingual Method may at first recite both sides of a 

question-and-answer routine.  The students might be asked to repeat after her 

both sides of the routine.  Later, the teacher might ask the questions, and the 

students might give the answers, and finally some students might ask the 

questions and some students might give the answers. 

 

Among the many drills used in this method are: 1) backward build-up drills;  

2) chain drills; 3) single-slot substitution drills; 4) multiple-slot substitution drills; 

and 5) transformation drills.  

 

A backward build-up drill works in the following way:  A sentence such as, “I am 

going to the house,” is presented to the students.  The students might find this 

sentence too complex to absorb and repeat at once.  Thus, the teacher might 

state the word with which the sentence ends (in this case, “house”).  The 

students might repeat that word.  Then, the teacher might add to the noun, the 

article (“the house”), and then the preposition (“to the house”).  The students 
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might repeat.  The teacher might then add the verb, and finally the personal 

pronoun with which the sentence begins -- with the students repeating each time.  

In this way, step by step, the teacher builds up the complete sentence (from the 

end of the sentence to its beginning), and the students follow in direct imitation 

 

In a chain drill, the teacher might address the student nearest to her, “Good 

morning, Jose.”  The student’s reply might be, “Good morning, teacher.”  The 

teacher might then initiate a second exchange: “How are you?”  To which the 

student might reply: “I am fine, thanks.”  The student might then turn to a student 

next to her, and initiate the same combination of routines.  The chain might 

continue until all of the students have had a chance to ask and answer the 

questions.  The last student might initiate the dialogue with the teacher. 

 

In a single-slot substitution drill, a sentence from a dialog might be repeated,  

with one word or phrase in the sentence being replaced, according to the 

teacher’s cue.  For example:  A student might say, “I am going to the park.”  The 

teacher might call out, “bank” -- whereupon the student would say, “I am going to 

the bank.”  Or, the teacher might show a picture, and the student might substitute 

the name of the object pictured into the sentence. 

 

In a multiple-slot substitution drill, the subject of the sentence might be replaced, 

and this might also involve changing various word-endings in the sentence. 
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A transformation drill involves changing one type of sentence into another, such 

as: a question, to yes/no statement (“Are you going to the park?” “Yes, I am 

going to the park”); or, a command, to a negative statement (Go to the park!”   

“I will not go to the park”).  Each of these drills employ sentences that are used  

in lines of dialog that are presented to the students. 

 

 

iv) The Silent Way. 

 

In this method, the teacher says as little as possible.  Instead she uses a pointer 

to direct the students’ attention: 1) to pictures that represent sounds and words in 

the target language; and 2) to printed letters and words of the target language 

(and if necessary, also to printed letters and words of the known language) 

(Caleb 1972).  Students speak aloud the element of the target language which 

has been pointed to.  First students say isolated words, then they begin stringing 

the words together to form sentences.  In these ways, students build upon that 

which they already know  

 

The teacher may speak to demonstrate correct pronunciation or grammar, but 

following that, students are expected to speak on their own, and to correct each 

other.  The lack of speech by the teacher is meant to encourage psychological 

independence in language composition by the students.  
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v) Total Physical Response. 

 

The term, Total Physical Response (TPR), was coined by James Asher, who for 

many years was a professor of Psychology at San José State University (Asher 

1982, 1988).  TPR is based on the theory of “muscle learning,” which posits that 

a learner’s brain naturally seeks to relate body movements to the words she or 

he hears.  TPR is designed to utilize this tendency.  Standard works in this field 

include Live Action English (Romijn and Seely 1981); Instructor’s Notebook: How 

to Apply TPR for Best Results (Garcia 1996); and Fluency through TPR 

Storytelling: Achieving Real Language Acquisition in School (Ray and Seely 

1998) , which presents the TPR storytelling method.  The Command 

Performance Language Institute is one of TPR’s central organizations.1 

 

In the Total Physical Response Method, the teacher begins by giving a command 

in the target language.  The teacher enacts the commanded action (also known 

as an “operation”), along with the students.  For example, the teacher may say, 

“Stand up,” whereupon the teacher stands up, as do the students.  At a certain 

point, the teacher stops moving -- at this point, the students must move on their 

                                                
1
 http://www.cpli.ne .  http://www.tpr-world.com is another center for information 

about TPR. 
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own.  The teacher may also give compound commands.  For example, “Point to 

the door, and touch the door.” 

 

At first, the teacher is verbal and the students are non-verbal.  Eventually, the 

students are called upon to also give the commands.  Sequences of commands 

are developed in the classroom. 

 

 

vi) Community Language Learning. 

 

Students sit in a circle, with an audio-recording device on a table between them.  

The students have a conversation in their known language.  The teacher stands 

behind a speaker, and tells, in the target language, the speaker the sentence she 

(the speaker) has just spoken.  The student then repeats the sentence in the 

target language.  The recorder is turned on only when the student speaks in the 

target language.   

 

After the conversation, the recording can be played back, and a transcription can 

be read (the transcription features each sentence in two versions: in the known 

language, and in the target language, one above the other).   As the teacher and 

students listen to or read what was spoken, they may discuss aspects of the 

target language’s grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary (Curran 1976, 1977).  
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The transcription becomes a text with which the students work.  The transcription 

is a basis for future activities.  Such activities may include creating new 

sentences with words used in the transcribed conversation.  The transcription 

can be written on poster size paper, and placed on a classroom wall. 

 

Since the students chose what they wanted to say in the recorded conversation, 

it is relatively easy for them to also associate meaning with the particular target 

language utterances.  This method works best with 12 or fewer students.  If more 

students are present, the additional students can observe the small group 

making the recording.  
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B) Original Data. 

 

1) Aspects of the 14 Songs/Chants/Dances/Games that May Assist Language 

Acquisition. 

 

As I observed and documented the Kani children’s songs/chants/dances/games, 

I was struck by three characteristics of these activities that seemed to me to 

facilitate language-learning: repetition with variation, the simultaneous saying and 

physical enacting of words, and question-and-answer routines.  It is difficult to 

prove that play practices such as these are useful for language learning, but 

there is much anecdotal evidence that they, like rhythm and rhyme, do facilitate 

the language learning process.  Dorothy Howard, for one, noticed long ago the 

teaching-and-learning value of children’s songs/chants/dances/games: “As a 

teacher in the 1930s [in New York and New Jersey], she discovered that the 

immigrant children in her classes were learning the American language faster in 

the unsupervised playground than in the classroom” (Sutton-Smith 2005, p. 187). 

 

It so happens that:  1) repetition with variation, is used in the Audio-Lingual 

Method of language teaching-and-learning; 2) the simultaneous saying and 

physical enacting of words, is used in the Total Physical Response Method;  

and 3) question-and-answer routines, are used in the Direct Method, and in the 

Audio-Lingual Method.  
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Elements of the 14 songs/chants/dances/games that feature the above-

mentioned three practices are discussed below. 

 

 

a) Repetition with Variation. 

 

Each of the 14 songs/chants/dances/games feature repetition with variation, in 

some cases on various levels.  Some of outstanding instances are: 

 

 

Activity 1: “One Stone.” 

 

The opening words are, “One stone pick up, One stone throw.”  Here a simple 

phrase is repeated, with a verb substitution.   

 

In subsequent verses, the number in each phrase is replaced by two, then three, 

and so on.   

 

“One stone pick up...” is followed shortly by, “One hundred birds are flying.”  One 

repetition with variation in this case involves the two numbers: the first number is 

in the one-to-ten range; the second number is the same except that it is 
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multiplied by one-hundred.  There is also a repetition with variation regarding 

objects going through the air: first stones, then birds. 

 

 

Activity 2: “One Garden.” 

 

As in the previous activity: there is a one-to-ten number, and that number 

multiplied by one-hundred (in this case, referring to a garden and sprouts, 

respectively); and this pair increases successively (two and two-hundred, three 

and three-hundred, etc).  Thus, both in terms of the number and the number 

times one-hundred -- and in terms of the number increasing in successive  

verses -- there is repetition with variation. 

 

“A seed, a bean, and young women came” -- in this list, the second and third 

items can be thought of as variations on the previous items. 

 

“Having sung, having danced, hit the parrot.”  Again, in this list of three, the 

second and third items can be thought of variations on the previous items.  The 

first and second phrases -- which refer to singing and dancing -- are twin 

activities, which often occur together.  The physical actions performed as these 

words are sung -- right arm going up, out, and down; and then left arm doing the 

same -- are opposite variants.  
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Activity 3: “One Pot.” 

 

In this activity, one bucket of water is matched with one flower -- and the number 

increases successively in subsequent verses. 

 

 

Activity 4: “Sandalwood Ash.” 

 

This activity is composed of a repeated question-and-answer routine:   

 

“Does (actor A) perform (action 2)?”  
“No, for (action 2), one needs (actor B).  
 
“Does (actor B) perform (action 3)?”  
“No, for (action 3), one needs (actor C).  
 
“Does (actor C) perform (action 4)?”  
“No, for (action 4), one needs (actor D).  
 

And so on. 

 

 

Activity 5: “What Kind Of?” 

 

This activity also is composed of a repeated question-and-answer routine:   
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What kind of (A)?   
[descriptive word (B)] (A).   
 
What kind of (B)?   
[descriptive word (C)] (B).   
 
What kind of (C)?   
[descriptive word (D)] (C).   
 

And so on. 

 

In this activity, whatever answer is given, one asks for a description of that 

answer. 

 

 

Activity 6: “What Use?” 

 

This activity also is composed of a repeated question-and-answer routine:   

 
 
What is the use of (A)?   
To do (B). 
 
What is the use of (B)?   
To do (C). 
 

And so on.   

 

In this activity, whatever answer is given, one asks “What is the use of that thing 

or action?” 
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Activity 7: “Please Give!” 

 

Three ways that repetition occurs in this activity are:  1) In the dialogue between 

players, an object is asked for twice, and two different negative replies are given 

(“If I gave it to you, my mother would hit me”; and, “I don’t see it”).  2) This dialog 

is repeated (between participants A and B, then B and C, then C and D, etc.).  3) 

Once the object is placed between the players’ toes, the ring rotates due to a 

repeated set of physical movements by each player, with each player repeating 

again and again, “The lice-pick is in a box, and I don’t see the box.” 

 

 

Activity 8: “Monkey Jumping.” 

 

At the beginning of this activity, the phrase, “The monkey is jumping,” is repeated 

five times.  With each statement of the phrase, the speaker bends back a 

successive finger on the other players’ hand. 

 

 

Activity 9: “Rolling.” 

 

As the speaker recites the words, he repeatedly taps a stone on a bent-over 

player’s back. 
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Then all of the standing players repeatedly roll (or pretend to roll) the stone 

between their hands as they repeatedly exclaim, “uraNDoo” (“rolling”). 

 

If the bent-over player (who straightens up at this point) guesses incorrectly three 

times who has the stone, the standing players playfully beat his back with 

repeated gentle slaps. 

 

 

Activity 10: “A Fruit.” 

 

In this counting-out game, the speaker touches one finger after another of the 

other players, and bends back the finger on which he (the speaker) lands at the 

end of the chant.  This process is repeated again and again, until only one finger 

of one player remains unbent. 

 

 

Activity 11: “A Bunch.” 

 

Two ways in which repetition occurs in this activity are:  1) The words, “kolaiya” 

(a “bunch”) and “neRaya” (“more”) are each spoken twice (“kolaiya, kolaiya”; and 

“neRaya, neRaya”).  2) The entire sequence -- the chant, and then the chase 

around the ring -- is repeated again and again. 
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Activity 12: “Goat and Tiger.” 

 

One way that this activity features repetition with variation is in its physical 

formation: players stand in a ring, facing center and holding hands.  Each hand-

clasp is referred to as a lock.  The player who enacts the tiger tries to break 

through a number of these “locks,” repeatedly calling out, “Is it locked?”; to which 

the players forming the ring answer each time, “It is locked!”  

 

 

Activity 13: “Frog, Frog.” 

 

The word for “frog” is spoken twice (“frog, frog”). 

 

 

Activity 14: “Tick, Tick.” 

 

The word for “tick” is spoken twice (“tick, tick”). 

 

The players place their hands in a pile, with each hand pinching the back of the 

hand below.  The pile of hands repeatedly bounces up and down as the players 

say, “Tick, tick.” 
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b) The Simultaneous Saying and Physical Enacting of Words. 

 

Activity 1: “One Stone.” 

 

Players say and do: “pick up a stone,” “throw a stone,” and “fly like a bird.” 

 

 

Activity 2: “One Garden.” 

 

Players say and do: “Hit the parrot” (as they clap their hands above their heads).    

 

 

Activity 7: “Please Give.” 

 

The players give, or do not give, the lice-pick as they say the word for ice-pick. 

 

 

Activity 8: “Monkey Jumping.” 

 

The speaker pulls the other player’s fingers, one by one, as he says the “Monkey 

is jumping.”  The speaker finger-walks up the other player’s arm as the speaker 

describes a person going into a cave.  Finally, the speaker says, “The fox and the 

crab are running,” as the speaker reaches toward the other player’s armpit. 
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Activity 9: “Rolling.” 

 

The players roll a stone back-and-forth between their hands (or pretend to) as 

they say, “Rolling, rolling.” 

 

 

Activity 11: “A Bunch.” 

 

Two episodes in this activity in which players say and do are: 

At one point, as a player runs around the outside of the ring, he chants, “The 

forest is burning!”, and the players sitting in the ring reply, “Children, come 

running!”  (In some versions, the running player also says, “Children, come 

running!”)  

 

At another point, as the encircling player moves, he chants, “Where is the thief?”, 

and the players sitting in the ring reply, “Let us sit in a group, Sit and find out.” 

 

 

Activity 13: “Frog, Frog.” 

 

As the players reach the end of the chant, “Frog, frog; Cry, cry; Eyes open wide!”, 

they use their fingers to open their eyes widely. 

 



 

 

389 

Activity 14: “Tick, Tick.” 

 

As the players reach the end of the chant, “Tick, tick; Cry, cry; Eyes open wide!”, 

they use their fingers to open their eyes widely. 

 

 

c) Question-and-Answer Routines. 

 

Activity 3: “One Pot.” 

 

After a player in the line is caught by the two arch-players, the lead negotiator 

from the line of players repeatedly asks the arch-players if they will free their 

prisoner if they (the arch-players) might receive a certain gift.  The answer, 

repeatedly, is “No!” 

 

At the end of the activity, the negotiator asks the arch-players to say what they 

want.  The arch-players then humbly request, and receive, some betel nuts for 

chewing.  
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Activity 4: “Sandalwood Ash.” 

 

A speaker mentions an action, and asks if a certain person or thing could do it.   

A responder says, “No, that action is done by another person or thing.”  

 

This question-and-answer routine is repeated numerous times. 

 

 

Activity 5: “What Kind Of?” 

 

A speaker mentions [A]. 

A responder asks, “What kind of [A]?” 
 
The speaker states, “[B] kind of [A]. 
The responder asks, “What kind of [B]?” 
 
The speaker states, “[C] kind of [B].” 
The responder asks, “What kind of [C]?” 
 

And so on. 
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Activity 6: “What Use?” 

 

A speaker asks, “What is the use of [A]?” 
A responder answers, “To do [B] with it.” 
 
The speaker asks, “What is the use of [B]?” 
The responder answers, “To do [C] with it.” 
 

And so on. 

 

 

Activity 7: “Please Give!” 

 

A speaker asks, “Please give me your iiraaLi (lice-pick).” 
A responder answers, “No, if I give it, my mother would hit me.” 
 
The speaker again asks, “Please give me your iiraaLi.” 
The responder answers, “I can’t find it.” 
 

Finally, the responder hands over his iiraaLi to the speaker --  

and a new speaker asks the person holding the iiraaLi to give it.  

 

This question-and-answer routine is repeated by numerous different players. 
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Activity 11: “A Bunch.” 

 

The encircling player asks, “Where is the thief?”   
The players sitting in the ring reply, “Let us sit in a group, / Sit and find out.” 
 

 

Activity 12: “Goat and Tiger.” 

 

The tiger character asks, “Have you seen the goat?”   
The players who form the ring answer, “Yes.”  
 
“Where?,” asks the tiger. 
“Inside the house,” reply the ring players.   
 
 
“Can I come in?,” asks the tiger. 
“You can not come,” reply the ring players. 
 
“Is the metal lock closed?,” asks the tiger, as he tries to pry apart two  

players’ hands. 
“It is closed,” reply the ring players. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

393 

2) An Original Set of 11 Question-and-Answer Routines for Language Learning 

and Practice, that Utilizes Aspects of the 14 Songs/Chants/Dances/Games. 

 

a) Introduction to an Original Set of 11 Question-and-Answer Routines. 

 

The above examples demonstrate that the 14 collected songs/chants/ 

dances/games have many instances of repetition with variation, the simultaneous 

saying and physical enacting of words, and question-and-answer routines.   

 

These instances inspired me to compose the following set of 11 question-and-

answer routines for language practice.  These routines could be used for learning 

and practicing any language, spoken and written. 

 

The first question -- “What is this?” -- is a very popular one around the world for 

language teaching-and-learning.  Typically, speakers begin by pointing to parts of 

their own faces, as they ask this question (Bloom 1994; Oller 1983).   An 

advantage of beginning language instruction with these objects is that a toddler’s 

attention is often already directed towards a caregiver’s face, especially the 

caregiver’s eyes and mouth, especially when the caregiver is speaking to the 

toddler.  The speaker may then proceed to pointing at, and asking the words for, 

other body parts off the speaker (if the toddler does not answer, or does not 

answer correctly, the caregiver may say the correct answer and encourage the 
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toddler to repeat this sound).  Finally, the speaker may move on to objects 

beyond her body. 

 

This question-and-answer routine perhaps does not involve physical enacting of 

words, but it does involve physical illustration of words. 

 

To achieve repetition with variation in the following 11 question-and-answer 

routines, one can substitute subjects (names or pronouns), nouns, verb tenses, 

etc.  In this way, these routines can be useful as substitution drills, such as those 

used in the Audio Lingual Method. 

 

Follow-up questions are then applied to the first question-and-answer routine.  

The follow-up questions are, “What kind of (x)?”, and “What is the use of (x)?”   

These are the questions that Activities 5 and 6 are built with, respectively.  (The 

order of the follow-up questions, and the answers, are supplied only as examples: 

to make this activity useful, one would need to play with it and add one’s own 

content.)  The resulting activity can be thought of as a game.  The rule of the 

game is: whatever answer is given, a new question can be asked about that 

answer.  These follow-up questions could also be applied to some of the other  

10 question-and-answer routines. 
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First the material (the 11 routines, and the first routine with follow-up questions) 

is given in English only.  Then it is given using the four-line Tamil-to-English 

translation method that is utilized elsewhere in this dissertation. 

 

 
 
b) The Original Set of 11 Question-and-Answer Routines (in English). 
 
 
1 
What is this?    
 This is an eye. 
 
2 
What is your name? 
 My name is Ravi. 
 
3  
What is your native place? 
 My native place is Madurai. 
 
4 
How are you? 
 I am fine. 
 
5  
Where are you going?  
 I am going to the house. 
  
6 
What are you doing?  (At the present moment.) 
 I am speaking. 
 
7  
What are you doing?  (As an occupation.) 
 I am studying. 
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8  
What are you studying? 
 I am studying math. 
 
9  
What are you eating? 
 I am eating a banana. 
 
10 
What are you thinking? 
 I am thinking about schoolwork. 
 
11 
What do you want? 
 I want some flowers. 
 
 
 
 

c) The First Question-and-Answer Routine, with Follow-up Questions (in English). 
 
 

What is this?    
 This is an eye. 
 
What use is an eye? 
 To see. 
 
To see what? 

To see a nose. 
 

What is this?     
This is a nose. 

 
What use is a nose? 

To breathe. 
 

To breathe what? 
To breathe air. 

 
or, 
 
What use is a nose? 

To smell. 
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To smell what? 
To smell a flower. 

 

  

 

What is this?  
This is a tongue. 

 
What use is a tongue? 

To speak. 
 

To speak what? 
To tell a story. 

 

  

 

What is this?  
This is a tooth. 

 
What use is a tooth? 

To eat. 
 

To eat what? 
To eat a fruit. 
 

What fruit? 
A banana. 

 
  

 

What is this?  
This is a hand. 

 
What use is a hand? 

To throw. 
 
To throw what? 

To throw a ball.  
 
What kind of ball? 

A blue ball. 
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What is this?  
This is a head. 
 

What is inside a head? 
A brain. 

 
What use is a brain? 

To think. 
 
 
 
 
d) The Original Set of 11 Question-and-Answer Routines (in Tamil and English). 
 

 
 

1 

!¶ âù¢ù? 

  i    thu          en       na    
   this                what    
What is this?     
 

!¶ èí¢µ. 
   i   thu          kaN       Nu 
     this                eye 
This is an eye. 

 
 
 
2 

àé¢è ª"òó¢ âù¢ù? 
 wung   ga          pe    yar             en       na  
     your                 name                 what 
What is your name? 
 

âù¢ ª"òó¢ óõ¤. 

     en              pe yar           ra    vi 
     my              name             Ravi 
My name is Ravi. 
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3 

àé¢è áó¢ â¶? 
 wung    ga       uur            e   thu     
     your          place        which  
What is your native place? 
 

âù¢ áó¢ ñ¶¬ó. 

    en              uur         ma  thur   rai 
   my            place            Madurai 

  My native place is Madurai. 
 
 

4 

â"¢"® !#è¢è¤ø$é¢è? 
    ep    pa  Di        i      Ruk    hi    Riing   ga ? 
   in what way                       are you 
How are you? 
 

ïô¢ô£ !#è¢è¤«øù¢ 
  nal      laa          i      Ruk     hi      Reen 
       good                         I am 
I am well. 

 
 

5 

âé¢«è «"£ø$é¢è? 
   eng      gee1       poo   Riing   ga   
     where                 going 
Where are you going? 
 

 ï£ù¢ õ$ì¢´è¢° «"£«øù¢. 
              naan            viiT        Tuk    ku            poo        Reen2 
                 I                    to the house                    am going 
  I am going to the house. 

                                                
1
 Pronounced, “eng-gay.” 

2
 “Reen” rhymes with “rain.” 
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6 

âù¢ù "í¢ø$é¢è? 
    en      na        paN   DRing ga? 
       what             are you doing                            
What are you doing?  (At the present moment.) 
 

ï£ù¢ «"ê«øù¢.  
   naan             pee  sa      Reen1             
      I                         speak 
I am speaking. 

 

 
 

7 

âù¢ù ªêò¢ø$é¢è?  
    en     na           sey    Riing ga? 
      what               are you doing  
What are you doing?  (As an occupation.)  
 

ï£ù¢ "®è¢¢è¤«øù¢. 
 naan         pa   Dik     ki       Reen  
       I                        study 

         I am studying. 
 
 
 

8 

âù¢ù "®è¢è¤ø$é¢è? 
    en     na     pa   Dik   ki   Riing  ga? 
      what                 studying 
What are you studying? 
 

 ï£ù¢ èíè¢° "®è¢¢è¤«øù¢.  
              naan        ka    Nak    ku     pa  Dik    ki     Reen 
                 I                   math                  am studying 

I am studying math. 

                                                
1
 Pronounced, “pay-sa.” 
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9  

âù¢ù ê£"¢´ø$é¢è?  
    en     na       saap   Du Riing ga? 
      what                   eating 
What are you eating? 
 

 ï£ù¢ õ£¬ö"¢"öñ¢  ê£"¢´«øù¢.  
              naan            vaa    LRZHaip   pa LRZHam        saap     Du     Reen 
                 I                           a banana                                     am eating 

I am eating a banana. 
 
 

 

10 

âù¢ù «ò£ê¤è¢è¤ø$é¢è? 
     en    na               yoo      sik     ki    Riing   ga 
       what                           thinking 
What are you thinking? 
 

ï£ù¢ "£ìñ¢ «ò£ê¤è¢è¤«øù¢.  
              naan        paa   Dam        yoo      sik    ki    Reen 
                 I            schoolwork                     am thinking 

I am thinking about schoolwork.  
 
 
 

 

11 

âù¢ù «õµñ¢? 
    en       na          vee       Num 
       what                   want 
What do you want? 
 

âùè¢° Ìè¢è÷¢ «õµñ¢. 
  e      nak    ku        puuk     kaL            vee       Num 

         to me                 flowers                       want 
I want flowers. 
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e) The First Question-and-Answer Routine, with Follow-up Questions (in Tamil 
and English). 
 
 

!¶ âù¢ù? 

  i    thu          en       na    
   this                what    
What is this?     
 

!¶ èí¢µ. 
   i   thu          kaN       Nu 
     this                eye 
This is an eye. 

 
 

èí¢µ âîø¢è¢°?  
    kaN      Nu           e    thaRk     ku 
         eye                what for  
What use is an eye? 
 

"£ó¢è¢è 
    paark      ka 

         to see 
        To see. 
 
 

âù¢ù "£ó¢è¢è? 
      en     na            paark     ka 
         what                to see 
To see what? 
 

Íè¢° "£ó¢è¢è.  
  muuk   ku           paark      ka 

      nose                  to see       
 To see a nose. 
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!¶ âù¢ù?  

  i    thu          en       na    
   this            what    

What is this?     
 

!¶ Íè¢°.  
   i  thu         muuk  ku 
    this            nose 

  This is a nose. 
 
 

Íè¢° âîø¢è¢°?  
   muuk   ku        e     thaRk    ku 
      nose                what use 
What use is a nose? 
 

%õ£ê¤è¢è. 
   su   vaa    sik    ka      
             to breathe 
 To breathe. 
 
 

âù¢ù %õ£ê¤è¢è? 
     en      na       su   vaa     sik    ka  
        what                to breathe 
To breathe what? 
 

è£ø¢Á %õ£ê¤è¢è 
  kaaT   TRu      su   vaa     sik    ka 
        air                  to breathe 
To breathe air. 

 
 
Or 
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Íè¢° âîø¢è¢°?  
   muuk   ku        e     thaRk    ku 
      nose                what use 
What use is a nose? 
 

ºèó  
  mu ha ra 
  to smell 
 To smell. 

 
 

âù¢ù ºèó? 
     en      na         mu ha ra 
        what             to smell 
To smell what? 
 

Ì ºèó 
puu      mu ha ra 

          flower    to smell 
          To smell a flower. 
 
 
 
 

!¶ âù¢ù?  

  i    thu          en       na    
   this            what    

What is this?  
 

!¶ ï£è¢°    
  i   thu         naak     ku 

    this             tongue 
     This is a tongue. 
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ï£è¢° âîø¢è¢° ?   
   naak    ku        e     thaRk     ku 
     tongue               what use 
What use is a tongue? 
 

«"ê  
  pee   sa     
  to speak 
 To speak. 

 
 

âù¢ù «"ê ? 
     en      na         pee  sa   
        what           to speak 
To speak what? 

 

è¬î «"ê. 
ka   thai           pee  sa   
  story             to speak 

       To tell a story. 
 
 
 

!¶ âù¢ù?  

  i    thu          en       na    
   this            what    

What is this?  
 

!¶ "ô¢&.  
  i   thu          pal     lu 

     this         tooth 
This is a tooth. 
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"ô¢& âîø¢è¢° ?   
   pal     lu         e      thaRk    ku 
     tooth                what use 
What use is a tooth? 
 

ê£"¢"¤ì.   
  saap    pi  Da 
      to eat 
To eat. 

 
 

âù¢ù ê£"¢"¤ì? 
     en      na         saap     pi  Da 
        what                to eat? 
            To eat what? 
 

"öñ¢ ê£"¢"¤ì. 
pa LRZHam     saap     pi  Da  
     fruit                to eat 

           To eat a fruit. 
 

 

âù¢ù "öñ¢? 
     en      na      pa LRZHam 
       what              fruit  
What fruit? 
 

õ£¬ö"¢"öñ¢.        
 vaa  LRZHaip    pa LRZHam    
                 banana 
A banana. 
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!¶ âù¢ù?  

i    thu          en       na    
   this                what    

What is this?  
 

!¶ ¬è 
   i   thu         kai 
     this          hand 

     This is a hand. 
 
 

¬è âîø¢è¢°?  
   kai           e   thaRk     ku 
 hand             what use 
What use is a hand? 
 

âø¤ò 
  e   Ri  ya                    
  to throw 
To throw. 

 
 

âù¢ù âø¤ò? 
    en       na        e   Ri   ya                    
       what           to throw 
To throw what? 
 

"ï¢¶ âø¤ò.  
  pan   thu        e   Ri  ya      

     a ball            to throw 
         To throw a ball.  
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âù¢ù "ï¢¶? 
     en       na        pan   thu  
      what                ball             
What ball? 
 

ï$ôñ¢ "ï¢¶. 
 nii   lam           pan   thu 
     blue                ball    
A blue ball. 
 
 

 

!¶ âù¢ù?  

  i    thu          en       na    
   this            what    

What is this?  
 

!¶ î¬ô  
  i   thu      tha     lai 
    this            head 
This is a head. 
 
 

î¬ô à÷¢«÷ âù¢ù?   
   tha    lai           uL         Lee1             en      na   
     head                 inside                    what 
What is inside a head? 
 

Í¬÷   
muu     Lai 
   a brain 
A brain. 

 
 

                                                
1
 Rhymes with “pool-lay.” 
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Í¬÷ âîø¢è¢°?   
 muu    Lai           e      thaRk     ku 
     brain                  what use 
What use is a brain? 
 

«ò£ê¤è¢è  

     yoo       sik    ka 
         to think 
To think.  
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Chapter VI: Videoconferencing, and the Songs/Chants/Dances/Games. 

 

 

A) Background. 

 

1) Aspects of Videoconferencing.  

   

a) The History and Characteristics of Videoconferencing.  

 

Videoconferencing is a form of interactive telecommunication in which all parties 

can send-and-receive audio-and-video to and from each other.  Video-

conferencing is in a sense the ultimate telecommunication process, in that all 

other forms of electronic communication (including typing, electronic drawing, the 

viewing and manipulating of websites, and the playing of prerecorded video) can 

occur within a videoconference.   

 

Videoconferencing need not only involve standard two-dimensional video images 

of participants.  Rather, participants’ images 1) can be processed electronically 

with various special effects, such as keying (p. 455) and mosaicizing (p. 459),   
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2) can appear as characters other than the participants (these characters can be 

referred to as avatars1), and 3) can be three-dimensional (such as holograms). 

 

Videoconferencing can occur via any number of technologies, including landline 

telephone connections, mobile telephone networks, ISDN lines (a specialized 

type of telephone line), computer-data cables, and satellites.  Videoconferencing 

can occur via the Internet (or Internet2).2   However, regardless of whether or not 

a videoconference occurs via the Internet, it has become an increasingly 

common practice to transmit the combined audio-and-video of a videoconference 

through the Internet as a live webcast, so that others can observe the 

videoconference conversation (this was done for the two videoconferences that 

supply the primary data for this dissertation, and also for the two 

Megaconference videoconferences discussed herein).   

 

Typed text can be used in, and in support of, videoconferences in various ways.  

For example, there may be a separate window in which participants in, and 

observers of, a videoconference may share typed messages.  Also, observers of 

                                                
1
 In the culture of India, an avatar is an incarnation of a divine figure.  However, 

the term, avatar, has been borrowed by people in the field of computer games, 
who use the term to refer to an electronic visual representation of a player.  
2
 Internet2 ( http://www.Internet2.edu ) is a new generation of the Internet that 

involves very high bandwidth.  A consortium of universities is helping to develop 
Internet2.  
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a live webcast of a videoconference can send e-mails, which videoconference 

participants can read, and to which they can respond in speech. 

 

“Tele” is a Greek word for, “from a distance.”  Thus, “telecommunication” means, 

“communication from a distance.”  Early (non-electronic) forms of visual 

telecommunication include the use of smoke, large fires, and flags.  In ancient 

times, semaphores were used: these were series of such signals, often atop hills 

or towers, which relayed messages over great distances. 

 

The understanding of electricity led to electronic telecommunication.  The 

discovery of electricity is often associated with Benjamin Franklin’s experiment of 

flying a kite during a thunderstorm, in June 1752, in Philadelphia, USA.  Through 

the use of a metal key on the wet kite string, Franklin gave himself an electrical 

shock, thus establishing the relationship between lightning and electricity.  In 

1800, Alessandro Volta of Italy constructed the first device to produce electric 

current. 

 

“Graph” is a Greek word for, “to write.”  Thus, a “telegraph” mechanism “writes 

from a distance.”  In 1775, Francisco de Salva of Spain created the electrostatic 

telegraph machine.  In 1809, Samuel Thomas von Soemmering of Germany 

created the electrochemical telegraph machine.  In 1832, Baron Schilling of 

Germany created the electromagnetic telegraph machine.  In 1837, an electrical 
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telegraph machine was patented in the United States by Samuel Morse, who 

also developed the Morse Code for signaling the letters of the alphabet through 

telegraph technology. 

 

Telephone technology was invented in the mid-1800s by Antonio Meucci, 

Alexander Graham Bell, and others.  One of the first successful publicly-attended 

telephone demonstrations occurred on 10 March 1876, when Alexander Graham 

Bell transmitted his spoken words, “Mr. Watson, come here, I want to see you,” 

from one room to another in a building in Boston.  Twenty-nine years later, on 25 

January 1915, they achieved another first: the first official telephone call linking 

the USA’s East and West coasts, as represented by sites in New York City and 

San Francisco (New York Times, 1915, p. 1.). 

 

Radio -- the wireless transmission of sound -- was invented in the 1890s by 

Nikola Tesla in America, and Guglielmo Marconi in Italy, working independently.  

Radio began as a technology by which many individuals could send, as well as 

receive, audio signals.  In the USA, the government converted radio into a mass 

media during WWI (1914-7), ostensibly for national security purposes.  However, 

ham radio and shortwave radio have continued to this day as send-and-receive 

technologies for individual citizens.   
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Television (seeing from a distance) had already existed in the popular 

consciousness long before it was achieved electronically:  

  

For centuries, the portrayal and the putative portrayal of illusions and 
images had attracted the attention of magicians, charlatans, and pseudo-
scientists.  There appeared to be a popular demand for visual displays 
and exhibitions of the unexpected as part of the social fabric of living.  The 
demand was partly filled by the tregetours, or wandering entertainers, of 
the Middle Ages, with their silvered concave mirrors, by peep shows and 
magic lantern shows, by theaters and pageants, and by phantasmagoria.  
Other means, panoramas and dioramas, offered their audiences two-
dimensional images which were the precursors of the modern newsreels 
and travelogues as seen on television...  The appeal of “distant vision” 
was beguiling and was enhanced by the ideas, crude and simplistic as 
they were, which had been propounded in the 1870s.  These notions 
encouraged writers and cartoonists to evoke fantasies showing, perhaps, 
the eventual outcome of “seeing by electricity.”  (Burns 1995, p. 34) 

 

Crystal balls -- through which it is claimed that (with magical or divine assistance) 

one may see distant scenes, and scenes from the future -- have been a part of 

human folklore since time immemorial.  But perhaps it is primarily in relation to 

dreams, the imagination, and spiritual visions, that people have spoken of seeing 

beyond the power of one’s eyes, of being a “seer.”   

 

Attempts to transmit visuals -- both through wires and wirelessly -- occurred at an 

accelerating rate after the inventions of the telephone and radio.  By the late 

1920s, wired and wireless one-way television had been demonstrated by 

numerous inventors, including John Logie Baird, Charles Francis Jenkins, Frank 

Gray, Herbert E. Ives, Philo T. Farnsworth, and Vladimir Zworykin.   



 

 

415 

Videoconferencing can be seen as a further evolution, and a convergence, of all 

of the above-mentioned technologies.  The first videoconferencing systems 

consisted of two closed-circuit television systems connected via cable.  Bell Labs 

demonstrated such wired two-way television in 1930.  In the years that followed, 

numerous movies, cartoons, and comic books portrayed videoconferencing.  

Among these were the Dick Tracy comic strip, which introduced the 2-Way Wrist 

Radio in 1946, and the 2-Way Wrist TV in 1964.  It was also in 1964 that one of 

the famous milestones in the history of videoconferencing occurred: at New York 

World’s Fair, AT&T displayed the “videophone,” which delivered two-way voice 

and video over standard telephone lines. 

 

In the 1960s, during space flights that carried humans, NASA used two (UHF or 

VHF) radiofrequency links, one in each direction, to videoconference with the 

astronauts in space.  In the 1980s, digital transmission -- such as through ISDN 

lines -- came into being.  This marked the beginning of the wide use of 

videoconferencing, especially in the business world.  A single ISDN line carries 

128 kbs (kilobits of electronic data per second).  For maximum-quality picture 

and sound, up to four lines, carrying a total of 512 kbs, may be used together.  

ISDN-line videoconferencing requires specialized hardware at each end, and 

usually does not occur via the Internet.  PictureTel (which has now been 

purchased by Polycom) was one of the first companies to install and maintain 

ISDN-line videoconferencing systems.  
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The Internet is a global system of interconnected computer networks.  The 

Internet began as a USA Defense Dept project, in the 1960s.  It grew in and 

among USA universities, and was opened to commercial interests in 1988.   

“It is estimated that during the 1990s, the Internet grew by 100% per year.”1    

 

As the Internet gained popularity and speed in the 1990s, IP (Internet Protocol) 

based videoconferencing became possible.  This enabled desktop, or personal 

computer, videoconferencing.  An early software program, appearing in 1992,  

for IP videoconferencing was CU-SeeMe, which had been developed at Cornell 

University by Tim Dorcey and others.  In recent years, with the proliferation of 

broadband Internet connections, videoconferencing on personal computers has 

become widely available, using such software programs as Skype, NetMeeting, 

MSN Messenger, Yahoo Messenger, iVisit, and Apple computer’s iChat.  

 

Professional, high-quality videoconferencing has until very recently existed 

primarily via non-Internet ISDN-lines and in the business world, and the early 

literature about videoconferencing reflects this (Ferran-Urdaneta 2000; Finn et al, 

1997; Storck 1995; Storck and Sproull 1995).  In the past decade, however, there 

been an explosion of videoconferencing in education, on both the K-12 and the 

university levels (Massingill 2002; Wang 2004).   

 

                                                
1
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet , accessed on 12/30/08. 
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Presently, a shift is occurring in the videoconferencing world -- led by the global 

higher education infrastructure -- from the use of non-Internet ISDN-lines, to the 

use of the Internet and Internet2.  Internet2 was signed into existence in 1996.  

Internet2 is a very high-speed, second generation of the Internet.  Originally 

developed at USA universities, Internet2 has now spread to universities around 

the world, and into the business world and elsewhere.  Videoconferencing is a 

major application on Internet2. 

 

Internet2 Megaconferences began in 1998.  Megaconference Jrs. (which involve 

K-12 educational participants) began in 2004.  Megaconferences are marathon 

videoconferences, lasting approximately twelve hours, organized by leading 

universities in the Internet2 development community.  Each approximately half-

hour segment of a Megaconference involves a videoconference between up to 

five participants: the combined audio and video is streamed to a web address, so 

that people around the world can observe these conversations. 

 

Robert Dixon, based at Ohio State University, has been a leader of the 

Megaconferences.  In one of the early years, he organized a barbershop quartet, 

with each of the singers participating from a different location.  Internet2 has also 

sponsored a number of videoconference dance performances, with dancers at 

various locations.  Actual physical-visual and aural coordination and interaction 

between performers in videoconferences is a very tricky thing to achieve.  It 
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takes a lot of videoconference rehearsal time to prepare such performances.  

Especially during the age of non-Internet videoconferencing, such rehearsal time 

was often difficult to achieve, as the connections were often not available for 

extended periods of conversation and play.  With the advent of Internet and 

Internet2 videoconferencing, this is changing. 

 

The Manhattan School of Music has been a pioneer of arts-related 

videoconferencing.  This School has been videoconferencing for years, originally 

to enable their students to study with the violinist, Isaac Zuckerman. 

 

Videoconferencing has increasingly become a taken-for-granted aspect of media 

life -- both in terms of observing others doing it, and doing it oneself.  In the 60s, 

the USA primetime futuristic animated television show, The Jetsons, often 

showed George Jetson’s boss, Mr. Spacely, videoconferencing with his secretary.  

Star Trek, the science fiction television program and movie franchise, has 

typically featured at least one videoconference in each episode, typically when 

the captain converses with beings on other spaceships and elsewhere, seeing 

them on the large screen on the Enterprise’s main deck.   

 

But most of all, it is in television news programs that members of the public see 

videoconferences, when the anchorperson in the studio converses with reporters 

or others elsewhere.  Some cable news channels (such as MSNBC and CNBC) 
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seem to specialize in presenting three or more videoconferencers on the screen 

at once -- always accompanied with at least one text scroll, giving stock market 

levels and other information.  It should be noted that in many cases, 

videoconferences on news shows are not full videoconferences in that the distant 

parties may in fact not be able to see the anchorperson or each other, although 

the situation as presented to the viewer implies that all participants can see each 

other. 

 

Www.bloggingheads.com presents pairs of scholars, researchers, and such in 

extended recorded videoconference conversations with each other (conducted 

via personal computers in their homes and offices), concerning a wide range of 

public sphere issues.  Beginning in 2008, the New York Times’ website featured 

links to excerpts of these recordings.  This is an example of an originally one-way 

mass-media entity (a newspaper) using a new media version of itself (a website) 

to present, and in a sense partly to morph into, the even newer media experience 

of videoconferencing. 

 

Three factors that are increasing the popularity of videoconferencing on personal 

computers are: 1) new computers, especially laptop and notebook models, are 

tending to include built-in video cameras above the screen, 2) videoconferencing 

software is often pre-installed, and 3) high-speed Internet connections are 
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becoming commonplace.  These conditions are leading to the integration of 

videoconferencing with peoples’ general everyday communication systems.  

 

Perhaps especially because the software is free, and there is no per minute 

charge, videoconferencing via the Internet on personal computers has become a 

popular method by which distant family members can communicate with each 

other, whether because a young member of the family is away at college, or 

simply because members of the family have moved to a different city, or country.   

 

It seems that what might bring the situation to critical mass in terms of the arrival 

of videoconferencing in the evolution of human communication might be the 

widespread enabling of videoconferencing on mobile telephones.  This capability 

awaits the widespread implementation of 3G (Third Generation) and even more 

advanced wireless networks. 

 

In recent years, a term that has gained popularity especially in the corporate 

videoconferencing field is “telepresence” (presence, from a distance).  

Telepresence can refer to a videoconference in which participants’ images are 

life-size, and the sense of distant participants being in the same room is 

increased through the use of 1) high-definition cameras and display devices,  

2) very high-speed telecommunication lines (with minimal transmission delays), 

and 3) the use of similar furniture and room design at the various sites.  
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Companies that offer telepresence videoconference services include Cisco, 

Polycom, Tandberg, LifeSize, Telanetix, Digital Video Enterprises, BrightCom, 

and Magor Communications. 

 

Some people have dreaded the arrival of (desktop and mobile) 

videoconferencing, fearing a loss of privacy.  However, people will very likely find 

ways to limit their videoconferencing to the situations in which they feel 

comfortable being seen by others. 

 

Each medium of communication has its own strengths and weaknesses, and 

each medium influences the mood and content of the communication that occurs 

through that medium.  Videoconferencing could be considered to be an epic type 

of communication, in that it has the potential to be sweeping and inclusive in 

various ways, including that, as mentioned above, it can include all other forms of  

electronic communication (in addition to audio and video).1  Videoconferencing 

also seems to be a “heroic” activity in that to gain access to the needed 

technology (including microphones and cameras, and high bandwidth), and to 

find at least one partner who has done the same, is a tremendous 

accomplishment, both for humanity as a whole, and for the individual 

                                                
1
 A definition of epic is that it is a long story that involves a central character 

traveling from one end of the realm to the other, seeing and experiencing almost 
everything in an encyclopedic manner; and finally founding a new institution of 
some sort. 
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videoconferencer.  In time, as the novelty wears off and videoconferencing 

becomes an everyday occurrence, surely some of the sense of excitement will 

fall away from the activity, but I believe its position as the ultimate 

telecommunication medium will only be galvanized as time goes on, and that 

people will always tend to experience a special thrill when they see each other’s 

images when a videoconference connection is first made.   

 

In terms of the emotions experienced by users of the medium, I would posit that 

videoconferencing has a manic-depressive quality, in that people are often 

excited about the possibility of participating in a videoconference; but if the 

connection can not be made for some technical reason, the parties who were 

planning and seeking the connection can experience tremendous 

embarrassment, frustration, and anguish. 

 

b) Videoconferencing and Indigenous Media. 

 

The Tanami Network -- the world’s first Aboriginal peoples’ videoconferencing 

network -- came into existence in 1992 (Hinkson 1999; Hodges 1996; Young 

1995).  The Tanami Network is based in seven villages in Central Australia, in 

the vicinity of Alice Springs.  The Network used videoconferencing for such 

purposes as high school courses, health services, and the exhibiting of locally-

made art to dealers, collectors, and galleries.  Robin Japanangka Granites, a 
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Warlpiri person and a founder of the Tanami Network, has said, “There is a great 

need for the Aboriginal people of the world to communicate amongst themselves, 

and doing that communication by videoconference was one of the central goals 

of the Tanami Network.”1  The Tanami Network included videoconferences with 

Native-American people in the USA and Canada, and with Sami (formerly known 

as “Lapland”) people in northern Sweden.  Videoconferencing may be a good 

match with tribal cultures, as many tribal cultures are traditionally oral-based, and 

videoconferencing can be considered to be an instance of secondary orality  

(Ong 1982). 

 

The Tanami Network in its original form utilized specialized videoconference 

equipment, which did not involve personal computers or the Internet.  This set-up 

lost funding around 2002.  However, similar efforts are developing around 

Australia and elsewhere.2  These recent efforts tend to be more integrated with 

organizations’ general electronic communication processes (utilizing personal 

computers and the Internet), which may contribute to the sustainability of the 

videoconference practices.     

 

                                                
1
 Personal communication, 10 May 2006. 

2
 For example, Aboriginal peoples of Cape York (Northeast Australia) are helping 

to develop the Cape York Digital Network ( http://www.cydn.com.au ) and the 
Balkanu Cape York Development Corporation ( http://www.balkanu.com.au ).  
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The Tanami Network is an important development of what is known in 

Anthropology as Indigenous Media, which, among other things, considers how 

subjects of ethnographic research are mediatizing their own cultures (Ginsberg 

1992, 1993a, 1993b, 1994a, 1994b, 1995, 1997; Ginsburg et al 2002; Mahon 

2000; Michaels 1984, 1985, 1986, 1991a, 1991b, 1994; Spitulnik 1993; Turner 

1990, 1991, 1992, 1995). 

 

The field of Indigenous Media is often said to have begun with an experiment led 

by Sol Worth and John Adair on a Navaho reservation in Arizona in the summer 

of 1967 (Worth and Adair 1972).  This experiment -- which was described in 

Worth and Adair’s book, Through Navaho Eyes -- involved training six Navaho 

individuals to use 16mm film equipment, and enabling them to make films.  Worth 

and Adair wanted to know if and how Navaho expressive culture might manifest 

itself through the medium of film.  They were asking such questions as, How do 

these people structure representations of reality?  What will they choose to say, 

and how will they choose to say it?  What rules of construction may they 

unconsciously apply?  In Navaho filmmaking, what is the narrative style, syntactic 

organization, and sequencing of events?  What are the units of “eventing”? 

(Worth and Adair 1972, p. 139). 

 

The results were inconclusive, but supplied a good deal of interesting data.  For 

examples:  A lot of walking was represented in the films: walking was used to 
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frame other activities.  The filmmakers avoided close-ups, and people on-camera 

avoided looking directly into the camera, as participants felt to do so might be to 

behave in an overly aggressive manner.  There seemed to be a tolerance for 

jump cuts: that is, it seemed there was no need or desire for the illusion of 

smooth continuity from one shot to another, or from one scene to another (Worth 

and Adair 1972, p. 167). 

 

More definite were the things learned about Navaho social processes around 

filmmaking.  In general, the Navaho people were more concerned with social 

aspects of the process than with the product.  They were interested in such 

questions as:  Who is working on the project?  What are the genders, kin 

relations, and community-related duties and responsibilities of the people 

involved? (Worth and Adair 1972, p. 167).   

 

The study of Indigenous Media was continued by Eric Michaels, who worked with 

Warlpiri and other Aboriginal peoples in Central Australia in the 1970s.  Michaels, 

an American hired by the Australian government to advise it regarding bringing 

commercial broadcast TV to Aboriginal people, became an outspoken advocate 

for the Aboriginal people with whom he worked.  He supported Aboriginal 

peoples’ efforts to make their own video recordings and television broadcasts.  

Like Worth and Adair, Michaels noticed that in both filmmaking and film watching, 

Aboriginal peoples were primarily concerned about the social process.  The 
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people Michaels worked among were very clan-oriented, and imposed numerous 

restrictions especially regarding the presentation of images of people who had 

died (Michaels 1984, 1985).  Michaels also came to realize that the Aboriginal 

people he was working believed strongly that only the appropriate community 

members should make films about stories, and on land, associated with those 

community members’ families.  It was in part due to Eric Michaels’ encouraging 

influence that, twelve years after he died, Warlpiri people and others founded the 

Tanami Network in 1992. 

 

Other important early work in Indigenous Media was done by Terence Turner, 

with Kayapo people in Brazil (Turner 1990, 1991, 1992, 1995).  In projects such 

as Video in the Villages (in the rainforests of Brazil), community members are 

being trained to make their own video recordings about their traditional cultures 

(Aufderheide 1995). 1 

 

In recent years, a component that has increased in electronic ethnographic 

documentation work has been the developing of ways to document, and teach-

and-learn, local languages and dialects.  In particular, scholars of teaching-and-

learning second languages have contributed to this field.  Leaders of such 

projects include Laurel Evelyn Dyson, Max Hendriks, and Stephen Grant, who 

                                                
1
 Numerous Video in the Villages video recordings are described at  

http://www.der.org/films/vitv-collection.html . 
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are faculty members at the University of Technology in Sydney, Australia, and 

editors of Information Technology and Indigenous People (2007).  One aspect of 

their work involves helping Aboriginal young people to enroll in academic courses 

and programs.   

 

There are also a growing number of research projects that involve scholars and 

community members together putting a great deal of folkloric information about 

communities on websites (Underberg 2006).  The development of media about 

traditional communities is often done in collaboration between community 

members, and outside scholars and other experts. 

  

 

c) Ethnographic Videoconferencing.   

 

An ethnographic videoconference is a videoconference which functions to collect 

data from the field.  Such events tend to occur between a field site, and a site at 

or related to the scholar’s home university.  Members of the people whose 

culture is under study are at the field site.  The scholar may be at either site.  In 

the cases discussed in this dissertation, I was with my research subjects at the 

field site.  The field site may be in the actual fieldwork location, or at a facility 

close to that location: close enough so that the people whose culture is under 
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study still feel relatively at home -- in their state and nation, and in an area in 

which their language is spoken.   

 

Among the people who may be on the university side of an ethnographic 

videoconference are: 1) faculty and students of the ethnographic 

videoconferencer’s university; 2) scholars who are specialists in the culture under 

study; and 3) members of the culture under study who may have relocated to the 

university area.  Members of this latter group are often referred to as being 

members of the culture’s diaspora community.  It is a positive factor if at least 

one person at the university end of the videoconference can speak the language 

of the culture under study: for this language to be used in the videoconference is 

a gesture of respect towards that language and the people who speak it.   

 

On both sides of the videoconference, it is useful for there to be people who can 

translate back and forth between the fieldwork language (in the case of this 

dissertation, a dialect of Tamil), and the university language (in this case, 

English).  In the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences, an added factor was that 

members of the group at the fieldwork site needed to translate between the Kani 

tribal dialect (spoken especially by Rajammal) and standard Tamil, especially so 

that the Tamil-speaking people on the university side of the videoconference 

could understand what Rajammal was saying. 
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In ethnographic videoconferences, the people at the fieldwork site can also ask 

questions of the people at the university site.  If they so desire, individuals among 

the people-under-study may also begin to study the university-based people in a 

rigorous manner (which may involve reading about them, and conducting 

physically-present fieldwork amongst them).  Thus, there is potential for 

“reciprocal ethnography.”1 

 

In an ethnographic videoconference, on one level the people at the fieldwork site 

may be participating in the videoconference as teachers about the traditional 

culture.  This may especially be the case if members of the diaspora community 

attend the videoconference from the university site.  In such cases, the normal 

social dynamic of the so-called “Digital Divide” may be modified and even 

reversed.  (The term, “Digital Divide” seems to imply that the main thing that 

happens in the relationship between the parties is that the people at the fieldwork 

site, who may live in rural areas, need to be educated -- especially in terms of 

literacy -- by the urban, university-related people.)  Ethnographic 

videoconferencing often makes it clear that both sides have much to learn from 

each other.  The scholar who sets up such a meeting can also observe how 

                                                
1
 The term, reciprocal ethnography, is used here in a different way than it is used 

by Elaine Lawless, who seems to have coined the term (Lawless 1991).  She 
uses the term to refer to people of a culture under study discussing with the 
scholar the data that the scholar has collected, and so adding to and helping to 
contextualize this data. 
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these two different groups of a culture -- those who are based at the home 

location, and those who are overseas-based -- interact with each other. 

 

To properly contextualize ethnographic videoconferencing, brief reviews of 

ethnographic photography, and ethnographic film and video, are necessary. 

 

In the mid-19th century, the simultaneous development of photography and 

colonization led to photography sometimes being a tool in the hands of the 

colonizers.  Photography was one of the technologies of conquest, assisting with 

the study, administration, and manipulation (forced relocations, etc.) of colonized 

peoples. 

 

Edward Curtis published twenty volumes of his photographs of Native-Americans 

(Curtis, 1907-30).  He also made one of the first ethnographic films meant for 

general audiences -- In The Land of the Head-Hunters -- which was released in 

1914.  This movie was made with Native-Americans of northern British Columbia 

and southern Alaska.  The movie did not do well financially, in part because the 

USA public was pre-occupied with WWI at the time of its release, and also 

perhaps due to there not being characters portrayed in the movie with whom 

audiences could identify on a human level. 
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Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922), however, did become a famous 

and money-making film.  In this instance, there was a native hero with whom 

audience members could identify.  The movie centered around this native hero’s 

struggles with nature to get food. 

 

Ethnographic film made great advances through the work of Margaret Mead and 

Gregory Bateson, who made a series of films about infant behavior and child-

rearing methods in Indonesia and New Guinea.  This material was filmed in 

1936-8 and released in 1958 (Mead and Bateson 1958).  Mead and Bateson 

attempted to psychoanalyze entire cultures based largely on their subjects’ body 

language with each other.  In any case, their work represents one of the first 

serious uses of ethnographic film to study physical behavior on the micro-level. 

 

John Marshall filmed in Africa in the 1950s.  He developed the idea of sequential 

films: short sequences that could be shown in the classroom and then discussed.  

The first academic home in the USA for ethnographic film was the Film Study 

Center, founded in 1958.  This was a section of Harvard University’s Peabody 

Museum of Archeology and Ethnography.  The initial mission of the Film Study 

Center was for it to be a repository for footage shot by John Marshall in Africa, 

and it was originally directed by Robert Gardner.  Documentary Educational 

Resources was incorporated in 1971, originally to distribute the work of John 
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Marshall and Timothy Asch; today it distributes the work of many ethnographic 

film and video makers.1     

 

In 1975, the National Anthropological Film Center was established as a part of 

the Smithsonian Museum in Washington, D.C.  Margaret Mead was a leader in 

the establishment of this Center: “Without doubt, Mead was the ‘mother’ of visual 

anthropology in the United States” (Ruby 2001, p. 6).  This Center has since 

been renamed, the Human Studies Film Archives.2  

 

Ethnographic film was formally recognized by the discipline of Anthropology in 

the 1970s, due to factors such as funding availability, proliferation of technology, 

and the realization of the value of visual recordings (Ruby 2002, p. 10).  The 

Society for the Anthropology of Visual Communication was accepted as a 

subsection of the American Anthropological Association in the early 1970s.  The 

studying and making of ethnographic films and videos in academia is sometimes 

done under the heading of “visual anthropology.”  The field also concerns ways 

that people in the cultures under study perceive, use, and create media.  The 

leading ethnographic film and video -- or visual anthropology -- programs in USA 

universities include those at Temple University (Philadelphia); New York 

                                                
1
 http://www.der.org . 

2
 The Smithsonian Institution is the USA’s preeminent museum and research 

complex ( http://www.nmnh.si.edu ).  Within that is the National Museum of 
Natural History (NMMN).  Within that is the NMMN’s Anthropology Dept., and 
within that is the Human Studies Film Archives ( http://www.nmnh.si.edu/naa ). 
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University; and the University of Southern California, and the University of 

California at Los Angeles (both in Los Angeles). The leading ethnographic film 

and video festival in the USA is the Margaret Mead Film and Video Festival.1  

Visual Anthropology Review and Visual Anthropology are two of the field’s 

leading journals.2 

 

The career and intellectual development of Timothy Asch can serve as an 

excellent representation of how the field of ethnographic film has evolved, and 

how this evolution has set the stage for ethnographic videoconferencing.  In the 

60s, Timothy Asch, a skilled filmmaker with an interest in anthropology, joined 

Anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon at the latter’s fieldwork sites in the Amazon 

rainforest of Venezuela, and filmed Yanomami people.  A number of films came 

out of this work, including The Feast (1969), and The Ax Fight (1975).  Chagnon 

especially studied violence in Yanomami society.  In the process, Chagnon may 

have encouraged violence (by, for examples, paying informants with steel knives, 

machetes, and axes; and causing quarrels by bribing informants to tell ritually-

                                                
1
 http://www.amnh.org/programs/mead . 

2
 The term, “visual anthropology,” is a bit awkward, in part because it does not 

convey the field’s focus on the moving, rather than the still, image.  It seems that 
what is actually being referred to is “media,” rather than the “visual.”  Emerging 
media has to do with design, multimedia, and interactivity -- and can not sensibly 
be studied in terms of visual output alone.  Incidentally, the traditional sense in 
academia that the term “film” has more status than “video” -- perhaps because 
“film” might seem to refer to an object, and “video” might seem to refer to  
process -- is in the process of being rethought, as all recording processes seem 
to be headed toward digitization in computers.  
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secret information about others).  One of Chagnon’s hypotheses was that 

murderers had more children and thus were more successful than others in 

terms of evolution.  Asch, who did not have a Ph.D. and was a visitor at 

Chagnon’s field sites, was obliged to go along with Chagnon’s approach, and 

thus the films that came out of this work likewise centered on violence.  The 

Yanomami people in these films are presented as primitive, savage, childlike, 

and irrational: the viewer never gets to meet any of the films’ subjects as 

individuals with emotional and intellectual interiors. 

 

In the mid-70s, Asch went to teach in Australia, and from that base worked on a 

number of film projects with anthropologists in that vicinity, including a series 

about a traditional healer in Indonesia, named Jero Tapalan.  Timothy Asch’s 

intellectual shift in this process can be said to encapsulate the awakening of 

Western ethnographic film itself.  In his words: 

 

By the time I began to film with Linda Conner in Bali, I had four main 
reservations about the Yanomamo films: 
 
 
1) Films of people who look exotic can be, and frequently are, used to 
reinforce Western prejudices about “primitive” people... 
2) I had intended that the films be integrated with written materials that 
would provide the needed context to help counter such prejudice and to 
make the films more valuable for instruction. 
3) I regretted not filming more Yanomamo conversations, which would 
have allowed individual Yanomamo to reveal their thoughts and opinions 
more directly.  It is disappointing that so few individual characters emerge 
in ethnographic films. 
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4) I was sorry that we dared not take our film back to show to participants.  
[Although,] Were Yanomamo to see images of dead relatives they would 
probably try to kill us, assuming that because we had stolen the dead 
people’s souls (by taking their images), we were responsible for their 
deaths. 

                                                                        (Connor 1986, p. 43-4) 

 

This last concern was a very real one, in part because Chagnon’s fieldwork had 

involved learning and writing down the names of dead relatives, so he could 

create elaborate genealogies.  As Yanomamo culture forbids the saying of the 

names of those recently deceased, Chagnon had gotten the names in part 

through bribery and trickery, causing much bitterness and feeling of having been 

violated, among the Yanomamo with whom he worked.   

 

Asch proceeded in his subsequent work to make the identified improvements.  In 

his film, Jero on Jero: A Balinese Trance Séance Observed (1981), the lady 

healer looked at and commented upon footage taken of her in ritual action.  This 

movie enshrined this technique in the field of ethnographic movie-making, 

although this was not the first time, and would not be the last time, that an 

ethnographic moviemaker would make movies of his subjects watching and 

responding to their own images.  For examples:  Jean Rouch had done so in 

Chronicles of a Summer (1961).  And Zulay, Facing the Twenty-First Century 

(directed by Jorge Preloran, Mabel Preloran, and Zulay Saravino, 1993) portrays 

a woman from Equador not only watching parts of the film about herself and her 



 

 

436 

people, and talking about what she is seeing -- she also is shown helping to edit 

the very film that we are watching!   

 

All four of Asch’s mid-career statements of goals involve recognizing that the 

subjects of ethnographic research are individuals with interiors, and recognizing 

the value of enabling these individuals to speak for themselves to and with the 

public.  When he was asked in 1991 how he felt about his films of the Yanomamo, 

Ash answered, “I am no longer as interested in making films about them, as I am 

in seeing the kinds of films that they might make about themselves.  Moreover,  

I now question my role as an outsider representing their life and concerns to the 

outside world” (Ash et al, 1991, p. 102). 

 

Ethnographic videoconferencing is an evolutionary development of ethnographic 

photography, and ethnographic film and video.  One way that videoconferencing 

is different from those other mediums is that in videoconferencing, the people 

under study take an active part in the presentation process.  They can speak for 

themselves, and they can also determine what visual images are being 

transmitted from their site. 

 

Similarly to ethnographic photography, film, and video, there are a number of 

conditions that must be met to justify the term “ethnographic,” in the phrase, 

ethnographic videoconferencing.  Some of these conditions have been 
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mentioned above.  To summarize:  Four factors that make a videoconference 

ethnographic are:  

 

1) All of the participants agree that a primary purpose of the event is the 
presentation of and discussion about aspects of a community’s culture.  
 
2) The videoconference has at least these two sites: a fieldwork-related 
site, and a university-related site.  The organizing scholar may be at either 
site.  People who attend at the university side can include other faculty 
and students of the university, members of the public (including artists and 
experts) who are interested in the culture under study, and members of 
the culture’s diaspora community. 

 
3) The videoconference follows an extended period of physically-present 
ethnographic fieldwork by the organizing scholar.  Ethnographic fieldwork 
involves visiting and staying with members of the community under study 
for an extended period of time -- classically for at least a year.  
Videoconferencing should never be seen as a replacement for physically-
present fieldwork: it is previously-conducted physically-present fieldwork 
that makes this kind of serious videoconferencing possible.  In turn, 
fieldwork is typically embarked-upon only after the scholar has begun 
reading existing historical, sociological, and other scholarship about the 
community and culture under study.  
 
4) The oral language of the community under study is used in at least in 
parts of the videoconference.  At least one person who speaks the 
community’s language attends from the university side of the 
videoconference. 
 

 

Timothy Asch defined ethnographic film as footage of “naturally-occurring social 

interaction” (Asch 1991).  This is a goal that is never achieved, unless the filming 

is done secretly, for the presence of the scholar and the recording equipment 

always changes peoples’ behavior.  What can occur in an ethnographic 
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videoconference is that social interaction between community members and 

outsiders can be conducted and observed.   

 

Also, the people whose culture is under study can put on a show, demonstrate 

how they do things, and even teach people at the other site(s) how to do these 

things -- and then the subject matter can be discussed.  The making of 

presentations for outsiders is a traditional part of every culture, and should not be 

considered an invalid practice for research purposes.  A key factor for a good 

demonstration is that there should be numerous members of the community 

present (at the culture-under-study’s site), so that they can interact amongst 

themselves, and support each other.  If members of the community, members of 

the diaspora community, or others who may be fluent in the language and culture 

of the community, may be at a site of the videoconference other than the field 

site, then folk processes can actually be practiced -- as well as taught and 

discussed -- interactively amongst people at the various sites. 

 

An ethnographic videoconference is certainly an artificial situation to some 

degree, but it is natural to the extent that numerous community members are 

present at the field site, and that they are presenting material to others who are 

respectful and interested.  That is to say, whenever there is engaged social 

interaction, a situation can be said to be traditional and natural to some degree.  

It would also seem that when outsiders are witnessing and/or interacting with folk 
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events, it is natural and appropriate that the folk performers generally should in 

some form be paid for educating and entertaining the outsiders.  This goes back, 

in the case of India, to the paradigm of maharajahs visiting village festivals, 

witnessing and receiving elements of the folk culture, and giving a gift; and of 

village people visiting the maharajah’s court, performing and giving elements of 

the folk culture, and receiving a gift. 

 

As mentioned, an ethnographic videoconference may be webcast live, and 

recordings of a ethnographic videoconference may be made and watched 

afterwards.  To the extent that participants in ethnographic videoconferences 

may be aware of these possibilities, the conversations they have in the 

videoconference involve putting on a show.  Again, this does not necessarily 

diminish the research value of the event.  In fact, it may stimulate parties to teach 

and learn more than they might have otherwise, and the event may benefit from 

e-mails sent in by people watching around the world and read aloud by members 

of the videoconference (as was the case in the 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia 

videoconference discussed herein).   

 

Moreover, when members of a single group engage in a traditional activity, such 

as an elder telling folktales to children, and this relationship and situation is 

performed in public, two things that are occurring at once are: 1) an elder is 

teaching a young person in the community how to be a person in that community, 
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through the form and content of the storytelling; and 2) the elder and the listener 

are together demonstrating for onlookers how to be members of that community.  

That is, the very act of transmitting knowledge from one member of the 

community to another, or just the act of relating in general, can be a performance 

and an opportunity to educate and entertain onlookers who may not be members 

of that community.  This runs counter to the idea that the presence of outsiders 

necessarily disrupts intra-group communication.  On the contrary, the presence 

of the outsiders can stimulate certain types of intra-group communication.  For 

example, the money that an outsider might pay for the privilege of witnessing the 

event -- and simply the outsider’s interest, and use of technology in relation to the 

event -- might promote feelings in the event participants that the event is actually 

meaningful and worthwhile.  

 

An essential point about ethnographic videoconferencing is that people of the 

culture under study have the opportunity to frame themselves.  They can control 

what image and sound is being sent out from their site.  They can also participate 

in determining whether or not the event is to be recorded; and whether it is going 

to be a private conversation, or whether the conversation is going to be 

simultaneously relayed onto the Internet as a live audio-video webcast so that a 

limited or unlimited number of others can watch and listen, and possibly 

participate in the event via e-mail or other means. 
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There could also be ethnographic mobile telephoning (which again would need to 

follow physically-present fieldwork to be considered rigorous and serious).  A 

major issue here might be the quality of voice that would be recorded, but 

technology is improving, and for some applications, quality is not so important. 

 

Possibilities that such interactive telecommunication data-collecting enable are:  

1) One does not have to worry about making the recording in the field.  The 

conversation can be recorded on the university end of the conversation.  This 

avoids the danger of the scholar damaging or losing the recording on the way 

home.  2) The fieldwork scholar, other scholars, and/or members of the diaspora 

community can be on the university side of the videoconference.   

 

The use of electronic interactive telecommunication equipment lends excitement 

and glamour to the data-collecting situation.  There is the possibility that there 

might be ongoing use of such equipment for members the fieldwork community; 

that some of them might be able to be trained in its use; and that this might lead 

to new ways of making a living for members of the fieldwork community.  

However, as with ethnographic videoconferencing and any activity described by 

the word, ethnographic: physically-present fieldwork should be done before any 

other type of communication is attempted.  The physically-present fieldwork lays 

the emotional, perceptual, and intellectual foundations for any subsequent 

mediated communication. 
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This chapter has discussed how ethnographic videoconferencing, in relation to 

Folklore Studies, has evolved from earlier methods of folklore documentation and 

presentation such as ethnographic photography, and ethnographic film and video.  

Videoconferencing involves a (mediated) social process, a conversation, a 

relationship.  Videoconferencing shifts documentation from being object-centric 

(data extracted from community-resource-persons) to being process-centric (a 

mediated conversation between scholars and community-resource-persons that 

produces data).  It was a similar shift from object to process that animated the 

Performance-centered approach to folklore, founded in the 1960s and 1970s, 

which shifted Folklore scholars’ concentration from the collection of objects, to 

the observation of social and performative processes through which those 

objects came to be. 

 

It should be added that to the extent that ethnographic videoconferencing -- like 

ethnographic photography, film, and video -- is carried out in the context of an 

academic research project, the end of the overall process involves the production 

of an analytic piece of writing, which discusses, among other things, the research 

project’s methods of collecting data.  That is, when it comes to research projects 

in academic contexts: meetings, multimedia experiences, and audio-video 

recordings can never be ends in themselves.  
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It seems that the term and concept of ethnographic videoconferencing was 

publicly introduced by myself, in the paper, “Videoconferencing for Folklorists,” 

which was presented in a panel on research methodologies at the 1999 annual 

meeting of the American Folklore Society, in Memphis, Tennessee.  Another 

scholar who uses the term, ethnographic videoconferencing, and who came up 

with it independently, is Dr. Janice Graham, a medical anthropologist on faculty 

at Dalhousie University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada.  Dr. Graham’s research 

explores “regulatory practices, aging, diagnostic imaginaries, and databases as 

cultural texts.”
1
  Launched in 2005, Dr. Graham’s Qualitative Research Commons 

and Studio (QuRCS) is a  

 

multimedia research facility that allows for high-speed audio and video 
connectivity among multi-site national and international research groups... 
Inspired by the traditions of medical and visual anthropology and 
ethnographic film, this facility will enable interactive access among 

participants and communities in multi-sited research projects.
2
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1
 http://bioethics.medicine.dal.ca/WhoWeAre/Graham_PP.htm , accessed  

on 2 May 2007. Dr. Graham’s work is updated on http://www.trru.ca ,  
accessed on 1 February 2010.  
2
 http://bioethics.medicine.dal.ca/OurWork/OW_QuRCS.htm , accessed on  

2 May 2007.  
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d) Design and Aesthetic Factors in Videoconferencing. 

 

“Good videoconferencing” occurs when the distant participants can talk with each 

other in a conversational tone, and can feel like they are almost in the same 

room, only separated by a few meters of space.  Of course, the optimum 

technological and design conditions that can give this sense of connection and 

closeness are not always present.  Therefore, the following principles of Signal 

Detection Theory should be kept in mind by videoconferencers, and utilized when 

called for.  Five principles that increase the reliability of signal detection are: 

 

i) Redundancy of part of a signal, or of the entire signal. 
ii) Conspicuousness by exaggeration. 
iii) A small repertoire of signals, or of types of signals. 
iv) Alerting components at the beginning of a signal -- to let the listener 
know that the message component of the signal is soon to be transmitted. 
v) Alerting components at the end of a signal -- to let the listener know that 
the message component has just been transmitted, and to request the 
listener to indicate that she has received and comprehended the signal 
just sent.                                                 

                                    (Fernald 1994) 

 

It is sometimes helpful to utilize these principles at the beginning of a 

videoconference, and then forgo some of them if communication seems to be 

going well.  Actually, it is a good idea to take the time at the beginning of a 

videoconference to take stock of the system, so that all can understand its 

limitations and not hold the other participants responsible for disjunctures in 

communication that might be inherent to the system. 
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Questions to take into account when crafting a videoconference include:  

 

i) Room Layout. 

 

Early videoconference rooms often featured large, immoveable tables in the 

center of the room.  Such tables may convey authority and dignity, but they keep 

participants away from each other and away from the monitor -- and thus, away 

from their videoconference partners.  Such tables also prevent expressive full-

body behavior.  The best option is to have chairs and modular tables that can be 

moved. 

 

For informal videoconferences, especially those involving children, it may work 

well to have the children sit close to the camera, on the floor; and to have the 

adults sit against the walls, on the periphery of the space (on the floor, or on 

chairs).  This was the seating arrangement at both sites for the 2004 and 2005 

Chennai-Philadelphia videoconferences. 

 

ii) Placement of Cameras. 

 

Eye contact is a very important factor in physically-present communication.  

However, it can be difficult to achieve simulated eye-contact in a 
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videoconference.  This can be due to the fact that if the camera is above the 

screen, a person looking directly at that screen seems to be looking downward, 

from the perspective of the camera above the screen (and this is the image of 

oneself that is sent to one’s videoconference partners).  If on the other hand 

one’s camera is beneath one’s screen, and one is looking at the screen, the 

camera will tend to capture one’s image looking upward, above one’s 

conversation partner.   

 

The difficulty in achieving simulated eye-contact in a videoconference is known 

as the “parallax problem.”  In a sense, an ideal placement for the camera is 

behind or in front of the images of the eyes of the person with whom one is 

conversing in a videoconference.  Indeed, cameras can be placed behind 

translucent screens, and embedded in screens; and one can place a very small 

camera in front of a screen.  Participants can experiment with camera placement 

to determine what options work best for them. 

 

 

iii) The Delay Between When One Sends a Signal, and When It is Received.  

 

This delay can be a major difficulty in relation to artistic performance and training 

via videoconference.  However, once participants become aware of the time 

delay inherent in a system, they can find ways to work around this delay.   
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One way to determine the magnitude of the delay is for participants to sing 

together in the following manner:  Party A can sing independently, and Party B 

can attempt to sing along synchronously.  They will most likely find that the 

singing is synchronous on Party B’s side of the videoconference, but that on 

Party A’s side, Party B is heard singing a second or so behind Party A.  Then the 

roles can be reversed, so that the people at both sites can understand the 

magnitude of the delay.  I find it interesting philosophically that the “same event” 

can be experienced differently in this way by people in different locations. 

 

 

iv) Audio and Video May Not Arrive at the Same Time. 

 

In some videoconferences, the audio may perpetually arrive a split-second-or-

more before the video.  

 

 

v) Simultaneous Transmission and Reception of Audio. 

 

In animated physically-present conversation, participants often speak and listen 

at the same time.  If a test determines that a videoconference system is 

incapable of simultaneous transmission and reception, participants might decide 
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to use a physical gesture to signal that one wishes to speak.  Also, it might be a 

useful convention to leave a half-second-or-so of silence between turns of 

speaking. 

 

 

vi) Reception of Audio from Multiple Sites Simultaneously. 

 

What happens if people at multiple sites of a videoconference speak at once?   

A number of videoconference systems that I have experienced do not handle this 

very well -- a din featuring unintelligible sounds tends to result.  Thus, often in 

multi-party videoconferences one is requested to set one’s out-going audio 

“mute” when one does not have the floor.  Being limited to one-at-a-time 

speaking with formal transitions between successive speakers greatly hinders 

natural, informal conversational interaction (which tends to feature a lot of 

overlapping and simultaneous talk).  It should be a goal of designers to enable 

videoconference conversation to be just as multi-layered, multi-textured, and 

occasionally messy, as physically-present conversation. 
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vii) Seeing Direct and Horizontally-reversed Images of Oneself. 

 

Most currently-available videoconference systems can only show participants 

horizontally-reversed images of themselves.   For example, when one raises 

one’s right hand, on the screen one sees one’s left hand come up.  This alienates 

one from one’s own image.  In many videoconferences this is not at all a problem, 

for in any case most people choose to minimize or remove their own image from 

the screen they are watching once a conversation gets underway in a 

videoconference.  However, this horizontal-reverse makes moving and dancing 

in relation to one’s distant partners’ images very difficult.  What is called for is the 

ability to choose whether one will see a true or horizontally-reversed image of 

oneself. 

  

 

viii) Close-ups. 

 

A close-up in a videoconference in which numerous people are in attendance at 

each site can be a very useful communicative tool, letting people know who is 

speaking, and whom is being addressed.  If a speaker does not have a close-up 

of a person to address in such a videoconference, a speaker tends to address 

the group.  Confusion and vagueness then tends to ensue because these group 

members usually can have no idea at which individuals the speaker is looking at 
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any given time.  This is unlike physically-present communication, in which a 

speaker can often look at one listener at a time, and that listener (and the other 

listeners) can thus know at whom the speaker is looking.  

 

 

ix) Body Movement and Camera Movement. 

 

Movement in a videoconference -- both movement of the camera, and movement 

of participants’ bodies -- often causes a temporary blur.  Technicians sometimes 

discourage such movement, perhaps feeling that it makes their system look bad.  

If the object is to maintain dignity and to establish that one has a high-quality 

system, a way to avoid detection of weakness of the system is to remain as still 

as possible.  However, in play contexts (art-making, game-playing, etc.) the aims 

and objectives may be different.  When people play, they may want to see blurs.  

They may consider a temporary blur to be dramatic, or even beautiful. 

 

 

x) Screen Configuration. 

 

The configuration of the screen one sees while participating in or observing a 

videoconference conversation determines who and what one sees.  Important 

questions here include:  “Can one see all of the other participants all of the 
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time?,” “Do all of the participants see the same images?,” and “Are observers of 

a videoconference able to see whom the speaker is addressing?” 

 

To begin with the first question, “Can one see all of the other participants all of 

the time?”:  Two popular methods of configuring a screen in multi-party 

videoconferences are: 1) the present speaker’s image is seen full-screen by all of 

the other videoconference participants (and the possible webcast audience); and 

2) the screen is divided up into a multi-window grid, in which video from all 

parties can perpetually be seen by all (one may or may not see the video coming 

from one’s own site).  If four parties are to be shown (with each shown as a 

regular three-by-four ratio picture), a quadrant can be made, with no wasted 

space; but if only two or three parties are to be shown, there can be empty, 

wasted space on the screen.  

   

When the present speaker’s image appears on the screen that everyone sees, 

this speaker’s image is selected either automatically (because he/she is 

producing sound), or by a director’s manual control.  A disadvantage of this 

method is that parties in the videoconference, and parties watching the webcast 

of the videoconference, do not have the opportunity to see the reactions of 

listeners.  When the multi-window grid method is used, one can see people’s 

reactions to the speaker; but a disadvantage of this method is that each party’s 

image is relatively small. 
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As a scholar of verbal arts, I have become very sensitive to the importance of 

knowing who and what a speaker is seeing.  Whom a speaker is addressing tells 

one a great deal about why a speaker is speaking in a certain way.  Thus, my 

preference is generally for a multi-window grid configuration.  

 

Regarding the second question, “Do all of the participants see the same 

images?”:  Usually all of the participants in a videoconference do not see the 

same images.  In a present-speaker-is-seen-full-screen configuration, the 

speaker of course would not see him/herself full-screen.  In a multi-window grid, 

participants may see different parties in the various rectangles.  In addition, most 

videoconference systems enable people at each site to minimize, move, and 

even remove their own image on the screen they are watching -- this is the 

picture-in-picture configuration. 

 

However, for the videoconferences that provide the primary videoconference 

data for this dissertation (the 2004 and 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia 

videoconferences) -- as well as for all six of the videoconferences that I facilitated 

at Penn as part of the Graduate Student Videoconference Series (2000-2002) -- 

a rarely-used configuration was utilized.  In this configuration, all participants do 

see the same images: all participants in these videoconferences (and the 

observers of the webcasts of the videoconferences) saw the same composite-
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image produced by a mix of the images generated by the two sides.  The 

combining of the two video images was done with a piece of video hardware --  

a video mixer -- which was stationed at the Philadelphia site.  In the cases of the 

2004 and 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia videoconferences, this device mixed the 

incoming Chennai image (on the left side of the screen), and the local 

Philadelphia image (on the right side of the screen).  Seeing this combination of 

images enabled people at the two sites to develop a left-right spatial relationship 

with each other.   

 

The combined visual output was sent to four places: 1) a large screen in the 

Philadelphia room, 2) a video recorder in the Philadelphia room, 3) a large 

screen in the Chennai room, and 4) the Internet, where it could be observed as  

a live webcast.  An advantage of using a video mixer to combine the images from 

each site is that the images of the speakers and the listeners can be seen in a 

single composite frame, viewable on a single screen, and this composite image 

can be sent out to all of these locations. 

 

Two mixing options provided by a video mixer are 1) a wipe (also known as,  

a splitscreen-mix); and 2) a super-imposition (also known as, a dissolve-mix).  

We used the splitscreen-mix option during most of the 2004 and 2005 
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videoconferences; we experimented with the dissolve-mix only a few times 

during the 2005 videoconference (for a discussion of one such case, please see 

p. 498 of the current work).  

 

To my knowledge, I invented the practice of using a video mixer in a 

videoconference -- especially to do a dissolve-mix in a videoconference.  I got 

the idea to dissolve-mix in a videoconference from an art installation I saw at the 

Here Center in Soho, New York City, in the mid-1980s.  This installation’s 

primary feature was an upright slab of glass.  If one walked up to it, one’s image 

appeared on the glass.  If someone else walked up to the other side of the glass, 

that person’s image also appeared on the glass: the two images mixed, 

superimposed on each other.  I do not recall whether or not cameras were used.  

In any case, upon seeing this installation, I immediately thought to try it in a 

videoconference.  Myself and Diane Dunbar (my video partner throughout much 

of the 1980s and 1990s) had devices which enabled low-quality video-

conferencing over regular telephone lines.  We connected these devices (one on 

each end of a telephone call), with a video mixer on one end, and experimented 

with the dissolve-mix option (Figure 52, p. 509).   

 

Doing a dissolve-mix in a videoconference tends to create an unusual sense in 

participants, and in observers.  People are accustomed to videoconference sites 

appearing as separate windows.  Thus, to have multiple sites share a single 



 

 

455 

window, and to have one’s image overlap with or be fully super-imposed on 

another’s image, can cause an eerie and disorienting feeling.  In terms of visual 

clarity, a disadvantage of a dissolve-mix is that it causes each image to be 

relatively faint, or ghost-like. 

 

Another way to mix two or more video feeds in a videoconference is a collage, in 

which processed parts of the various video feeds can appear in different sections 

of a composite screen-image.  One way to achieve a collage-mix is through 

keying (which can be done on some video mixers).  In a luminance key, the 

darkest or lightest sections of an image can be replaced by another video image 

(Figure 53, p. 509).  In a chroma key, sections of an image that are a particular 

color can be replaced by another video image. 

 

The video mixer method, as we used it in the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences, 

required people at each site to constantly see the image created at their own  

site -- because they had to see how it was being mixed with the image from the 

other site, so that they could coordinate the two images.  All participants could 

have a say in how the cameras were being operated, and in how the mix was 

being composed.   
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A disadvantage of showing people their own images in a videoconference is that 

seeing their own images can make people self-conscious, and can cause them to 

pay more attention to their own images than to the images of their distant 

partners in the videoconference.  This is especially so when people see close-up 

images of themselves. 

 

When a video mixer produces a splitscreen-mix, each site’s camera contributes 

to the composite picture only approximately half of the image that it is picking up.  

To handle this situation well, the camera people at each site need to remain very 

attentive to the combined image as the event unfolds. 

 

When a party’s own visual image is sent back to them in a composite image, the 

image they receive of themselves has twice the delay -- for it is being sent out, 

and returned.  Seeing one’s own image lagging behind oneself time-wise can be 

disconcerting.  One reaction that people may have is to slow down, to let one’s 

image catch up with one’s self -- but of course the lagging image of themselves 

that they are seeing can never catch up to them!  

 

How might a videoconference screen be configured to enable a hundred, or a 

hundred-thousand parties to participate?  In such cases, everyone cannot be 

center-stage all of the time.  If there would be a large number of parties arranged 

in a grid of tiny rectangular windows, for example -- when it would be one’s turn 
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to speak: one’s window could get larger, and move towards the center of the 

screen (from others’ points of view).  In large groups, people need (self- or 

imposed) discipline to take turns speaking to the group.  How could parties 

indicate that they wish to have the floor?  Perhaps the outline of their window 

could be highlighted, or some other special effect could transform their image. 

 

As noted above, the practices of dissolve-mixing (super-imposing) -- or changing 

the proportional relationship between -- videoconference parties’ images on a 

combined (and mutually-seen) visual field in the course of a videoconference, 

have in the past been relatively unusual approaches.  Much more common is a 

compartmentalized configuration, such as that supplied by the subscription online 

videoconference service, Webex web conferencing (Webex is a Cisco company)1; 

or a situation in which one can place one’s own image anywhere on one’s screen, 

or remove it from one’s screen, but such actions do not affect what the other 

parties see.  

 

 

xi) Text Typing, Electronic Drawing and Painting, and Image-processing. 

 

Communication factors such as three-dimensionality, and body heat and smell, 

are lost in most videoconferences.  Thus it seems only fair to take advantage of 

                                                
1
 http://www.webex.com . 
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whatever new options for expressive communication that the videoconferencing 

medium might offer.  

 

There are numerous possible ways to show and share text in a videoconference.  

One high-tech method is have a dedicated text window, which all parties can see 

and in which they can type.  A lower-tech method is to project text on the back 

wall of one of the videoconference rooms, and have one’s single 

videoconference camera pick up this text.  This was the method used (on the 

Chennai side) in the 2004 and 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia videoconferences.  

 

In some videoconferences, there may be a need to make and present text 

translations of what people are saying to each other.  It is a convention to call 

such texts, sub-titles, which implies that they appear at the bottom of the screen 

(sub means, under), but such texts can appear anywhere on screen, including 

beside and above speakers’ faces, as is often done in comic books, in which the 

fields of text are known as speech bubbles, or thought bubbles.  Such translation 

texts can be typed in advance and called up at certain moments; they can be 

typed on the spot; automatic voice recognition and translation technology can 

produce them; or a combination of such methods can be used.  Translation texts 

can appear in the script of the language being spoken (Tamil, for example); a 

Latin-alphabet transliteration; an English-language translation; or all of these 

(Figure 52, p. 509).  These texts can appear in different colors and sizes.  The  
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texts can move: they can be animated, or can be manipulated manually by the 

speakers themselves, or by people off-screen.  The texts can appear while a 

person is speaking a phrase, or after the phrase has been completed.  Especially 

in the case of performance, the appearance of text on a screen needs to be 

handled very carefully, so as to avoid distracting and confusing the viewer.  

Perceiving an image of a person’s body, is very different from perceiving visual 

text: different parts of the viewer’s brain are involved.  Reading text involves de-

coding written language, which requires a certain type and amount of cerebral 

work on the part of a viewer.  

 

In addition to text, participants in a videoconference should be able to do 

electronic drawing and painting -- again, either in the same window as their and 

their distant partner’s images, or in a separate window.  One should also be able 

to process one’s own and one’s partners’ images in various ways, including 

pixelization, which reduces an image to little squares in a moving mosaic (Figure 

55, p. 510); and coloring images in various ways, such as keying.  Another way 

of processing live images in videoconferences is to reduce the frame rate (the 

number of frames seen per second) of an image. 

 

A composite videoconference image may be designed in terms of layers, 

featuring video images in the background, with electronic drawing and text on 

successive foreground layers (Figure 52, p. 509; Figure 54, p. 510). 
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xii) The Webcast Option. 

 

The combined video (along with the combined audio) of a videoconference can 

be sent out as a live webcast, so that distant audience members can observe the 

conversation and can participate in the event via e-mail (and other electronic 

means).  The 2004 and 2005 videoconferences were webcast live from the 

University of Philadelphia site.  This practice of relaying a videoconference as a 

live webcast has become quite common at universities in developed countries.  

Further options include making the recording of the videoconference available 

online for post-event viewing, and requiring a password to view the live or 

recorded event. 

 

Being aware of, and choosing between, the above-discussed options can enable 

a videoconference to be a richly-expressive teaching-and-learning, or play, event.  

This multimedia- and aesthetics-oriented approach is very different than the 

approach generally used in first-generation videoconferencing.  There the object 

was simply to enable the distant participants to see some image of each other.  

In those events, often held in business, government, and/or administrative 

contexts, the emphasis was on imparting information, giving commands, and 

maintaining one’s dignity and authority.  This often meant sitting behind a big 

desk or table, and moving a minimum amount.   
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The aesthetic and design choices made in designing a videoconference add up 

to developing a visual and behavioral grammar for this new medium.  Just as 

with the size and placement of television sets (Reeves and Nass 1998), there are 

psychological, and thus emotional results of each design choice in a 

videoconference, and these choices effect the relationships between the distant 

parties.  When a videoconference is designed poorly, participants often tend to 

blame each other, even feeling that the other parties might have some 

neurological impairments which might prevent them from communicating directly 

and clearly.  When a system is designed well, participants tend to not notice the 

technology at all. 

 

The above-mentioned choices can be made anew for each event, for each 

relationship.  The artist Wassily Kandinsky sought to formulate universal 

principles of aesthetics: that certain colors cause certain emotional reactions, as 

do certain shapes, sizes of shapes, combinations of shapes, visual textures, 

placement of those shapes on a visual field (center, up, down, left side, right side, 

periphery, etc.).  While there may indeed be universal principles involved in 

visual composition and perception, there should also be left open the possibilities 

of participants in a videoconference generating their own codes, their own 

conventions, for what particular visuals signify.  For example, turning one’s own 

image into little squares (pixilating the image) could express hiding, withdrawal, 

anger, dreaminess, playfulness, or anything else that the participants might want 
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to assign to such special-effect image-processing, as could changing the color of 

one’s image. 

 

The design and aesthetic options and issues should be presented to, and 

discussed with, all who are involved in a videoconference (to the extent that there 

is interest and time).  There is often no perfect answer to design choices.  That is, 

there will be trade-offs -- for example, any configuration will have such-and-such 

an advantage, but such-and-such a disadvantage.  It may make sense to use a 

variety of configurations in the course of a videoconference, to give all a sense of 

the possibilities. 

 

It is good to have easy-to-use and high-quality systems for screen-configuration, 

text-making, electronic drawing, and image-processing all built into in one’s 

videoconference system.  It is hoped that as videoconferencing is offered to the 

public in an increasing number of forms and contexts -- on desktop as well as 

mobile devices -- flexibility, and expressive features for creative play will be 

provided as much as possible.  Videoconferencing is no longer a media just for 

business and administration purposes -- it needs to be freed from the stiff 

limitations of such serious and dignified communication.   

 

What is being spoken of here is the development of a visual grammar for 

videoconferencing.  A critical vocabulary is needed by which to discuss and plan 
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videoconferences.  Such discourse has until now existed primarily in the realm of 

behind-the-scenes directors.  However, as videoconferencing becomes more 

accessible (with the needed hardware and software built into off-the-shelf 

computers) and practical (via broadband Internet), videoconferencers will be 

becoming their own designers and directors.  

  

This dissertation primarily concerns videoconferencing for ethnography (studying 

cultures), but videoconferencing for artistic expression is a related and growing 

field, and in the years to come, the term, videoconference artist, may well enter 

the general vocabulary.  
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B) Original Data.1 

 

1) The 2004 and 2005 Videoconferences: Description and Commentary. 

 

This dissertation concerns videoconferencing for 1) cultural research; 2) 

performance of, training in, and discussion about the arts; and 3) language 

teaching-and-learning.  Two end-of-fieldwork videoconferences were planned 

and carried out in order to provide data for the dissertation: the first occurred on 

16 October 2004, and the second occurred on 15 October 2005.  The events 

featured the teaching of, and discussion about, the 14 play activities that I had 

come across and recorded in the course of fieldwork I conducted in the 

mountains of southwest Tamil Nadu between March 2003 and December 2004 

(21 months).  

 

These videoconferences were social-technological experiments designed to help 

develop the relatively new medium of videoconferencing; and also to investigate 

ways in which aspects of children’s singing-games can be used in language 

teaching-and-learning, whether done by people who are physically-present, or 

telepresent, to each other.  The 2004 and 2005 videoconferences -- in addition to 

being about ethnographic presentation (especially from the Chennai side) -- were 

                                                
1
 Recordings of the 2004 and 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia Videoconferences can 

be accessed through http://www.storytellingandvideoconferencing.com/333.html .  
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also about play, and about people at both the Chennai and Philadelphia sites 

putting on a show for each other, and for possible observers.  It is sometimes in 

play that one discovers methods of communication that can also be useful in 

serious situations. 

  

The Tamil diaspora presents an excellent opportunity for “multi-sited 

ethnography” (Marcus 1995); and videoconferencing enables ethnography with 

people at multiple sites at the same time.  The 2004 and 2005 videoconferences 

temporarily brought together members of two very different groups of Tamil 

people.   

 

At the Chennai site, there were Tamil people who live in rural Tamil Nadu.  To be 

specific, they were Kani people (classified as a tribe), who live in mountain 

forests in the southwestern section of the state.  For both the 2004 and 2005 

videoconferences, a group of Kani people visited Chennai, Tamil Nadu’s capital 

city, for approximately ten days, as my guests.  In Chennai, children of this Kani 

group performed and taught their songs/chants/dances/games in a number of 

schools.  Then, near the end of each stay in Chennai, members of the Kani 

group participated in a videoconference.  

 

At the Philadelphia site, there were Tamil people who had moved to the USA.  

These people are among the most urbanized and globalized of Tamil people.  
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They included members of the Tamil Association of the Greater Delaware Valley; 

and friends and family of Dr. Vasu Renganathan, my Tamil language instructor at 

Penn.  Tamil people who have settled in the USA tend to be quite successful 

financially.  Both parents in families often work as professionals -- as doctors, 

engineers, research scientists, information technology specialists, and such.  The 

experiences of these immigrants are very different from the experiences of those 

living in a small village in Tamil Nadu’s southwestern mountains.  And yet, to the 

great credit of the Tamil people on the USA side of these videoconferences, they 

made the members of the Kani group feel appreciated and comfortable, 

according to feedback I received from members of the Kani group. 

 

It is important to think about how members of these two groups might perceive 

each other.  A prominent element of Tamil culture is an awareness of an ancient 

literary golden age, a Sangam Age (a “sangam” is an assembly of poets and 

scholars).  Actually, three Sangam Ages are spoken of, the most recent one 

having occurred between seventeen and twenty-one hundred years ago.  Indeed 

there were court poets, both oral and literary, in this period in Tamil Nadu, and a 

number of the literary works from this Sangam Age still exist.  Present-day tribal 

dialects in south India, as hybrid and slang as they may be, tend to still have in 

them some of the words and grammatical structures associated with that ancient 

literature.  For example, the word, “manthi” for monkey, is an ancient word that 

appears in contemporary Kani Pasai (Kani Talk, as their dialect is known), 
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including in Kani children’s verbal play (Activity 8).  Such archaic verbal elements 

help to associate today’s living tribal people with the ancient classical age, an 

association which is also based on innumerable legends of interactions between 

tribal people and Tamil kings in ancient times. 

 

Military heroism by aristocratic men, and faithfulness (chastity) by their wives, are 

also associated with an ancient Tamil golden age.  The character, Kannagi, from 

Tamil Nadu’s central epic, the Silappathikaram (the Epic of the Anklet) is a 

leading personification of this female ideal (although Kannagi and her husband 

were not royalty, but rather were of a prosperous merchant community).1  

Legend has it that Shenguttuvan, the king of the Western Ghats mountain area 

(the Chera kingdom), observed tribal women worshipping Kannagi’s stone image 

in those mountains, and this prompted him to request his brother to compose a 

long poem about Kannagi: this text has been linguistically-dated to have been 

written approximately 1,400 years ago.  The association of Kannagi with tribal 

women gives great moral credit to those tribal women, and to tribal people in 

general, even today. 

 

Small village life continues to be idealized by many urbanized Indian people, who 

at times refer to small village India as the “real” India.  Honesty, dependability, 

peacefulness, and satisfaction with life, are all associated with small village life.  

                                                
1
 The story of Kannagi is told on p. 69. 
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Living in harmony with nature, and in humility before the natural elements, are 

qualities especially associated with tribal peoples in the eyes of many modern 

urban Tamils.  From this point of view, materialism and the “rat-race” of ambition 

are often associated with urban life.  

 

The above are factors that may influence urban Tamil people to respect and 

have an interest in Indian people -- and in tribal people in particular -- who live in 

the Indian countryside.    

 

As a folklorist, I feel it is not my job to pry into people’s social backgrounds very 

much.  I only ask questions about individuals’ backgrounds when I feel the 

answer would illuminate an aspect of a folk performance.  Therefore, I never 

asked the Tamil people in the USA to what castes they belonged.  And the fact 

that the Kani people are classified and self-identify as a tribal people was not 

stressed in the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences.  In terms of social groups, this 

project was not about meetings between members of different castes; it was 

about meetings between urban globalized Tamil people, and rural small-village 

Tamil people. 

 

I brought the Kani people to these videoconference meetings as teachers.  A 

primary mission of the events (from my point of view at least) was for the Kani 
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children to teach some traditional Tamil children’s activities to the children of 

Tamil descent in the USA.  

 

I acclimated the Kani participants to videoconferencing gradually.  The residents 

of Vellambi are very familiar with TV.  As mentioned in Chapter III, my primary 

research partner, Velmurugan, had been the cable TV operator for the village 

long before I arrived.  The only technological element that I introduced was the 

possibility of Kani people themselves recording and transmitting electronic 

pictures and sounds of themselves.  Even this was done with caution and without 

haste: for the first six months of my stay in Vellambi, I brought no electronic 

technology at all.  Two nights before the 2004 videoconference, I projected a live 

camera image on a wall, so that the Kani people who were visiting Chennai could 

get used to seeing their own live electronic images.   

 

The 16 October 2004, and 15 October 2005, Chennai-Philadelphia 

videoconferences were ethnographic videoconferences.  In ethnographic 

videoconferences, there tend to be at least one member of the local community 

at the field videoconference site who is conversant in the university site’s primary 

language -- which in this case was English.  This individual is in a position to help 

outsiders understand what the local people are saying, and to help the local 

people understand what the outsiders are saying.  In the 2005 Chennai-

Philadelphia videoconference, it was especially the young Kani woman, Banu, 
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who took on this role of linguistic as well as cultural interpreter at the Chennai 

site (please see pp. 483-5, 488, 498, 500-1).  

 

Some of the participants in the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences were not fully 

fluent in Tamil (including myself on the Chennai side, and most of the children on 

the Philadelphia side), and some of the participants were not fully fluent in 

English (including most of the Kani people on the Chennai side).  Thus, there 

were many moments in the course of these events in which not everyone present 

fully understood what was being said.  This sort of situation occurs often in 

meetings in India, where there are 21 state languages.  In India, people have 

high tolerance for, and patience regarding, not understanding all that is said in 

meetings due to language barriers, but such situations are relatively unusual in 

meetings in the USA. 

 

The 2004 and 2005 videoconferences featured the Chennai image on the left 

side of the combined image, and the Philadelphia image on the right.  I chose 

this configuration because in both English and Tamil one reads from left to right; 

and in these events, the primary teachers were the children in Chennai.  Thus, 

the Chennai children’s images were placed on the left, the position of initiating; 

and the Philadelphia children’s images were placed on the right, the position of 

responding.  
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Because the two parties’ images were in a fixed relationship to each other 

(Chennai on left, Philadelphia on right) and all saw this same configuration, 

participants were able to develop spatial (left-right) relationships with each other.  

This kind of spatially-set arrangement is unusual in videoconferences.   

 

In both the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences, the camera on the Chennai side 

was below the center of the screen; thus (from our distant partners’ points of view) 

we in Chennai seemed to be looking slightly upward.  The camera on the 

Philadelphia side was placed on one side of the screen, creating the effect that 

the people in Philadelphia were looking leftward, at the Chennai image.  The set-

up worked very well: there was a sense, if not quite of direct eye contact, then 

that at least we were looking toward each other.  

 

The 2004 and 2005 videoconferences both began with the singing of the Tamil 

state song, and ended with the singing of the Indian national anthem (this was 

suggested by Tamil adults at the Philadelphia site).  I was struck by participants’ 

body language during the singing of these songs: everyone stood and looked 

forward.1  It seems that such formal behavior corresponds with nationality and 

statehood.  During most of the rest of the videoconferences, the children, and a 

                                                
1
 The only exception was that at the end of the 2005 videoconference, during the 

singing of the final song, at the Chennai site one woman remained sitting on the 
floor in order to protect a child who had fallen asleep (Figure 128, p. 547).  The 
videoconferences began in Philadelphia at 11am, and in Chennai at 8:30pm. 
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number of the adults, were sitting on the floor, facing different directions.  It 

seems that sitting on the floor, and multi-directionality, corresponds with 

children’s play. 

 

However, once when it was our turn in Chennai to demonstrate an activity, one of 

the mothers in the Philadelphia room said to the children there, “Sit down.”  It 

seems that in this instance, sitting down (and looking straight ahead) indicated 

that one will be in a watching, passive mode.  An electronic-visual way to indicate 

to people that they are expected to behave passively might include presenting 

their images (to themselves and others) in a reduced way -- for examples, 

presenting their image in a wide-shot (thus, showing individual images as small); 

or, in a splitscreen or multi-window grid configuration, reducing their site’s portion 

of the combined screen. 

 

The seating arrangement at both the Philadelphia and Chennai sites was that the 

children sat on the floor, in front of the video cameras.  Adults sat behind them, 

around the peripheries of the rooms, in the back and on the sides, against the 

walls.  In Philadelphia the adults had chairs; in Chennai the adults sat on the floor 

along with the children.  In terms of placement, the adult exceptions were myself, 

who as a host of the events sat amidst the children, on the floor of the Chennai 

room; and some parents who at times sat amidst the children on the floor of the 

Philadelphia room. 
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Prior to the 2004 Chennai-Philadelphia videoconference, I encouraged the 

cameraperson in Philadelphia to take close-ups of the children there while the 

children there would be watching the activities being performed in Chennai.  I 

wanted, especially for observers of the videoconference, to facilitate a sense of 

personal connection between performers and watchers, and to make it clear that 

on one side of the videoconference people were watching the performances 

coming from the other side.  Presenting close-ups of the watchers seemed to be 

a good way to achieve these objectives.   

 

However, near the beginning of the 2004 videoconference, we decided to 

decrease these close-ups, as some of the children in Philadelphia who were 

seeing close-ups of their faces were “making faces” (an interesting and under-

studied activity in itself), and this was drawing attention away from the activities 

that were being performed on the Chennai side. 

 

One way to resolve this dilemma might have been to arrange matters so that the 

observers would not see their own images.  This is what is done in many 

televised events: on-camera members of audiences often do not know when they 

are on-camera, so their behaviors in their reaction shots are not self-conscious.  

However, a central point of these videoconferences was for all participants to be 

able to play an active role in shaping and controlling the combined Chennai-

Philadelphia screen image, so participants truly needed to see their own images.  
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In the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences, the mixer operator (who was in the 

Philadelphia room) sometimes resolved the situation of the children there being a 

little self-conscious about seeing their own faces onscreen as they were watching 

activities coming from the Chennai side, by temporarily filling most of the 

combined screen with our image from Chennai (Figures 63-4, p. 515).  

 

It might have been ideal for 1) the Philadelphia cameraperson, 2) the mixer 

operator in Philadelphia, 3) the Chennai cameraperson, and 4) myself (in the 

Chennai room) to be able to communicate via microphone-headsets.  This would 

have been do-able in that I was not on-camera most of the time.  Two reasons it 

was not done were: it would have required a lot of effort to get the necessary 

equipment and put it in pace; and, I idealistically wanted everyone at both sites to 

be in the position to co-direct the event.  

 

To collaborate well on this kind of videoconference, in which all participants are 

helping to design what everyone else is seeing, all participants need to think in 

terms of the total communication event.  The combined picture that participants 

create together is a constantly shifting, interlocking puzzle, with the pieces 

possibly changing in size, shape, and position; and with the nature of the 

interaction also possibly changing (Who is speaking?, Who is listening?, etc.).  

All need to keep in mind both what is being done at one’s site, and at the other 

site(s), and how the images might best be combined.  
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Technology directors who might be accustomed to making such direction 

decisions by themselves may at times be inclined to resist sharing the decision-

making process with all of the participants in a videoconference: they may find it 

an unusual idea that they should consult with or inform people at individual sites 

regarding how their images are being arranged.  My vision of videoconferencing, 

on the other hand, is that all participants in a videoconference should, as much 

as is possible and practical, be in on all of these decisions, as co-directors.  

When it comes to organizing videoconferences, I seek to avoid the TV broadcast 

paradigm of a director controlling visuals from behind the scenes. 

 

It takes a good deal of experimentation and discussion to find the best way to do 

things in a videoconference.  Myself and the Philadelphia cameraperson and 

mixer operator (Gates Rhodes and Chris Cook) exchanged a series of e-mails 

after the 2004 event in which we critiqued the event and made plans for the 

following year’s event.  Going over notes together shortly after an event, and 

working repeatedly with the same people, are certainly good ways to improve a 

videoconference design.  In post-event meetings, people can discuss the choices 

that were made, what worked, and what might have worked better (while 

together watching a recording of the event, if possible).  Such communication 

can be difficult to achieve when the participants are in distant locations, and one 

does not have the time and facilities for proper rehearsal -- but such rehearsal 

and discussion time is crucial and must be sought after. 
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In the course of the two videoconferences, there were numerous conflicting 

goods.  In each case, a compromise needed to be made.  Here are four 

examples:   

 

1) Many of the activities involved participants playing in a circle.  To play these 

activities in a semi-circle is unnatural, and detracts from the play event.  But only 

if participants form a semi-circle can viewers see frontal shots of the players 

(unless the camera can be above the players, which was not possible in this 

instance).  In the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences, we tended to request the 

children to open circles into semi-circles.  

 

2) I wanted the children in Chennai to demonstrate their activities in a relaxed 

conversational manner.  Especially when it comes to presenting play activities, 

one wants the situation to be as natural and low-key as possible.  On the other 

hand, the children in Chennai needed to make an effort to enunciate their words, 

and to project their voices, in order to be heard clearly on the other side of the 

videoconference.   

 

3) One does not want to embarrass participants in a videoconference by showing 

close-up images of them.  And yet, to help develop personal relationships 

between individuals at the two sites, close-ups seemed to be needed.  One 

solution involved encouraging participants to move closer to the camera when 
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they wished to engage in a conversation with someone on the other side of the 

videoconference (we used this method for one-on-one conversations: Figures 

67-70, pp. 517-8). 

 

4) In a videoconference -- as in physically-present communication -- people often 

talk at and past each other, rather than actually with each other.  Looking 

professional and in control may for some participants at times be a higher priority 

than risking spontaneous improvised give and take.  Whenever conversation is 

allowed and attempted, there may be moments of discomfort, awkwardness, and 

embarrassment -- such moments need to be tolerated and repaired. 

 

Regarding the first of these conflicting goods:  I noticed in the course of the 2004 

videoconference that ring games are especially interesting in the 

videoconference context.  In some ring games, one player circles around the 

outside of the ring; in other ring games, the entire ring circles around.  With either 

type, I imagined that if players on two sides of a videoconference might form 

semi-circles, the two semi-circles might be able to form a whole ring, and the 

players could play the ring game together.  The center of a combined ring would 

be in cyberspace, mid-way between the two actual semi-circles. 

 

If a splitscreen configuration might be used during the playing of a ring game in a 

two-party videoconference: the left half of the ring, from one site, could appear on 
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the left side of the combined screen; and the right half of the ring, from the other 

site, could appear on the right side of the combined screen.  The mixer would 

combine the two side-by-side halves to make a visual whole.   

 

Or: a vertical splitscreen-mix configuration could be used (one image above, the 

other beneath).  In this case, players at each site, facing the camera, could 

present an open semi-circle to that camera; and perhaps by adjusting the camera 

positions and angles (upward and downward), the two semi-circles could be 

given the appearance of joining to form a single ring.  By this method, semi-

circles facing the cameras could be used (which would be good for viewers at the 

other site), and the circle could still be complete (which could be good for the 

game).   

 

Figure 74, p. 520 gives a sense of what could be done.  In this instance, there 

are two semi-circles facing away from each other as “Ring Around the Rosie” is 

being played at the two sites independently -- but a number of the players on 

each side seem to be looking towards players on the other side, seeking to 

coordinate with them.  And both Figure 61, p. 514; and Figure 81, p. 524, show 

two snaking lines just waiting to be coordinated with each other.  Well, it would 

take a good deal of play and experimentation to properly explore and develop 

this idea of matching and coordinating semi-circles, and lines. 
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Although we did not get around to playing any ring games in any combined 

formations in the 2004 or 2005 videoconferences, three situations did arise in 

which the left-right spatial relationship between the two images was utilized:  

1) Twice in each of the videoconferences, we had a player from each side of the 

videoconference form half of the arch in the “One Bucket” activity, with the left 

side of the arch coming from Chennai, and the right side coming from 

Philadelphia (Figure 61, p. 514; Figure 81, p. 524; Figure 106, p. 536).  2) Pairs 

of children (one from each site) sat beside each other for conversational 

exchanges, in the 2005 videoconference (Figures 67-70, pp. 517-8).  3)  A series 

of high-five hand-claps (one hand from each site) were done near the end of the 

2005 videoconference (Figures 125-7, pp. 546-7).  In addition, once, by accident, 

half of a boy’s image from each site was matched to form an image of a 

combined boy --  Figure 110, p. 538.  

 

In the course of the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences, it occurred to me that it 

might be fun and interesting to enable videoconferencers to playfully break 

through, overcome, or collapse the ordinary visual separation between their 

images.  Three ways in which  players in a videoconference might seek to reach 

toward, and reach each other are: 1) in the left-right sense (as in splitscreen-mix); 

2) in the overlapping-of-images sense (as in a dissolve-mix); and 3) in the 

forward-to-the-screen-and-camera sense (a frontal orientation).  This urge for a 

collapsing of the separation between images was, I felt, similar in spirit to Bertoldt 
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Brecht’s attempts to break through the fourth wall, the proscenium that separates 

the actors from the audience members (all of whom are physically-present to 

each other in a traditional theater situation).   

 

Bringing together the images in a videoconference of distant players of the 

following activities occurred to me.  Each could be done either towards the left or 

right, as an overlap, or towards the camera (frontally):  

 

1) Finger counting-out games such as “A Fruit” (Activity 10) could include fingers 

from all sites of a videoconference.  (In the 2005 videoconference, this activity 

was played at one site only, while players from the other site could only watch: 

Figures 77-8, p. 522; Figure 122, p. 544.) 

 

2) When doing the “Monkey Jumping” (Activity 8) and similar fingerplays, a 

participant at one site could hold out his hand, and a participant at another site 

could say the words, and reach out and pretend to do the actions on the 

outstretched hand.  (In the 2004 videoconference, this activity also was played at 

one site only, while players from the other site could only watch: Figures 75-6, p. 

521.) 
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3) When playing handclapping games, players could clap toward one’s distant 

partners.  (In the 2005 videoconference, this activity also was played at one site 

only, while players from the other site could only watch: Figure 124, p. 545.) 

 

4) “Enna Biscuit?” ends with a spoken and physically-enacted “punch” 

(“kummang”) (p. 275).  This punch could playfully be directed either towards a 

distant partner -- and a player at another site in the videoconference could 

extend his hand to block that punch.  The punch and the block could be 

performed in slow motion.  This would be similar in a sense to the high-fives -- 

except that in the case of the high-fives, both players were trying to have their 

hands come to the same place (Figures 125-7, pp. 546-7); whereas in the case 

of a punch, perhaps the puncher might try to have his hand avoid and get past 

his distant partner’s blocking hand. 

 

5) Participants throw imaginary stones towards the center of the ring when 

playing “One Stone” (Figure 8, p. 188;  Figure 92, p. 529).  In a videoconference, 

participants could throw an imaginary stone toward one’s distant partners.  Or, an 

imaginary ball could be thrown.  By observing the imagined trajectory of the 

imaginary ball -- and the actual eye, arm and hand, and body movements of the 

thrower and catcher -- one could get a clear sense of what kind of imaginary ball 

is being thrown. 
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An overriding issue in the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences was the need (which 

went unfulfilled) to be able to see a direct video image of oneself, as opposed to 

a horizontally-reversed image (which is what we all saw).  Every videoconference 

system I have ever experienced shows viewers a horizontally-reversed image of 

themselves: I must admit that I do not understand why this occurs.  In any case, 

the only way I have been able to overcome this horizontal-reverse of self-image 

has been to interject a piece of image-processing hardware that allows one to 

reverse the reversed image, thus making it a direct image.  Sadly, I did not have 

this piece of video hardware at hand during the 2004 and 2005 video- 

conferences -- and moreover, on the Chennai side at least, it seems that it would 

have been impossible to interject it between the camera and the rest of the 

system.  

 

Seeing one’s horizontally-reversed image makes it very difficult to coordinate 

with movers among one’s distant partners in a videoconference.  This is a 

complicated issue.  If one has the ability to undo the horizontal-reverse on the 

image of oneself -- in terms of the image of oneself that one sees -- the problems 

of alienation from one’s own reversed image, and of coordinating the movements 

of one’s image with the movements of distant others’ images, might be resolved, 

but other problems might be created.  For example, What might happen to the 

image of oneself that is sent out?  One might not want to affect that image.   
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For example, in India especially, it is a convention that one extends one’s right 

hand to others, and keeps one’s left hand to oneself.  This is because it is the 

convention to use the left hand for cleaning.  Even though one attempts to often 

wash both hands with soap, the convention is that one usually tries to keep the 

right hand cleaner.  Thus, if someone in a videoconference extended his right 

hand to a distant partner, and that distant partner perceived the hand as being 

extended as being a left hand, this could cause confusion and consternation in 

that distant partner.  Even if a distant partner saw numerous individuals on the 

other end of a videoconference relating to each other with what seemed to be 

their left hands, this could cause confusion in the distant partner. 

 

What might be called for therefore might be a two-tiered approach: one might 

want to undo the horizontal-reverse of the image that one sees of oneself, and 

yet not affect the direct image of oneself that is being sent out.  Once again: only 

by trying out the various possibilities, and seeing what the system is capable of, 

could the best possible approach be determined.  There is no substitute for 

hands-on experimentation, play, practice, and rehearsal.  Videoconference 

communication can only begin to become second-nature, and come into its own 

as a medium for performance -- and for truly comfortable, flexible communication 

in general -- when people have the time and facilities to experiment with all 

imaginable options. 
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As mentioned above, in the 2005 videoconference, Banu, a Kani woman in her 

twenties, participating from the Chennai side, played the role of cultural 

interpreter.  Banu speaks English quite well, having learned it as a student at a 

local Catholic school.  In this videoconference, Banu spoke three times:  

 

The first time was during the informal introductions, before most of the people 

had arrived on the Philadelphia side.  An adult Tamil couple in Philadelphia 

conversed with Banu, in Tamil and English (Figure 89, p. 528).  At 11:00, I 

mentioned that Banu is a dance teacher in the community.  I explained that for 

years before I had arrived, Banu had been organizing young people in the 

community to perform cinema dance, with the group traveling to different 

communities to perform.  Cinema dance, like cinema music, in India combines 

various forms and genres, both Indian and Western.  A Tamil gentleman on the 

Philadelphia side perhaps did not hear me mention the term, “cinema” dance.  

He asked Banu if she was teaching classical dance.  She replied, “No.  Break 

dance.”  Numerous people laughed.  I then explained that although the people of 

Vellambi are tribal people who live in the mountains, they are within a two-hour 

bus ride of a city (Nagarcoil), and they have TV, and FM radio stations that play 

the latest cinema music.  This exchange illustrates and contradicts the popular 

misperception, and romanticization, that tribal people are living fully in a timeless 

past. 
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The second time was at approximately 31:50.  I asked Banu if she might explain 

the meaning of the words of the “One Garden” singing-game (Activity 2).  Banu 

was sitting next to Rajammal, who was the senior member of the group which 

had traveled to Chennai.  Banu conferred for a few moments with Rajammal, in 

Kani Pasai (Figure 102, p. 534; Figure 103, p. 535).  Banu then explained, in 

standard Tamil, to Dr. Vasu in Philadelphia that the words referred to chasing 

birds away from a field that had recently been planted with new seeds (Figure 

104, p. 535).  Dr. Vasu then conveyed the explanation to the children in his room, 

in English (Figure 105, p. 536).  This series of relayed and translated exchanges 

clearly illustrates -- and serves as an excellent example of -- a basic structure of 

the fieldwork research process, namely: it is often outward-looking young people 

of the group whose culture is being studied who are the key and pivotal figures in 

the research process.  It is these individuals who can communicate both with the 

with the elders of their community (who may be most fluent in the local dialect), 

and visiting scholars. 

 

The third time Banu spoke was when she helped to teach children on the 

Philadelphia side to play “Please Give!” (Activity 8) (69:00 to 81:00; Figures  

114-20, pp. 540-3). 

543-6).  This sequence was for me one of the most interesting and satisfying 

sequences in the two videoconferences.  “Please Give!” was perhaps my favorite 

from among the 14 activities that I collected in my fieldwork: I like the way it gives 
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players an opportunity, through role-playing, to express mixed emotions about 

sharing; and I feel that the conversational question-and-answer nature of the 

activity could be well-used for language-practice exercises.   

 

To play “Please Give!,” the players sit in a circle, and one player asks the player 

to her right if she can borrow something from that player.  The player being 

asked to give, offers a number of reasons why she can not, or does not want to, 

give the requested object, but then finally she gives it.  Then the next player, who 

is sitting to the left of the one who has just received the object, requests the 

object.  And around the circle it goes.    

 

It would seem that it is not essential to the activity what the object is, but it so 

happens that the traditional object for this activity is an iiraaLi.  An iiraaLi is a 

wooden object which is used to pick lice eggs out of one’s hair.  As noted in my 

discussion of this activity (pp. 295), the subject of lice eggs, and picking them out 

of one’s hair, is related to what is shared in a community, and what is kept to 

one’s self; what is public knowledge, and what is not. 

 

As much as I liked the “Please Give!” activity, it was not presented from the 

Chennai side in the first videoconference (in 2004), as I felt that the idea of an 

iiraaLi might alienate some of the Tamil people at the Philadelphia site.  I did not 

want to present the Tamil people on the Chennai side of the videoconference as 
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being unclean in any way.  It is simply a fact of life in forest areas in south India 

(and often also in cities) that there are often many bugs, and sometimes these 

bugs get into one’s hair.   

 

Tamil people who are in the USA are often sentimental about the culture of their 

motherland, and want their children to have some exposure to it.  Most often 

what they have in mind are classical arts.  It is somewhat unusual to have 

cultural exchange meetings with people of such different incomes and lifestyles 

as was the case in the 2004 and 2005 videoconferences.  Even when there are 

folk performances for the general public in India (and elsewhere), it is rare for 

there to be actual conversation between members of the performing and 

audience groups.  This may in part be due to the language barrier -- outsiders 

may not comprehend the local dialect -- but it may also be due to the fact that the 

middle or upper class people may have mixed feelings about interacting with 

members of a folk community, beyond an employer-employee relationship.   

 

A question then for a facilitator of communication events involving such different 

groups is, “How can such delicate issues be negotiated?  How can one help 

people to engage in conversation and relationship so that they might forget such 

divisive and unpleasant issues?”  One task of the ethnographic videoconferencer 

is to stress common elements among parties in the videoconference, so as to 

promote the humanization of the other and give bonds a chance to grow.  
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Achieving this might -- temporarily at least -- involve avoiding elements that might 

alienate members of the groups from each other.  I found that two factors that 

helped to bring together the members of the two groups were their respect for 

and interest in 1) myself, and 2) in Tamil language and traditional verbal arts. 

 

Although I had decided against sharing the “Please Give!” activity in the first 

videoconference, in the second one, I felt it would be possible.  For one thing, we 

in Chennai had visited a Chennai school some days beforehand, and we had 

taught the game to the children there.  This had involved translating the words 

into standard Tamil.  For this event, “iiraaLi” had been translated into “sippu,” 

which means comb in Tamil.  A comb is still an item having to do with personal 

hygiene, so this meaning in the game is still there, but not as intensely as when 

an iiraaLi is the central object. 

 

After the session at the school, I asked Banu if she had if she had taken it as an 

affront to Kani culture to translate some of the Kani Pasai words into Tamil.  She 

assured me it was ok, because there had been a practical need for making such 

translations.  If we would have used the Kani words, the children in Chennai 

would not have been able to learn the games in a short period of time.  Banu said 

the point was to teach the games, not to teach Kani Pasai.  I apologetically 

discussed with Banu and Mururgan my apprehension about the iiraaLi word and 



 

 

489 

object being the centerpiece of the “Please Give!” activity in the videoconference, 

and they said that translating the word to sippu would be fine. 

 

I was aware that enabling tribal people to participate in an international 

videoconference was a delicate issue.  There is the idea in Anthropology that one 

should not pollute one’s subjects with modernity.  I would offer the following four 

responses to this position: 

 

1) To consistently obey the dictum of not affecting people, one should also refuse 

members of folk and tribal communities’ requests for help in learning to read and 

write.  It would seem that refusing such a request might be unfair.  So if reading-

and-writing can be taught to interested individuals -- why not electronic literacy 

also?   

 

2) Back in 2002, as part of the Graduate Student Videoconference Series,  

I participated (from a site at Penn, in Philadelphia) in a videoconference with 

Robin Japanangka Granites and other members of the Tanami Network in 

Central Australia (Figure 56, p. 511).  The Tanami Network, founded by 

Aboriginal people and others in 1992, is a global tribal peoples’ videoconference 

network.  Later, I visited Robin and some of his colleagues in Australia.  When I 

told Robin about my research project with tribal people in India, he requested  



 

 

490 

my assistance in helping those people to begin videoconferencing, and in time 

perhaps join the Tanami Network.  I kept this request in mind, and discussed it 

with members of the Kani people.  Although Robin and the Tanami Network were 

not directly involved with the 2004 and 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia video-

conferences, the Tanami Network could certainly be considered to be an 

inspiration for these events.  Thus, although I did introduce videoconferencing to 

the Kani people in practical terms, in a sense I was being used by some tribal 

people (in Australia) in their effort to link up with other tribal people (in India), an 

effort that it seems has yet to come to fruition. 

 

3) As discussed elsewhere in this dissertation, the Kani people of Vellambi, even 

in their village beside the forest, are already awash in radio, television, and CD 

and DVD players.  This project merely give them a chance to record and transmit 

elements of their own culture.  Traditions are dwindling in folk and tribal 

communities around the world, in part because they are kept out of the new 

digital communication loop.  

 

4) Kani people were invited to participate in these videoconferences primarily as 

teachers -- and they were treated as such.  This minimized the danger that they 

might feel overwhelmed by the technology, or by their videoconference partners.  
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2) The 16 October 2004 Chennai-Philadelphia Videoconference: Annotated Log. 

 

Activity        Minutes:Seconds 
 
Beginning of recording.       0:00 
From Both: Tamil state song.       1:00 
From Both: Singing (to assess delay).     4:30  
From Chennai: “One Stone.”       13:30   
From Phila: “Enna Biscuit?” (as a finger game).     18:00  
From Both: “One Pot.”       20:30  
From Both: “A Bunch.”       27:00  
From Chennai: Lyrics are projected.     31:00  
From Both: One-on-one conversations.     35:00  
From Chennai: Language play (What is this?  A nose...).  48:00  
From Phila: “Ring around the Rosie.”     59:00  
From Chennai: “Monkey Jumping” (finger game).   64:00  
From Both: Cinema song, “Appadi Podu.”    69:00   
From Phila: “Acka Backa” (finger counting-out game).   70:00   
From Chennai: “A Fruit” (finger counting-out game).     73:30  
From Chennai: “Running.”       75:00  
From Chennai: “Sandalwood Ash.”     76.30 
From Chennai: “What Kind Of?”      77.30  
From Chennai: “What Use?”      78:00   
From Chennai: Rajammal sings, children dance.   81:00    
From Phila: “Head and Shoulders, Knees and Toes.”   83:30  
From Both: “One Pot” again.      85:30  
From Both: “What Kind Of?”-related dialogue (with hand puppets). 90:30  
From Chennai: Website address is projected.    94:00  
From Both: India national anthem.     95:00  
From Both: Waving goodbye.      96:00  
Videoconference ends, and recording ends.    96:30  
 

 

At 20:30, the children in Chennai began to demonstrate “One Pot.”  In this activity, 

two players form an arch by touching the palms of each other’s upraised hands; 

and a line composed of the remaining players comes through the arch.  I 

suggested that we try to play this activity together, with one side of the arch 



 

 

492 

supplied by a player in Chennai, and the other side of the arch supplied by a 

player in Philadelphia.  A line of players at each location passed through the 

collaborative arch, weaving to one side and the other (Figure 61, p. 514).   

 

Over the course of the two videoconferences, we would play “One Pot” a total of 

four times.  Thus, it became a signature activity of the two videoconferences.  It 

was a challenge to get it right visually.  It took a good deal of physical adjusting to 

get the two arch players to match their images -- primarily because we were all 

seeing horizontally-reversed images of ourselves (Figure 61, p. 514; Figure 81,  

p. 524; Figure 106, p. 536).  It might also have been fun -- when using a dissolve-

mix -- to have the arch be supplied by one site, and to have the line that would 

pass under it be supplied by the other site (as suggested by Figure 107, p. 537).   

 

The kind of visual collaboration we were attempting is only possible when a 

single visual arrangement of the participants’ images is seen by all.  A special 

sense of achievement and delight seems to be produced by doing something 

verbally and/or physically coordinated and collaborative from the sites of a 

videoconference, especially when the sites are on opposite sides of the globe. 

 

At 31:00, we in Chennai showed some of the words of “One Bunch” (Figures  

65-6, p. 516).  We did this using a very low-quality method: we projected this text 

from a laptop computer onto the back wall of our videoconferencing room, and 
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pointed our camera at this wall.  An advantage to this method was that all of us in 

the Chennai room could easily see this text (on the back wall of our room).  

However, in future, it might be good to have a document camera for text that 

could just be on a small piece of paper; or to be able to show and share 

electronic text that could appear in a separate window.   

 

At 35:00, we began a segment in which children in pairs (one from each site) 

engaged in conversation with each other.  The questions (in Tamil) included, 

“What is your name?”, and Where is your home?”  By 38:00, the convention was 

established in Philadelphia that the camera would be stationary, and children 

could move into the “hot spot” when they wished to speak.  This proved to be an 

excellent idea!  For one thing, it avoided the blurs of camera pans.  For another, 

it gave participants at a site active control regarding the site’s visual output.  We 

soon adopted the same practice in Chennai.  It was clear that the front-row 

center person was in a one-on-one relationship with the person in the similar 

position on the other side of the videoconference (Figures 67-70, pp. 517-18).  

 

At 41:40, the question was asked:  “What do you do?”  Answer: “I go to school.”  

“What do you study?”  A game developed: whatever answer was given, the 

person on the asking side could ask a new question about that answer.  This 

followed the pattern of  “What Kind Of?” (Activity 5), and “What Use? (Activity 6). 
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At 59:00, the children in Philadelphia demonstrated “Ring Around the Rosie” 

(Figure 71, p. 519).  We in Chennai formed our own ring and followed along.  

After the children in Philadelphia sang, “Ashes, ashes, we all fall down!,” children 

on both sides of the videoconference, in their separate rings, fell down.  However, 

because of the transmission delay, on the screen in the Philadelphia room, the 

images of the Chennai children falling down appeared almost two seconds after 

the Philadelphia children had fallen down (Figures 72-3; pp. 519-20).   

 

This occurred two-thirds of the way through the event, but is especially useful to 

engage in this kind of simultaneous activity -- with vocal and physical 

components -- near the beginning of a videoconference, so people on both sides 

of the videoconference can be aware of the transmission-delay.  Once the delay 

is demonstrated, participants can be aware that the people on the other end are 

going to take an extra second or so to hear and respond to each message. 

 

At 69:00, children at both locations together sang, “Appadi Podu,” from the movie, 

Gilli (2004).  I do not know whose idea this was, but people certainly seemed to 

enjoy doing this.  Tamil cinema culture is shared by Tamils around the world. 

 

At 81:00, on the Chennai side, Rajammal sang a song in Kani Pasai which some 

of the children in the same room danced along to (Figure 80; p. 523).  Although it 

generally works well to have singing done on one side of a videoconference, and 
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to have players dance along at another site, this was not possible in this case, in 

part because of the language barrier: the children at the Philadelphia site knew 

some Tamil, but were not familiar enough with the Kani dialect to understand 

clearly the words of this song. 

 

At 90:30, hand puppets were brought out and used, upon my suggestion.  The 

puppets were a tiger on the Chennai side, and a lion and a bear on the 

Philadelphia side (I had supplied these puppets, which my parents had given to 

me in my childhood).  The children seemed to enjoy speaking to each other 

through these puppets (Figure 83, p. 525).  Holding up a puppet and presenting 

that image on the screen -- whether or not one’s face also appears -- seemed to 

relieve some of the self-consciousness and pressure that can develop when 

people seek to communicate primarily face-to-face in a videoconference.  Using 

the puppets as a playful additional level of mediation seemed to relax people.   

 

The children operating the puppets had these animals asking each other what 

their names and native places were, and what food they liked to eat.  While using 

the animal hand puppets, a pair of children (with some suggestions from various 

adults) again used some of the words, and the pattern of interaction, that appear 

in the word game, “What Kind Of? (Activity 5).  In this case, the words included: 

“What do you eat?”  “Rice.”  “What kind of rice?”  “Ponni rice.”  (Ponni means 

golden, and is also a brand name.)  
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3) The Oct. 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia Videoconference: Annotated Log 

 
Activity        Minutes:Seconds 
 
Beginning of recording.       00:00 
From Both: Informal introductions and conversation   01:00 
From Both: Tamil state song.       17:00  
From Both: Children introduce themselves    22:00  
From Chennai: “One Stone.”      26:00  
From Chennai: “One Garden.”      31:00  
From Chennai: “One Pot.”       37:30  
From Phila: “If You are Happy and You Know It.”   47:30  
From Phila: “Hokey Pokey.”      54:00  
From Phila: “Heads and Shoulders, Knees and Toes.”   60:00  
From Chennai: Reading e-mails.      66:00  
From Chennai: “Please Give!”      69:00  
From Chennai: “Tick, Tick.”      81:00  
From Chennai: “Frog, Frog.”      84:00  
From Both: “Acka Backa.”       86:30  
From Phila: “Stink in the Barnyard.”     87:00  
From Phila:  Boys’ Q-and-A Routine.     88:30 
From Phila:  Girls’ “Enna Biscuit?”     90:00 
From Phila: Puppet Q-and-A Routine.     91:00  
From Chennai: “What Use?”      92:00  
From Chennai: Reading e-mails.      93:00  
From Both: High-fives.       95:30  
From Both: “One Pot” again.      99:30  
From Both: India national anthem.     102:00 
From Both: Waving goodbye.      103:00  
Videoconference ends, and recording ends.    103:30  
 

 

Before the event formally began, at 00:00, a girl on the Philadelphia side held up 

a handheld video game for children on the India side to see.  This might have 

sent a signal to the children in India that such a device is an important thing to 

have. 
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At 3:00, the children on the Philadelphia side said their names as the camera 

panned across them, from left to right.  It might have been good to have made a 

memory game out of this, such as to have a child tell his/her name, and then 

have a child on the other side of the videoconference say that name, followed by 

his/her own name, and so on.  For example: “Hello!  My name is A.”  “Hello A, My 

name is B.”  “Hello A and B, my name is C.” “Hello A, B, and C, my name is D.”   

Perhaps it could be worked into the game to have players also say from where 

they are speaking.  Another possibility would be to have each speaker ask the 

name of the next speaker on the other side, as in:  “Hello! My name is A.  What is 

your name?”   

 

When a participant greets a person at the other site, it might also be good to 

have the speaker extend and move his/her right hand (as if to wave, or shake 

hands).  Or, they could hold their hands in the “VaNakkam” greeting position 

(palms together, fingers pointing upward).  Such physical actions could make it 

clear who the present speaker is, and thus could serve as a substitute for full 

close-ups.   

 

Involving participants in introductory back-and-forth verbal and physical 

exchanges would get them into the interweaving and interactive state of mind -- 

which is what I seemed to be seeking to facilitate in these videoconferences. 
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At 27:20, there were good matching shots: both wide.  The composite halves 

formed a whole.  Shortly thereafter, I asked Gates for a dissolve-mix (super-

imposition).  We did not have a plan regarding how to use this effect, so we just 

experimented with it for a minute or two (Figures 94-7, p. 530-2; Figure 107, p. 

537; Figure 128, p. 547).  This was an instance of applying to videoconferencing 

a visual technique from cinema and TV; and of mixing visual selves, identities. 

 

At 32:19, while we were discussing the lyrics of the “One Garden” activity, Banu 

conferred with Rajammal in Kani Pasai, their tribal dialect (Figure 102-3, pp. 534-

5), and then asked me, “May I speak in Tamil?”  I said, “Yes.”  Banu then recited 

the words of the song (in Kani Pasai) and began to comment on them (in Tamil). 

However, the Philadelphia picture that Banu was seeing showed only children, 

most of whom did not understand Tamil very well.  Banu hesitated, feeling -- and 

accurately so -- that she was not being understood by the individuals whom she 

was seeing and addressing.  I called out to Chris (the cameraperson on the 

Philadelphia side), “Could you put a grown-up in the picture, who understands 

Tamil?”  Dr. Vasu appeared in the Philadelphia picture.  Banu continued in Tamil, 

addressing Dr. Vasu; and then he, speaking English, conveyed the information to 

the children in the Philadelphia room (Figures 104-5, p. 535-6; Figure).  Similar 

chains of communication were used a number of times in the 2004 and the 2005 

videoconferences.   At other times, communication was direct.  For example, I 
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encouraged Dr. Vasu to speak directly (in Tamil) to the Tamil children in the 

Chennai room, and at times he did so.   

 

At 60:00, “Heads and Shoulders, Knees and Toes” was being demonstrated from 

the Philadelphia side, and an adult there chimed in with the Tamil word for each 

body part -- this was very helpful for the children in Chennai, who were trying to 

dance along (Figure 112, p. 539).  The girl who was leading the activity in 

Philadelphia then began giving the Tamil translation for each word -- heads 

(thalai), eyes (kannu) and ears (kaathu), mouth (vie), nose (mukku), etc. 

 

At 66:00, I read e-mails that had been sent from around the world.  They were 

printed in a room next to our room in Chennai, and the printouts were handed to 

me (Figure 113, p. 540).   

 

A teacher in New York had written, “I am enjoying every moment of the webcast.  

This is just awesome.  This webcast, among other things, has successfully 

bridged two groups of kids who are literally worlds apart culturally, socially, and 

economically.  I hope this is only the beginning of a long-term relationship 

between these two communities.  Congratulations!”   

 

My cousin Dudley in Australia had written, “Could each group line up and come 

towards each other, one by one, like in a bridge, but in a flowing circle with their 
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arms raised, or as a greeting?”  A few moments later, Dr. Vasu said, “We will 

form a line, and they will clap, like that person said.”  An adult in Philadelphia 

asked, “Maybe have the kids do high-fives?”  Dr. Vasu replied, “Ok.  Let’s do 

high-fives.”  It was decided that we would do the high-fives near the end of the 

videoconference. 

 

At 69:00, I introduced “Please Give!” (Activity 7).   I said to the children in 

Philadelphia, “One thing this activity is about sharing or not sharing things.  Now, 

do you always share things with your friends?”  One child in Philadelphia shook 

her head, “No.”  Someone else said, “Yes.”  Then I said, “Sometimes, right?  So 

this game, I think it is about these mixed feelings about sharing or not sharing.  

Basically, in the game one player asks the next, “Can I borrow something of 

yours?” 

 

At 69:30, the playing of “Please give!” began in Chennai (Figure 114, p. 540).  At 

72:00, I asked Banu, who was sitting nearby to me in the Chennai room, “Might 

you try to teach the children in Philadelphia to perform that in Tamil?”  And I 

asked the adults in the Philadelphia room, “Do your children want to learn this 

game?”  There were affirmative responses, and Banu, speaking in Tamil, began 

to explain the activity.  However, only children were on camera in the 

Philadelphia picture, and as they did not seem to understand what she was 

saying, Banu stopped speaking.  The Philadelphia cameraperson very 
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intelligently redirected his camera toward Krithika (a Tamil adult), and Banu 

continued her instructions (Figure 115, p. 541).  Krithika, who happens to be a 

schoolteacher, relayed the information, in English, to the children in the 

Philadelphia room with her.  As we had agreed, Banu translated the object being 

shared in the game, “iiraaLi” (Kani Pasai for “wooden pick used to pick lice eggs 

out of one’s hair”), to “sippu” (Tamil for comb).  The Philadelphia children played 

the game well: it seems clear that this could be a good language practice activity 

(Figures 117-8, p. 542).  

 

At 96:00, as the high-fives are being attempted, I said to the Chennai 

cameraperson, “Please move her hand a little closer to the center.”  Before he 

could pan his camera, the mixer operator in Philadelphia moved the picture 

dividing line so that it was equally distant between images of two children.  On 

the Chennai side, two boys helped the next high-fiver get in the right position.  

They understood the problem (that when one moves in one direction, one’s 

image on the screen moves in the opposite direction), and worked to overcome it.  

It was a collaborative effort, adults and children working together.  A number of 

high-fives were achieved eventually (Figures 125-7, pp. 546-7). 
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4) The 1 December 2005 Megaconference: Description and Commentary. 

 

The 1 December 2005 Megaconference, and the 18 May 2006 Megaconference 

Jr., provided additional videoconference data for this dissertation’s research 

project.  However, in these cases, I was no longer the primary organiser of the 

events, and what I did needed to fit into a pre-existing system of videocon-

ferencing, rather than into a system of my own design.  This adjustment proved 

to be a challenging, educational, and useful experience for me. 

 

As mentioned above, Megaconferences are 12-hour events consisting of 

numerous brief videoconferences.  Megaconferences are webcast, so a viewing 

audience can watch all 12 hours.  In the 1 December 2005 Megaconference, I 

once again helped Tamil children share their songs/chants/dances/games.  This 

time, however, the children on the Chennai side were from Ayodhyakuppam, one 

of Chennai’s sea-fishing communities: they presented versions of the activities I 

had collected from tribal children in Tamil Nadu’s western mountains.  In our 

approximately 25-minute videoconference segment, we in Chennai were joined 

by students and teachers at a school in Pennsylvania.   

 

The configuration used during most of this Megaconference was a multi-window 

grid featuring a large window in the upper left, and five smaller windows to the 

right and below.  In each 25-minute segment, the speaker’s image was usually in 
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the large window, and up-to-five listening sites were represented in the five 

smaller windows.  People were not shown their own image in these five windows.  

This created a very complex situation for the director, who had to choose who 

would appear in what window, for what viewer.  Each party, it seems, saw a 

different combination of images.  Thus, there could be no up/down or left/right 

visual relationships between the sites’ windows.   

 

The children in Philadelphia learned a couple of the Tamil activities (some in 

Tamil, some translated into English), and also taught a couple of similar English-

language activities to the children on the Chennai side.  However, I did not have 

the chance to communicate very much beforehand with the students and 

teachers at the school in Pennsylvania, and thorough online rehearsals were not 

possible, and so my formal experiments in collaborative performance could not 

move forward very much in this event.  

 

 

5) The 18 May 2006 Megaconference Jr.: Description and Commentary. 

 

In this event, I and some of the children of Ayodhyakuppam were joined by 

students and teachers at schools in 1) Northern Ireland, 2) Minnesota, and 3) 

Pennsylvania.  People at the Northern Ireland site sent in the lyrics of some 
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activities similar to those we were planning to present from Tamil Nadu (please 

see Figure 51, p. 505).  

 

During the rehearsal process for the May 2006 Megaconference Jr. 

videoconference, it became clear to me that medium shots often do not provide 

very clear communication in videoconferences, so we settled on the method of 

having children come close to the camera when they wanted to speak, or interact 

with a distant speaker.  As I wrote to one of our videoconference partners: 

 

We in Chennai will at times be encouraging our students to move their 
faces close in front of the camera when they speak.  Sometimes this kind 
of close-up makes a videoconference lively, giving a sense of sureness 
about who is speaking, and then, who is being spoken to. If one 
addresses a group, individual responses from members of that group may 
be slow in coming.  So please consider allowing your students to also 
come close to the camera at times. 

 

This method of having participants do the “camera work” themselves, by moving 

up to the camera and placing their faces in front of the camera, proved to be a 

very effective -- and gave the participants at each site a fair amount of control 

over the situation, which I always consider a good thing. 

 

In the course of preparing for the May 2006 Megaconference Jr., teachers and 

students of the Omagh School in Northern Ireland sent via e-mail the following 

set of lyrics: 
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Figure 51. 
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The pre-event e-mail communication enabled the preparation of six types of 

activities for this event: 

 

1)  Finger play with talk.    
A)  “Fox Running, Crab Running” (Tamil activity). 
B)  “One Little Piggy” (USA activity). 
C) “Thumb War” (Northern Ireland activity). 
 
2)  Counting-out games, using fingers.  
A) “Acka Backa” (Tamil activity). 
B) “Eeny Meeny Mine-y Mo” (USA activity). 
C) “My Mother and Your Mother” (Northern Ireland activity). 
 
3)  Say-and-do games.    
A) “Crow, Crow, Fly, Fly” (Tamil activity). 
B) “Simon Says” (USA activity). 
C) “Mother May I?” (Northern Ireland activity). 
  
4)  Handclapping singing-game.   
A)  “What Biscuit?” (Tamil activity). 
B) “Under the Bramble Bushes” (Northern Ireland activity). 
 
5)  Ring singing-games.   
A) “One Stone” (Tamil activity). 
B) “A Bunch” (Tamil activity). 
C) “Ring Around the Rosie” (USA activity). 
D) “Duck, Duck, Goose” (USA activity). 
E) “Dusty Bluebells” (Northern Ireland activity). 
 
6)  Line-and-arch singing-games.  
A) “One Pot” (Tamil activity). 
B) “London Bridge” (USA activity). 
C) “Oranges and Lemons” (Northern Ireland activity). 

 

 

In our 25-minute segment of the May 2006 Megaconference Jr., we did not have 

the opportunity to play all of these activities -- we simply had too much material 



 

 

507 

for this situation.  And once again, there was no left/right or up/down relationship 

between windows, so that type of collaboration was not possible. 

 

Megaconference videoconference segments seem to work best when they 

present parties videoconferencing which have already been videoconferencing 

together for some time, or when interaction between parties is meant to be wholly 

improvised.  Nonetheless, it was thrilling to share play activities with additional 

videoconference partners, and with the wecast audiences.  

 

In the 2004 and 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia videoconferences -- and also in the 

December 2005 Megaconference videoconference segment -- I and the children 

at the Chennai sites had demonstrated versions of the language-practice 

question-and-answer exercises that I had been developing throughout the entire 

research process.  However, it was while preparing for the May 2006 

Megaconference Jr. videoconference segment that I most fully conceptualized 

these exercises and committed them to writing (please see pp. 395-409).   

 

These exercises were briefly demonstrated in the May 2006 Megaconference Jr. 

videoconference segment -- although only at the Chennai site.  Some question-

and-answer exchanges did occur between the sites during the 2004 and 2005 

Chennai-Philadelphia videoconferences: during the one-on-one conversations 

(Figures 67-70, pp. 517-8), and the puppet-play (Figure 83, p. 525) in the 2004 
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videoconference; and during the puppet-play that also occurred in the 2005 

videoconference (91:00 to 92:00).  It was frustrating for me that I was not able to 

facilitate more question-and-answer interactions -- in play and in conversation -- 

between people at the different sites, in the May 2006 Megaconference Jr. 

videoconference segment, and indeed in the other videoconferences discussed 

in this dissertation also. 

 

Regarding videoconferencing for school-age children in general:  The terms, 

“virtual field-trip” (in the USA), and “virtual study-trip” (in India), have come to 

refer to students meeting others in distant places via videoconference.  Such 

activity can, in some cases, be seen as a less rigorous version of ethnographic 

videoconferencing.  Some virtual field-trips involve students conversing with 

other students.  This is a reciprocal situation, and typically no payment is made 

by one party to the other.  Other virtual field-trips involve students receiving a 

lesson from a presenter at a museum, library, aquarium, or other such 

community, cultural, or educational institution.  In these cases, money may be 

paid to the presenters and their institutions.  A good deal of work is involved: to 

begin with, the lessons need to be designed, and the presenters need to be 

trained.  People of a local culture need to derive sustenance and livelihood from 

their local culture in order for them to value it and care to develop it, and it would 

seem that providing learning experiences via videoconference could be one way 

of deriving such sustenance.  
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6) Videoconference Still-images. 
a) Still-images from Preliminary Videoconferences. 
 

 

Diane Dunbar in New York City, and myself in Philadelphia: tandem storytelling.  
Dissolve-mix with text and electronic drawing.  April 1999.  (Figure 52.) 

 

 
In the same videoconference: a luminance key (on the Philadelphia side,  

bright areas are replaced by a solid color, and the realistic image is removed).  
April 1999.  (Figure 53.) 
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Prof. Toni Sant in New York City, and myself in Philadelphia.  

Electronic drawing (I have drawn over both of our images).  
An event in the Penn Graduate Student Videoconference Series.   

April 2001.  (Figure 54.) 

 

 
In the same videoconference: mosaicizing an image  
(also known as, pixelization).  April 2001.  (Figure 55.)  
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Robin Japanangka Granites of the Tanami Network, in Yuendumu, Central 

Australia; and myself and others in Philadelphia.  An event in the Penn 

Graduate Student Videoconference Series.  April 2002.  (Figure 56.) 
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b) Still-images from the 16 October 2004 Chennai-Philadelphia 
Videoconference. 

 
 

 

Greetings.  The Reliance graphic appears on the back wall  
on the Chennai side.  00:13 (2004).  (Figure 57.) 

 

 
Singing the Tamil state song.   

01:10 (2004).  (Figure 58.) 
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Activity 1, “One Stone.”  Flying like a bird is demonstrated  

on the Chennai side.  13:30 (2004).  (Figure 59.) 
 

 

 
“Enna Biscuit?” being played as a count-out game on the Philadelphia side.  

The words are similar to Activity 5, and the physical action is similar to  
Activity 10.  19:20 (2004).  (Figure 60.) 
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Activity 3, “One Bucket.”  One side of the arch  

is produced on each side of the videoconference. 
22:20 (2004).  (Figure 61.) 

 
 

 
“One Bucket.”  A player is caught on each side of the  

videoconference.  23:30 (2004).  (Figure 62.) 
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“One bucket.”  On the Chennai side, a player’s release 

is negotiated.  25:45 (2004).  (Figure 63.) 
 

 

 
Activity 11, “A Bunch,” is played on the Chennai side.   

30:27 (2004).  (Figure 64.) 
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On the Chennai side, the lyrics of “A Bunch” are displayed.   

31:20 (2004).  (Figure 65.) 
 
 

 
On the Philadelphia side, Dr. Vasu Renganathan observes  

the lyrics of “A Bunch.”  34:00 (2004).  (Figure 66.) 
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One-on-one interactions:  “What is your name?”,  
“Where do you live?”  41:24 (2004).  (Figure 67.) 

 

 

 
One-on-one interactions. 

43:07 (2004).  (Figure 68.) 
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One-on-one interactions. 

44:50 (2004).  (Figure 69.) 
 
 

 
One-on-one interactions. 

45:34 (2004).  (Figure 70.) 
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Children in Chennai watch as children in Philadelphia demonstrate  

“Ring around the Rosie.”  59:15 (2004).  (Figure 71.) 
 

 

 
“Ring around the Rosie” continues.  The children in Philadelphia have sung, 

“And all fall down,” and have fallen, but the children in Chennai are still 
standing due to the communication delay.  62:05 (2004).  (Figure 72.) 
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“Ring around the Rosie” continues.  The children in Chennai finally fall.   

This exercise proved to be an excellent illustration of the  
communication delay.  62:07 (2004).  (Figure 73.) 

 

 

 
“Ring around the Rosie” continues.  The rings are independent. 

The children in Philadelphia are singing.  62:41 (2004).  (Figure 74.) 
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Activity 8, “Monkey Jumping,” is played on the Chennai side. 

64:29 (2004).  (Figure 75.) 

 
 

 
“The Fox and Crab are Running,” an activity with movements that are  

similar to “Monkey Jumping” is played on the Philadelphia side.   
66:14 (2004).  (Figure 76.) 
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“Acka Backa,” an activity with movements that are similar to Activity 10,  
“A Fruit,” is played on the Philadelphia side.  71:26 (2004).  (Figure 77.) 

 

 

 
Activity 10, “A Fruit,” is played on the Chennai side. 

74:16 (2004).  (Figure 78.) 
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Activity 4, “Sandalwood Ash,” is played on the Chennai side. 

76:28 (2004).  (Figure 79.) 
 

 

 
On the Chennai side, a song is sung by Rajammal and  

enacted by children.  81:33 (2004).  (Figure 80.) 
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A reprise of Activity 3, “One Bucket.”  The children on the two sides  

of the videoconference are playing separately.  87:39 (2004).  (Figure 81.) 
 

 

 
“One Bucket” continues.  Players are caught.   

87:48 (2004).  (Figure 82.) 
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A conversation through puppets.  The improvised verbal patterns  

were similar to those used in Activity 5, “What Kind Of?,” and in the  
one-on-one dialogues.  92:06 (2004).  (Figure 83.) 

 
 

 
The address of the event webpage is shown from the Chennai side. 

94:14 (2004).  (Figure 84.) 
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Singing India’s national anthem. 

95:47 (2004).  (Figure 85.) 
 

 

 
Waving goodbye.  96:21 (2004).  (Figure 86.)  
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c) Still-images from the 15 October 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia 
Videoconference. 
 

 

 
Greetings.  01:53 (2005).  (Figure 87.) 

 
 

 
Introductions.  07:05 (2005).  (Figure 88.) 
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Introductions.  10:07 (2005).  (Figure 89.) 

 
 

 
Greetings.  15:52 (2005).  (Figure 90.) 
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Singing the Tamil state song. 

17:59 (2005).  (Figure 91.) 
 
 

 
Activity 1, “One Stone,” being demonstrated on the Chennai side:  

enacting throwing a stone.  25:33 (2005).  (Figure 92.) 
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“One Stone” being demonstrated on the Chennai side:  

flying like a bird.  26:09 (2005).  (Figure 93.) 
 
 

 
Chennai full-screen. 

27:24 (2005).  (Figure 94.) 
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Chennai and Philadelphia: dissolve-mix. 

27:27 (2005).  (Figure 95.) 
 
 

 
Chennai and Philadelphia: dissolve-mix. 

27:29 (2005).  (Figure 96.) 
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Chennai and Philadelphia: splitscreen-mix. 

27:44 (2005).  (Figure 97.) 
 

 

 
Activity 2, “One Garden.”  Demonstration of reaching upward  

(with a request for the children in Philadelphia to speak more loudly). 

29:16 (2005).  (Figure 98.) 
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“One Garden” continues.  Demonstration of being constricted by  

the spatial vertical limit of a room.  29:21 (2005).  (Figure 99.) 
 
 

 
“One Garden” continues.  Enacting hitting a parrot (to chase  

it away from seeds).  30:17 (2005).  (Figure 100.) 
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“One Garden” continues.  Children on the Chennai side  

demonstrate hitting the parrot.  31:20 (2005).  (Figure 101.) 
 
 

 
“One Garden” continues.  On the Chennai side, in the tribal dialect,  
a young woman (Banu) asks an elder (Rajammal) about meanings  

of the lyrics of the song.  32:19 (2005).  (Figure 102.) 
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“One Garden” continues.  On the Chennai side, in the tribal dialect,  

Rajammal replies to Banu.  32:22 (2005).  (Figure 103.) 
 
 

 
“One Garden” continues.  In standard Tamil, Banu on the Chennai  

side speaks about the song’s words to Dr. Vasu Renganathan  

on the Philadelphia side. 34:00 (2005).  (Figure 104.) 
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“One Garden” continues.  In English, Dr. Vasu on the Philadelphia  

side speaks about the song’s words to the children in his room.   

34:32 (2005).  (Figure 105.) 
 

 

 
Activity 3, “One Bucket.”  Each side of the videoconference supplies  

a side of the arch.  The lines are separate, although they seem   

to be one.  41:48 (2005).  (Figure 106.) 
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“One Bucket” continues.  Dissolve-mix.  

43:05 (2005).  (Figure 107.) 
 
 

 
The children in Philadelphia teach an activity: 

“If You’re Happy and You Know It (Stamp your feet).” 

47:57 (2005).  (Figure 108.) 
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Krithicka, a teacher at the Philadelphia site, addresses 
children at the Chennai side through a puppet, in Tamil  

language.  50:18 (2005).  (Figure 109.) 
 
 

 
“If You’re Happy and You Know It (Wave Your Arm)” continues.  The  
Chennai children move to the Philadelphia children’s singing.  The  

two boys in the center seem to create one boy with two halves. 

53:33 (2005).  (Figure 110.) 
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The children in Philadelphia teach a second activity: “Hokey Pokey”  

(“Put your right hand in”).  The children in Chennai join. 

56:14 (2005).  (Figure 111.) 
 
 

 
The children in Philadelphia teach a third activity: 

 “Head and Shoulders, Knees and Toes.”  

61:35 (2005).  (Figure 112.) 
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Reading aloud some of the e-mails sent in by people around the world 

who have been watching the live webcast of the videoconference. 

66:05 (2005).  (Figure 113.) 
 
 

 
Activity 7, “Please Give!”  On the Chennai side, the end of the  

activity is demonstrated.  As the ring rotates, “I don’t see the comb  

box” is chanted, in Tamil.  69:33 (2005).  (Figure 114.) 
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“Please Give!” continues.  Banu in Chennai explains, in Tamil, to  

Krithika in Philadelphia that an object representing a comb is needed;  
and Krithika relays the message, in English, to the children  

in her room.  72:05 (2005).  (Figure 115.) 
 
 

 
“Please Give!” continues.  Banu in Chennai speaks, in Tamil,  

to a participant in Philadelphia.  72:24 (2005).  (Figure 116.) 
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“Please Give!” continues.  The play gets underway, in Tamil,  

in Philadelphia.  73:07 (2005).  (Figure 117.) 
 
 

 
“Please Give!” continues.  The play continues in Philadelphia. 

73:50 (2005).  (Figure 118.) 
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“Please Give!” continues.  The play continues in Philadelphia.  

Banu in Chennai reminds the players to clap their hands.  

76:30 (2005).  (Figure 119.) 
 
 

 
“Please Give!” continues.  The children in Chennai also play  

the activity, but separately.  77:11 (2005).  (Figure 120.) 
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Activity 13, “Frog, Frog.”  Children in Philadelphia demonstrate, and  

children in Philadelphia observe and follow.  83:39 (2005).  (Figure 121.) 
 
 

 
Children in Philadelphia demonstrate a counting-out game  

similar to Activity 10, “A Fruit.”  86:19 (2005).  (Figure 122.) 
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Children in Philadelphia demonstrate a word game, in Tamil,  

that is similar to Activity 5, “What Kind Of?” 

89:07 (2005).  (Figure 123.) 
 
 

 
Children in Philadelphia demonstrate a handclapping game, 

in Tamil.  90:29 (2005).  (Figure 124.) 
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Attempting a “high five.” 

95:34 (2005).  (Figure 125.) 
 
 

 
Attempting a “high five.” 

96:30 (2005).  (Figure 126.) 
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Attempting a “high five.” 

97:00 (2005).  (Figure 127.) 
 
 

 
India’s national anthem is sung.  Dissolve-mix. 

101:55 (2005).  (Figure 128.) 
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In New York City, watching the live webcast (2005).   

(Figure 129.) 
 

 

 
 

In New York City, watching the live webcast (2005).   
(Figure 130.)  
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Chapter VII: Conclusions 

 

 

In this concluding chapter, the concept of ethnographic videoconferencing is 

reviewed, and what it offers to the world is discussed.  As this dissertation is 

being written in the discipline of Folklore, primary concerns here are to show that 

ethnographic videoconferencing has value to both Folklore (the academic 

discipline), and folklore (the activity that is studied in this discipline), that is, that 

ethnographic videoconferencing can be useful to both scholars and practitioners 

of folklore.  An attempt is also made to show that videoconferencing in general 

offers an opportunity for a renaissance of locally-generated culture. 

 

 

A) Local Cultures are Endangered. 

 

The last generation in the history of the world to have grown-up without the 

pervasive presence of television and other mass media technologies is now in its 

late middle age.  It seems that this could be the last generation in which culture is 

perceived as something primarily locally-produced and embodied by local elders.  

By twenty years from now, almost every member of this final local-oriented 

generation will be gone.  But this dissertation maintains that we, the people of the 

world, should, as much as possible, not permit local cultures to pass away with 
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these individuals.  To the extent that we wish to document and learn the 

traditional ways of local cultures, now is the time.  To the extent that nothing is 

done, tens of thousands of years of human cultural development would be lost 

forever.  There will not be another chance. 

 

Thus, the next twenty years -- 2010-2030 (49as-69as)1 -- are crucial ones in the 

history of humanity.  Although humans will always develop folklore around any 

experience they have in common (Dundes 1978), and although vernacular styles 

of communication and production will always continue to develop in human 

communities, most traditional genres of folklore arts are quickly disappearing 

from the face of the earth.  For centuries, many urban, literary-centric people 

have been worrying out loud that local cultures in general, and traditional verbal 

arts in particular, have been disappearing.  And these arts have been 

diminishing.  However, until recently it has been a slow and gradual process.   

 

                                                
1
 This dissertation suggests that humanity has developed to the stage where it 

might be able to seriously consider adopting a new global dating system: one 
that measures time by using a collective human achievement, a developmental 
milestone of humanity as a whole (rather than the birth of a particular group’s 
leader), as the pivotal moment.  One such pivotal moment occurred in 1961, 
when humanity first broke the bounds of gravity.  We did this by sending a 
person (Yuri Gagarin) into space.  For humanity to enter space for the first time is 
similar to a child being able to sit up, stand, walk, or speak for the first time.  In 
the proposed dating system: the present year is 49as, because we are in the 
49th year after space was first reached (“as” stands for “after space was reached 
by humans; and “bs” stands for “before space was reached by humans”).  
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But now the end of traditional and local cultures on the planet is, in many cases, 

very much immediately approaching.  Language is a basic aspect of culture.  Of 

the 7,000 languages spoken in the world today, half are in danger of extinction 

(Wilford 2007).  One language is lost -- often through the death of its final 

speaker -- approximately every two weeks.2  Numerous organizations are 

dedicated to researching and documenting endangered languages, including: 

 

1) The Living Tongues Institute for Endangered Languages,3 directed by Gregory 

Anderson and David Harrison (2007), who have collaborated on “The Linguists” 

(2008), a documentary movie about researching endangered languages.4   

 

2) National Geographic’s Enduring Voices Project: Documenting the World’s 

Endangered Languages.5  

 

3) The Hans Rausing Endangered Languages Project, directed by Peter Austin, 

and based in the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London.6   

 

                                                
2
 http://www.nationalgeographic.com/mission/enduringvoices , accessed on 2 

May 2010. 
3
 http://www.livingtongues.org . 

4
 http://thelinguists.com . 

5
 http://www.nationalgeographic.com/mission/enduringvoices . 

6
 http://www.hrelp.org . 
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4) The World Oral Literature Project: Voices of Vanishing Worlds, directed by 

Mark Turin, and based at University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and 

Anthropology.7   

 

5) The Endangered Languages Initiative, directed by Catherine Fletcher.  The 

ELI includes a Global Map of Traditional Poetry, and is a project of the New York-

based People’s Poetry Gathering.8 

 

6) The Endangered Languages Alliance, led by Linguists Daniel Kaufman and 

Juliette Blevins, and Poet Bob Holman.9  

 

Languages generally are related to local nature.  Recognition of the inter-

relatedness of culture, language, and place (geography, climate, etc.) has now 

been well-documented (Maffi 2005).10  Local nature, and the culture that has 

grown in the midst of it, often support and protect each other. 

 

Much of the work of documenting endangered cultures is now being done by 

linguists.  For example, the editors and contributing authors of Information 

Technology and Indigenous People (2007) are for the most part in the field of 

teaching second languages. 

                                                
7
 http://www.oralliterature.org . 

8
 http://www.peoplespoetry.org . 

9
 http://endangeredlanguagealliance.org/main . 

10
 http://www.terralingua.org . 
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In the case of the Kani people, a part of the equation is that much of the group’s 

old culture is stored and expressed in Kani Pasai, the group’s oral dialect, which 

is a combination of Tamil, Malayalam, and possibly other languages.  This dialect 

is known especially to the older generation.  The Kani people live in Tamil Nadu 

(to the east) and Kerala (to the west), but the old culture is primarily in 

Malayalam, the language of Kerala.  This means that young Kani people in Tamil 

Nadu, on the eastern side of the state border, are especially rapidly losing touch 

with their group’s old culture.  Such situations are common with tribal groups 

living in border areas around the world.    

 

Isolated individuals who happen to still be bearers of local traditions do remain.  

They may still have the old culture in them for a number of possible reasons:  

They may be living at the edge of town, bordering a wilderness area.  They may 

have a particular talent and interest in the old ways.  Their parents -- who often 

have passed away some time ago -- may have been especially involved in the 

old ways, perhaps as social storytellers, perhaps as professional or semi-

professional performers and/or ritual specialists. 

 

In many traditional communities around the world, even in rural environments in 

“undeveloped” nations, most of the traditional verbal arts have already been lost.  

In many cases, a primary remaining way that members of traditional cultures can 

learn about their cultures’ traditions is through the recordings and analytical 
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writings of scholars who have visited their communities and who have done 

ethnographic work there (Feld 2000). 

 

The dwindling of the traditional and the local can be said to have begun with the 

beginning of writing.  The next great step was the introduction of printing (in the 

mid 1400s).  This was followed by the coming of the Industrial Revolution (in the 

late 1700s) -- which coincided with the conceptualizations of Folklore and 

folklore, conceptualizations which can be thought of as exercises in nostalgia.  

Then came the ability to create electricity (in the late 1700s), which eventually 

enabled those great destroyers of folk culture: radio, cinema, and television.  The 

primary way that these media can be said to have adversely-affected folk culture 

was that they caused people to fall into a passive state of consumption.  With the 

advent of mass media, people have increasingly devalued the forms and 

contents of their local traditions -- including the traditional artistic uses of own 

voices and bodies -- and so, for the most part, lost interest in producing and 

sharing their own local and traditional cultures.  

 

The introduction of audio cassette technology to rural communities around the 

world in the 1980s was another huge step in the process of electronic recordings 

replacing living performers -- but it also marked a beginning of relatively small-

scale music producers being able to record and distribute local music (Manuel 

1993).  The introduction of videocassettes, audio CDs, video CDs, and DVDs, 
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has likewise advanced electronically-mediated culture: all of the hardware and 

much of the content being produced far away by the wealthy and powerful, with 

just a small amount of local “grass-roots” production and distribution.  

“Globalization,” as the term is generally used, refers to the spread of culture from 

institutions rooted in urban, industrial, media, and/or financial centers: such 

globalized culture is saturating the planet at a seemingly ever-accelerating pace.   

 

The new technologies that enable members of the public to record and  

transmit -- including the computer, the Internet, and the mobile telephone --  

have in recent years become available to large numbers of people.  A great 

question is: “To what degree will individuals and communities be able to globalize 

their own cultures with these new technologies?”  It seems that much of that 

which does not get digitized and globalized might simply disappear and cease to 

exist, leaving no record.  It is only by utilizing recording and transmitting 

technology -- and applying this technology to their group’s traditions -- that 

people of traditional communities can rescue their cultures from powerlessness 

and extinction.  Electronic globalization of local traditional cultures makes this 

material available as topics of global conversation, and can enable members of 

these cultures to participant in the global conversation.    

 

Local cultures are endangered in part because, all around the world, local 

cultures are under siege from without, and are being abandoned from within.  To 
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many people of local cultures, evidently, their local culture seems impotent, 

weak, and unattractive. 

 

In the case of Vellambi, the Kani village in which I was based during my doctoral 

fieldwork, the forest wilderness on one side of the village still had a good deal of 

vitality.  People could still walk into the forest and gather small amounts of forest 

products for personal use, such as edible and medicinal plants, honey, and small 

fish in the rivers.  Wild pigs still come from the forest at night and eat the 

agricultural crops grown on the mountainsides adjacent to the village.  This 

means that it still makes some sense for local people to respect, fear, and 

address the elements of the forest.  Many of the traditional prayers, manthirams 

(ritual chants), and ceremonies are addressed to forest spirits, deities of various 

types, asking these deities, these forces of nature, for protection and mercy -- 

and this respect for the powers of the forest continues to grounded in reality. 

 

However, what generally has occurred in forest areas around the world, 

especially in the past fifty years or so, is that the sources of livelihood have 

largely shifted from nature, from the wilderness, to human institutions based in 

urban centers.  Today it is these institutions, these human-made entities, that 

have most of the aura of power and importance that the wilderness once had.11 

                                                
11

 Barbara Verardo’s article, “Forest People, Modern people: Modernity and 
Social Change among the Ho and Munda People of Jharkhand” (2003), helped to 
bring this type of analysis to my attention. 
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Among the institutions to which I am referring are India’s National Government 

(based in New Delhi), and Tamil Nadu’s State Government (based in Chennai), 

represented by Government schools (with their teachers), Police and Forest 

Officers, and numerous other officials.  There are all of the political parties, with 

their relentless attempts to persuade people to adopt their ideologies and follow 

their leaders.  There are the organized religions, including those originating in 

India, such as Orthodox Hinduism.  Orthodox Hinduism, with its emphasis on 

Sanskrit language, rituals, and deities, and temples, is a very different culture 

than what can be referred to as “small village” Hinduism, which often includes 

local deities (some related to elements of local nature, and to ancestors of local 

people), and whose primary form of worship is shamanism, often accompanied 

by ritual killing of chickens and other animals (which are then eaten).  Christianity 

also has a strong presence in Kanyakumari District, as does Islam.   

 

Another dominating cultural factor is the Chennai cinema industry.  The people of 

Tamil Nadu have had a long and intense love affair with Tamil cinema, most 

especially its music and superheroes.  I have mentioned about how pictures of 

Rajnikant (a longtime superhero) and Vijay (a younger superhero) often appear 

on the wedding posters that many Kani people have printed to announce their 

weddings, which seem to imply that this cinema actor is the groom, or at least 

that he is invited to the wedding or that he is presiding over the wedding.  I have 
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also mentioned the pervasive presence of cinema music in Vellambi and its 

surroundings, both in everyday life (often via battery-operated FM radios), and at 

weddings (through professional sound-systems bought in for the occasion). 

 

Then there are the big businesses, the plantations, such as the rubber plantation 

around which the town down the road from Vellambi is built.  And all of the 

businesses and consumer products mentioned and advertised on television and 

radio. 

 

All of these huge and powerful governmental, commercial, educational, and 

cultural bureaucratic institutions bear down on traditional Kani life.  A leading 

architectural representation in Vellambi of these distant institutions is the 

concrete building.  In contrast, the architectural representation of traditional Kani 

culture is thatched huts, and “eru madams” (tree houses) (as discussed in 

Chapter II, pp. 101-2).   

 

Governmental institutions regulate local life.  All of the above-mentioned 

institutions seek to influence local life; each tends to impart an ideology and a set 

of practices on local life.  It sometimes seems that it is not in the interests of any 

of these great institutions to encourage local traditions and culture.  People of 

local traditional cultures are often very practical-minded.  They see who and what 

has economic and social-political power, who is great, and they may align 
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themselves with that greatness, perhaps in the hope that they might receive 

some benefit from that great entity. 

   

 

B) The Value of Cultural Diversity. 

 

Some people might say, “So what if the traditions are lost?  Many of these 

traditions were based on superstitions, and were parts of constrictive cultural and 

social systems that many people born into traditional communities have done 

their best to escape.”  While this may be true on certain levels, it is also true that 

there is a great deal of poetic, mystical, and practical value to aspects of 

traditional cultures.  And many of these aspects are stored and expressed in 

these cultures’ oral verbal arts. 

 

One rationalization for documenting, preserving, and developing traditional 

cultures is that the knowledge inherent in these cultures might be valuable to 

scholars in the future in their quest to understand all aspects of humanity and its 

development.  Humanity might especially benefit from traditional knowledge 

about nature, including the medicinal uses of plants.  Another rationalization is 

more beauty-oriented: it states that cultural development activities should be 

undertaken so that group members (and others) might -- in the present and in the 

future -- have the option of making art derived from the group’s ancient traditions.  
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Incidentally, there is no such thing as cultural preservation: what is possible is 

cultural development, the applying of traditions to present-day conditions and 

challenges.   

  

It is now scientifically established that biological diversity is healthy for a region.  

For example, bio-diverse vegetation helps to keep water and refreshed air in the 

area (Novacek 2001).  This dissertation submits that it is similarly beneficial (to 

humanity as a whole) to sustain and develop cultural diversity. 

 

For example, this dissertation submits that tribal cultures are resources to be 

developed, rather than to be discarded (through assimilation).  There is a great 

deal of knowledge about nature, and about working with nature, in tribal cultures.  

These cultures tend to be utterly intertwined with nature, and express the point of 

view that people are a part of nature.  Tribal cultures (including their languages) 

and natural wildernesses are mutually-supportive treasures, which need to be 

nurtured together.  A growing body of literature links biological, cultural, and 

linguistic diversity (Maffi 2005).  Some environmentalists have said that tribal 

people should be removed from forest areas, for the protection of those forest 

areas.  However, from what I have witnessed in the course of my doctoral 

fieldwork, tribal people tend to live sustainably in forest areas, as they have for 

tens of thousands of years.  They know how to harvest the wild and semi-wild 
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resources of the forest in such a way that the resources are never driven to 

extinction but can always regenerate. 

 

The ingenuity of Kani Pasai (the Kani people’s slang spoken language) is 

admirable.  Like most dialects and languages, in many aspects Kani Pasai’s 

rules are systematic, in other aspects irregular (Agesthialingom 1976).  A 

language is like a forest: both grow in what may seem to be chaotic ways, but in 

fact they follow their own internal logics.  The rich complexity of the Kani people’s 

spoken language and verbal arts could not easily be recreated by modern 

individuals, any more than a wilderness area -- with its many interacting layers 

and levels of vegetation, animals, earth, water, etc. -- could easily be brought into 

being.  Once lost, a culture -- including the indecipherable and seeming 

“nonsense” aspects of its language and verbal arts -- can never be 

reconstructed.  We should consider very carefully before we permit traditional 

cultures, and the natural environments in which they live, to disappear.  

Traditional spoken verbal arts embody countless generations of development of 

what the group culture has felt is valuable to be passed down to the next 

generation -- in terms both of styles of speaking, and the content of the speech.  

   

Cultural diversity yields a variety of perspectives, a variety of ways of solving 

problems and exploiting opportunities.  A community -- including the earth’s 

entire human community -- can only be said to be thinking at its fullest to the 
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degree that all of its members’ points-of-view are being considered.  The very 

presence of multiple points of view stimulates analytical and creative thinking, 

and helps with problem-solving. 

 

To begin with, each traditional culture has its own ways of acculturating infants 

into human society.  Children’s songs/chants/dances/games teach children, 

through play, ways to think, speak, and behave -- ways to perceive, express, and 

interact.  It is hoped that this dissertation has shown that there is much informal 

educational value in children’s traditional play.   

 

As detailed in Chapter VI, three ways in which language-learning may occur 

through the playing of children’s songs/chants/dances/games are: 1) repetition 

with variation, 2) physical enactment of words as they are spoken, and  

3) question-and-answer routines.  The children’s play discussed in this 

dissertation teaches that the association of things (things known to go together), 

as well as sounds of words (puns and rhymes), are valid justifications for claims 

of relevance, at least in play (please see “What Kind Of?,” Activity 4, p. 252).  A 

related non-rational, or meta-logical, way of introducing a new subject, or 

changing the subject, in this children’s play is: there is talk, and then suddenly 

the listener is touched (or is touched in a different way, or on a different place on 

the body).  That is, a media other than sound is suddenly used (as in “One Pot,” 

Activity 2, p. 222; and “Monkey Jumping,” Activity 8, p. 304-5).  Such methods of 
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associative, aesthetic, and “sideways” thinking -- which “break frame,” as Erving 

Goffman might say (Goffman 1974) -- involve using criteria other than standard 

verbal logic by which to claim, ascertain, and judge relevance and continuity in 

thought and conversation.  

 

If traditional ways of teaching thinking such as these might be lost, the people of 

the world might be left with modern educators’ suggestions in these fields, and 

often such suggestions are narrow- and short-sighted.  Educational practices 

developed through modern institutions tend to embody the prejudices and 

ideologies of these institutions, and the cultures which have created them.  

Traditional children’s play, on the other hand as we have seen contains a great 

deal of associational thinking, frame-breaking, and seeming randomness and 

nonsense.  This promotes mental flexibility, openness, and practical ingenuity -- 

encouraging people to think outside of the box (Sutton-Smith 1997).  This 

dissertation submits that these elements in traditional children’s verbal arts are 

good for children to think, and lead to thoughtfulness, ingenuity, and maturity -- 

for the individual and for the group.  

 

Variants of many of the Kani children’s play activities are known throughout Tamil 

Nadu, and the rest of south India.  But in most of those places, the children seem 

to know fewer of them, due to more exposure to radio and TV, cinema, and 

school.   
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One example of the usefulness of folk culture was illustrated by the Moken 

people, also known as the Sea Gypsies, in relation to the Tsunami which swept 

from Indonesia to India in December 2004.  The Moken are a tribal people who 

traditionally have lived in coastal areas of Thailand and surrounding countries.  

When the sea level lowered, Moken people knew from their folk knowledge that 

this could be a pre-cursor to a tsunami, so they fled the beach areas, and also 

warned numerous foreigners to do the same.  In this way, Moken folklore is 

credited with saving lives (Graceffo 2007). 

 

But even in less dramatic ways, development of traditional cultures benefits 

humanity as a whole.  I hope that the 2004 and 2005 Chennai-Philadelphia 

videoconferences, as presented in this dissertation, begin to demonstrate that 

the Kani people have a wealth of culture which it might benefit other people to be 

exposed to -- in terms of language play and teaching-and-learning techniques to 

begin with.  The “Digital Divide” is often spoken of in terms of the oral-centric 

people in the countryside being impoverished.  These events, however, 

demonstrate that people living in the countryside have much traditional culture to 

share with city-dwellers who may be literate, but who may also in some ways be 

culturally-impoverished. 
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C) Videoconferencing: A Way by Which Local Cultures Can be Developed, 

Shared, and Studied. 

 

In the paragraphs above, I have sought to establish that 1) traditional verbal arts 

are in many cases approaching extinction, and 2) these traditional verbal arts are 

valuable.  To the degree that these arguments have validity, a next question 

might be: “Given that we would like to prevent the extinction of these local 

traditions, what general social conditions are needed for the nurturing of such 

traditions?”  One answer is that the general public would need to generate public 

opinion, so that the government would be encouraged to realize that it is in the 

best interest of its people, of itself, and of the nation, to support and help with the 

development of local cultures.   

 

A question that then would remain would be a practical one: “What are some 

ways in which such help could be given?”  One possible answer is after-school 

programs for children of communities, so that they can be taught about their 

group heritage.  Another possible answer is annual or seasonal trips to areas of 

nature, where the children could learn about the relationship between nature and 

their group’s culture.  Yet another possible answer is the development of “living 

museums” (exhibitions of objects that are still in everyday use) and multimedia 

cultural resource centers.  These facilities could have two levels: one for 

members of the community, and one for visitors (such as tourists, scholars, and 
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students).  Parts of the documentation and exhibition of local ways could be done 

by members of the community. 

 

Young people in the community who have some interest and talent as collectors, 

presenters, players, or consumers of any sort of music or other aspects of 

culture, could be recruited to join such efforts of local cultural development.  

Technology that enables recording and interactive telecommunication needs to 

be put into the hands of these young people.  This is a somewhat unusual idea in 

the fields of Folklore and Anthropology, for a prevailing wisdom in these fields is 

that the visiting scholar should not pollute the people he is studying with the tools 

of modernity.  The idea is that this might confuse the people under study, and 

cause them to lose their identity.   

 

However, today in 49as12, it seems relatively safe to say that there are no longer 

any traditional oral-centric communities that are in danger of becoming polluted 

with modernity.  The pollution has already occurred!  At this stage in the evolution 

of human society, communities just about everywhere are inundated with literary 

and electronic messages.  This is very much the case with my fieldwork 

community in Tamil Nadu.  Schools -- with student attendance required by the 

Government -- have begun to teach literacy to young people of such 

communities.  And most of all, the pervasive presence of commercial radio, 

                                                
12

 Please see p. 550. 
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television, and cinema has to a large degree helped to turn people of local 

communities into passive consumers of urban-based commercial culture.  It 

seems that the glamour of this media-delivered commercial culture cannot be 

matched by the forms and contents of the traditional local cultures. 

 

The question then is not whether or not it is appropriate to “pollute” traditional 

cultures by exposing their members to electronic media: this has already 

occurred.  The question is whether or not to enable members of such 

communities to also have some experience as producers and directors of 

electronic media.  

 

Jawaharl Nehru, India’s first Prime Minister, recommended that each group in 

society should develop according to its own genius (Singh 1989).  Society’s goal 

should not be for traditional cultures to assimilate into the general culture, but 

rather for members of these cultures to develop their traditional identities, and 

add to, enrich, and to some degree transform, the general culture.  One way of 

enabling such development could now involve putting recording, transmitting, 

and interactive telecommunication technology in the hands of people in 

traditional communities, and giving them training in how to use such technology 

to help globalise their own cultures. 

 



 568 

We need to enable members of these communities to electronically present, 

discuss, and share their elders’ ways.  We need to invite, welcome, and enable 

members of traditional communities to join the global dialogue.  Everything has 

gone electronic these days except local traditions. Local people need access to, 

and need to learn how to operate interactive (receive-and-transit) technology.  

The technology of which I speak is now available to the public, especially in the 

form of the tiny mobile interactive telecommunication computers known as “smart 

phones.”  However, it is only the more expensive models that have video 

recording, video streaming (to the Internet), and videoconference abilities.  As 

has been the case for many years, in comparison with receive-only technology, 

interactive (and multimedia) technology tends to be more expensive and delicate, 

and requires more training to operate.  A message that helping to enable 

members of traditional communities to use such technology in relation to their 

traditions, would be that society considers these traditions to be worth the 

electronic media treatment, that these traditions are significant, interesting, and 

important. 

 

This approach would be supported by the recommendations of Many Voices, 

One World, often referred to as the MacBride Report  (UNESCO, 1980), which 

presented the concept of the Right to Communicate.  This is the idea that -- 

because almost everyone today is inundated from birth by electronic messages 

from entertainment companies, organized religions, governments, etc. -- it is a 
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fundamental human right of each individual on the planet to also be able to 

transmit their own electronic messages.  This Right can be applied to nations, 

communities, and individuals.  It is akin to the Right to Free Speech and the 

Right to Assembly.   

 

Following this principle, whenever I do fieldwork, I train interested members of 

the community to use the electronic equipment, including the interactive 

telecommunication equipment, that I am using.  It would strike me as unfair and 

exploitive to not do so.  To neglect doing so, it seems to me, might demoralize 

local people, by exposing them to new technology that is beyond their reach.  In 

a fieldwork situation, an exchange is occurring: members of a traditional 

community are sharing some of their traditions, and in return they should get 

something that they feel is valuable.  Cash is one possibility, but education, 

including professional training -- for those who desire it -- can be a more valuable 

one.  Such education can be in the outsider’s language and technology, but 

community members can be encouraged to apply the new tools to the 

documentation and presentation of their own cultures. 

 

It is inherent to the fieldwork process that the people under study are affected, 

transformed, by coming into contact with the fieldworker.  Likewise, the 

fieldworker is affected by the people under study.  When people mingle, to some 

degree they become like each other.  Thus, it is inherent to fieldwork that to 
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some degree the fieldworker destroys that which he or she came to study, simply 

through this contact.  At the same time, the fieldworker can also raise 

consciousness among the people under study, and make them aware that their 

traditions are interesting and worthwhile, not something to be lightly thrown away.  

Providing the equipment and training in itself would be a strong statement of 

encouragement that the traditional culture is significant. 

 

It is true that literacy and the ability to operate electronic equipment take people 

of traditional communities away from their oral-centric roots.  The very coming 

into contact with a scholar does this to some extent.  If one were to fully follow 

the principle of seeking to not affect people, one would not teach people of oral-

centric cultures how to read and write.  India has decided against this approach, 

however, by moving people out of the deep forest, and by insisting that all 

children attend schools.  

 

By putting recording and transmitting technology in the hands of local people who 

have interest in it, one is also helping them to become more literate -- possibly in 

the local dialect, which some members of the community will eventually develop 

an interest in writing down, even if the local dialect had hitherto only been a 

spoken language; in the state language (in this case, Tamil); in the national 

language (in this case, Hindi); and/or in the leading global lingua franca 

(presently English).  Using such technology may also help the people who use it 
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to learn how to read and write, as they transpose their traditional culture into the 

digital realm.  

 

It has been argued that people who barely have enough to eat should not be 

bothered with computers, but this argument ignores the fact that once people 

have access to computers (and the Internet, and mobile telephones, etc) they 

may be inspired to do all sorts of things, including developing new ways of 

making a living and contributing to the larger society. 

 

So this is my conclusion:  A way to save traditional cultures from oblivion, a way 

to help them survive and develop, is to put recording and interactive 

telecommunication equipment in the hands of members of traditional 

communities, and to enable and train community members to apply this 

technology to their cultures.  

 

In many cases, it will be young people in the community who will be interested 

and able to learn how to use the new technology.  Let us encourage those young 

members of the traditional communities who are already relatively modernized 

and globalized to take the lead in helping to document, preserve, develop, and 

share their seniors’ ways, their groups’ identities.  In many cases, these young 

people might not know that much more about their community’s traditional culture 

than outsiders might know, for many young people in the community have turned 
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away from the traditions.  But these young people are well-positioned to draw the 

traditional culture out of the few elders who still have a thorough grasp of it.  The 

elders will be inspired to remember and share the old culture when young ones 

from their community are in the forefront of the documentation effort. 

 

The jewel in the crown of the afore-mentioned “living museums” and community 

cultural resource centers can be ethnographic videoconferencing facilities -- by 

which others can study the local culture, and by which local people can study 

other cultures.  Positive aspects of videoconferencing include: local people can 

speak for themselves, and can help to compose and frame the images of 

themselves that are being presented to others.  The process allows them to 

simultaneously observe and question those would observe and question them.  

Ethnographic videoconferencing can only be done as a cooperative collaboration 

among all concerned: all must agree to participate in a conversation together.  

 

This model of collaborative Folklore research presented in this dissertation offers 

education and training opportunities to members of the fieldwork community.  It 

involves the tourism and museum businesses, with members of the community 

being trained for management positions, as scholars, tour guides, museum 

interpreters, and so on.  It enables members of a community to help share the 

community’s traditions with outsiders, in such a way that members of the 
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community have a great deal of control regarding how they and their community 

are presented. 

 

Those traditional people who wish to live as much as possible in natural 

environments without new technology, should of course be permitted to do so.  

But those who wish to engage with the mainstream, who wish to make a 

contribution to the general society, should be encouraged.  Traditional peoples 

have a lot to offer the larger community.   

 

Putting recording and transmitting technology into the hands of young tribal 

people so that they can record, share, and develop their traditional exotic culture 

would benefit everyone, including increasing self-esteem and literacy, and 

bridging the ancient oral and the modern electronic and literate.  Where the 

action really is in a fieldwork situation such as the one portrayed in this 

dissertation, is not between the fieldworker and the elders, but between the 

already semi-modernized young people of the community, and their elders.  If the 

fieldworker can work with those young people, and enlist them in the culture 

collection and presentation process, wonderful things can occur, including the 

young people gaining literacy skills.  

 

First then, I posit that videoconferencing should be accessible to interested tribal 

people -- enabling them to share their exotic traditions, to derive income from the 
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presentation of their culture, and also to educate the general public about these 

traditions).   

 

Then, I would generalize the point, to apply it to everyone -- individuals 

everywhere should be enabled to share their unique ways through 

videoconferencing.  I posit that such universal access and expression would 

benefit humanity and society as a whole.  As the sayings go: “Two heads are 

better than one,” and “The more the merrier.” 

 

The thinking process of a community -- including a national or global  

community -- operates at its optimum level to the degree that all members of the 

community are able to speak and be heard in public spheres.  Problem-solving 

and opportunity-cultivating efforts can only be improved by the availability of 

additional perspectives and points of view.  Thus, I submit that, for the sake of 

the common good, it is not just the right, but it is also the responsibility of each 

individual to engage in conversational videoconference events.  

 

Videoconference access should be extended to everyone on the planet, to 

individuals with their unique ways of thinking, to those in any community, to those 

with any sort of traditions and conventions of expression and communication.  

This would enable all of these people to participate in a global interactive 

telecommunication conversation.  This is the dream of teletopia.  It is also the 
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dream of democracy, of human expression and development, of fully functioning 

public spheres.  Some may feel that it might be in their best interests to keep 

other individuals or groups voiceless and isolated in public.  But this dissertation 

submits that it is best for society as a whole to, as much as is practical, organize 

and enable civic and artistic expression and sharing.  It is possible to go a long 

way towards overcoming the type of alienation known as loneliness, through 

everyone being able to videoconference and otherwise telecommunicate with 

other individuals and/or groups.  It is also possible to eradicate unemployment 

through this technology.  For once everyone would be able to telecommunicate, 

we could find helpful and useful things for people to do -- beginning with 

entertaining and educating each other about our local traditions and conventions.  

 

People should be encouraged to document, celebrate, and share their 

community’s traditional verbal arts, and also to develop new hybrid forms.  These 

are life-affirming activities.  Artistic expression can improve self-esteem, literacy, 

and ways of making a living.  Making and experiencing beautiful things, 

expressing oneself fully, discovering one’s complex identity in changing 

conditions, learning how to use new technology, fulfilling oneself personally and 

professionally -- these things help to make life worth living. 

 

Disaster-related assistances (concerning HIV, the 2004 Tsunami, etc.) are 

helpful gestures -- but local traditional and conventional methods of 
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communication and production should also be recognized, celebrated, and 

developed.  In this way, many types of human resilience, cleverness, and 

ingenuity can be discovered and made available for general use. 

 

This dissertation has shown how ethnographic videoconferencing -- like virtual 

study trips on the school level -- can serve as a method of learning about other 

cultures.  A key point is that videoconferencing enables conversations with 

members of other cultures.  Such exposure and relationship can help to raise 

consciousness about the value of traditional cultures, enabling people on both 

sides of the conversation to see such cultures as valuable resources. 

 

In a videoconference -- unlike a photograph, or a film or video -- what occurs 

between the watcher and the watched is a relationship, a process, a 

conversation, a negotiation, an exchange.  Both sides frame themselves, and 

speak for themselves (with translation, perhaps).  Videoconferencing, like 

conversation in general, is an antidote for objectification of other people, and for 

commodification of culture.   

 

Ethnographic videoconferencing reminds us that data is never simply collected 

from people.  A relationship is always involved.  That relationship may be 

controlled by the scholar, and the person of the culture under study may have no 

opportunity to ask his or her own questions, and make his or her own comments.  
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Indeed this is often the way it has been in the past.  But with ethnographic 

videoconferencing -- and more importantly, with the mindset, attitude, and 

morality of this interactivity -- the relationship will naturally be more reciprocal and 

transparent.  If people are not satisfied with an interaction, and exchange, they 

tend to say so.  Some scholars might prefer for such things to not be said in front 

of others, but such transparency and openness is beneficial for truth and science. 

 

Ethnographic videoconferencing has been inspired by Penn Folklore and by the 

Performance-centered approach to Folklore.  Ethnographic videoconferencing 

represents the same process- and relationship-oriented approach that the 

Performance-centered approach applied to folklore activity, now being applied to 

an electronically-mediated process of documenting folklore. 

 

The Performance-centered approach to folklore was born in the 1960s.  It was an 

aspect of the Socio-linguistic Moment, an aspect of the general redefinition of 

communication that occurred in the 1960s -- from mass media (top to bottom), to 

feedback-loop (horizontal).  In this sense, it was part of a democratizing 

movement that is only now coming to fruition with the implementation of 

videoconferencing, an ultimate interactive medium.  There will be improvements 

in and extensions of videoconferencing -- such as life-size figures, three-

dimensionality, virtual reality (in which aspects of computer-generated 

environments respond to movements of one’s body), the ability to share 
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webpages and video recordings in the course of videoconferences, and 

videoconferencing in through social networks -- but the basic fact of being able to 

visualize one’s conversation partners is the defining and ultimate step. 

 

This concluding chapter -- like the dissertation as a whole -- seeks to acculturate 

the reader into the social imaginary and actuality of videoconferencing.  It does 

not so much seek to usher the reader into the Age of Videoconferencing, but 

rather to help the reader to realize that we are already in this new age, and to 

help the reader make sense of this new age.  One way that it seeks to do this is 

by suggesting ways to integrate ancient aspects of human culture, with the 

present and future. 

 

Videoconferencing does not just affect us when we are videoconferencing.  The 

presence of this technology alters our general worldviews, just as technological 

breakthroughs have done in the past.  Such breakthroughs affects not just those 

who are using the technology, and not just when they are using it -- rather, they 

affect people’s entire personalities and cultures. 

 

In the Age of Videoconferencing, videoconferencing is the media ideal.  From this 

point of view, every other form of electronic communication might be considered 

to have something missing.  When any electronically-mediated communication 

might occur, people might ask:  “Why are we not videoconferencing?  Why do I 
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not have the opportunity to fully (visually) interact with the person with whom I am 

speaking?”  If a one-way media is being used, one now might ask:  “Why can’t I 

also ask questions and make comments, help to set the agenda, and make a bid 

to change the topic?”  That is, in the Age of Videoconferencing, it is taken for 

granted that every act of communication could be part of a long-distance 

instantaneously-participatory conversation. 

 

Mobile telephones will be leading the way with videoconferencing, commonly 

known as “video calls” -- once the 3G (Third Generation) networks are widely in 

place.  The delay of the implementation of video calling on mobile telephones 

has been due not to limitations in mobile telephone hardware: it has been due to 

the lack of the necessary wireless bandwidth.  

 

Desktop and laptop computers are increasingly videoconference-capable -- with 

cameras built into the hardware (usually above the screen), and the software 

either having been pre-loaded or being simple to download and install.  Some 

online social networks already offer videoconferencing at a click.  It remains to be 

seen whether or not online videoconferencing might be enabled by and 

associated with a particular software program or website -- as YouTube is 

associated with posting and sharing video recordings, and Twitter is associated 

with posting and sharing brief text messages.  At present, Skype is the most 

widely used software program for online videoconferencing on personal 
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computers (both the software and the videoconferencing are free).  Polycom is 

the most prominent company in the field of expensive, high-quality 

videoconferencing that involves the use of specialized equipment other than 

personal computers.  But for videoconferencing to come into its own, it will need 

to transcend any single company or brand name, and must be as convenient as 

making a phone call, or turning on a TV. 

 

This dissertation has touched upon the question of how Kani villages in forest 

areas might be developed in green (sustainable, nature-preserving) ways, and 

has raised the possibility of eco-tourism in this regard.  Solar power for street 

lamps is already being used in some Kani villages, and there is talk about also 

using solar power for electrified fences.  Another aspect of eco-tourism could be 

people visiting via videoconference -- the afore-mentioned virtual study-trips, and 

ethnographic videoconferencing.   Videoconferencing is a green activity in that it 

can enable members of the public to visit and learn about nature without 

physically coming there and possibly damaging the natural environment. 

Videoconferencing can also make unnecessary the use of fossil fuels that might 

be used in transportation processes.  

 

This dissertation has presented a new variant of the model for Folklore fieldwork.  

Aspects of this new variant include the scholar:   
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1) Teaching those members of the community who are interested to operate the 

recording and transmission equipment.  Helping to develop a community 

multimedia cultural resource center and living museum -- both for members of 

the community and for visitors -- with members of the community in fieldwork, 

exhibition, and management positions.    

 

2) Utilizing interactive telecommunication such as videoconferencing to present 

and share the findings with people at his/her home university, including students 

and faculty, members of the public, and members of the culture’s diaspora 

community.  This activity can be called, ethnographic videoconferencing.   

 

It is hoped that this dissertation has shown that children’s songs/chants/ 

dances/games are an excellent gateway into a traditional culture.  These 

activities help children to develop spoken language ability; and also to learn  

“how to behave” in the culture. 

 

The oral verbal elements of these activities are designed for beginners.  Many of 

the grammatical structures, and concepts, and behavior patterns presented in 

these activities also appear elsewhere in the culture’s expressive repertoire.  The 

children’s activities are relatively easy for an outsider to study -- if one can gain 

the confidence of the children, that is.  For these activities are not secret 

knowledge as far as adults are concerned.  They are offered to every infant who 
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appears, to be acculturated into the community.  A visitor from outside the 

community is like an infant, in the sense of not knowing how to speak or behave 

in this community.  Thus, it is appropriate for a visitor to put him/herself in the 

humble position of an infant, in relation to a community.  A visitor can benefit 

from sitting with the group’s children, and learning alongside them -- through 

observation of and participation in play -- how to speak and behave in the 

community.  From the perspective of adults in a community, children’s play 

activities (especially those which are taught by adults to children) may be seen 

as aspects of child-rearing.  These are interesting and important subjects for 

anyone wishing to enter and learn about a community.  Learning children’s 

songs/chants/dances/games can, of course, be just a beginning of involvement 

with a community.  Once this process is begun, people in the community may 

also be willing to share other things.   

 

Just as small children are on the verge of learning how to speak and 

comprehend speech, we as humans are on the verge of utilizing 

videoconferencing in a widespread manner, and this dissertation submits that the 

Age of Videoconferencing can usher in changes that will be as dramatic as the 

changes a child experiences when she first becomes able to speak and 

understand speech.  For example, it is difficult to imagine that the concepts (and 

actualities) of unemployment and loneliness will have the same power over 

individuals’ lives once the Age of Videoconferencing comes into its own: so many 
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new options for access will be there.  Aspects of the videoconference experience 

that have yet to be defined as global standards include: the configurations of 

screens, conventions for how to handle multiparty videoconferences; and how to 

find people of common interests and points of view with whom one might 

videoconference.  Thus, in regard to videoconferencing, we humans are like 

small children, just beginning to learn how to do it.  For this reason, it seems that 

exploring children’s play in videoconferences is a very appropriate matching of 

form and content, of media and subject matter.  Both involve creating neural and 

other networks that will help people to communicate in new ways.  This 

dissertation has concerned: 1) the acquiring of oral language ability (including 

possible uses of play in this process); and 2) the acquiring of videoconferencing 

ability (including the establishment of infrastructures and conventions for 

videoconferences).  A common theme of these two processes is: learning ways 

to communicate.  Just as small children and uninitiated outsiders are new to a 

community’s culture, so all of us humans are relatively new to the 

videoconferencing practices that we are now in the process of designing.  
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Chapter VIII: Epilogue 

 

 

In February 2006, I made a brief visit to Vellambi to gather some feedback about 

my fieldwork from members of the community.  I asked some Vellambi people to 

tell some good and bad things about my fieldwork with them.  Instead of 

receiving evaluations of how I had conducted the fieldwork, what I received was 

statements about the fieldwork project itself: 

 

Velmurugan:  “If nobody is asking about traditions, then there is no future for 

these traditions.  Eric came, saw, asked, and understood.  Now, the children 

have more interest in the songs and games.  Mothers are helping with the 

teaching.  Eight of us have been hired as part-time forest watchers.  And we 

have a video camera in the community, so we can record our songs for 

ourselves.” 

 

Mama:  “Eric took interest in the forest.  Now, our young people are also more 

interested in the forest, and they are learning the teachings about the forest.” 

 

Rajammal:  “Outside people and inside people are meeting.  The history of Kani 

people, and Kani songs and other culture, should be studied.  It would be good if 

there were more Government support for such study.” 
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Banu:  “Eric wrote down some of the old Kani language.  He saw the Kani 

people, old level.  He gave an opportunity for Kani people to see an outside 

person.  The old kalacharam [drama, dance, and music] was ending.  Eric came, 

and the kalacharam started again.  For a long future, it is important that the old 

culture be recorded and be put on computers.”  

 

Marthandan:  “Before Eric’s visit, there no recording of the old ways.  Today, 

there is recording, and the children are following.  When the old song men and 

women are gone, the recordings will still be there.” 

 

Surendiren:  “With Eric, we went to the river, caught fish, and cooked the fish and 

kilangu, and ate it.  He asked about the way we played.” 

 

Saju:  “Eric halted in the village for many months.  He asked about the eru 

madam (tree houses) that we make to avoid elephant danger.  About bamboo 

making.  Eating kilangu.  Making fire.  Bark cloth.  Hunting.  Agriculture.  Stone 

cooking.  Singing, dancing, drumming, and nanthini [musical instruments made 

from bamboo].” 

 

My vision of cultural tourism began to be achieved at DakshinChitra (a cultural 

center just south of Chennai), during the Kani group’s first visit to Chennai, in 
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October 2004.   The children performed their play activities, and then Rajammal 

did some storytelling, telling the story of the Younger Brother. 

 

In this session, the Vellambi children sat on the ground in front of Rajammal.  A 

number of the Vellambi women sat on either side of Rajammal, and helped her 

with the telling -- joining in at times, with both the speaking and the singing.  

These other women were, to my sense, also at this time being trained in telling 

by Rajammal, as the performance was occurring. 

 

As these two processes were occurring, a third process was also taking place:  

Visitors to DakshinChitra -- Tamils, non-Tamil Indians, and foreigners -- were 

watching the first two processes.  What were missing were:  1) translation during 

the performance; and 2) discussion, conversation afterwards. 

 

In 2005, for a presentation about “Nature and Language” -- mostly proverbs 

relating to nature -- at the Dept. of Tamil Studies, at the University of Madras,  

I invited Velmurugan and his mother, Rajammal, to come as co-presenters.   

 

It was during this event that I really came up against a difficulty of facilitating 

conversation between a tribal person, and scholars and other urban Tamil 

people.  During the event, it seemed that Rajammal, who was sitting on a raised 

stage, resisted looking people in the eye and talking with them.  She felt more 
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comfortable singing songs and making an invocation; and looking downward.  

Later I realized that she might have been afraid to act ‘big,’ which is how looking 

people in the eye and speaking to them directly from a raised stage might have 

been interpreted.  Facilitating relaxed conversation between such parties will not 

be easy, as both parties will need to develop trust and respect for each other, to 

break out of the social roles that keep people from different groups apart, and 

prevent them from being humans together. 

 

Generally speaking, the Kani people of Vellambi seem to be well.  I am hoping 

that I have had a mostly positive effect.  Rajammal continues to live on the side 

of a mountain, in the midst of a supportive and loving community.  The 

Government of India seems to be doing an excellent job of helping the Kani 

people of Kanyakumari district.  

 

My doctoral research assistant-partner Velmurugan has begun a college course 

of study (B.A. in History), via postal correspondence.  He is a talented and 

enthusiastic inter-cultural communicator: communicating with people outside 

one’s of group to share aspects of one’s group’s traditions is not for everyone.  I 

am hoping that he might be a teacher, museum worker, or tour guide.  These are 

all jobs that he performed excellently in relation to me. The video camera that I 

gave to Velmurugan still works: he uses it especially to videotape weddings.  
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My work feels to me to have just barely begun:  I have settled in Chennai, where 

I am working with various types of traditional storytellers from various 

communities.  Here in Chennai I have co-founded the World Storytelling Institute, 

am teaching at a local college, and am helping to develop a videoconferencing 

center for teaching and learning, performance, and discussion.  I am helping to 

develop living museums especially with members of sea-fishing communities on 

Tamil Nadu’s east coast, and with tribal communities such as the Kani people in 

the state’s western mountains. 

 

A main thing that can hold humanity back at this point is non-deployment of 

technology that we already have, or are on the verge of having.  Let us use well 

that which we have.  Reality is being re-shaped each instant by each new 

decision we make.  Let us videoconference -- in many ways, and for many 

purposes!  If you would ever like to converse with me regarding ways in which 

this can be done in the present moment, please contact me.  I can most likely be 

found through the Internet at http://www.storytellingandvideoconferencing.com .  

 

I have stayed in touch with the people of Vellambi.  Members of the community 

have put on some performances of their traditional culture for visitors, in events 

arranged by forest officers.  Velmurugan has visited me in Chennai a number of 

times. 
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I have also stayed in touch with the people of Nochhikuppam and 

Ayodhyakuppam in Chennai (some of whose members participated with me in 

the 2005 and 2006 Megaconferences).  We have stayed in contact in part 

because I live close by, and also because I am seeking to help members of these 

and adjacent communities to develop a living museum cultural tourism venue 

(with a videoconference facility) relating to sea-fishing.  This project has involved 

helping members of the community put on performances that have included 

men’s rowing songs, and women’s lament chants (for a man who was lost at sea, 

in the drama).  Recently some people in Ayodhyakuppam have asked me if I 

might be able to help arrange for Tamil language reading-and-writing instruction 

to be to given in the evenings. 

 

Thus, my relationships with people in both the sea-fishing communities and the 

tribal communities seem to involve me helping them to learn and use reading-

and-writing, and electronic technologies.  This is ironic, for that what drew me to 

these communities in the first place was their oral-centricity, their living oral 

verbal arts.  I can only hope that as these communities develop, their members 

use the new technologies in part to develop aspects of their traditional cultures. 
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