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The mysterious disappearance of some languages of India’s
North Eastern region provokes questions in a book such as
Seducing the Rain God written by activist writer Smriti Kumar

Sinha. The stories are created in a lost language, Bishnupriya Manipuri,
and translated competently by Ramlal Sinha to bring into promi-
nence the legacy as well as the politics of contemporary debates.
Bishnupriya Manipuri is almost a dead language. The mere 50,000
speakers are thinly scattered all over the North East, yet their culture
is woven into their literature and orality. Thanks to the advocacy of
Sinha and others, the Supreme Court, in 2006, granted recognition
and identity to the linguistic inheritors of Bishnupriya Manipuri. 

The stories are a fascinating exploration of a forgotten heritage,
and true to a radical stance, the collection plants a social critique by
reversing accepted chronologies. The last story, for instance, recalls
the origins of a community in Manipur from Babhrubahan, the son
of Arjun and Chitrangada during a year of dalliance made immortal
in literature by Rabindranath Tagore’s dance-drama, Chitrangada.
To recall briefly, the martial queen Chitra, almost ‘manly’ in her
physical prowess and demeanour, falls in love with Arjun who has
taken a vow of celibacy. She invokes Madan, the god of love, to make
her seductively feminine so that Arjun can be enticed. The boon
being granted, Chitra is now pursued by Arjun but at the end of a
year he is bored with his languorous life and wishes to seek more
martial pastimes. As he wonders about the identity of the missing
queen of Manipur who is widely praised, Tagore’s Chitrangada re-
veals her true androgynous self, and teaches him the primary lesson
of feminism that man-woman relationships are best posited on equal-
ity and mutual respect. 

Smriti Kumar Sinha’s story ‘Choudhury Golapchan’ takes a view
of this royal heritage from a dilapidated hut and its impoverished
conditions. This and other stories speak of a Manipur denuded by
violence and corruption in which the legacy of Babhrubahan can
only remain a piquant memory. The child Golapchan overhears his
mother and an uncle whisper the family’s fearful secret, that the
land owned by his noble grandfather, the war hero Choudhury
Borkhom Singh, has been grabbed by mafia in Deochhara. While
the adults are afraid of the insurgents, young Golapchan travels alone
all the way to claim his identity though nothing of the wealth re-
mains. Nonetheless he carries back a lump of clay from his ancestral
village and gives himself the secret title of ‘Choudhury’. The child’s
demeanour, outlook and self worth are altered by this experience as he
values the ‘nobility’ within and learns to disregard the deprivations.

Contrast this with the title story ‘Seducing the Rain God’ where
women are like the modern day Chitrangada, beautifying themselves
and indulging in erotic play so the elusive rain god may descend on
the parched earth of Manipur. Sabi, the lead player in the ritual, is
otherwise poor, almost starving, but her magical power to induce
rains causes the community to turn to her. It’s an act of faith and,
equally, an act fraught with danger. Failure may bring dishonour,
even death, but the path of propitiation has been laid by generations
of practitioners. The language shows a poetic blend of human and
natural physicality:
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‘Khulmoni—returning to its primordial roots—performs erotic
nocturnal rituals involving over twenty mature and vivacious women
joyfully celebrating their nudity and sexuality, dancing with their
full breasts held high and their curvaceous thighs bending into erotic
poses to welcome procreation and new life on earth’ (p. 64). 

The voyeuristic language of such a passage cannot be ignored
but what writing about the woman’s body in traditional tales can
avoid it? Somehow female power and mysticism get associated with
an assertion of the unbridled body sanctified by references to reli-
gion and ritual. In such form the woman is freed of her everyday
drudgery and her melancholy aloneness to be linked to the gods
who are beyond reason. The rain ritual is common throughout the
cultural history of indigenous people in many parts of the world,
and where recorded, shows the woman complicit in this conditional
and temporary deification. Is it abject poverty that drives such ac-
ceptance?

Women’s empowerment discourse has foregrounded the crucial
need for economic access. Story after story in Seducing the Rain God
shows up the human degradation that occurs in conditions of ex-
treme poverty. It is also not limited to women. A finely nuanced
story ‘Flowers without Fragrance’ uses botanical metaphors with high
sophistication. The children of Golapsena watch the banana tree
with longing eyes and measure every emerging fold in the banana
pod ripen, ripple by little ripple, and they long to eat the luscious
fruit. The day the bunch is ready for consumption, the father has to
pull away the bananas from the hungry children to sell the fruit in
the market.

A singular emphasis on poverty seems to permeate the text of
these stories and one wonders about the overall economic level of the
speakers of Bishnupriya Manipuri. In one story, a conversation picks
up the issue of the source of the language:

‘Our language has evolved from Sanskrit through Shouraseni, not through
Magadhi as is the case with Mayangs near us.’
‘What is Shouraseni?’…
‘It’s the Hindi spoken in North India.’ (p. 167)

 
Factually this is a simplistic statement and the reader would be

expected to question it but psychologically, the lost language
community’s eagerness to reclaim classical origins, and its mythical
genealogy can be viewed with compassion. Moreover, it is a political
act of assertion. Oral cultures today have been compelled to turn to
scripting, publicity, recording and media attention to establish their
existence. Seducing the Rain God has a similar goal.

The book opens up a larger question about public interest in the
North East. This vast but inaccessible area expresses unique qualities
in its literature and culture. Lately, for multiple reasons both politi-
cal and academic, publications, films, conferences and research
projects are exploring the intricacies of the region. The insiders within
the communities refuse to homogenize the conditions prevailing in
the eight sister States and have insisted in recording the diversity
among them. It is in this context that Seducing the Rain God gains
importance as a cultural manifesto. Showing up the porous state
boundaries, the book moves on to emphasize the cohesive culture of
a small, almost forgotten community that is now drawing attention
to its heritage. While the author wishes to ‘revitalize the moribund
language,’ the translator wants to connect the Bishnupriya Manipuri
speakers with a ‘wider global audience’. The goal is laudable even
though the politics of literature rather than aesthetics gets
foregrounded in such an endeavour.
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