@9 (66 EKUSHER DHEU 1ssN: 2454-7182

IMPACT FACTOR: 8.158
Web-link :http://ekusherdheu.in

ISSN: 2454-7182

Gambhira: Alternative media and the voice of democracy in
folk culture commentary
TSr: WWWW AP @ ATSCFR 7
Name of the Author: Lakshmikanta Karmakar

Affiliation: Guest lecturer, Gour Mahavidyalaya, Malda; Research

Scholar, St. Xavier’s College (Autonomous), Kolkata

Abstract: At a time when media freedom is increasingly under threat—

India ranking 151 out of 180 countries in the World Press Freedom Index
2025, and mainstream news organizations increasingly constrained by
political, corporate, and market pressures—the question arises: who
speaks for the marginalized? This paper argues that the answer may lie
not in mainstream or corporate media, but in the folk theatres of rural
Bengal. Gambhira, a centuries-old performance tradition from Malda, is
conventionally studied as ritual theatre centered on Shiva. This paper,
however, reads Gambhira as a living, counter-media practice. Moving beyond folklorist nostalgia, Gambhira
blends ritual, masked performance, improvisation, satire, and participatory dialogue to engage critically with
pressing social issues—environmental crisis, communal discrimination, unemployment, lack of education,
inadequate healthcare, gender violence, and women’s rights. At its center stands ‘Nana’—a localized, fallible
Shiva who transcends caste, religion, and community hierarchies to listen to problems and guide solutions.
Gambhira is thus not merely entertainment; it functions as a democratic forum, raising awareness and fostering
collective conscience among the community. In the twenty-first century, where social media algorithms and
corporate news often mediate public discourse and suppress inconvenient truths, Gambhira provides a
participatory space for truth-telling, critique, and reflection. By articulating the experiences of the marginalized
and exposing systemic inequities, it operates as an indigenous counter-public sphere—a folk theatre that is
simultaneously cultural performance, civic pedagogy, and alternative media. This paper situates Gambhira
within performance studies, critical media theory, and subaltern discourse, arguing that folk theatre can serve as
a robust instrument of democracy. As mainstream media falters under political and economic pressures,
Gambhira’s vibrant practices demonstrate how traditional cultural forms can sustain public debate, nurture civic

awareness, and amplify the voices of those often rendered invisible.
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