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Abstract

The Raji are one of the most endangered indigenous communities of Uttarakhand whose language and
oral traditions are rapidly disappearing. This paper presents and analyses the Raji origin narrative
recorded during the author's fieldwork in Jauljibi Bazar, Pithoragarh district, Uttarakhand. The narrative
is presented in the original Raji language along with its IPA transcription and English and Hindi
translations. Besides explaining the origin of the community, the narrative preserves valuable
information about the Rajis' relationship with the forest, their cultural identity, and their traditional
worldview. The paper examines the cultural meanings embedded in the narrative and highlights the
linguistic features through which these meanings are expressed. It argues that documenting such
narratives is essential not only for preserving the oral heritage of endangered communities but also for
safeguarding their language and indigenous knowledge systems.

1. Introduction

Origin stories are among the oldest forms of oral tradition preserved by human societies. They explain
how a community came into existence, where its ancestors originated, and how its relationship with the
surrounding environment was established. Although such narratives are often associated with myths or
legends, they are much more than stories of the distant past. They preserve collective memory, cultural
values, traditional knowledge, and social identity, and therefore form an important part of a community's
intangible cultural heritage. For many indigenous communities, whose traditions continue to be
transmitted orally, origin narratives also serve as valuable linguistic records because they preserve
vocabulary, discourse patterns, and culturally significant concepts that may disappear with language
shift.

The Rajis, also known in the literature as Banrajis, Banrawats, Banmanus and Rajbaar, constitute one
of the last surviving hunter-gatherer communities of the Central Himalayas. These names are exonyms;
the community traditionally referred to itself as bhulla, although during recent field investigations this
self-designation was found to be largely forgotten among younger generations. The Rajis first came to
the notice of the British administration through Traill's report on Kumaon (1823), and since then they
have attracted the attention of anthropologists and linguists because of their distinctive language and
way of life. They are generally believed to be descendants of the prehistoric Kiratas, one of the earliest
inhabitants of the Himalayan region. Over the centuries, however, interaction with neighbouring
communities has considerably influenced both their language and culture.

Until the middle of the twentieth century, the Rajis depended largely on hunting, fishing and forest
produce for their livelihood and were known to live in caves and temporary forest shelters. During my
fieldwork, I visited two caves that members of the community identified as their former dwelling places.
Today, the Rajis reside in eleven small and widely scattered hamlets located in the forested areas of
Pithoragarh, Champawat and Udham Singh Nagar districts of Uttarakhand. Their population has
always been difficult to estimate because of their earlier semi-nomadic way of life. Traill (1823)
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recorded only twenty families, whereas the 2011 Census reported a population of approximately 732.
A census survey conducted by the Society for Endangered and Lesser-Known Languages (SEL) in 2019
recorded a total population of 889.

The Raji language belongs to the Tibeto-Burman family and is now critically endangered. Language
shift to Kumauni and Hindi has resulted in a rapid decline in the number of fluent speakers, and much
of the community's oral tradition has already disappeared. During my documentation of the language,
it became evident that the origin narrative presented in this paper is one of the very few traditional
narratives that continues to be remembered by elderly speakers. It was recorded from Basanti Devi of
Jamtadi village, Pithoragarh district, Uttarakhand, on 14 October 2017 in Jauljibi Bazar and is
presented here in the original Raji language together with its IPA transcription and English and Hindi
translations.

The objective of this paper is twofold. First, it documents an important example of Raji oral literature
that forms part of the community's intangible cultural heritage. Second, it examines how the narrative
reflects the Rajis' cultural identity, relationship with the forest, and traditional worldview. The paper
also discusses selected linguistic features of the narrative, showing how kinship terminology, ecological
vocabulary, deictic expressions, and discourse patterns contribute to the encoding of cultural
knowledge. By documenting and analysing this origin narrative, the paper seeks to contribute both to
the preservation of the Raji language and to a better understanding of the cultural history of one of
India's most endangered indigenous communities.

2. The Raji Origin Narrative

The following origin narrative was narrated by Basanti Devi, a Raji speaker from Jamtadi village in
Pithoragarh district, Uttarakhand, and was recorded during fieldwork on 14 October 2017. It is
presented in the original Raji language together with its IPA transcription and English and Hindi
translations (see Appendix 1). As one of the very few traditional narratives that continue to be
remembered within the community, it provides valuable insights into the Rajis' perception of their
ancestry and their relationship with the forest.

According to the narrative, a long time ago a man descended from heaven. He had two sons. The elder
son preferred hunting and spent most of his time in the forest, whereas the younger son remained at
home. One day, while the elder brother was hunting in the forest, dark clouds suddenly covered the sky.
Although it was daytime, darkness spread everywhere. Lightning flashed, hail began to fall, and heavy
rain caused the rivers and streams to overflow. Unable to continue his journey, the elder brother took
shelter in a cave and remained there throughout the night. When morning came, he discovered that the
landscape had changed completely. Floodwaters, rocks and fallen debris had destroyed the paths leading
back to his home. He searched for the way with great effort but could not find it. As darkness approached
once again, he remained in the forest. When news reached the younger brother that the elder brother
had not returned, he sent a message asking him to remain where he was. According to the message, the
way back could no longer be found, and it would be better for him to stay there, cultivate the land, and
make his living in the forest. The younger brother also advised that his descendants should continue to
live there.

The narrative concludes with a statement of collective identity: "We were born there; we are his
children." Through this concluding declaration, the Rajis trace their ancestry to the elder brother who
remained in the forest. The forest thus becomes not merely the setting of the narrative but the ancestral
homeland from which the community derives its identity. Unlike many origin stories that explain
creation through divine intervention or supernatural events alone, the Raji origin story explains the
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emergence of the community through separation, adaptation and continuity. The elder brother's inability
to return home marks the beginning of a distinct way of life closely associated with the forest. The
narrative therefore serves not only as an explanation of the community's origin but also as an expression
of its historical memory and cultural identity.

3. Critical Analysis of the Raji Origin Narrative

The Raji origin narrative is more than an explanation of the community's ancestry. It reflects the Rajis'
perception of their past, their close association with the forest, and the values that have shaped their
traditional way of life. Although the narrative is brief, it contains several cultural themes that help
explain how the community understands its origin and identity.

The central event in the narrative is the separation of the two brothers. The elder brother, who spends
most of his time in the forest, is unable to return home after a devastating storm changes the landscape.
Flooded rivers, rocks and the disappearance of familiar paths make his return impossible. The narrative
presents this event as the turning point that eventually leads to the emergence of a separate community.
Rather than portraying the elder brother as abandoned, the story suggests that he gradually establishes
a new life in the forest, and his descendants become the ancestors of the present-day Rajis.

The forest occupies a central place throughout the narrative. It is not merely the physical setting in
which the events take place but the environment in which the community's identity is formed. Hunting,
caves, rivers, mountains and forests are described as natural elements of everyday life, reflecting the
traditional subsistence pattern of the Rajis. This close association between people and their environment
corresponds well with historical accounts describing the Rajis as one of the last hunter-gatherer
communities of the Central Himalayas.

Natural forces also play an important role in the narrative. The storm, darkness, flood and destruction
of the pathways bring about an irreversible change in the life of the elder brother. These events are not
explained as punishment or divine intervention; rather, they function as the circumstances that separate
the two brothers and establish the beginning of a new lineage. In this way, the narrative connects the
origin of the community with changes in the natural environment. Another significant feature of the
narrative is its emphasis on continuity across generations. The younger brother advises the elder brother
to remain in the forest and encourages his descendants to continue living there. The concluding
statement—"We were born there; we are his children"—links the present generation directly with the
ancestral past. Through this declaration, the community affirms its common ancestry and its long-
standing relationship with the forest.

Like many indigenous origin narratives, the Raji narrative cannot be interpreted simply as a historical
account. Instead, it preserves the community's collective memory and explains its cultural identity
through symbolic events and ancestral relationships. It offers valuable insights into how the Rajis
perceive their past and how they explain their distinctive way of life. When viewed alongside historical
and ethnographic evidence, the narrative contributes to a better understanding of the cultural history of
this endangered community.

4. Why Recording Indigenous Origin Narratives Matters

For many indigenous communities, oral traditions constitute the principal means of preserving and
transmitting knowledge from one generation to the next. Origin narratives occupy a particularly
important place among these traditions because they explain the ancestry of a community, its
relationship with the environment, and the values that shape its cultural identity. Recording such

3 Vol. 11, Issue 11



Saclety for Endanqered

ane s Koo Languages Rastogi, Kavita: From Sky to...

narratives therefore contributes not only to folklore preservation but also to the documentation of
indigenous knowledge systems.

For endangered language communities, the importance of documenting oral narratives extends beyond
their cultural content. Narratives preserve vocabulary, discourse patterns, kinship terminology,
ecological knowledge and culturally significant expressions that are often absent from elicited word
lists or grammatical descriptions. They also provide examples of language in its natural communicative
context, making them valuable resources for linguistic analysis as well as for future language
revitalization efforts.

The need to document the Raji origin narrative is particularly urgent because the community has
undergone rapid language shift during the last few decades. Increasing use of Kumauni and Hindi has
resulted in a decline in the transmission of the Raji language to younger generations. During fieldwork,
it was observed that many traditional oral narratives have already disappeared, and only a few elderly
speakers continue to remember them. The origin narrative presented in this paper is therefore one of the
last surviving examples of the community's traditional oral literature. Documenting such narratives also
preserves cultural knowledge that cannot be fully understood through lexical or grammatical
documentation alone. The narrative records the Rajis' traditional association with forests, hunting, caves
and the Himalayan landscape, while simultaneously preserving their understanding of ancestry and
community identity. Together, these elements provide a broader ethnographic context for interpreting
the language.

Finally, the documentation of indigenous origin narratives contributes to the preservation of the world's
linguistic and cultural diversity. Every endangered language represents a unique way of interpreting the
world, and every traditional narrative reflects the historical experiences of the community that created
it. By recording, analysing and preserving the Raji origin narrative, this paper contributes to
safeguarding an important component of the community's intangible cultural heritage while also
providing valuable material for future research in language documentation, anthropology and folklore.

5. Linguistic and Cultural Encoding in the Raji Origin Story

The Raji origin narrative is important not only because it preserves the community's traditional account
of its ancestry but also because it provides valuable linguistic evidence. The narrative illustrates how
language encodes cultural knowledge through vocabulary, kinship terminology, spatial expressions,
repetition and discourse structure. Although relatively short, it reflects important aspects of the Rajis'
traditional way of life and their relationship with the natural environment.

One of the most noticeable features of the narrative is the frequent use of kinship terminology. The two
principal characters are identified simply as the elder brother and the younger brother. Their personal
names are never mentioned. This pattern reflects the importance of kinship relationships in explaining
the origin of the community. The narrative traces the ancestry of the Rajis to the elder brother, thereby
establishing genealogy as the basis of community identity. The concluding statement, "We were born
there; we are his children," further strengthens this relationship by directly linking the present
generation with the ancestral past.

The vocabulary of the narrative also reflects the traditional ecological setting of the Rajis. Lexical items
referring to the forest, hunting, cave, river, clouds, rain, rocks and cultivation occur throughout the story.
These are not incidental descriptions but represent the natural environment in which the Rajis
traditionally lived. Historical accounts describe the Rajis as forest-dependent hunter-gatherers, and the
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vocabulary used in the narrative corresponds closely with this traditional way of life. The story therefore
preserves ecological knowledge together with the language in which it is expressed.

Another significant linguistic feature is the repeated use of deictic expressions, particularly those
corresponding to "here" and "there." After the elder brother becomes separated from his home, the
younger brother repeatedly asks him to remain there, in the forest. The repeated use of this spatial
reference gradually transforms the forest from a temporary place of hunting into the permanent
homeland of the community. Thus, spatial expressions contribute to the construction of the Rajis'
cultural identity.

The narrative also contains several imperative constructions. The younger brother repeatedly instructs
the elder brother not to return but to remain in the forest and cultivate the land. These repeated
commands explain how the separation of the two brothers became permanent. In oral narratives,
repetition of imperative expressions serves both as a discourse strategy and as a means of emphasizing
culturally important events. Repetition is another characteristic feature of the narrative. Certain ideas,
particularly those relating to remaining in the forest and continuing to live there, occur more than once.
Such repetition is common in oral storytelling traditions, where important information is reinforced
through repeated expressions. It also facilitates memorization and oral transmission from one generation
to the next. The narrative begins with a conventional temporal expression equivalent to "A long time
ago." Such opening lines are common in oral traditions across cultures and indicate that the events
belong to ancestral rather than historical time. They prepare the listener for a narrative that explains the
origin of the community and its traditional way of life.

The linguistic features discussed above show that the Raji origin narrative preserves considerably more
than a traditional story. It records culturally significant vocabulary, patterns of reference, discourse
organization and expressions that reflect the Rajis' social relationships and ecological environment.
From the perspective of language documentation, such narratives provide examples of language in
actual use and therefore complement grammatical descriptions and lexical documentation. They
preserve linguistic forms together with the cultural knowledge that gives them meaning.

Table 1. Culturally Significant Lexical Items in the Raji Origin Narrative

Raji Lexical Item English Gloss Cultural/Historical Encoding
Marks the celestial origin of the ancestral
sarg heaven
figure.
Refers to the ancestor from whom the
monase man/person . .
lineage begins.
JT—_— clder brother Repressnts the anc.estral figure from whom
the Rajis trace their descent.
) The traditional habitat closely associated
manar/ jangal forest . o .
with Raji identity.
: Reflects the traditional subsistence pattern
Jikar hunting .
of the community.
] Indicates the earlier cave-dwelling life
guhaje cave . . ..
remembered in community tradition.
~ . Represents the natural landscape that
gan river _
shapes the events of the narrative.
deho clouds Introduces the storm that changes the
course of the story.
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) Part of the natural events leading to the
bhallal hailstorm . &
separation of the brothers.
. .. . Indicates the transition from hunting to a
ket bari cultivation/farming . 8
settled life
A deictic expression repeatedly used to
okhe there p p y

identify the new homeland

The traditional autonym of the community,
reflecting indigenous identity, although not
occurring in the narrative itself

‘our people’(self-

bulla (community autonym) designation)

Table- 1 shows that many lexical items in the narrative are directly associated with the Rajis' traditional
environment, subsistence practices and kinship relations. Together, they illustrate how language
preserves cultural knowledge alongside linguistic structure. Such observations demonstrate the value
of recording oral narratives as part of endangered language documentation, since they preserve not only
vocabulary but also the cultural meanings embedded in its use.

6. Conclusion

The Raji origin narrative is an important part of the community's oral heritage, preserving not only an
account of its ancestry but also valuable evidence of its language, culture and traditional knowledge.
The narrative reflects the Rajis' close association with the forest, their understanding of kinship, and
their perception of community identity. Through its vocabulary, discourse structure, kinship
terminology, ecological references and spatial expressions, it demonstrates how language functions as
a repository of cultural knowledge. The analysis presented in this paper shows that indigenous origin
narratives are significant sources of linguistic as well as ethnographic information. They preserve
lexical items, patterns of discourse and cultural concepts that are often absent from elicited linguistic
data. For critically endangered languages such as Raji, documenting oral narratives therefore
complements grammatical and lexical documentation by recording language in its natural cultural
context.

The Raji language is undergoing rapid language shift, and many traditional oral narratives have already
disappeared from community memory. The origin narrative documented in this paper represents one of
the few surviving examples of the community's oral tradition. Its preservation contributes not only to
safeguarding the intangible cultural heritage of the Rajis but also to enriching our understanding of the
linguistic and cultural diversity of the Central Himalayas.
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Appendix-1

Raji Origin Story

NI T & o7 AT ST HAAY 33 T. A g T & H. ARSI S d AFd B @ a5 Sed
HII &, o FAASAH & o 2. 3T 5 16y RpR WAl gl. oo v BFaere. Bigaa @
Heoon v Fraea ¢ 3 Rv s v, S 77 R 3@ ol &5 Ga. 15 dfaas
3mer. I feger. & @8 0 34 dier euer Mv a3ar. cgranyere fesner e, gur B
T secren T R Acaaafdar erar 9% gd g WU, Agad T3 & ash U I T3AT. argd
o U 3T e el o S @ T Wd aiY 818 &7 @R Hodll @ AU, @R ASTET &
3T [ El AT Wd a AT 815 dd o7 5 3 el a5 O & 38 37l @1 A 37 forand
a1 G971 I3 Al 378 37T §g & 4,373 3l [Jas 3@ o foa afy & ol s g 3
Y AR IR 8IS Al 375 Aol PISET & 3T 3T Fel & Aol of T I QA1 gl &

T UISET Wrel 3T el UIT el &
IPA

bhot same hi. sarg ma da menase otorov e. ni pajaw la hi aj. mahe da yaw nikk kohr nar jithow bhqj
ke. hot monanja ku ha n1 hoj. da jju yjengolje fikar k"eljo hwd. deho pre jhikkole. yhikkol deho pire.
deho bhot somoj ke hdy mene. oku hd hulja lohund deho pre mane ol ku ha hwd. deho jhikkal, bbollol
pre yikksl de ae pie gay pre. jithow bhaj guhaje slkuhd dar dis. gar bittwar ale. ratt hijsle. hd loi pe
thepe poha ljohd pre navjd. deho a jun ha dio hd pr e. deho jikkal bie brallala pie hi ssffan lobt1jd d"ola
goru g"€t ha pre. mehonat kPor had latke pe jag k"a1ja, wapas hd pre ae ol ko had tPepe hoa. ha pie ket
bari hot ka k"aber gPsllo hd pie. kPaber bhejya dwa hort ol k& hd na kbart baje na hor tok d"a yiw ol ko ha
na ne ter hi. a1 al k"arja no sl jijat ba hong katfoa na. a1 al kot hd ne a1 sl wimai vk"e yane din bari khet
bari yane koi n1 re detobarr guyara hor. a1 al korda hi gj ol kohd hi a1la le aj gal poja weala hi gj la poida

khahi qj gal poja wela hi.
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English Translation

A long time ago, a man descended from heaven. He had two sons. The elder brother liked to eat meat.
He mostly lived in the forest. One day he was hunting in the forest. The sky was covered with clouds.
It became dark during the day. Lightning started flashing. It started raining with hail. A lot of water
came from the sky and the river flooded. The elder brother went into the cave. The night passed. It was
morning. When the darkness ended, he saw that he could not see the way home. Due to heavy clouds,
there was a flood and the rivers and streams were flooded and stones and rocks were lying on the way.
He tried very hard to find the way, he could not go back, when it became dark he stayed there (in the
forest). The news that he did not come back was coming. The younger brother sent a message that (you)
stay there and do not come here. He is lost there (in the forest) and will not be able to find the way. He
should stay there and do farming all day, he will be able to survive. He should stay there and not come
here. His sons should also stay there. We were born there, we are his children.

Hindi Translation

IEd FHY TIT. T @ UH TS SR1. 3 al 9¢ A, I3 HIS & A Tl ST ofITel
U1, g% ITABAR STl H &l U1 T & I8 STl A AR Wel @ AT HAH A el
of M. T & 379w o7 . Rorel geda ool e gfed aut g ot 3mgea @
dgc Ul 3T o A& A e 3 IR 937 1S AT H el I A I IR gaw ge.
3T @A W W 38 ¢@l T &R F TEAT A4l [GETS US | AT, SIET digel I d1e 31T
$ IR A # ge AR TE A UeW - wee U g8 AL THA dgd Aeeld D SHA
TEAT T S0, g8 argd @0 S arn, AR e W agl (STITeT) Y@l a8 ool 3T T8 Gel
3 I A B IS A WX AW 6 (IH) I @ FET AT N3N, e T (ST H) @ oo
& TEdT GG Gl UIWIN. 9% I (& ] foed AT Wl aidr Y, ISIRT @ S0, 9% J&l 1§

Recording date -14 Oct 2017
Time-10.16 AM. Place- Jauljibi Bazar
Name of the Informant- Basanti Devi,
Jamtadi, Didihaat tehsil,

District Pithoragarh, Uttarakhand, India
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