The Festival of Navratri

As a matter of personal interest I have conducted a survey of opinions of Hindus (mostly Gujaratis) on the following two questions:

· Should Indian film songs/tunes be played for Garba/Raas dances during the Navratri festival whilst dancing around the pictures/idols of Mataji?

· If these songs/tunes are permitted, should the traditional dances be modified to Bhangra, Disco or other forms of western dances to match these songs?

The survey was conducted by sending e-mails to contacts available to me, and then permitting relay of the survey questions to other interested Hindus (mostly Gujaratis) through these contacts. A very large number of responses were received and although this survey falls strictly into "unscientific" category the results do represent the opinion of a sizeable majority. Answers to the survey varied from one word response to long and passionately written justification of the response given.

The diversity of opinion is, of course, to be  expected and, indeed, healthy.  

Of the total number of responses received 48% came from Canada, 19% from United States of America, 9% from United Kingdom, 6% from Australia, 3% from India, 3% from Kenya, 3% from Middle East and 1% each from South Africa and Singapore. The remainder were from unidentified countries. These percentages, in my opinion, do not reflect the interest, but rather the degree of access and use of e-mail in these individual countries. Hindus exist in practically all countries of the world. The percentage of respondents from India was very small, but nevertheless from comments of the Gujaratis who have previously lived in India or have recently visited India provided a defined picture of what is happening in the larger centres of India such as Amdavad and Mumbai.

The survey questions were accompanied by explanation of significance of the Navratri Festival to Gujaratis. From the responses received, it is not evident whether this significance was fully understood by all respondents. The effect of demographic factors such as age, sex, martial status and family status of the respondents could not be analysed, as the responses did not contain this information.

Although the survey was concerned with or intended to be concerned with infiltration of other Indian Film songs, tunes and dance styles during the Navratri celebrations, the most significance inference from the survey is that the Navratri Festival is revered and celebrated with a great degree of enthusiasm where ever Gujaratis live. The old and the young participate with a great degree of enthusiasm in all parts of the world. One respondent went on to reflect the reality in some cities in the United States of America by stating:

 " Navratri is a time to dress up and show off your dancing skills and of course socialise. And it has become a money raising event for a lot of organisations, like Gujarati Samaj in Atlanta."  

A very large majority, 63%, of the respondents were not in favour of polluting the Navratri Festival with Indian film songs/tunes, while 20% said they accept the introduction of Indian film songs/tunes to the Navratri Festival. Surprisingly the non-Gujarati respondents and those married into other cultures were against polluting the traditional Navratri music. A significant 13% would permit introduction of the film songs/tunes, provided they fitted into the spirit of the celebrations by being "in line with the occasion and the theme of the festival" A small minority, 4%, had no opinion on the matter.

The following reasons given in their responses exemplify the arguments and reasoning of those who want to retain the Navratri festival songs/tunes in their original form:

· No, most of the film songs/tunes are neither appropriate nor meant for the occasion.
· Most of the times we do not realize impoliteness towards Mataji or God until someone opens our eyes towards that fact.
· Ten years ago I would have said that we can play Garba Raas at Navratri to film songs. Now that we have been learning about the significance of Navratri, my thoughts have changed. At Navratri we are actually worshiping these deities and asking for different qualities and strengths from them. Just as we would not play film songs or tunes in our Mandirs and while worshiping at home, we should not play the same at Navratri.
· If prime motive is asking for Shakti, then the lyrics are important…these lyrics should reflect your motives.
· The treasure of Gujarati folk songs is colossal.

· Introducing film songs/tunes will defeat the very basic religious aspiration of dedication, love and prayer to "Mataji" whom we are supposed to worship during these nine auspicious days.

· Raas/Garba is a form of prayer, which should strictly be sacred, solemn, sanctious, and respectful, and without indecency in any form or shape.

· There are plenty of very rhythmic Garba type songs that are good enough to entertain even the youngest. Film songs have diverse backgrounds and some to the point of being obnoxious.

· We do not sing Christmas carols at a BirthDay celebration, then why to bring Film songs into traditional Garba songs?

· Are you now going to sing Film songs whilst doing Arti, prayers and Bhajans? Why stop at Garba? What about Dewali celebrations?

The responses of those who would permit introduction of film songs/tunes at Navratri celebrations, with conditions or without any restrictions are given in the following few paragraphs:

· Film tunes with devotion to the Devi would be fine.  They should be able to invoke love and devotion for the deity.  Not anything and everything from the films.

· Yes (permit film songs) if the tunes are "appropriate" for the temple/mandir atmosphere.
· It is acceptable to play film song or tune as long as that song or tune does not promote the qualities one tries to fight against. 
· Many Folk Garbas have become part of the movies and just because they have become part of the movies, they do not become unsuitable for Navratri 
· I am sure this sort of music is required to attract youth.
· We should use any catchy tunes and rhythm to incorporate into our tradition. The benefit of this is that the youngsters are then more eager to actively participate. This should be the objective as they are the ones to take Gujarati tradition into future.

The response to whether traditional dance forms should be modified to Bhangra, Disco etc..was as expected in favour of keeping our traditional dance forms alive. 75% of the respondents, including a very large majority of those who would permit introduction of film songs and tunes, said that we must not modify to other dance forms. Some of the typical responses were:

· The whole art of traditional Garba and Dandia Raas and the graceful movements, which accompany the dances, will disappear over time if other styles are adopted.
· Definitely not, if I want to do Bhangra or western dancing, I could go to a Punjabi Party or a nightclub all year round.
· Western style dancing or other regional dancing, such as Bhangra, should be done at the parties or non-Navratri functions.

· The traditional Garba and Raas style makes us unique and keeps the good effect of diversity alive.
·  In fact most other Indians and non-Indians attending Navratri Festival enjoy the immensely popular Raas, so why sacrifice the few short nights of Navratri for other dance forms.
Some responses presented conflicting views, and it was difficult to judge whether the argument was made for introducing film songs/tunes and the non-Garba/Raas dance styles! From the following responses do we infer that Bhangra is appropriate for Navratri or tradition is a changing phenomenon?

· Navratri is one of the important Hindu festivals, and like all festivals we should maintain the sacredness, the dignity and reverence for the event. Appropriate music and dances for the occasion should be acceptable.. We ask for 'Mataji' to bless and grant us Shakti while doing group dance, then is there a difference whether the dance is Raas, Garba or Bhangra?

· Tradition is not static or being caught in the past but it is a continuous evolution, to be creatively alive. 
While the survey was carried out specifically to look into the introduction of Indian film songs and the modification of our dance forms, many other interesting results have come up from the responses. For example, even though the number of responses from India was comparatively small, those who are aware of the changes that have occurred recently in the larger cities such as Mumbai and Amdavad have clearly stated that the greatest evolution has occurred in these cities, often resulting in the loss of true meaning and purpose of the Navratri Festival. Some of the responses quoted below give insight into what is happening in India and elsewhere:

· I have grown up in Burma where Navratri was played and sung in our original tradition, and when we came to Mumbai in 1960 it was still in this form, but it started disappearing in 1970 and Navratri has become a business.

· Just last week I was in India and noticed that Navratri nights had changed considerably there. The gatherings were large and apart from film songs they also had current Hindi-pop chart-toppers performing their music live.
· If this is occurring in India shouldn't we in North America become more modern else even the recently landed immigrants will wonder why we are living back in the 1960's and 1970's.

· Navratri celebrations in Gulf States are also contaminated to some extent where bands from India are called. Small celebrations are strictly with Bahamans and Navratri Garbas.  Even in Abu Dhabi government gives permission to do in a hall but ladies and gentlemen have to do rounds separate with a partition in between.

· Here in South Africa fortunately we do Navratri in  traditional way - our celebration of Navratri makes me proud, however during my visit to my country (India) during Navratri I was shocked to see that they have lost the value of Navratri.  Navratri is commercialised in India.

This survey was carried out to learn about the opinions and feelings of those who celebrate Navratri Festival. Varied and diverse opinions were expected and the results matched the expectations. I do not believe that this is the first time that the changes to the Navratri tradition have been discussed, but it is perhaps the first time that so many responses from so many sources have been received and analysed. The survey produced quite interesting results due to the vast diversity in responses, and if we were to consider the majority of the opinions the following conclusions do present a reasonably true picture:

· A very large majority of Gujaratis would like to retain the traditional music form of Garba and Raas, accepting only those songs and tunes from the film world that will maintain the sanctity of Navratri Festival.

· The traditional Raas/Garba dance style is extremely varied in itself and presents a dance form that most enjoy and want to retain. There was a clear opinion of making this dance form the most dominant dance form during Navratri festival.

· There was no negative opinion of other music and dance forms, and as a means of entertainment and attracting the younger crowd, these are and should be readily accepted outside the Navratri festival, on occasions and events such as birthday, wedding and other celebrations.

I would like to thank all those who have responded and given their opinions. It is because of these responses that our feelings about Navratri have become clearer.
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