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Abstract Manuscript Information 

 

This paper provides an overview of the role of various communities in constructing the oral 

history of Karnataka. Oral history, transmitted through songs, folktales, myths, rituals, and 

performance traditions, forms an important part of Karnataka’s cultural heritage. Different 

social groups, including tribal, nomadic, rural, pastoral, and folk communities, have contributed 

significantly to preserving and transmitting historical knowledge outside written records. The 

study highlights how oral traditions reflect collective memory, cultural identity, and social 

experiences of communities. It also emphasises the importance of these narratives in 

understanding alternative perspectives of history that are often absent in official written sources. 

The paper concludes that oral history is a collective cultural construction shaped by diverse 

voices and traditions across Karnataka. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Oral history refers to the transmission of knowledge, 

experiences, and cultural memory through spoken forms such as 

storytelling, songs, legends, rituals, and folk performances. In 

Karnataka, oral traditions have played a vital role in preserving 

historical consciousness, especially among communities that 

traditionally had limited access to written documentation. 

Various communities have actively contributed to the 

construction of Karnataka’s oral history. Tribal communities 

preserve ancient myths and ecological knowledge, while 

nomadic and pastoral groups narrate stories of migration, 

livelihood, and social experience. Rural communities maintain 

agricultural songs and village histories, and folk performers such 

as balladeers and storytellers disseminate historical narratives 

across regions. Women also play a crucial role in transmitting 

cultural memory through lullabies, ritual songs, and domestic 

storytelling. Together, these diverse voices create a rich and 

pluralistic historical tradition that reflects the lived experiences 

of people and offers alternative perspectives to written history. 

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  

1. To study the historical and cultural significance of various 

communities in constructing the oral history of Karnataka. 

2. To study the role of various communities in constructing the 

oral history of Karnataka. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The present study on the historical and cultural significance of 

various communities in constructing the oral history of 

Karnataka is primarily based on a qualitative research design. 

The research is based entirely on secondary data, collected from 

multiple sources, including books on Karnataka history and 

folklore, scholarly research articles and journals, Government 

reports and cultural surveys, published ethnographic studies, and 

Online academic resources and digital archives. 

 

Historical and Cultural Significance 

Oral history in Karnataka helps bridge gaps in written historical 

records. It provides alternative perspectives on historical events, 

often highlighting the experiences of marginalized communities. 

These narratives preserve indigenous knowledge systems, 

cultural identity, and social values that might otherwise be lost. 

Passed down through centuries via ballads, folk epics, and 

storytelling, these oral traditions preserve indigenous 

knowledge, social customs, and historical memories that official 

written records often overlook. 

 

1. Indigenous and Tribal Communities: Indigenous and tribal 

communities preserve ecological knowledge, animistic 

traditions, and localized histories. The Soliga, Jenukuruba, and 

Yerava tribes of the Western Ghats and Biligiri Rangaswamy 

Hills (BR Hills) maintain oral narratives that document deep 

botanical knowledge, symbiotic relationships with nature, and 

local folklore about deities and ancestral spirits not found in 

mainstream texts. 

 

2. The Janapada (Folk) Bards and Performers: Traditional 

custodians of oral epics, myths, and social critiques include the 

Goravara (devotees of Mailara), Chowdike singers, and Dollu 

Kunitha drummers. They perform epic cycles such as the Male 

Madeshwara and Junjappa ballads. These performances do not 

merely entertain; they function as living history, mapping the 

geographic and spiritual landscapes of rural Karnataka. 

 

3. Lingayat and Vachanakara Traditions: The Vachana 

movement of the 12th century democratized history and 

spirituality. Key figures include Basavanna, Akkamahadevi, and 

Allama Prabhu. Although later recorded on palm leaves, the 

Vachanas were fundamentally oral in nature, composed in 

spoken Kannada to reach common people. They document the 

socio-cultural rebellion against the caste system and provide a 

direct window into the ethical and social philosophies of the era. 

 

4. Coastal and Tuluva Communities: These communities 

preserve the socio-religious history of the Tulu Nadu region. 

They include groups such as the Bunts, Billavas, and hereditary 

priests associated with the Bhoota Kola (spirit worship) 

traditions. The Paaddanas (sung oral epics) are a remarkable oral 

tradition in this region. They chronicle the legends of local 

heroes, heroines, and deities while also offering deep 

sociological insights into agrarian history, matrilineal systems, 

and caste dynamics. 

5. Dakkaliga and Killekyatha (Nomadic) Communities: 

These communities preserve genealogical histories and 

mythological lore. The Dakkaliga people are traditional 

storytellers and genealogists of the Holaya community, 

preserving their origin myths and social histories. Similarly, 

nomadic groups such as the Killekyatha use traditional leather 

puppetry (Togalu Gombeyaata) to orally narrate episodes from 

the Ramayana and Mahabharata, often adapting them to local 

socio-political contexts. 

 

Role of Various Communities in Constructing the Oral 

History of Karnataka 

Oral history plays a crucial role in preserving the cultural 

memory of Karnataka, especially in communities where written 

records were historically limited. Across generations, different 

social, occupational, and nomadic groups have contributed to the 

transmission of stories, traditions, folklore, and historical 

narratives. These oral traditions not only record events of the past 

but also reflect the values, beliefs, and identity of the people of 

Karnataka.  

In Karnataka, oral history serves as a living archive of the past. 

It includes folk songs, epics, ballads, myths, legends, rituals, and 

storytelling traditions. These forms of expression help preserve 

historical events, local heroes, dynastic memories, and social 

changes in a narrative form that is easily remembered and passed 

down. Oral traditions are especially important in rural and tribal 

societies, where history is not always documented in written 

form but is preserved through memory and performance. 

 

Contribution of Folk and Performance Communities: 

Several communities have played a major role in constructing 

and preserving oral history: 

• Goravayya preserve religious and cultural narratives 

through dance, music, and ritual performances dedicated to 

Lord Shiva. 

• Helava are known for narrating myths, epics, and local 

legends through folk storytelling and song. 

• Budaga Jangama transmit religious tales and moral stories 

through oral performance traditions. 

• Lambani preserve folk songs and cultural memories that 

reflect migration, identity, and social experiences. 

• Nandiwala contribute through ritual performances 

connected with temple traditions and local beliefs. 

 These communities act as living historians, preserving 

collective memory through performance and storytelling. 

 

Role of Different Communities 

 

Tribal Communities: Tribal communities have preserved 

ancient myths, creation stories, and ecological knowledge. Their 

oral traditions often reflect a deep connection with nature and 

local geography. 

 

Nomadic Communities: Nomadic groups contribute through 

storytelling, ballads, and performance arts. Their narratives often 

focus on migration, survival, and social experiences. 
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Pastoral and Rural Communities: These communities 

preserve agricultural songs, seasonal rituals, and village 

histories, reflecting rural life and agrarian culture. 

 

Folk Artists and Performers: Folk performers such as 

balladeers, singers, and storytellers play a key role in spreading 

historical narratives across regions through theatre and music. 

 

Women’s Contribution: Women contribute significantly 

through lullabies, domestic stories, ritual songs, and oral 

transmission of family and community histories. 

 

CONCLUSION  

The oral history of Karnataka is a rich and dynamic tapestry 

shaped by the collective contributions of diverse communities, 

including folk performers, nomadic groups, village elders, and 

rural populations. These communities have preserved and 

transmitted historical knowledge, cultural values, and social 

memory through storytelling, songs, rituals, and performances 

across generations. Their narratives provide alternative 

perspectives on history that often remain absent from written 

records, highlighting the experiences of marginalized and rural 

groups. In doing so, they ensure that history is not limited to 

political events alone but also reflects the lived realities, beliefs, 

and traditions of the people. However, the continuity of these oral 

traditions is increasingly threatened by modernization, 

urbanization, and changing lifestyles. Therefore, it is essential to 

recognize, document, and preserve these oral forms of 

knowledge to maintain Karnataka’s cultural diversity and 

historical depth. Strengthening such efforts will ensure that the 

voices of all communities continue to contribute meaningfully to 

the understanding of the region’s past. 
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