Teaching Literature through Local Narratives in Assam: Cultural Memory, Linguistic Diversity, and Critical Interpretation in Undergraduate Education
Abstract
In linguistically diverse higher-education contexts, locally circulating stories offer opportunities for literary interpretation that connect form, historical memory, and students’ linguistic resources. This conceptual and interpretative article develops a four-stage pedagogical framework using illustrative materials associated with Assam: the Assamese folktale “Tejimola” as collected and retold in Lakshminath Bezbaroa’s Burhi Aair Sadhu, three Barak Valley Bengali short stories examined in Priya Paul’s published criticism, and oral poetic practices associated with the 1971 Bangladesh Liberation War as discussed by Sushrita Acharjee. The analysis differentiates a publicly accessible Assamese text from narratives encountered through secondary scholarship rather than treating these sources as equally direct evidence. Culturally relevant and sustaining pedagogy, transactional reading, and critical pedagogy guide contextual grounding, close reading, comparative interpretation, and evidence-based reflective argument. A comparison of recurring self-identification in “Tejimola” with the mediated visibility of a vulnerable girl in Paul’s account of “Ettarbanu and Mass Media” illustrates a possible teaching question about narrative voice and public recognition. The proposed sequence specifies source checking, translation practices, learning artefacts, and formative assessment criteria. It is intended as a model for curriculum design, not evidence that these materials improve measured learning outcomes.
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1. Introduction
Literary curricula communicate judgements about which forms of expression warrant sustained interpretation. Research on Tamil literary visibility likewise highlights how translation asymmetries and canon formation can influence the recognition of regional writing (Sekar, 2026). In multilingual classrooms, the problem is not simply whether local stories appear on reading lists, but how such materials can be examined as complex works rather than used to illustrate a supposedly uniform regional identity. Literary teaching requires attention to form, textual evidence, context, and competing interpretations. Research on literature-based teaching in Indian university ESL/EFL classrooms has similarly identified literary texts as valuable resources for language learning and cultural awareness, while highlighting challenges associated with culturally appropriate text selection and varying learner proficiency (Vaishnav, 2024). Community familiarity may provide a productive starting point, but familiarity is neither a substitute for analysis nor a guarantee of agreement among readers (Rosenblatt, 1995).
Assam provides an instructive setting because literary production and circulation occur through several languages, oral repertoires, genres, and historically differentiated communities. The Assamese folktale tradition associated with “Tejimola,” Bengali short fiction from the Barak Valley, and poetry connected with Sylheti-speaking borderlands represent distinct literary situations. Accounts of Barak Valley Bengali fiction document the significance of regional magazines and the development of stories concerned with deprivation, social representation, and narrative form (Paul, 2023). Acharjee (2023) examines oral poetry associated with experiences of displacement and collective memory during the 1971 Bangladesh Liberation War. Neither source establishes that all of these forms belong to a single cultural system or that they are equally familiar to contemporary students.
India’s National Education Policy 2020 places value on multilingualism and Indian cultural and knowledge traditions (Ministry of Education, Government of India, 2020). Such policy commitments provide context for curriculum design but cannot establish the effectiveness of a particular instructional intervention. Culturally relevant pedagogy likewise offers a rationale for treating students’ social and linguistic resources as intellectually consequential (Ladson-Billings, 1995), while culturally sustaining pedagogy emphasises the continued plurality and development of those practices (Paris, 2012). These principles invite curricular experimentation without eliminating disciplinary standards of interpretation.
Within the scholarship examined, a pedagogical question remains about how to compare these materials in undergraduate teaching while distinguishing directly accessible literary texts from interpretations available only through secondary sources.
The aim of this article is therefore limited and specific: to formulate and illustrate an undergraduate literature-teaching framework through an explicitly bounded comparison of published narrative materials and literary scholarship. The analysis asks how narrative voice, vulnerability, transformation, representation, and historical memory may be made objects of evidence-based literary enquiry. Its contribution is a source-conscious instructional design, not a claim to a representative history of literature in Assam or to observed changes in student achievement.
2. Literature Review
2.1 Cultural relevance, sustenance, and disciplinary knowledge
Ladson-Billings (1995) conceptualises culturally relevant pedagogy through academic achievement, cultural competence, and critical consciousness. Gay (2018) further positions cultural knowledge as a resource in teaching and curriculum development. Applied to literature, these perspectives do not imply that students must agree with inherited values or that texts from the immediate region are inherently easier. They suggest instead that linguistic experience and culturally situated interpretative practices can serve as entry points into demanding textual analysis.
Paris (2012) advances this discussion by arguing for a culturally sustaining orientation that values ongoing linguistic and cultural pluralism rather than treating culture as fixed. This distinction is important when narratives cross language boundaries or circulate through retellings, translations, collected editions, and contemporary media. Lee’s (2001) analysis of cultural modelling in literary instruction provides a pertinent example of how learners’ interpretative repertoires can be connected to explicit disciplinary reasoning. Its research setting differs from higher education in Assam; the present article draws from its design logic rather than transferring its outcomes.
2.2 Transactional reading and critical pedagogy
Rosenblatt (1995) understands literary meaning as emerging through a transaction between reader and text under particular circumstances. This account supports plural readings while also requiring responsible attention to wording, sequence, perspective, and genre. Readers’ responses become suitable for academic discussion when they are supported by passages, situated in context, and compared with rival interpretations. Freire (2000) adds questions about authority and social power: whose perspective is represented, whose voice is absent, and what a narrative may normalise or contest. These traditions differ in their emphases, but both can inform a classroom sequence in which an initial response is revised through examination of evidence and social positioning.
2.3 Local narratives and the limits of the term Indigenous knowledge
Oral narratives and regional literary works can transmit cultural knowledge and historical memory. Nevertheless, “local,” “regional,” and “Indigenous” are not interchangeable classifications. Indigenous educational knowledge entails specific histories, communities, and relations to authority and self-determination; it cannot be assigned automatically to every text circulating in Assam. McCarty and Brayboy (2021), writing in Native American education, demonstrate the importance of culturally sustaining and revitalising approaches while also showing why Indigenous pedagogical frameworks must be situated in the communities from which they arise. Here, “local narratives” is a descriptive term for geographically and linguistically connected teaching materials; no universal or homogeneous Indigenous epistemology is attributed to the selected works.
2.4 Regional literary scholarship and the pedagogical gap
Paul (2023) examines “Akti Mrityu and Tarpor” by Shyamalendu Chakraborty, “Manush” by Badruzzaman Choudhury, and “Ettarbanu and Mass Media” by Krishna Misra Bhattacharya. Her discussion foregrounds narrative suspense, poverty, exploitation, and media representation. Acharjee (2023) studies poetic practices identified as kabigān and hāture kabitā in the historical setting of 1971, relating public performance to refugee experiences and competing forms of collective memory. For “Tejimola,” studies have explored bodily violence and transformation (Choudhury, 2021), feminist retelling (Talukdar & Gogoi, 2021), ecocritical meanings (Kalita Moral, 2023), and film adaptation (Guptha & Sandhya, 2023). These contributions establish distinct critical conversations, not an established or tested undergraduate teaching package combining the works.
An instructional question therefore remains: how can these unevenly documented genres be placed in conversation without erasing differences in medium, historical setting, or evidentiary access? The framework developed here responds by separating textual observation from secondary interpretation, aligning questions with specific narrative features, and identifying tangible forms of student argument. It does not claim that such an arrangement is unprecedented, superior to existing teaching approaches, or validated by student-outcome data.
3. Integrated Conceptual Framework
Three compatible but distinguishable commitments organise the model. Culturally relevant and sustaining pedagogy motivates respectful attention to linguistic repertoires without presuming cultural consensus (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris, 2012). Transactional reading requires students to identify details that make one interpretation more persuasive than another (Rosenblatt, 1995). Critical pedagogy directs attention to the distribution of narrative authority and the social consequences of representation (Freire, 2000). Together, they support a movement from contextual knowledge through textual scrutiny to accountable interpretative disagreement.
This integration is operationalised through four analytic questions. First, what formal choices—voice, imagery, repetition, dialogue, pacing, or performance—organise the material? Second, what historical or cultural information is needed to interpret those choices, and what is the evidence for that information? Third, how are gender, deprivation, agency, public recognition, or collective identity represented? Fourth, which classroom task can test students’ interpretations through documented textual or source-based evidence? The fourth question is deliberately pedagogical: a teacher’s proposed task must not be confused with observed evidence of its effectiveness.
4. Materials and Method
4.1 Design and selection
The article employs a conceptual, qualitative interpretative design. It is a purposive comparison of a small number of illustrative materials, not a systematic review, an ethnography, or a classroom trial. Cases were chosen for variation in language and genre and for their capacity to exemplify different problems of textual interpretation: transformation in folktale, inequality and narrative mediation in short fiction, and performance and historical memory in oral poetry. Selection is illustrative rather than statistically or historically representative. No students were recruited, no classes were observed, and no questionnaires or educational outcomes were collected.
4.2 Evidentiary boundaries and source access
The text of “Tejimola” is available in an Assamese-language transcription of Bezbaroa’s Burhi Aair Sadhu (Bezbaroa, 1911). This accessible witness permits reference to identifiable narrative episodes, although variant editions and translation choices are not collated here. The three Barak Valley stories are approached through Paul’s (2023) published reading rather than through an independently consulted copy of their original Bengali anthology. Paul (2023) identifies a 2011 collection edited by Mashuk Ahmed in her bibliography, but the anthology is not treated as independently examined evidence in this study. The discussion of oral poetry is similarly a synthesis of Acharjee’s (2023) scholarly analysis, not a transcription-based reading of an individually verified performance. These distinctions define what each case can legitimately demonstrate.
Table 1 records the source hierarchy and interpretative reach of the corpus. It distinguishes an accessible primary literary witness from secondary scholarship so that classroom prompts and thematic comparisons are proportionate to the evidence.
Table 1. Sources and permissible interpretative scope of the illustrative corpus
	Material / genre
	Source examined
	Evidentiary scope
	Interpretative use

	“Tejimola”; Assamese folktale
	Assamese text in Bezbaroa (1911), accessible through Wikisource
	Narrative episodes, sequential transformations, repeated self-identification; no collation of variants
	Close-reading example of voice, gendered harm, and transformation

	“Manush”; Barak Valley Bengali story
	Paul (2023, pp. 165–167)
	Character and deprivation themes only as reported in Paul’s account
	Source-attributed questions about hunger, social valuation, and representation

	“Ettarbanu and Mass Media”; Bengali story
	Paul (2023, pp. 167–168)
	Displacement, exploitation, media coverage and response as reported by Paul
	Questions concerning visibility, voice and institutional responsibility

	“Akti Mrityu and Tarpor”; Bengali story
	Paul (2023, pp. 163–165)
	Reported dramatic scenes and deferred knowledge of death
	Questions concerning narrative pacing and withheld information

	1971 Barak Valley oral poetry; kabigān and hāture kabitā
	Acharjee (2023)
	Published historical-critical synthesis; no independently verified individual performance
	Questions concerning performance, collection, circulation and memory



4.3 Analytical procedure and interpretation
The analysis follows three explicit operations. The first identifies a documentable formal feature or a proposition reported by a named critic. The second connects that observation to an appropriately bounded theoretical question about reading, power, or cultural memory. The third derives a classroom prompt and an assessable response, while recording whether a claim rests on the accessible folktale text or on published secondary commentary. The resulting readings are examples of interpretative reasoning, not coded frequencies or findings from a measured intervention.
Titles are presented in the English transliterations or renderings used in the cited scholarship where authoritative English editions have not been established. The Assamese word forms and episodes considered in “Tejimola” belong to its cited textual witness. A multilingual classroom would need to state the version used, retain key original-language terms, and make translations available with their source and translator identified. This article does not introduce invented literary quotations or treat teaching translations as transparent substitutes for source-language expression.
5. Literary Discussion and Comparative Interpretation
5.1 “Tejimola”: Repetition, gender, and nonhuman forms
“Tejimola” is a traditional Assamese narrative given a written form in Bezbaroa’s collection. In the available Assamese version, a girl subjected to her stepmother’s violence dies and reappears through a sequence of forms, including a gourd plant, another fruit-bearing tree, and a lotus; the narrative later represents her as a bird and concludes with recognition and restoration (Bezbaroa, 1911). The sequence is important because the transformations do more than decorate the story with supernatural events. After the original human body has been silenced, recurrent first-person identification makes suppressed experience audible. A reading focused on form can track how the same claim to identity re-emerges before differently positioned listeners.
This repeated identification establishes a precise point of entry for interpretation. Students can examine the recurrence and changing addressees of the spoken verses and ask whether the story depicts survival, public testimony, restoration of paternal authority, or a combination of these possibilities. Choudhury (2021) emphasises dismemberment, bodily boundaries, and embodied agency, while Kalita Moral (2023) reads the transformations through relations among human and nonhuman life. These studies offer alternative interpretative emphases; neither requires the tale to be treated as empirical evidence of ecological beliefs universally held by Assamese communities.
The protagonist’s vulnerability should be examined through characterisation and narrative context rather than reduced to a simple moral contrast between opposing characters. The question is how kinship, domestic authority, absence, and recognition organise the plot. Talukdar and Gogoi (2021) discuss feminist retellings of the narrative, while Guptha and Sandhya (2023) investigate gender and fear in the film Kothanodi. An undergraduate comparison could examine how an adaptation changes what is shown, feared, or heard, but the cinematic version and the written folktale must remain separately attributed cultural artefacts.
5.2 Barak Valley Bengali short fiction through published criticism
5.2.1 “Manush”: Material deprivation and human recognition
In Paul’s (2023, pp. 165–167) reading of Badruzzaman Choudhury’s “Manush,” Rajjak, Pata Bibi, and their children experience sustained hunger and social exclusion. Paul’s discussion links the family’s deprivation to unequal access to resources and to the responses of more advantaged people. These are findings of Paul’s literary account, not independently established quotations or plot observations from the original story.
For an instructional exercise, the interpretative problem concerns how an account of material deprivation becomes an account of human recognition. Students could identify the passages reproduced or summarised by Paul, separate her descriptions from her evaluative conclusions, and formulate alternative ways the story’s title may be read. If the complete Bengali story is provided in class, this secondary account can then be tested against characterisation, narrative viewpoint, and the order of disclosed events. The task would practise evidentiary discrimination rather than ask students merely to endorse a general proposition about inequality.
5.2.2 “Ettarbanu and Mass Media”: Narration and public visibility
Paul (2023, pp. 167–168) discusses Krishna Misra Bhattacharya’s “Ettarbanu and Mass Media” as a narrative exploring the experiences of a vulnerable girl and the representation of her circumstances through media coverage. Her analysis questions the distance between dissemination of a victim’s circumstances and action that would improve her safety. Such a reading places ethical representation alongside formal questions: who conveys the girl’s experience, who interprets it for an audience, and whether publicity enlarges her agency or merely exposes her to further observation.
These questions should remain open to textual scrutiny. The distinction between visibility and assistance is a defensible teaching hypothesis derived from Paul’s discussion; it is not a documented measure of institutional conduct outside the narrative. Students may compare how media actors are described in the scholarly account and identify what additional evidence from the Bengali text would be necessary to assess narrative perspective or implied judgement. This separation helps avoid reducing the literary work to an illustration of a predetermined media theory.
5.2.3 “Akti Mrityu and Tarpor”: Dramatic progression and the limits of knowledge
Paul (2023, pp. 163–165) describes Shyamalendu Chakraborty’s “Akti Mrityu and Tarpor” as a compressed story structured around a death, the arrival and actions of other characters, and information disclosed in a dramatically organised sequence. Paul’s discussion offers a grounded starting point for an enquiry into the difference between the order of events and the order in which a reader receives explanations. It does not justify an unverified reconstruction of the full plot or its ending.
A potential class task would ask students to construct two timelines after accessing the story: one showing the chronological events and another showing the sequence of narrated information. Students could then argue how uncertainty is managed through scene, dialogue, or delay. At the conceptual level, this exercise complements “Manush” and “Ettarbanu and Mass Media” by showing that critical literary work concerns narrative technique as well as social subject matter.
5.3 Oral poetry of the 1971 borderlands: Performance and historical memory
Acharjee (2023) examines poetic practices associated with Barak Valley borderlands during the Bangladesh Liberation War, including kabigān and hāture kabitā. Her study situates oral composition and public performance within experiences of displacement and collective memory associated with the historical events of 1971. It also notes collections associated with the historian Shahid Quader Chowdhury. Because an individual poem, recorded performance, or transcription is not independently analysed here, the present argument concerns pedagogical questions arising from Acharjee’s scholarship rather than the verified language of a specific verse.
The principal teaching issue is the status of oral evidence. A poem experienced in public performance is not equivalent to a later print transcription; audience, location, repetition, rhythm, performer, and collecting circumstances can affect interpretation. Students might compare a scholarly description of kabigān and hāture kabitā, mark where historical context informs the critic’s claims, and formulate questions that a fuller archival record would need to answer. This approach encourages students to interpret historical testimony critically while recognising differences in experience and the limitations of available sources.
5.4 A bounded comparison: Voice, recognition, and mediation
A productive comparative problem arises from the contrast between “Tejimola” and Paul’s account of “Ettarbanu and Mass Media.” In Bezbaroa’s folktale text, repeated self-identification occurs through transformed natural forms: the protagonist’s claim to identity returns as speech despite successive attempts to suppress it (Bezbaroa, 1911). In Paul’s account, Ettarbanu’s suffering becomes publicly visible through media actors, but publicity need not amount to protection (Paul, 2023, pp. 167–168). These are not structurally identical narratives, and the levels of source access are different. Their juxtaposition is useful precisely because it makes students ask how the ability to be heard differs from being represented by others.
One student might argue that recurrent speech in “Tejimola” gives its protagonist a form of agency even when conventional human action is foreclosed; another might argue that recognition and restoration remain closely connected to the father's role in the narrative. With the story reported by Paul, students could ask whether the proliferation of public accounts grants any corresponding power to Ettarbanu. Such a comparison requires arguments about voice, mediation, and authority, while preserving the distinction between a directly accessible text and a secondary critic’s account. This bounded exercise illustrates comparative reasoning rather than a universal claim about all folktales, media narratives, or women’s experiences.
5.5 Cultural inclusion without cultural idealisation
Curricular inclusion does not require uncritical celebration. A folktale may preserve memorable forms of narration while presenting complex family relationships; a regional short story may examine vulnerability and its underlying circumstances; oral poetry may express collective memory through differing historical perspectives. Teaching across such differences can combine respect for narrative provenance with scrutiny of who speaks and whose perspective is marginalised (Freire, 2000; McCarty & Brayboy, 2021). No student should be positioned as a spokesperson for an entire language group. Interpretation remains a matter of evidence, argument, and reciprocal intellectual engagement.
6. A Four-Stage Framework for Undergraduate Instruction
6.1 Contextual grounding
The teacher introduces the provenance, language, genre, circulation, and historical circumstances of a text, distinguishes documented source information from critical inference, and identifies which version will be used. A brief source card records author or collector, publication or performance context, language, availability, and translation status. For the Barak Valley stories, students should be told that Paul (2023) is the secondary scholarly source in the present analysis, even if a course subsequently supplies copies of the stories. For 1971 poetry, neither a performer’s identity nor the conditions of recording should be assumed where these details have not been documented.
6.2 Close reading and source-sensitive enquiry
Students annotate formal features appropriate to the genre. In “Tejimola,” they can identify the sequence of transformations, the repetition of self-identifying speech, and shifts in addressee. For short fiction, students working from complete course texts can analyse narrative timing, perspective, dialogue, and figurative language; students working from criticism alone should instead identify what Paul reports and what she infers. For oral poetry, transcription, rhythmic pattern, and performance circumstances are discussed only insofar as documented. This stage follows Rosenblatt’s (1995) insistence that interpretation remains answerable to the particular text being read.
6.3 Comparative interpretation
Small groups develop alternative claims in response to a shared, bounded question: How does a narrative make vulnerable experience perceptible, and to whom? One group might analyse the folktale’s recurrent self-identification; another might evaluate Paul’s description of media attention in “Ettarbanu and Mass Media.” Students explicitly label primary observations, secondary interpretations, and unresolved source questions. A short exchange requires each group to identify the strongest alternative reading before defending its own.
6.4 Reflective argument and assessment
Each student submits a 700–900-word analytic commentary or delivers an equivalent oral explanation with a source record. The response should contain a clearly delimited claim, two appropriately attributed pieces of supporting evidence, one alternative interpretation, and a statement of interpretative limits. A formative rubric can allocate equal attention to (a) accuracy of sourcing and attribution, (b) analysis of form and narrative choices, (c) attention to cultural and historical difference, and (d) argument quality and responsiveness to counter-readings. These dimensions specify what teachers would look for; they are not validated learning scales.
Table 2 summarises the four stages and their associated student work. In particular, its final column distinguishes an observable classroom artefact from a broad aspiration to improve critical thinking; the framework’s value must ultimately be examined in a designed teaching study.
Table 2. Proposed framework for teaching local narratives
	Stage
	Principal activity
	Pedagogical purpose
	Illustrative student artefact / criterion

	Contextual grounding
	Examine linguistic, cultural, historical, and source contexts
	Develop informed interpretation
	Source card identifying witness, language, date/context, and access limitations

	Close reading
	Analyse form, language, character, imagery, and narrative structure
	Strengthen literary analysis
	Annotated episode or critic’s account with precise evidence labels

	Comparative interpretation
	Evaluate alternative readings and compare texts without merging distinct genres
	Encourage critical judgement
	Two-claim comparison with counter-reading and source distinctions

	Reflective argument
	Present an evidence-based interpretation
	Develop reasoned academic expression
	Short essay/presentation scored for sourcing, form, context, and argument



6.5 Example sequence and accessibility safeguards
For a possible three-session teaching sequence, a first session introduces the “Tejimola” source witness and asks students to track the recurring speech associated with successive transformations. A second session considers Paul’s account of Ettarbanu, with groups distinguishing what is known from the critic’s text and what would require the original story. A third session develops the bounded comparison on speaking, visibility, and recognition; students submit an evidence matrix followed by a short argument. A teacher may alternatively work with “Manush” and its literary representation of hunger, or compare descriptions of oral performance with the challenges of transcription. These are design examples, not reports of activities carried out with an actual cohort.
Implementation requires institutional attention to access and language. Because some selected narratives address violence, sexual exploitation, or displacement, instructors should provide appropriate advance content guidance, avoid sensationalised classroom treatment, and offer equivalent alternative analytical tasks when necessary. Reading packets should identify editions and permissions, allow source-language reading where possible, and provide documented translations or guided glossaries rather than silently standardising vernacular terms. Students may formulate preliminary responses in a familiar language and present assessed arguments in an agreed instructional language, with consistent expectations for citations and reasoning. Such accommodations should be evaluated in context rather than presumed to yield improved results for all learners (Gay, 2018; Lee, 2001).
7. Limitations and Directions for Research
The analysis is intentionally restricted by the evidentiary status of its materials. An online transcription of one written folktale is not a critical collation of Assamese variants. The three Bengali short stories are known here through Paul’s (2023) analysis rather than independently examined source editions; the account of oral poetry relies on Acharjee’s (2023) scholarship rather than a verified archive of performances. Consequently, detailed claims about original Bengali wording, precise narratorial technique, or specific Sylheti verse forms are beyond the scope of this paper. The cases also cannot stand for the full literary history or present-day curricular provision of Assam.
The proposed four stages were not piloted, and no inference concerning engagement, attainment, inclusion, or critical-thinking gains is made. Future research could collate authorised original editions, document translation and oral-performance provenance, examine actual syllabi, and pilot a teaching sequence with pre-specified assessment criteria. A comparative classroom study could collect anonymised student analyses and evaluate the clarity, textual support, and treatment of counter-arguments in those analyses across instructional conditions. Such work would be needed before attributing measurable educational effects to the model.
8. Conclusion
Local narratives can provide intellectually demanding material for undergraduate literature teaching when attention to cultural history is coupled with careful distinctions between text, performance, and critical commentary. The Assamese folktale “Tejimola,” published scholarship on Barak Valley Bengali stories, and studies of 1971 borderland oral poetry offer different entry points into the study of voice, inequality, representation, and collective memory. Their value for this purpose derives from questions that can be argued with evidence, not from assumed authenticity or a uniform regional worldview.
The proposed sequence of contextual grounding, close reading, comparative interpretation, and reflective argument offers a way to make those questions teachable while specifying sources and assessment artefacts. It remains a conceptual framework whose classroom feasibility and educational consequences require empirical investigation. Its immediate contribution is to demonstrate how regional materials may be approached with both cultural care and rigorous literary enquiry.
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