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Abstract: 

This paper would examine the representations of road in Silent Lips and Murmuring Hearts (Mouna 

Ounth Mukhar Hriday 2001) by Yeshe Dorjee Thongchi and The Legends of Pensam (2006) by 

Mamang Dai. The road has been a powerful image indicating freedom from the limitations of ordinary 

life, ever since Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. Kerouac’s novel presented the beauty of the road, the 

beauty in gas stations, freedom on the road etc. The metaphor attracted the imagination of a 

generation. In the texts written by two writers from Arunachal Pradesh, we would see road as not just a 

symbol of development or progress but as a disruptive force. In the text under consideration we will see 

the building of roads as replacing the traditional ways in the name of modern ways which is posited as 

both beneficial but also disturbing for the people of this region. Usually, Arunachal Pradesh and 

Northeast India by extension, is seen as a backward region which needs to developed and brought at 

par with the rest of India. Therefore, roads are seen as instruments of progress or development to the 

region. In both the works we would see how the authors by using the road gives us a complex and 

nuanced history of a people who have always been seen as simple but backward and in the waiting 

room of history. Through the metaphor of the road, the authors lead the readers into these not so well 

known people and showcase their rich and complex lives, at once different but the same as those of 

people elsewhere.  
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I The representation of road or journeys occurs in literature from ancient times like epics of 

Gilgamesh, Homer’s Odyssey or even nearer home, the Ramayana. In the medieval period we 

have Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales where we witness several pilgrims travelling and 

exchanging stories to pass the time. But the road or the highway came into deeper focus after 

Cervantes’s masterpiece Don Quixote. This inspired a genre of picaresque novels like Daniel 

Defoe’s Moll Flanders, Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones and Joseph Andrews to name just a few. 

Roads or the journey of the characters in these texts allowed the author to showcase the 

contemporary society but also self-discovery. After Kerouac’s masterpiece On the Road, a 

number of writers wrote on a similar genre. The road as James Maxwell in his Silver Road 

asserts is the silver thread that joins societies together overtime. Reading about travel or life on 

road gives opportunity to the community of travelers, readers, writers to share their common 

experiences. The road appeal extends beyond literary mode to a mode of expression in which a 

culture explores and defines itself. Road stories in being conventional and original express 

what Raymond Williams has called the “dominant, residual, and emergent” (122) elements in 

our cultural values. Where dominant culture refers to the established language and ideals; 

residual elements influence modern societies with old cultural practices both consciously and 

unconsciously; emergent culture is characterized as the new cultures and practice that are 

continuously being created in a society. Characters take to the road for a variety of reasons, 

and when goals are often frustrated, the uncertainty makes telling the story more urgent. The 
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narration of events is not just a record of what happened but a way of trying to understand 

experiences by finding or making a pattern. Of course, we would not be dealing with the road 

genre but with two texts that deal with representations of the road in a major way. In this paper 

I have taken up two works of two writers from Arunachal Pradesh to see how roads and road 

building are represented in their work. We would also examine how road is represented as a 

form of symbol or metaphor. Road does not only mean the physical road but along with that 

there are also various other things related to the roads that they represent; be it culture, gender, 

opportunities, space, food habits etc. which comes along with the representation of roads. 

Talking about the novel, Silent Lips and Murmuring Hearts by Thongchi, we see that it is a 

tragic love story set against the backdrop of Arunachal Pradesh set during the newly-

independent India where we see the different tribes, culture and essence of Arunachal Pradesh 

which was then known as NEFA (Northeast Frontier Area). Road plays an important role here 

because the backdrop of the story is set in construction of roads. The narrative unfolds how 

construction of roads brings different tribes together who were otherwise ignorant of each 

other’s existence.  

 Mamang Dai’s work The Legends of Pensam, is a perfect blend of myth and history of the 

Adis of Siang Valley of Arunachal Pradesh. It is a short story collection where Mamang brings 

her personal knowledge of primitive customs and beliefs of the people to talk about many 

legends that influences the lives of the Adis. There are several representations of roads in the 

collection, various sections talks about going on journeys and the stories attached with travels 

and the folklores about spirits and demons that dwell in the untraveled roads. Mamang tries to 
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show the beliefs of the Adis which is fascinating and exciting. My attempt is basically to 

analyze as well as read the narratives alongside to see the representation of roads in both the 

works and view what roads actually mean to the natives and also explore how the tales and 

customs described in these works tells us a lot about people’s culture and lifestyle. Along with 

that what are the changes and challenges that the natives go through with the coming of roads. 

I will also try to look into the different aspects in terms of following or breaking of gender 

norms, space and mobility that follows the idea of roads 

II The novel Mouna Ounth Mukhar Hriday translated as Silent Lips and Murmuring Hearts, 

written by Yeshee Dorjee Thongchi is a tragic love story set against the backdrop of 

Arunachal Pradesh during the newly-independent India. During the British rule no serious 

efforts were made to put an administration system into operation in this area. It was only after 

independence that the Indian government took steps to provide administrative structure in this 

land which was quite backward in the eyes of the government. The headquarters established 

during the British regime had to be shifted from Assam to Bomdila, Zilo, Tezu and Khonsa. 

Several plans were made for the construction of the roads to connect these headquarters to the 

plains. The main problems that arose in executing the plans were that nobody was willing to 

go to NEFA on those days. So the local population was decided to be engaged in the work of 

building roads, one member at least from every family of each village was to devote himself to 

the construction of the road. Women too joins the group particularly as helpers to the male 

members and in few cases women like Tsering Jangmu participated in the construction of the 

road because as per government orders at least one male member should participate and in the 
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families where they had no physically fit male members, young girls were recruited. A 

difficult portion of constructing a road from Chaku to Bomdila was handed over under the 

supervision of Dilip Saikia, a man from the plains who was addressed as Mohori Babu by the 

natives.  Different tribes lived in Arunachal Pradesh but they were not familiar to each other. 

The narrative unfolds us that these people were not aware of each other and they usually had 

slightly negative stereotyped image of the other tribes. Since there was difference in the 

languages they spoke so they felt that the other people were something totally different to 

them and they could not ever think of talking to them or extending friendship with them. 

These hills of Arunachal were inaccessible and connecting them to the plains was a way for 

the government to make it modern and accessible to opportunities. The laborers working could 

not be called laborers instead volunteers who worked because they were told that it was for 

their betterment. The villagers were given free ration along with two rupees as daily wages.  

The occasion of building a road came as a way towards development for the people. The two 

tribes Sherdukpen and Nyishis along with people of Chepola were supposed to work together 

in a camp to build the road from Eagle Nest area. This area was believed to be the most 

difficult ones as the area was truly inaccessible and rather dangerous to look at, the road would 

have passed through a steep rocky mountain and so they would have to blast their way through 

the rocks. Surely such a dangerous task could not have been possible except for any native. 

For this reason the Sherdukpens and Nyishis were chosen in this task. The courage and 

dexterity of the Nyishis to climb hills and trees coupled with patience of the Sherdukpens and 
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their expertise in descending steep hills was what was needed. The Sherdukpens were skilled 

in tackling vertical hills with the help of the ropes to extract honey from beehives. 

The villagers seem so ignorant that they did not know any language except their respective 

mother tongue. Among the Sherdukpens, only Rinchin could speak a little bit of Assamese 

which helped him communicate with Mohori Babu Dilip Saikia, and he could act as a medium 

of communication between his group and the Mohori Babu. While talking to Dilip Saikia, 

Rinchn and his group understood that Dilip Saikia had ten to twelve group of villagers 

working under him on different projects and once the road will complete they will have motor 

vehicles coming to their place. They were dumbstruck at the idea that motor vehicles could 

come to the snow capped Bomdila town, crossing hills and rivers. Of course the idea of 

modern vehicles coming to their place was exciting for them and they were assured that roads 

will ensure connectivity into their lives; the narrative also suggests that although they didn’t 

have modern roads earlier but it in no way stopped them from connecting themselves to 

Assam. The Sherdukpens as we see had been trading with the Assamese since ages; they also 

had their relatives in Assam. Every winter many Sherdukpens families left for Doimara to visit 

their respective relatives in the Assamese and Kachari villages. 

It shows that government believed these people to be backward and this place to be 

inaccessible, whereas the people were actually not so ignorant of everything. They didn’t have 

modern roads but communication was still prevalent. They had relatives, they had source of 

communication. They even had the concept of trading where they would give dry spices, chilly 

and radish to their relatives in exchange of rice, betel leaves, betel nuts and gamochas. The 
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roads were built to connect these backward areas to the mainland, but in reality these people 

were already connected and they could travel in whatever means for their needs. They were off 

course not aware of the concept of paper money which road making was supposed to introduce 

them to, but with their concept of barter system they could actually fulfill their needs. What 

seems here is that roads were actually not a means for these native villagers to connect to the 

modern world and progress themselves; instead it was a way for the modern world to connect 

them to this untouched paradise and in a way corrupt it by their norms and beliefs. Most of the 

people in Rinchin’s group had been to the plains to trade so they had seen motor cars but never 

in their wildest dreams could they imagine that these motor cars could climb up the hills. They 

were also curious to know that if with the coming of roads the babus will come on motor cars 

instead of foot, Dilip Saikia assured them that not only babus but they too could travel on 

motor cars; he even tried to teach them to stop a motor car. While all this discussion was going 

on Rinchin puts up his opinion on motor cars and says that “Motor cars are disgusting” 

(Thongchi 16). This whole episode in a way shows the false assumptions of the people in 

authority about these natives; they believed the natives to be unaware of the world around 

them which was not true. On the other hand we also see that coming of something new such as 

roads might not be accepting for everyone, just like Rinchin’s disgust on motor cars, but the 

truth is that their voices or their opinions hardly mattered.  

The conversation among the characters also revealed that the women were lesser exposed to 

the larger world as compared to the men. In the Nyishi group we see the leader Tadak’s sister 

Yado saying that she saw a group of laborers with strange clothes and language and that she 
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had “never imagined that there were so many races of people in this world of Donyi Polo, 

besides the Nyishis.”(23). Yado’s this observation revealed her limited knowledge of the 

world. Although they belonged to the same place of Arunachal still they had no knowledge of 

each other. Building of road in a way brought these women out of their respective homes and 

made them see the larger world. On a larger level the road was to bring exposure to the world 

of these people but in the immediate context they were getting to know the other tribes. Once 

they started working they realized that the other tribes were also human like them and they had 

a similar way of greeting and behaving, although with the change in place and climate eating 

habits were slightly different but ultimately they were all human. Without having the common 

motive to build the road it could not have been possible for these people to ever bond with 

each other as they always felt content within themselves because of this little exposure they 

felt like talking to each other and knowing each other leaving all the prejudices behind. 

 The Bada Sahib or the executive engineer who invited all the workers for a feast told them 

how their mission was not merely to build a road through the hills but also to make a way 

through the mental barriers of the hill tribes. According to him the road could not only lead to 

different unexplored places but would also bridge the gap between the different tribes and 

communities. He says, “During the process of the road construction, we will make different 

tribes stay together to rid them of their misgivings about each other. We must bring them 

together and cement a bond of trust between them.”(37). Bada Sahib’s words were actually 

necessary at that time because the different tribal groups were really scared of each other and 

were suspicious of each other’s intentions.  
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Dilip Saikia tries his best to persuade Rinchin, the leader of the Sherdukpens to assure his 

people that the other people were humans just like them and that they were needlessly being 

scared of them just like the people of plains are scared of the people of hills. Saikia also makes 

Rinchin realize that this building of road was not just a project towards development for 

transport and communication but it was also an attempt to, “strive to bring unity and harmony 

amongst the different tribes and the inhabitants of different villages by removing all their 

misgivings” (Thongchi 38). In the novel through the words of Dilip Saikia we see a vision of 

some kind of approaching brotherhood among the tribal people. Here road seems to be 

represented as a symbol of unity and brotherhood amongst the people of the hills. The road 

Saikia says, “Will foster unity amongst your tribes and make a composite race out of you all… 

Once the road comes up, you will get a lot of opportunities to visit each other’s places and to 

trade.” (38).The road was not only to connect the hills to the plains but was actually a 

connecting link between the tribes. The thought behind building a road was actually 

commendable. Here the road which is in general a symbol of progress and development was 

also acting as a medium of unity among the people who lived so close to each other but were 

ignorant as well as were not fond of each other. 

 The road which was supposed to bring the tribes together actually started bringing few people 

closer right from the time of construction, Rinchin and Yama’s attraction towards each other 

developed into love and they were looking for ways to be together. The idea of loving 

someone from another tribe was not only forbidden but was like a taboo, so it was getting 

difficult for the two to either express their love or forget each other. This new approach 
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towards modernity was opening up novelty for them, exposure was leading them meet new 

people and know new people but this was also harming their existing norms and protocols. In 

this case the already engaged Rinchin and Yama to other people from their respective tribes 

were in a state of dilemma about continuing their love affair or not.  Dilip Saikia’s voice in the 

novel as we know voiced the futuristic vision of connecting hills to the plains. There are 

several instances in the novel where he keeps on saying about the positive impacts of the road. 

He says how after the construction of the road is done, Bomdila will be connected to towns 

like Tezpur, Guwahati and Shillong. Saikia assures that once the vehicles start plying they will 

no longer have to carry government supplies on their back. He adds on, “You won’t have to 

walk; you will be able to travel by vehicles…you will be able to reach the plains in the course 

of a single day, travelling by motor vehicles” (51). Roads were also seen by Saikia as well as 

the authority above him as a means for the hills to develop like the plains. “There will be 

schools, hospitals, tin-roofed houses, shops and markets” (51), Saikia assures them. The hills 

lacked a lot of facilities compared to the plains. Although communication wasn’t a big 

problem for the natives because they could travel even without any properly constructed 

modern road but the facilities of medical, market, shops etc was lacking in their lives. The 

tribal people were used to treat themselves with homemade remedies which could cure them 

up to a certain extend; but if anyone had any serious disease they had no facility to go to the 

hospitals, because there was no hospital nearby and the plains were far away with no proper 

road. The natives were also not aware of the modern medical facilities because most people 

had not seen or heard about them. They were ignorant people satisfied in their own world. 



 
 

International Journal Of Humanities, Art and Social Studies (IJHAS) Vol.1, No.6,September 2020. 

 
11 

 

Saikia’s vision for these people was obviously for their development and in a positive manner; 

and the people supported him or followed his orders believing to whatever he told them, even 

though all these modern advancements didn’t mean much to them. 

 Saikia kept on motivating the workers and also introduces them to dynamites which they used 

to blast their way through the hills. The workers were delighted as they were confused initially 

about how will they make a road through the vertical hills; generally when they had to cross 

such hills they would take a longer route and a journey of half a day would take almost two 

days. We can see that with the idea of building a road itself comes an impact of modernity; 

they learnt a lot of new things, which includes paper money, such explosives and also the idea 

of ever being able to build roads through such steep hills. The people did not have to wait for 

the road to be built and new establishments to be set up, but they were being modernized right 

from the time of the construction. They also came across shops where they could actually buy 

things in exchange of paper money unlike their earlier ways of exchanging goods for goods. 

Once when few of these workers entered Chatterjee’s shop at Chaku, they were wonderstruck 

because they have never seen so many beautiful things wonderfully arranged in one place. 

“Not in their wildest dreams had they imagined there could be a house called shop which 

would be full of such varied and unusual things” (104). The people also started to voice their 

opinions. Both men and women actually were working together and everyone was willing to 

take active participation not only in the construction process but also in building bonds with 

the members of the other groups.The author also mentions about  Saikia being fond of singing 

songs, it is mentioned that he loves singing the songs of Bhupen Hazarika and the song Dola 
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dola was his personal favorite. Saikia taught the song to the workers and they too loved 

singing this song while working. The song goes as, “Through zigzag roads we carry, yes we 

carry the palanquins of the rich, the palanquins, the palanquins…” (63). It seems that the 

author uses this song to show a commonality between the people of Northeast, be it the 

Assamese or the tribes of Arunachal. The song which is close to Saikia’s heart also becomes 

close to the tribal people. The song represents the plight of the poorer section of the society, 

how they carry the burden of the rich or privileged classes while themselves bearing all the 

pain and hard work. Saikia and the workers work hard for the privileged section of the society 

and this commonality represents the universal brotherhood among the poor people of the 

society irrespective of being from the plains or the hills.  Connecting to each other or bridging 

the gap among various tribes also helped them to explore each other’s food habits. When 

Rinchin visits the Nyishi leader Tadak’s hutment, Tadak expresses his regret for not being able 

to serve him Opo or Laopani, which is a welcoming drink made from marua. Rinchin however 

doesn’t mind as he understands that they were away from their villages so it was not possible 

to offer him some drink. He comes to know that opo is what his tribe calls fok. They discuss 

how Rinchin’s tribe makes it with maize although they use marua occasionally. They also 

discuss lot of other things. It in a way shows how the people were bonding and Rinchin was 

travelling through the road of unity towards the heart of Yama and her brother Tadak. 

Although they spoke different languages but they managed to understand each other with 

gestures, they developed a kind of common language between themselves and tried to express 

themselves in the best possible way. Their discussions revealed that there was actually no 
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difference between their thoughts, feelings and actions but the difference was only superficial 

and limited to the dress, language, rites and rituals. Mingling with each other at work and also 

after work through the discussion of food and culture they learnt a lot about each other’s 

communities and a lot of misgivings were cleared. In Roads of her Own, Ganser talks about 

the journey of the little Red Riding hood as:Journey of sexual self discovery…The tale is an 

early example of a road narrative that familiarizes the protagonist not only with the effects of 

the patriarchal spatial and symbolic orders on the gendered individual as well as with the 

resulting limitations of agency, but also, if the tale is re-read from a feminist perspective like 

Cixous’ with the potential pleasures of the transgressive mobility (13). 

  Like Little Red Riding Hood’s journey in this novel we can see Yama going to the journey of 

self exploration or sexual exploration. She was too young and was engaged to a man who she 

barely knew, but meeting Rinchin and dwelling into a kind of friendship with him led her to 

explore her needs, desires and also her sexuality. Yama was the ever obedient girl but coming 

out of her comfort zone leads her to a journey towards love and self discovery. There are 

several instances where we see Rinchin and Yama meeting each other secretly, Yama doesn’t 

hesitate to follow Rinchin at times when he was sad and tried comforting him. We even find 

Yama telling to Rinchin that, “you lend me wholeness and make me feel complete. My 

existence and my identity are incomplete without you. Both my mind and body are lonely. 

Only when you are near me, am I able to feel whole” (Thongchi 78). She indulges herself so 

much into Rinchin that she believes that someday her brother would accept them and they can 

get married. She also makes love to Rinchin which again shows the development in her 
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thought process. Like Red Riding Hood she goes out alone in the journey of self exploration 

and just like Red Riding Hood was punished by the norms of patriarchy, similarly Yama was 

punished by her brother and the other tribesmen and they forcefully separated her from 

Rinchin later on. There is also an incident where Tsering Jangmu, Rinchin’s fiancé became the 

victim of the Lal Sahib’s desire. When she went to collect some firewood while the others 

were busy with their celebration of singing and dancing, she was immediately picked up by a 

man and moved towards the jungle. The hairy hand and the smell of oil made her realize that it 

was none other than the sahib who had been eyeing on her while dancing and was now taking 

her towards the forest to satisfy his dishonorable intentions. Jangmu realized that there was no 

use of shouting or screaming because everyone was busy dancing and no one would be able to 

hear her voice amidst the loud music so she thought of deceiving the sahib by assuring him 

that she won’t scream and cooperate with him if he didn’t hurt her and takes him further deep 

into the jungle. The sahib got so excited that he didn’t think wisely and followed her and she 

actually managed to teach him a lesson, she says to herself later on, “I taught him a lesson 

today. He won’t dare to lay his filthy hands on any other woman with evil intentions in his 

life. How he screamed when he fell down form that steep… Maybe he was struggling to find 

his way up from that ditch.”(96). Here we see how Jangmu fights back and saves herself from 

this incident of rape or violation. The fairy tale of Red Riding Hood exists in various 

Grimmian versions, some versions have Red Riding Hood beat the wolf and thus emphasize 

female agency, intelligence and action. In this novel too just like few versions of the fairy tale 

we have Jangmu who punishes the sahib just like Red Riding hood beats up the wolf and 
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emphasizes female agency.The Legends of Pensam by Mamang Dai is a perfect blend of myth 

and history of the Adis of Siang Valley of Arunachal Pradesh. It is a short story collection 

where Mamang brings her personal knowledge of primitive customs and beliefs of the people 

to talk about many legends that influences the lives of the Adis. Mamang documents the tribal 

lores in a way to find her own roots. She later on in an interview by Indian short stories says 

that, “Ours is an oral tradition you know, I was trying to meet people and collect and record 

these oral narratives. You know the small histories that were getting lost and when you talk to 

people even small things can trigger these memories off.” It is a set of stories which are 

interconnected across generations of a family that makes the book more of a complete novel. 

Her stories discuss not only the lifestyles, food habits, myths and folklores of the tribal world 

of Arunachal, but it also talks about journey, roads and how the road plays important role in 

the lives of the people. In the section “Song of a rhapsodist” where in the story “travel the 

road” the narrator along with Mona, editor of a magazine, her husband Jules who is a famous 

development scientist and Rakut, a local village man travel to Komsing, “the village where the 

migluns had gone” (Dai 47). We are told the story about the past of this village where during 

the early decades of the twentieth century when these remote hills of Arunachal were open to 

the world. This incident shows us how roads give rise to new stories, while travelling one 

always come across some or other stories and these stories help to build a reputation of the 

place and also remain as a fond memory into the traveler’s lives. A well-known British officer 

of Assam, Noel Williamson came to explore the hills and was killed by an Adi. Although 

nobody is quite sure about what must have happened but some recorded evidence suggests that 
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the main reason was “communication gap”. The tribe feared that Williamson would bring 

troops to destroy their villages; another version of the story says that the Sahib insulted a man 

who later on followed and killed him. This was not the only killing there; several other 

outsiders were also killed by the Adis. But what’s interesting is that, the main reason behind 

these killings is not clear and the narrative hints us to assume that it is because of the lack of 

communication. The Adis didn’t understand the outsider’s language and in a fear might have 

attacked, similarly the intruders never bothered to be friendly towards the natives and who 

knows that they must have provoked them. Sadly, several tribesmen were punished and 

imprisoned after such incidents.  

Opening of roads in this case meant death and destruction for both the intruders and the locals. 

Intruders who travelled to explore had to lose their lives and the villagers had to be involved in 

destructive activities as well as had to be imprisoned. Even the village headman, as the 

narrator says believes that because of the massacre in the past “they were still without a road” 

(48). Mamang Dai’s whole description about the journey of the characters also hinted the 

readers about the history of the place; why the roads were the way it is. The characters find it 

little difficult to walk through the landscape as the roads are not well built, especially in the 

rainy season crossing the rivers and streams was not very easy. The path seems unexplored 

and mystifying and this is what attracted other people. The headman kind of pities their 

condition for not having a proper road but it can be seen that this not having a cement road is 

actually a way to sustain this mystifying qualities of the place.Journeys which looked 

welcoming were not always welcoming. A white Sahib who went through deeper forest into 
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Aing Alek had been killed by the natives. But, the narrative suggests that it was not the 

villagers’ fault rather the fault of the “cowardly men” who accompanied the officer. The 

narrator says, “Why should anybody look at a man with disgust when he was a man of the land 

and the other was a visitor trying to conquer the villages with lies and bag of gifts?”(5), this 

incident only shows the difference of opinions amongst the seemingly civilized men in power 

and the villagers. The sahibs thought that they could cross rivers and forests and reach the 

villages and bribe the villagers by loading them with gifts and win their trust and manipulate 

them accordingly; but the villagers were not hungry of any gifts, they worked according to 

their conscience, they did what they liked and discarded whatever bothered them. It only 

shows that any foreign intrusion was not liked by the natives even if it came up with friendly 

apparatuses. The villagers were ignorant of the world but were not as ignorant as the sahibs 

thought them to be. We also learn later on that. “It was only a matter of time before the 

migluns learned that all men were not afraid of guns and loud voices.” (51), this definitely 

shows that the villagers could not be controlled whether by gifts or guns; they did whatever 

they thought was good for them..Roads for the Adis was also a part of their tradition and they 

had many stories and folklores attached to the roads. The narrator says that a rhapsodist once 

told him about the custom of the villagers to go on a journey to the snow-mountains to harvest 

a precious root which they use to poison the arrows. This annual trekking is a ritual for them 

and no one remembers when it must have started. This journey was so dangerous that the 

travelers believed themselves to be lucky if they could return back safely. They had to go 

through jungles and tall trees and a certain place was believed to be the territory of 
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Dimitayang, the lonely spirit who stirs up the lake waters and clutches trespassing men in an 

embrace of ice. Only courage could help them survive and they had to face dangers at every 

point and convince the jealous spirits circling them to permit them safe return. These stories 

obviously make no sense in today’s context but what’s interesting is that these people not only 

believe in such stories but also follow them. Roads leading to new places create not only a 

sense of awe and excitement for people but they also let them hold on to their customs. These 

beliefs make it obvious that why these villagers get uncomfortable with the intrusion of some 

sahib or any outsider. They travel to that place once every year but don’t bother to build a road 

or visit the place more often. It seems that they like to remain ignorant and stick on to their 

beliefs. The folklores also hint that their traditions actually encourage them to travel or 

experience the new although once a year but they get to explore something that they have 

never done.  The narrator was told these travel stories by an old traveler who explained about 

the difficult journey full of ghosts and spirits that came hindering their way and also mentions 

that, “He would remember it, for the rest of his life, but it was up to us [them] to believe, or 

not, what was about to recount.”(58). This shows how these people were so much into their 

beliefs that reality was hardly able to be distinguished from fantasies. These beliefs might 

seem obscure to other people but for the natives it was their reality, their sense of being. These 

travel stories actually serve as a way to understand the people living there. We come to know 

about their deities, beliefs in spirits, about the mighty mountains and trees and lakes. Mamang 

Dai puts all this up to show the readers the sacred nature of the roads for these native people.   
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  As Neil Campbell paraphrases it “roadscapes provide vibrant cultural contact zones” (282). 

The material quality of the road as a “practiced place” where it is both a vigorous space of 

mobility and a symbolic space continually filled with new meaning by a variety of spatial 

agents. The same road may be narrated in multifarious ways, often in contradistinction to the 

common perception. Even within the novel we can see different characters see the road in 

different ways, they hold on to different perspectives of the single road. For some the road 

which is scary is a place of opportunity for others. In Mamang Dai we see travelers like 

exploring the roads and they want to go through the untrodden ways but the natives see it as 

nothing extraordinary. We see various people meeting each other while going on a journey 

who would not have otherwise met. 

  We also come across few facts about the native on journeys. The narrator says that in the hills 

people have connections with each other even without having any exact ancestry. 

Relationships were such that “Suddenly, a day comes when a man will claim kinship with a 

distant clan, like Rakut, who had brought us to this village. He was not born here, yet he knew 

that he had an ancient bond with the village” (61). Rakut himself doesn’t remember how he 

was related to the village or how the bond must have formed or in which generation or through 

which groups of ancestors were they related to this particular village. The only thing that he 

knew was that this is how it has always been. The headman also adds to the conversation and 

says that in their clans such things were very common and there are many stories that link 

them to each other. The people don’t even remember when these connections must have been 

established but the stories actually pave a way among people of different clans. “Journey and 
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chance encounter, as they are narrated in the road text, offer the potential to imagine a 

community based on communication and negotiation rather than on a bonding of 

homogeneous identities on common ground and soil, on uniformity and shared essence or 

roots”(Ganser 38). It shows that although few clans are away from each other physically and 

don’t have any source of communication through physical road but there is actually no 

distance in terms of their culture. Their cultures and beliefs in common tales and folklores 

keep them united and any two clans backed by a common myth or tale actually bonds 

immediately. Here it seems that they build roads of cultures and customs to reach to each other 

which is far greater than any physical road.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

 In the section “daughters of the village” we see Dai presents a group of women moving up a 

steep slope, in the fading light where no toil is visible. They climb smoothly towards the ridge-

top flat above them. They go to the forest almost daily and spend their day cutting wood, 

cracking dry bamboo and piling stray branches seasoned by sun and rain into stacks to be 

carried back to the village. The work that they do on a daily basis is laborious and tiring but 

the women don’t hesitate in spite of all the fatigue this work gives them a space or time for 

themselves. “The work is hard, but scouring the forest the women could at least stop, stretch, 

talk to each other” (73), it seems that the forests were a mode towards freedom for the women, 

it was a chance for them to escape from their homes and indulge in meeting the other women 

and spend some time amidst the nature. Although it is mentioned that the work was very tiring 

and they had to carry heavy baskets on their backs and walk through the hilly forests but there 

was still some sense of joy which made these women enjoy their task. For a vulnerable section 
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like women who are mostly confined within their households, roads could actually mean a 

form of escape. The women going to the tiring journey and gathering woods without any 

severe complaint shows how they enjoy this little journey that they take to the woods. Journey 

need not always be a long journey but sometimes walking to the woods and coming back 

through the roads that were only for the womenfolk was in itself a sense of exposure and 

progress for the women in a masculine world. 

 The road text can be read as articulation of the philosophical capacity to shift views and 

destabilize assumptions. The genre offers what Katherine Mills has called “an excellent case 

study of how people at the margins play with the mobility of meaning” (qtd Ganser 38).  Road 

is also depicted as “a privileged public space in which difference is negotiated and selves and 

others are brought into dialogue” (38). This negotiation of difference can be seen in Dai’s 

narrative where the travelers come across various people, be it the headman or fellow traveler 

and also the natives. A similar attitude is revealed in Walt Whitman’s poem “Song of the Open 

Road” where he reveals his faith in goodness of human nature while he walks through the 

roads, how people come across each other happily and merrily. He says that he thinks 

whatever or whomever he shall meet on the road shall like him and must be a happy person. 

 The narrator in Dai also meets several women characters in an instance where the bond 

between these women could be seen. The narrator sees these ladies who speak about 

themselves and also show how words have magic in them, the women constantly prayed for 

the wellbeing of the men. “The laws of birth, life and death were fixed and unchangeable. And 
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despite everything women always prayed: Let no harm come to our men” (Dai 77). All these 

shows how much a journey can reveal about a place.  

 We also come across a story of homecoming of an old friend of a female of the village. The 

friend who visits them seems an independent woman who, “travelled alone in night buses and 

broken cars to reach strange, remote towns in her new avatar as travelling saleswoman. She 

flew to big cities…She shopped eagerly” (81).This woman is a modern working woman who 

works as a travelling saleswoman and is not restricted by lack of comfort for communication. 

She knows to pave way for herself even if the communication is bad, be it in her personal or 

professional life. She visits her friend irrespective of poor condition of the road.  

 Here we can see road as an opportunity for women like her, travelling gives her exposure and 

opportunity to sell her goods and make money for herself. This woman is a firm believer and 

hardworking woman. She advises her friend that, “the problem is we are too good…but never 

mind…We still have time to make money and live well. We just have to work and push our 

way through” (82). Similar kind of attitude is also seen in another character named Sirisiri, 

who lived in the village of Gurdum and had bigger dreams for herself. She was unhappy living 

in the village and wanted to be elsewhere with her family. She cursed the place, the weather 

etc and imagined life in the cities rising overnight like columns of light into the sky. Ronald 

Primeau was probably the first to point out the critical engagement of women writers with the 

genre of road and the questioning of the women writers about the cultural construction of 

roads as a masculine space. Here Dai too seems to be questioning the conventional idea of 
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roads as a masculine space where she brings her women characters on the road to challenge 

this idea.  

 Dai also writes about the town of Pigo which is the oldest civilization of the region. The first 

men and women who came there started their journey from the mountains and walked through 

the forests carrying bamboo flares. They followed the river and convinced themselves that it 

was the only road that would lead them to a destination.  In this instance the people actually 

saw the river as a path and created road for themselves to reach the place Pigo, which they 

believed was magical. It was fertile hence later on became the first choice of the British 

officers in the area and for a while it was only town in the region with tarred roads and 

concrete buildings and electricity and daily bazaars. The narrative suggests how the land was 

holy and mysterious and, “they remained mysterious and remoter even long after the British 

left. They were beyond time. Till the road came” (147). It in a way hints the adverse affects of 

road which led to corruption in the village. “The village had never heard of anything like it 

before. Their granary doors had been broken and all their precious beads and jewels stolen” 

(147). The village started having robberies which was unimaginable earlier; few village men 

even suspected it to be the work of some spirits but later on they understood that it was not 

spirit but man. The village was on its own rhythm for centuries with its old beliefs and 

customs but the road was changing all that. The narrator explains, “It has been over a year 

now, and the road was still being built. It ran up the mountain like a broken ladder of 

crumbling earth stained with iron ore. The red gash turned in great loops trying to reach the 

scattered villages buried deep in the land of mist and wild chestnut” (148). The description 
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itself isn’t very pleasing rather it seems dark and unpleasant. The locals were not even in favor 

of the road and they avoided the road as they believed it to be haunted. The roads also affected 

the ecology of the place because “the hills echoed with the sound of heavy trucks bumping and 

screeching up the hillside carrying iron and cement. They scraped the riverbed for sand and 

blew up rocks…” (150). Usually the typical novels of the west based on roads are male 

dominated or masculine where the story revolves around the men and the women are like 

silent passengers. As Ronald Primeau argues, “when women and minority authors take to the 

road, they bring a different perspective and experience to their travels and writing” (ix), they 

also in a way reshape certain conventions that are going on in the particular genre. Similarly in 

Dai we see an attempt to write about roads and focus on journey and travel by engaging the 

female characters equally and enthusiastically. Talking about Pinyar, who is a widow, the 

narrator along with Mona meets her and learns her story; she was abandoned by the man she 

loved and got married to another man but was widowed after three months of marriage. Her 

plight did not end there because her house too catches fire later on and she had to build herself 

a shack at the outskirts of the village. In spite of all the miseries in her life she kept facing 

everything without losing hope. That is why the narrator says, “The plight of the widow Pinyar 

made me wonder if a woman’s heart is not bigger than a man’s” (29). Somebody as ordinary 

as Pinyar could be an area of interest for a traveler like Mona and her company. The narrator is 

also bound to recognize the extraordinary strength of Pinyar whose story makes her worth 

mentioning to the fellow travelers. Such detailed understanding of a woman can truly come 
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from a woman writer; Dai adds a different perspective to her writing just as Primeau mentions 

about the women writers. 

Roads also did not lag to provide opportunities to the people. People who have been to the 

cities bridged the gap between the village and the cities and this came as an opportunity or 

golden chance for the villagers. A character named Kasup who travelled to the city was 

offered a chance to assist the crew members while presenting his village in a documentary. 

The documentary would obviously bring eye to the underdeveloped village and might help in 

its development as well as open future opportunities for Kasup. Similar kind of development is 

seen in Thongchi’s characters like Rinchin and Tadak who become Political Interpreters of 

NEFA because they were able to communicate in broken Assamese unlike their fellow 

tribesmen. This opportunity suddenly gave them so much of importance which they could 

never expected earlier; the main reason behind this development is obviously because of the 

exposure they got with the coming of roads into their lives.  

 While going through both the works we come across several representations of road, we were 

able to see both positive and the negative impacts of the road. Along with that we can also see 

the development of characters, gender, values and beliefs that people have. Both the works 

present the people of Arunachal intimately and colorfully. There are few things that are 

common to both and sometimes contrasting. We come across several issues put up in one 

work and a reflection of those issues in the other work. 

 In Thongchi’s novel the character of Dilip Saikia, the mohori babu is the one character who is 

a connecting link between the hills and the plains, he belonged to the plains but was able to 
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mingle with the tribal people well, and he not only tried interacting with them but also 

genuinely cared for them. He also in a way took such a job so that he could be happy and he 

wanted these people to benefit from the upcoming progress and development approaching 

their lives. We can see him being worried about the natives because of tyrannical people like 

Sahadev Ghosh, the supervisor, Hazarika, the other mohori etc. Saikia thinks how in the name 

of progress people like Ghosh, Hazarika would complicate the simple lives of these people and 

substitute traditional ways of these people with chemical, drugs etc. The narrative points out 

how once the road was complete and the plains connected to the hills, a number of people 

would come to the hills and spread education, offer medical service to the tribal people or 

simply work for their betterment and progress. But the same road could also be used for 

exploiting the local people.“Plunderers and burglars and hypocritical gentlemen were likely to 

land here in hordes” (67). Saikia feels pity because he believes that at one time, “the native 

culture and tradition was likely to fade away; their customary dresses were liable to vanish and 

so would their religion and language. Unable to compete with the majority, the tribal minority 

would eventually be wiped out” (67). The road was the harbinger of progress and for the sake 

of building the road, the easy going and ignorant tribal people were being asked to contribute 

by way of physical labor under the pretext of progress. “Little did they know that they were 

digging their own graves” (67), such thoughts were haunting Saikia and filling disgust in his 

mind for the people in authority. In Mamang Dai we see what impacts the roads have brought 

into the villages. Because of the construction there were robberies and “their houses were not 

safe anymore…In the plains, migrant workers prowled at night planning burglaries and 
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murder. Now they were here” (151). It seems that the fear that arises in Dilip Saikia’s mind is 

not baseless because in Dai’s work we see similar things happening because of the road. 

Although Thongchi hints on the consequences but doesn’t show us what happens but here 

Dai’s work in a way gives answer to those vague thoughts arising in the minds of Saikia. 

As Deborah Clarke asserts, “The female road trip… constructs female identity as both mobile 

and situated, exercising agency and recognizing boundaries” (124). She also asserts how 

writers often instead of romanticizing female on road open up space for women to follow new 

paths and in a way re-shape gender and domesticity without necessarily denying them. 

  Thongchi gives voice to his female characters; in his novel we can see that Yama has a voice 

of her own. Yama is engaged to a man but she still expresses her feelings towards Rinchin. 

Also when a man from her in-laws wants to take her away with him assuming her affair with 

Rinchin, Yama doesn’t stay quiet, instead answers him back. She doesn’t wait for her 

brother’s permission and instead starts confronting the man. She says, “you have no right to 

take me forcefully…As long as I don’t enter my in-law’s place, I am free to move around as I 

please. You have no right to poke your nose into that matter” (Thongchi 74). We see a 

stronger woman here similar to the road narratives of women writer where women voice their 

opinions as well as choose their freedom to movement. Talking about strong women 

characters we have Yama who is bold, adamant and strong opinionated woman and apart from 

her we come across Yado who is Yama’s sister. Yado knows about Yama and Rinchin’s love 

affair and supports Yama, although she is a bit protective but deep inside she thinks that even 
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if Yama commits any mistake it is justified because she believes that there is nothing wrong if 

Yama was able to derive some pleasurable moments as a reward for falling in love.  

  In Dai the woman opposing the road, is strong not only as a character but Dai shows her as a 

strong woman of the tribe. She presents how women of her tribe had a strong sense of opinion                                                                                                                                    

as well as a voice to echo it. With the construction there were increase in robberies so every 

night the woman would be restless and try to defend her home and her locality, she didn’t care 

about her lazy husband instead took the lead. She was of the opinion that it is, “better to be 

prepared” and also believed that “the road was bad news” (151) for them. She is bold enough 

to question the other villagers irrespective of their age or gender, after the robberies happening 

in the village she says “I knew something would happen...But off course no one listened” 

(151). Just like Yama and Yado this woman too has the capability of taking stand to validate 

her point. Here both the writers present the strong women of their tribes who are progressive 

enough to give their views regarding development or change.  

III We can sum up saying that although the texts do not fall in the genre of road narratives, 

roads play a very important part of narratives. In both the works that we have dealt with have 

roads serving some important function in the lives of the people of Arunachal Pradesh. Roads 

bring development as well as problems in the life of the ethnic communities. Some see it in a 

different way form the others. Not only this road also takes us towards the development of 

characters, especially talking about women characters who start voicing themselves because of 

the progress that comes into their lives  with the coming of roads. Moreover in Thongchi’s 

novel we have more of the positive display of road and how it leads towards development, 
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although there is hint towards the approaching tension in the future. But in Dai’s work it is 

more about the changes that roads bring mostly which is negative. Of course it is difficult to 

say whether roads are positive or negative but it is sure that the changes are looked differently 

by different people. Although roads have made journey easier but it also brought burglars, 

similarly it also helped in fulfilling opportunities of people especially women folk. Roads 

therefore are a journey towards development, progress, change and building up of 

personalities, beliefs and also gathering knowledge. 

  We also came across several meanings of road and how road is seen as development by 

some, while as threat by others. In Thongchi’s novel the people are excited to build roads and 

so they work hard on it but in reality they are not actually aware of what it may lead them to. 

Roads also act as a connecting link among various tribes of the state who were otherwise 

ignorant of each other; whereas in Mamang Dai’s work we see the negative side of roads 

more, where we come across stories of sahibs who intruded into the villages and were killed, 

and the major reason was believed to be communication gap. Apart from that we have light 

heartening stories of the roads and in spite of few frightening stories there are still travelers 

wanting to explore roads and meet new people and know their stories. Thongchi and Dai in a 

way retells the culture, essence and history of the people of Arunachal Pradesh and give a 

more intimate picture which would not have been possible if they were not members of this 

culture. Reading both the narratives we could see the representation of roads and moreover 

what roads actually mean to the ethnic people and also how the road impacts, both in positive 

and negative ways the people’s culture and history. 
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