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Abstract

Theyyam, a ritualistic folk art form from Kerala, combines dance, music, and mime to honor local dei-
ties, spirits, and ancestral figures. Though deeply rooted in tradition, it has been reshaped by globaliza-
tion and digital media, extending its reach beyond its original sacred spaces. The folk ritual is no longer
confined to temple courtyards, Theyyam now thrives in digital spaces, where platforms like YouTube,
Facebook, and Instagram foster new forms of participatory culture. This study examines how digital au-
diences engage with Theyyam by analyzing YouTube comments, revealing how folklore is not only pre-
served but also reinterpreted and circulated in online spaces. The internet serves not just as a medium for
folk expression but as a dynamic site where traditions are debated, reshaped, and contested.

Introduction

The study of folklore originated in 19th-century Europe, with British antiquarian William John Thoms
coining the term “folklore” in 1846. Before this, scholars referred to folklore materials as “popular antiqg-
uities” or “popular literature” (Bronner 5). Folklore embodies the way of life and the traditions of a par-
ticular group in a region. According to Alan Dundes, the term “folk” can refer to any group of people
who share at least one common factor. It does not matter what the linking factor is whether it is a com-
mon occupation, language, or religion but what is important is that a group formed for whatever reason
will have some traditions which it calls its own (Dundes 34). Kerala is the land of folkloric art forms
such as Padayani, Theeyatam, Kanyar Kali, Mudiyettu, Malavayiyattam, Kothamooriyattam, Nira,
Puthari and Theyyam.

Theyyam is one of the oldest and most popular folk art forms in Kerala. Theyyam is a dance oriented
ritualistic folk-art form for the worship of local deities, spirits, heroes, and goddesses in Kerala. The ritu-
al involves dance, music, and mime. The ritual begins with the thottam which are songs sung by the
drummers (Sundar and Sarma 39). In addition to this, there is also face painting, body painting, costume,
kettledrums, bonfires, and lamps which are part of the ritual.

Scholars such as K.K.N Kurup, and S. Settar opine that the origin of Theyyam can be traced back to the
hero worship in Sangam Era (300 B.C.-250 A.D.) (Kurup 5). In this tradition, artists are not merely per-
formers but representatives of God themselves. Traditionally, these performers were male and belonged
to marginalised castes while the audience consisted of Brahmins. There are more than 450 variations of
Theyyam which are performed in North Malabar and Kannur regions in Kerala. Some of most famous
Theyyams are Pottan Theyyam,Gulikan, Vishnumoorthi Theyyam, Rakhtachamundi theyyam, Muchilot
Bhagavathi and Sree Muthappan .Theyyam are performed in sacred groves or kavus as well in the
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courtyard of their patrons. These intermedial rep-
resentations construct the social epistemology i.e.,
performers belonging to marginalized castes were
expected to do their roles and duties as per the
caste hierarchy as they receive patronage from
their patrons. Theyyam as an art form has been
looked at from various vantage points; sociology,
anthropology, history, performance studies, cultur-
al studies, folklore, and diaspora. Theyyam as a
folklore is of socio-cultural importance to not just
the people of Kerala but those outside Kerala in-
cluding diasporic Malayalees and non-natives in
general.

Social epistemology of the folk ritual

Folklore also serves as the vehicle of protest.
Theyyam is a prime example of this statement. It
captures the voice of the voiceless in the society.
The performers belong to marginalized castes in
Kerala such as Vannan, Malayan, Velan, Anjoot-
tan, Munuattan, Kopalan, Pulayan, Mavilan, and
Vettuvan. The caste lines get blurred during the
performances. The performers enjoy social mobili-
ty during the performance as the Nairs, Nam-
boothiris etc dance with them and seek their bless-
ings but only till the time, they are wearing the
make-up and costume. As soon as the performance
ends, the caste boundaries are reinstated. Some
scholars point out that the figure of theyyam per-
former acts as a social counselor which helps in
the healing and catharsis of intergenerational trau-
ma over the years by the dominant caste groups
(Ahammed 99). Certain theyyams consist of sto-
ries of caste transgressions and defiance by mem-
bers of the marginalized caste.

Pottan theyyam is one such type of theyyam which
depicts stories about members of marginalized
communities defying caste norms. One such fa-
mous story features Shree Shankarachrya and a
Chandalan. According to legend, Adi Shankara-
charya, the great proponent of Advaita Vedanta,
was once tested by Lord Shiva, who appeared be-
fore him in the guise of a Chandalan (an untoucha-
ble) along with Goddess Parvati and Nandikeshan.
As Shankaracharya, trained in Vedic and Brah-
minical traditions, encountered them on the road,
he instinctively commanded them to step aside,
reflecting the caste-based prejudices of his time.
However, Shiva, in his Chandalan form, chal-
lenged Shankaracharya’s beliefs, engaging him in
a profound debate on the absurdity of caste dis-
tinctions. He pointed out that all human beings,
regardless of caste, bleed the same red blood, em-
phasizing the fundamental equality of all people.
This realization shattered Shankaracharya’s pre-
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conceived notions, leading him to enlightenment.
Through this divine test, Lord Shiva imparted the
ultimate truth, that beyond social divisions, all hu-
man beings are one. Through dialogue and divine
wisdom, he advocates for equality, questions so-
cial injustices, and emphasizes the oneness of all
beings, ultimately conveying a powerful message
of humility and justice.

As per the historian Dileep Menon, theyyam in-
vokes Bhaktin’s idea of the carnivalesque. In a
carnivalesque scenario, the norms and restrictions
of everyday life are suspended. This is similar to
what happens during theyyam as the line between
the spectator and the performer vanishes in the
performance. Menon also highlights that theyyam
opens up a space for inversion of roles traditional-
ly assigned by the caste hierarchy (194-199). Men-
on states, “In the teyyattam, as in the Carnival, life
was only subject to the laws of its own freedom.
During this time all were equal.” (200).

Another key aspect in theyyam performances is
nature worship. The subaltern castes depend on
nature for their everyday sustenance. They fear
natural calamities, diseases, and things like crop
failure. Many scholars point to the aspect of eco-
fear or ecophobia which is part of tradition. Ac-
cording to Shankar, “To appease these deities
through performing ritual art like theyyam in
North-Malabar is a clear example of the indige-
nous reverential eco-fear (108). Theyyam is vital
for the protection of ecology, avoiding natural ca-
lamities, and ensuring enough rainfall to maintain
the fertile farmlands. This leads to a reverence for
theyyam among the village community. This rela-
tion between ecology and theyyam is also reflect-
ed in the costumes they adorn. For example, the
traditional waist attire of heroes, as seen in
Kathivanur Veeran, is crafted from bamboo splints
and wrapped in red cloth. In certain theyyams,
such as Pottan Theyyam, masks are crafted from
the leaf sheaths of the areca nut tree and wooden
planks.

Methodology

This study analyzes 3,197 comments from the top
10 most popular YouTube videos on Theyyam,
selected based on engagement metrics, including
likes, views, and shares. The selection criteria en-
sured that the videos contained English subtitles,
descriptions, and comments, allowing for broader
accessibility and a more precise analysis of audi-
ence responses.

To systematically examine the comments,
MAXQDA, a qualitative data analysis software,
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was used to categorize and identify recurring
themes within the discourse. The analysis is in-
formed by multiple theoretical frameworks that
help contextualize the digital transformation of
Theyyam.

Richard M. Dorson’s concept of “fakelore” is used
to examine how theyyam, when mediated through
digital platforms, risks becoming a commodified
and decontextualized spectacle rather than an or-
ganically sustained tradition. Trevor J. Blank’s
idea of the internet as a folkloric space helps in
understanding how online platforms function as
new arenas for folk expression, where users ac-
tively participate in folklore’s reinterpretation,
circulation, and preservation. Henry Jenkins’ theo-
ry of participatory culture provides insight into
how audiences are not merely passive consumers
but actively engage with theyyam through com-
ments, debates, and digital interactions, shaping its
meaning in online spaces. Guy Debord’s theory of
the spectacle is also employed to explore how
theyyam’s visual aesthetic when amplified through
digital and commercialized performances shifts its
perception from a lived ritual to a consumable cul-
tural display designed for external audiences.

Theyyam in the Diaspora: Fakelore
or Folkilore?

Over the years with the advent of globalization,
the folk ritual has also undergone several changes.
Theyyam when performed outside its original con-
text loses its ritualistic significance which gives
rise to elements of ‘fakelore’ to be incorporated
into the ritual. The term ‘fakelore’ was coined by
American folklorist Richard M. Dorson in 1950.
Dorson used the term to denote a synthetic product
claiming to be authentic oral tradition but is tai-
lored for mass edification (Dorson 5). The key
contention behind the debate between folklore and
fakelore is the question of authenticity. While the
former has organically evolved and collected in
the field from the practitioners of folk culture. The
latter is a rewritten or artificial version of the orig-
inal suited for commercial interests and modern
audiences. The famous example is of Paul Bunyan
whom Dorson categorizes as fakelore, recognizing
that the character initially emerged from tradition-
al tales shared by loggers in the Great Lakes re-
gion of North America. However, many of the
widely known stories about Bunyan were later
fabricated by an advertising writer for the Red
River Lumber Company to serve commercial in-
terests.

Similarly, in the case of theyyam, there are some
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significant differences in the performances which
happen in the diaspora. Theyyam owing to its pop-
ularity among the diasporic community is per-
formed on decorated stages reducing it to a dance
performance. The performance lacks several es-
sential elements, including the kavu (local shrine),
chendakkaran (drum beater), ancestral homes,
and the presence of village communities.). Ac-
cording to Ralph, “Folklore lives its fullest, purest,
and most natural life away from learned cul-
ture” (Boggs 5). In their ethnographic study of
Theyyam, researchers Ajaya K. Sahoo and Surabhi
K. highlight that while the ambiance created by
the diasporic audience is commendable, they fail
to replicate an authentic kavu, which is integral to
the traditional performance. Instead, theyyam is
staged in diaspora settings on decorated platforms,
either in open grounds or enclosed auditoriums,
detached from the true spirit of the art form. As a
result, theyyam is reduced to a mere dance perfor-
mance, shaped to suit the preferences of the dias-
pora audience rather than preserving its original
ritualistic essence (Sahoo and Surabhi 14). Folk-
lore is the medium that connects people with com-
mon factors in a foreign land. In the case of the
diaspora, the folk ritual becomes the linking factor
for them. As a result of globalization, theyyam has
crossed boundaries and is often packaged as a
dance performance in foreign countries for the
diasporic audience.

Moving away from Alan Dundes’s definition of
folklore as the tradition shared by a group with
common characteristics. Richard Bauman argues
that folklore is not limited to a homogenous group
but it is in the interaction of differential identities
within and outside a group that forms the social
base of folklore (31-35). This has some implica-
tions for theyyam as a folk ritual. Theyyam is per-
formed by artists from marginalized communities
and even among these communities there are sig-
nificant differences that are visible in the perfor-
mance through their dance, costume, makeup, and
places of the performance. This differential identi-
ty takes a different meaning when theyyam is per-
formed in the diasporic context as the shared iden-
tity brings people together but it also differentiates
from the non-native audience who comes to watch
the performance. In the context of theyyam in
digital spaces, the differential identity distin-
guishes between the audience who is familiar with
the tradition of the folk ritual and the audience
who comes to enjoy the spectacle of the perfor-
mance.

Theyyam as a Cultural Commodity:

Arimaa Nokku 20:1 Jan-Mar 2026



International Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal, Open Access Journal

ISSN: 2320-4842 (Print)

Ritual to Spectacle

Dassan Manarakal points out that theyyams got
exposed to national audience when they were in-
vited to stage theyyams in ceremonies and func-
tions such as Republic and Independence Day.
Dasan argues that in such decontextualized perfor-
mances, the performer loses autonomy over their
cultural expressions. The allocation of space, time,
sequence, duration, and everything is controlled by
external forces. Consequently, a culture-specific
ritual gets reduced to a mere object, the spectacu-
lar display of which is solely aimed at satisfying
the voyeuristic eyes of the national elite (Dasan).

Beyond its formal ritualistic performances, They-
yam is also reproduced at a popular level through
various entities, including political parties, student
unions, trade unions, and cultural organizations. A
notable example of this is the 23rd Party Congress
of the CPI(M), held in Kannur (April 6-10, 2022),
where the party prominently featured theyyam
performers in its promotional posters. This could
be seen as an attempt by the Communist Party to
reinterpret theyyam’s historical narrative of re-
sistance against caste oppression through a Marx-
ist lens, framing it as a struggle against class hier-
archy. In doing so, the CPI(M) reshapes theyyam’s
subversive potential to align with its ideological
discourse, potentially overlooking the ritual’s
deeply rooted caste dynamics.

It would be hasty to address all sorts of reworking
of the original folklore as ‘fakelore’. Some Indian
folklorists would defend the above example as an
instance of applied folkloristics. Applied folkloris-
tics refers to the use of folklore in modern society,
including its application in education, heritage
preservation, media, tourism, and political move-
ments. While Richard M. Dorson doesn’t explicit-
ly use the term applied folklore, Dorson mentions
how folkloristics can be used for national integra-
tion (Dorson 68). In the case of theyyam, the Ker-
ala government has tried to promote theyyam as
part of its cultural heritage. Government institu-
tions like the Kerala Folklore Academy and KIR-
TADS promote theyyam as part of the state’s offi-
cial cultural identity, but this comes with certain
consequences such as erasing theyyam’s critique
of caste-based atrocities. Originally, theyyam was
a form of Dalit-Bahujan defiance against upper-
caste power. There are certain theyyams like Pot-
tan theyyam which have stories of caste-based
transgressions. However, in state-sponsored per-
formances, this history is often muted or omitted,
and theyyam is presented as a universal cultural
tradition of Kerala, rather than a specific ritual of
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marginalized communities. Attempts have also
been made to align theyyam with a nationalist nar-
rative by incorporating this folk ritual into Repub-
lic Day and Independence Day celebrations, the
state neutralizes its radical history, integrating it
into a homogenized national identity and stripping
away its political subversiveness. Additionally,
theyyam is increasingly commercialized for eco-
nomic gain, with the tourism and culture ministries
actively promoting it as a heritage attraction to
enhance Kerala’s global image. However, this
commercialization often occurs without ensuring
that the performer communities receive financial
or social benefits.

In the above section, we saw how the folk ritual
has been culturally appropriated by the state and
cultural institutions but the tourism and media in-
dustry have also played an important role in spec-
tacularizing theyyam for its aesthetic or visual ap-
peal. This aestheticization of the folk ritual can be
better understood with the theory of spectacle by
Gual Debord. The French Marxist Guy Debord,
20" century his influential work The Society of the
Spectacle (1967), argues that in consumerist socie-
ties, human experiences or lived experiences are
constantly replaced by images or curated represen-
tations that reflect a superficial reality (7). In the
case of theyyam, a ritual deeply embedded in spir-
itual, social, and caste-based resistance, its trans-
formation into a commercialized spectacle reflects
this process.

Firstly, the tourism industry tries to package they-
yam as a visual experience for foreigners and non-
natives. The construction of miniature Kavus in
hotel compounds and the arrangement of cameo
theyyam performances for foreign tourists exem-
plify how authentic cultural practices are repack-
aged as consumable spectacles (Dasan). Instead of
being part of a community’s lived religious prac-
tice, theyyam is now a staged performance, de-
signed to fit the expectations of an external gaze.
The role of theyyam as a social counselor in the
village is reduced to that of a performer in the arti-
ficial setting.

The media and entertainment industry are not far
behind in reducing theyyam to a commodified
spectacle to be relished in reality shows and cul-
tural programs. We can see the use of Theyyam’s
headdress in TV shows, mega-events, and reality
shows such as Asianet’s use of Kuttichathan and
Muchilottu Bhagavathi theyyam replicas further
highlights how the spectacle absorbs and repurpos-
es traditional symbols for entertainment (Dasan).
In doing so, the deep cultural and spiritual dimen-
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sions of Theyyam are subordinated to mere visual
grandeur, reinforcing Debord’s idea that the spec-
tacle prioritizes appearance over essence. These
mediated versions of theyyam create an illusion of
cultural authenticity while simultaneously detach-
ing it from its original context, reducing it to an
aestheticized, consumable image.

Debord’s theory helps us understand how They-
yam, once a lived, ritualistic experience, is in-
creasingly transformed into a commodified specta-
cle. Whether through advertisements, tourism, po-
litical parades, or media productions, Theyyam is
detached from its original social and religious con-
text and repurposed as a passive visual object for
consumption. This shift represents a loss of lived
meaning, where the ritual no longer serves its orig-
inal purpose but instead functions as a branded
cultural product within the spectacle-driven econo-
my.

Digital Platforms as New Folk
Spaces

The study of folklore in the modern era is not lim-
ited to understanding the ‘folk’ and the ‘lore’ in
the traditional sense. According to Simon J.
Bronner, the internet as a space fundamentally
changes the way folklore is disseminated, con-
sumed, and produced by the audience (25). The
reception of the folk performance takes a new
meaning when it is disseminated through new me-
dia platforms. Platforms such as Facebook; Twit-
ter or YouTube are curators of public discourse at
the same time reflecting a worldview of the online
community on folk performances. With the advent
of Web 2.0, the internet was no longer restricted to
a static space but it led to the internet being an in-
teractive and participatory medium for users
(Hansen 203). The idea of participation in the tra-
ditional folk culture is transformed in the new me-
dia spaces where the audience interacts with tradi-
tional folk material in the forms of views, likes,
dislikes reactions, shares, and comments. This is
what Henry Jenkins terms as participatory culture
in new media where audience or consumers are
not passively consuming media but they actually
participate in creation, engagement and circulation
of media (290). The growth of the cyberspace also
led to the reconceptualization of internet as a site
of community engagement and folk transmission.
Digital engagement with theyyam through social
networking spaces such as Facebook, Instagram,
and Youtube keeps the diasporic audience con-
nected with the culture of their homeland. Digital
spaces also blur the boundary between the local
and global, as though, theyyam is performed in a

oifior GeréEE 20:1 Feareufl - MjF 2026

279

ISSN: 3049-2688 (Online)

local setting and transcends the local boundaries
when it is uploaded on social media sites to reach
the global audience i.e. the diasporic Malayalees
and non-native in this case.

A quick search on Google trends about ‘theyyam’
on YouTube reveals that theyyam is more popular
in gulf countries like UAE, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia,
etc compared to India as a result of its popularity
among the diasporic Malayalees. This comes as a
surprise considering the folk ritual originated and
is widely practiced in Kerala. The diasporic Mala-
yalees by watching these videos uploaded on the
video-sharing platform Youtube experience a
sense of nostalgia for their homeland. When re-
cordings of theyyam from their region are posted
on YouTube, it gives them a major sense of be-
longing, as does the movies and music for the
Malayalee migrants (Sahoo and Surabhi 5).

The popularity of theyyam is not limited to
YouTube but it includes other social networking
sites such as Facebook and Instagram as well.
There are dedicated groups on Theyyam and asso-
ciated terms of theyyam on Facebook. The admin-
istrators of shrines also post important information
regarding the ritual like schedules and other an-
nouncements on Facebook groups (Puthussery 3).
These YouTube videos on theyyam are often cap-
tured by foreign vloggers, tourists, professional
photographers, etc. The phenomenon of capturing
the visuals also pushes the theyyam artist to per-
form risky stunts which leads to mishaps and acci-
dents. One such incident involved a Bappiriyan
theyyam where the performer climbed up a coco-
nut tree to perform risky stunts which led to him
falling from the coconut tree and breaking his leg
in the process ("Bedridden Gods"). This led to a
lot of criticism from the mainstream media while
some commented that such stunts are not part of
the ritual but performed to enhance theatrical ef-
fect. The rise in the number of videos uploaded
exponentially increased with the coming of
smartphones which made it easier to capture the
photos and videos which are uploaded to social
networking sites instantly.

Most studies on theyyam tend to look at theyyam
from a top-down approach but a bottom-up ap-
proach is equally beneficial in understanding the
reception of the audience towards these perfor-
mances. The top-down approach includes the ritu-
al from the perspective of government institutions,
academic institutions, tourism, and the media in-
dustry, The bottom-up approach includes under-
standing the perspective of performers, devotees,
and the digital community. By analyzing the com-

Arimaa Nokku 20:1 Jan-Mar 2026



International Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal, Open Access Journal

ISSN: 2320-4842 (Print)

ments retrieved from the top 10 popular videos,
we can understand the digital cultural record of the
theyyam performances on YouTube.

Results of YouTube Comments Analysis

The analysis of 3,197 YouTube comments from
the top 10 most popular Theyyam videos reveals
diverse audience engagements, ranging from dis-
cussions on ritual authenticity and caste identity to
aesthetic admiration and debates on Theyyam’s
religious positioning.

One of the most prominent themes (7.88%) was
Ritual & Similar Traditions, where viewers high-
lighted Theyyam’s sacred significance and its deep
-rooted connection to Kerala’s temple traditions.
Many expressed reverence for the ritual, empha-
sizing its spiritual and cultural value. For instance,
one user noted, "Theyyam is a divine ritual, not
just a dance performance.” Another viewer re-
marked, "This is an ancient tradition that should be
preserved in its purest form."

ISSN: 3049-2688 (Online)

as gods for one night but treat them as untoucha-
bles the next day.” Another emphasized its subal-
tern roots, saying, "This is a Dalit tradition, not
something Brahmins ever performed."”

The aesthetic appeal of Theyyam (3.88%) also
captivated audiences, with many praising the intri-
cate face paint, elaborate costumes, and dramatic
visual elements of the performance. One viewer
enthusiastically commented, "The face paint and
headgear are absolutely mesmerizing!" Another
added, "The details in the costume are stunning!
This looks otherworldly.” These reactions suggest
that, for some audiences, theyyam is appreciated
primarily as a visual spectacle rather than a ritual-
istic experience.

A smaller but important theme (2.56%) involved
discussions on Theyyam’s place within Hinduism,
with some asserting that it is a subaltern folk prac-
tice distinct from Vedic traditions, while others
argued that it is an integral part of Hinduism. A

comment reflecting
Theme of comments Percentage of Comments |this tension stated,
"Theyyam is not a

Ritual & Similar Traditions

252 comments (7.88%) Brahminical ritual; it

Authenticity, Real vs. Drama Debates

176 comments (5.51%)

Caste-Based Comments

140 comments (4.38%)

Aesthetics (Makeup, Costume, Visual Appeal)

124 comments (3.88%)

Subaltern vs. Mainstream Hinduism

82 comments (2.56%)

Social Issues (Discrimination, Inequality, etc.)

6 comments (0.19%)

belongs to Dalit tradi-
tions." Conversely,
another user countered,
"Theyyam has always
been part of Hinduism,
just in a different
form."

Miscellaneous (Unclassified Comments)

While discussions on

344 comments (10.76%)
social issues (0.19%)

Table 1. Number and Percentage of Com-
ments on Various Aspects of Theyyam in the
YouTube Comment Section.

Debates over authenticity (5.51%) were also com-
mon, with many viewers questioning whether
Theyyam is being commercialized or staged for
tourists. Some users strongly rejected modern ad-
aptations, with comments like "This is not real
Theyyam. It’s just a performance for tourists!" and
"Fake one, just drama!" Others, however, defend-
ed Theyyam’s evolving nature, arguing that visi-
bility in digital media helps preserve the tradition.

Caste-based discussions (4.38%) emerged as a
significant area of engagement, particularly around
Theyyam’s origins in marginalized communities
and the ongoing caste hierarchies affecting its per-
formers. Some users critiqued how Theyyam art-
ists are treated with reverence during the ritual but
return to a lower social status afterward, as one
comment stated, "They worship these performers
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such as modernization, discrimination, and per-
former exploitation were present, they were far
less common compared to debates on authenticity,
caste, and aesthetics. A rare comment addressing
this issue noted, "Even after the performance,
these artists go back to being treated as untoucha-
bles.”

Finally, 10.76% of the comments fell under mis-
cellaneous categories, consisting of general reac-
tions, jokes, and unrelated discussions.

Conclusion

Theyyam, traditionally a sacred ritual deeply em-
bedded in Kerala’s cultural and caste-based histo-
ries, is undergoing profound transformations in the
digital age. This study has demonstrated how
Theyyam’s migration to digital spaces, especially
on platforms like YouTube and social media, has
not only expanded its reach but also led to new
modes of engagement, reinterpretation, and con-
testation. The analysis of 3,197 YouTube com-
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ments reveals that audiences interact with theyyam
in multiple ways, engaging in authenticity debates,
caste discussions, aesthetic admiration, and reli-
gious positioning.

The findings highlight how digital spectatorship
has blurred the boundaries between the local and
the global. Although theyyam remains a deeply
rooted ritual practice in Kerala, its performance in
diasporic contexts and online media spaces raises
concerns about fakelore, commercialization, and
the spectacle-driven economy. This shift from a
sacred ritual to a consumable digital performance
reflects Debord’s theory of the spectacle, where
lived experiences become curated images for mass
consumption. At the same time, participatory cul-
ture, as theorized by Henry Jenkins, ensures that
theyyam is not merely passively consumed but
actively debated, shared, and redefined by digital
audiences.

A key tension emerging from the study is the role
of caste and authenticity in digital discussions.
While some users assert that theyyam is an inher-
ently subaltern tradition resisting Brahminical
Hinduism, others argue for its inclusion in main-
stream Hindu discourse. Caste mobility within the
performance is temporary, and the social position
of theyyam performers remains precarious once
the ritual concludes. However, the digital presence
of theyyam fosters new forms of agency, allowing
marginalized communities to narrate their histo-
ries, assert cultural ownership, and engage in glob-
al conversations about identity and tradition.

Digital spaces serve as new folk spaces where
folklore is not just preserved but actively pro-
duced, contested, and reshaped. Theyyam, in this
new media landscape, becomes a site of negotia-
tion between tradition and commodification, sub-
alternity and mainstream religious discourse, local
specificity, and global visibility. While the spec-
tacularization of theyyam raises concerns about
authenticity and decontextualization, its digital
circulation ensures that it remains a living, evolv-
ing cultural practice, constantly reinterpreted by its
audience across physical and virtual landscapes.

Works Cited

® Ahammed, Shaima. "Caste-based Oppression, Trau-
ma, and Collective Victimhood in Erstwhile South
India: The Collective Therapeutic Potential of They-
yam." Psychology and Developing Societies, vol. 31,
no. 1, 2019, pp. 88-105, https://
doi.org/10.1177/0971333618825051.

o "Bedridden Gods.: A Tale Titled Sumesh." The Times
of India, 13 Mar. 2017, https://
timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kozhikode/bedridden-

oifior GeréEE 20:1 Feareufl - MjF 2026 281

ISSN: 3049-2688 (Online)

gods-a-tale-titled-sumesh/articleshow/57610205.cms.
Accessed 24 Mar. 2025.

Blank, Trevor J., editor. Folklore and the Internet:
Vernacular Expression in a Digital World. Utah State
University Press, 2009.

Bronner, Simon J. Folk Nation: Folklore in the Crea-
tion of American Tradition. Rowman & Littlefield,
2002.

Dasan, Mannarakkal. "Appropriation of Theyyam." SA
Study Centre, 2012, https://sites.google.com/site/
sastudycentre/appropriation-of-theyyam. Accessed [28
February 2025]

Debord, Guy. Society of the Spectacle. Translated by
Ken Knabb, AK Press, 2005.

Debord, Guy. Comments on the Society of the Specta-
cle. Translated by Malcolm Imrie, Verso, 1998.

Desk, GDN Online. Bahrain News: Festival Recreat-
ed. 5 Dec. 2017, https://www.gdnonline.com/
Details/714748/Festival-recreated.

Dorson, Richard M. Folklore and Fakelore: Essays
Toward a Discipline of Folk Studies. Harvard Universi-
ty Press, 1976.

Gabriel, Theodore. Playing God: Belief and Ritual in
the Muttappan Cult of North Malabar. Equinox Pub-
lishing, 2010.

Jenkins, Henry. Convergence Culture: Where Old and
New Media Collide. New York University Press, 2006.

K.K.Gopalakrishnan. “A Saint Gets Enlightened.”
The Hindu, 16 Feb. 2017. www.thehindu.com, https://
www.thehindu.com/entertainment/art/A-saint-gets-
enlightened/article17311699.ece.

Kurup, K. K. N. Theyyam: A Ritual Dance of Kerala.
2004, www.theyyam.com/theyyam.htm. Accessed 28
Feb. 2009.

Menon, D. M. "The Moral Community of the Tey-
yattam: Popular Culture in Late Colonial Malabar."
Studies in History, vol. 9, no. 2, 1993, pp. 187-217,
https://doi.org/10.1177/025764309300900203.

Mohan, Amritha. ‘““How Caste Still Rules the Social
Lives of Theyyam Practitioners in Kerala.”” The Cara-
van, https://caravanmagazine.in/caste/how-caste-still-
rules-lives-of-theyyam-practitioners-kerala. Accessed 8
Jan. 2023.

Pokkanali, Jahfar Shareef. "Mediating Sakti: Embod-
ied Dependencies and Senses in Teyyam, Malabar,
South India." Open Access, De Gruyter, 2023, pp.
196-200. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110979855-
007.

Puthussery, Joly. "Trajectories in Turmoil: A Study of
Folk Performance in the Age of New Media." Research
Directions, vol. XI, no. VIII, Jan. 2021, pp. 1-4.

Rajendren, Bindu. Representing Identities Through
Theyyam Ritual and Performative Practices. Master s
thesis, University of Otago, 2011.

Sahoo, Ajaya K., and Surabhi K. "Diaspora, Religion,
and ldentity: The Case of Theyyam in the Indian Dias-
pora." Asian Ethnicity, 2020, pp. 1-17, Doi: https:/
doi.org/10.1080/14631369.2020.1737506.

Arimaa Nokku 20:1 Jan-Mar 2026



