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Introduction

At the intersection of sacred ritual and seasonal economy lies the Mahishamardini Tala
Festival of Chinsurah, Hooghly, West Bengal. Held every June, this festival—devoted to
Goddess Mahishamardini—is not just a religious event; it is a temporal transformation of
space where people from nearby and far-off districts gather to celebrate, trade, eat, and earn.
At the heart of this convergence is the four-day fair (GN<II) that accompanies the puja,
attracting a mosaic of vendors, visitors, laborers, and observers.

This case study is based on field visits, interviews, and ethnographic observations conducted
durlng the festival. It critically examines how religion, economy, gender, ethn1c1ty, and power
interact within this event. The study explores the social Jartographles of the fair—who gets

to sell, who gets visibility, and how everyday people expe[ience a sacred space not me as

_devotees, but as workers, earners, and‘ﬁodles negotiating ructures of control. __ |
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The Festival Landscape

Mahishamardini, an iconographic form of Goddess Durga, is the central deity of this local
. puja. The puja committee, composed of local elites and influential residents, organizes the

. itdal’ﬁ ts up the temple infrastructure;‘~ and supervises the entire space, including the
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. { Ethnographlc Obser
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. local hawkers st lementlh their iné__ :

(k 1ndus and Muslims),

supplies, water, or change.

Shahid Ansari, a bangle seller from Murshldabad
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Anita Roy, saree vendor: |
“Some of miy co-sellers are Muslims. We stay together, eat together. We all face the same
problems: rain, no sales, committee charges. We don’t have time for politics.”

This cohabitation of commercial space forms a counter-narrative to India’s rising communal
polarization—a testimony to the ways livelihood overrides ideology.
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The market was overwhelmingly male-dominated. Nearly all large and medium stalls were
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. operated by men. Even in spaces selling cosmetics or sarees, women were absent from

h "

-positions of power. Women vendors were found only in the most marginal parts of the fair—
51tt1ng ‘on mats, often in palrs, selling low-value items like bindis, plastic tools, bangles, or 2
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ECONOMICS OF FAITH:
CHARGES, RISK, AND UNCERTAINTY

Every vendor, regardless of religion, gender, or commodity, was subject to daily stall charges,
winch varied between ¥500—-%1500 depending on location and size. These were collected by
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the tju]a committee, which effectively functions as a spatial regulator and economic
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FOOD, LABOR, AND HEALTH

Food is a major part of the fair’s sensory identity. Yet, it is also one of its least regulated
. zones. Young boys, often minors, man the stalls. Most food sold is deep-fried, synthetic, high
f.'m oil, and 5pre‘pared under _poor samtary conditions.
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Critical Analysis: Reading the Fair as a Cultural Text

RITUAL AND CAPITAL: FOUCAULT IN THE FAIRGROUND

. The/ Puja Committee’s dual role as religious custodian and economic regulator reflects
| i: uldian -ideas of power, survelllanc%' and space regulatlon Sacred space IS
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Conclusion O

= The Mahishamardini Tala Festival is more than a religious celrﬁ(m. It iS%a ;_glg' pcosm of
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