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Abstract 
The world has shrunk to a global village. It encompasses varied cul-
tures and traditions that have become inextricably entwined with peo-
ple from different religious backgrounds coming together. Phagwa or 
Holi as it is called in India, is celebrated with great enthusiasm the 
world over by Hindus and non-Hindus. As religions get mixed, do peo-
ple keep their specific traditions alive or have the traditions been com-
promised or improvised for sake of convenience? This paper explores, 
through the method of interviews, the traditional forms of Phagwa or 
Holi that are still retained or are being kept alive by people from inter-
religious marriages and other nuances. The paper also explores how 
the celebration has changed over the years keeping in mind the empha-
sis on the environment and climate change.  
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Introduction 
 

Faqat ek hi jashn ho aur woh ho Holi 
Iss berang jahaan ko zaroorat hai rangon ki 

(There should be just one festival and that is Holi 
The colourless world needs it more than ever). 

Ahsan Marharvi 
 

This couplet by Ahsan Marharvi best describes the present scenario in a 
world plagued with quarantines, social distancing and lock-downs, due to Covid 
19 pandemic. Holi or Phagwa is the first major Hindu festival after a long and 
harsh winter which coincides with the harvest season in northern India. The fes-
tival is celebrated on the full moon day of the last month of Phagun, according 
to the Hindu calendar, as a thanksgiving for a good harvest in north India. The 
changing colour of the leaves and season add to the festivities. India has been 
witness to many different rulers over the last ten centuries, from the Muslims to 
the British, but not much has changed in the way the customs and traditions are 
followed in most traditional Hindu households of northern India. However, 
change in lifestyles, mind-sets and the ‘all-embracing’ cosmopolitan spirit has 
led to many changes in the way the people celebrate this festival. 

 
The Background of Holi 
 

There are three legends associated with the celebration of Holi. The first 
legend is of King Hiranyakashap, the ruler of the demonic Asuras, who compares 
himself to the gods, as he cannot be killed by humans or animals, and demands 
to be worshipped like a god. His son Prahlad is a devout worshipper of Vishnu 
and refuses to bow to the king’s desire. The king is furious at his son and plots 
with his sister, Holika, to get rid of him. Holika tricks Prahlad into walking into 
the blazing fire with her, as she has a boon to escape the fire unscathed wearing 
a cloak. Legend has it that Prahlad gets saved when the cloak flies to encase 
Prahlad, due to his devotion to Vishnu, while Holika perishes in the fire because 
of her sinister plot. The tradition of ‘Holika dahan’ or burning Holika comes 
from this legend.  

Symbolically, it means getting rid of the six Arishasvarga or Shadripu 
(Sanskrit, for enemies) of the mind, namely ‘Kama’ (lust), ‘Krodha’ (anger), 
‘Lobha’ (greed), ‘Mada’ (pride), ‘Moha’ (delusion) and ‘Matsarya’ (jealousy). 
The six negative characteristics prevent man from attaining ‘Moksha’ or salva-
tion (Sujata Roychowdhury, 2021). 
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The second legend revolves around the blue skin colour of Lord Krishna, 

when a demon Putana poisoned him with her breast milk. Krishna was worried 
whether the fair-skinned Radha and the other ‘gopis’ (girls) would ever like him 
because of his skin colour. His mother suggested that he smear Radha’s face 
with a colour of his choice. This playful event slowly evolved into a tradition 
and that is how it is still celebrated in the Braj region of north India. 

The Braj region is approximately 115kms from New Delhi, along the 
Delhi-Agra National Highway. It spreads across Mathura in Uttar Pradesh to 
Bharatpur in Rajasthan and Palwal in Haryana. The region comes within the am-
bit of the Golden Triangle of Delhi-Jaipur-Agra. Maps 1 and 2 show the location 
of the region. 
 
 

 
Photos: Ccourtesy mapsofindia.com and brajfoundation.org 

 
 

Yet another legend has it that Lord Krishna, a native of Nandgaon, visited 
his beloved Radha in Barsana, the neighbouring village. There he teased Radha 
and her friends and they took offense and drove him out of the village. In keeping 
with the legend, the men from Nandgaon around this time of the year visit 
Barsana and are greeted with ‘lathis’ (sticks) by the women. All these traditions 
are followed with gaiety and fervour in North India, especially Uttar Pradesh, 
even today. 
 

92      Indenture Dialogue, Vol. 2, 2022 

 
 
 
Celebration of Holi in the 21st 
Century 
 

The celebration of Holi 
is followed by most people in 
North India in a similar man-
ner. There are certain varia-
tions that come to light in the 
different regions, with regard 
to certain customs and tradi-
tions.  

The preparation for Holi 
begins almost a month in ad-
vance by traditionally placing 
the branch of a tree or logs of 
wood on ‘Basant Panchami’ 
(change of season – winter to 
springtime) at the crossroads in 
Lucknow and other cities of 
the state. This branch along 
with more wood is burnt the 
night before to commemorate 
the ‘Holika dahan’ after per-
forming the ‘puja’. This is spe-
cifically a North Indian fea-
ture. 
  
 
Holi in Mumbai, Maharashtra 
 

Mumbai is the financial capital of India. The lifestyle of the people here is 
truly cosmopolitan. It is not unusual to find a inter-religion or inter-caste mar-
riage, or marriages of people from different states like Uttar Pradesh and Karna-
taka, following all the social customs of Holi. The night before Holi, people ar-
range for scraps and old stuff and burn them at night, after worshipping Radha-
Krishna. The main purpose of the festival for them is to clean up the house and 
the premises, destroy all old and useless stuff and a make place for the new. It 
also signifies the burning of the six enemies of the mind – lust, anger, greed, 
pride, delusion and jealousy, which are seen as obstacles to the attainment of 

Top: Lathmar Holi, Photo courtesy India Today, 28th 
February, 2018 and Reuters. 

Bottom: Logs of wood at crossroads on Basant Pan-
chami. Photo courtesy author 
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salvation. All enmity is forgotten and friendship is celebrated. So the belief in 
putting an end to negativity is sacred for many (Vinita Pai – Dcosta, 2021).  

Holi is celebrated by playing with colour. Water balloons are no longer 
used. Later in the evening, people visit each other’s homes. Sweets like Puran 
Poli (fried bread in sugar syrup), Dahi Vada (salted doughnuts dipped in sweet-
ened curd), and Thandai (a special sweet drink) are consumed (D’Souza, 2021); 
some, a small minority, consume Bhaang (a marijuana laced drink). The neigh-
borhood community feeling that was an essential feature of Holi, is slowly being 
replaced by visits to clubs, to participate in the Holi celebrations and play colours 
with their friends (Almeida, 2021). 

 
 

  

  
  
 

Many people living in the metro cities do not practice the rituals; Holi  is 
more of ‘an emotional attachment’. The stories about the significance of Holi as 
a festival and its rituals are passed on to the younger generation, for academic 
and historical interest – ‘ones root matter’. Respect for elders remains constant 
as many still touch the feet of the elders on the day of Holi to seek their blessings 
but the incidence of keeping a fast or performing a puja at home seems to have 
declined. Many ladies visit temples to perform the puja, which includes breaking 
a coconut and going around the tree five times (Paulomi Dalal - Almeida, 2021). 
Coconut, water and ‘Puran Poli’ is offered to the Holika dahan in Mumbai, fol-
lowed by roasted coconut which is later offered as ‘prasada’ to the people. The 
next day is Dhulwad or Rang Panchami which is celebrated by playing colours 
with family and friends (Dcosta, 2021). 

Top Left: Puran Poli, Top: Bhaang, Dahi  
Left: Vada. 

Photo courtesy Internet pics 

 
 

94      Indenture Dialogue, Vol. 2, 2022 

 
Holi in Bihar 
 

In Bihar, Holi is celebrated in traditional fashion. Wood is burnt at the 
crossroads and the people throw ‘Besan Pakoras’ (fried gram flour stuffed with 
potatoes) in the fire, along with Hara Channa/jhangri (green chick peas). 

 

   
 

On the day of Holi, the ‘Jul Devta puja’ (worship of the god of water) is 
done before people play with colours. In the evening they again play with Abir 
(dry colours). The youngsters put colour on the feet of the elders, do ‘pranam’ 
(pay respect with folded hands) and take their blessings before playing with their 
friends.  

The major food items made during Holi include Malpua (Indian pancakes 
in sugar syrup), Aloo Dum (potato dish), Dahi Vada (salted doughnuts dipped in 
sweetened curd), Gujiya (sweet dumpling), Kachori (salted donuts), Ladoos 
(sweets) and a cold drink - Thandai (Roychowdhury, 2021). 

 

   
 

   

Samosa,  
Hara Chana.  

Internet Photos  
 

 
 
 
 

Top Left: 
Gujiya 

Top Right: Mal-
pua 

Bottom Left: 
Dahi Vada 

Bottom Right: 
Thandai 

  
Internet Photos  
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Holi in Rajasthan 
 

In Bikaner, Rajasthan, during Holika Dahan Rewari (sweet) and peanuts 
are thrown into the fire. The conch shell is blown and the Dhabli is played. Peo-
ple apply ‘Tika’ on the forehead and play with water colours. ‘Holi ki thali’ or 
plate filled with goodies is distributed in different houses in the neighbourhood 
(Zaidi, 2021). The Holi in Pushkar is played in the ‘chowk’ or centre points of 
the city with great enthusiasm by one and all.  
 
Holi in Uttar Pradesh 
 

In Uttar Pradesh, the celebrations vary from household to household. Holi 
in Agra is typically ‘Braj’ style. The branch of a tree is planted at the crossroads 
on Basant Panchami, almost a month before Holi. Many ladies keep a fast on the 
day before Holi. They make a necklace out of cow dung called ‘Gulri’ which is 
used as an offering for the Holika dahan puja (Zakir, 2021). It is also known as 
‘Uple’ or ‘Gobar ke kande’ (sun-dried cow dung cakes) in Lucknow and is of-
fered for the prosperity of sons. Some ladies make eye-shaped dough from 
kneaded wheat flour, which is also used as an offering to ward off eye diseases 
(Roychowdhury, 2021). The offerings also include ‘roli’ (colour), rice, fruits, 
‘Malpua’ and ‘Athavri’ (eighteen fried puris); a parikrama (going around the 
Holika in a circle) is also performed with ‘Kalava’ or thread (kachcha dhaga). 
Before sunset, the women perform puja or prayers, after which they break their 
fast (Poonam Zakir, 2021). The men throw green chickpeas and wheat grains 
into the fire, which symbolizes the celebration of the harvest. There is an auspi-
cious time ordained by the pundit (priest) for the lighting of the Holika. Sugar-
cane is also used as an offering in the Holika dahan as a thanksgiving for a good 
harvest (Roychowdhury, 2021). ‘Malpua’ (Indian version of pancakes in sugar 
syrup) and ‘Gujiya’ (sweet dumpling) is used as ‘prasada’. On ‘Dhulandi’, as 
the next day is called, the men, women and children meet and play with colours 
in their respective neighbourhoods.  

Many people travel to their hometowns during Holi to participate in the 
traditional Holi festivities and it also becomes a good way to connect with their 
roots. Be it a small town, like Bisauli near Moradabad, or a city like Allahabad 
(now called Prayagraj), the festival of Holi is celebrated with much ‘ritualistic 
and symbolic fanfare’ and gaiety (Agarwal, 202l). Community bonds are very 
strong in these areas and there is much socialising and visiting done during the 
festive season. The young in the family pay their respects to all elders by touch-
ing their feet. For many Holika dahan is a sacred event (Singh, 2021). Offices 
and academic institutions close a day before Holi and most kids and some office 
goers play with Abir or dry colour with their friends after class or office, 
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unmindful of the traditions. On Dhulandi, the typical Holi songs from famous 
Bollywood movies blare out from PA system speakers, the most popular choices 
being those featuring Amitabh Bachchan, from the movies Silsila, Sholay and 
others. It also heralds the kite-flying season as many youngsters fly kites in the 
afternoon.  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Holi as a Symbol of Communal Harmony 
 

Festivals from time immemorial have served as vehicles to bolster the 
spirit of brotherhood and unity among different castes and communities in India. 
It is a time to get-together with neighbours and foster communal harmony. 

In Bharatpur, the Braj festival is celebrated for two days in the month of 
‘Phalgun’ (March), a few days before Holi. It is dedicated to Lord Krishna, who 
is believed to have spent a considerable part of his time in the region. In the 
morning people take dips in the holy waters of the Banganga River to purify the 
soul before worshipping at the Radha-Krishna temple. The highlight of the fes-
tival is the Raslila Dance which depicts the timeless love of Radha-Krishna. Par-
ticipation in the festivities is non-discriminatory. Holika dahan is celebrated to 
mark the victory of good over evil. A bonfire is lit and everyone hurls abuses at 
the demoness Holika. It is believed that the fire burns away all negative vibes.  

 
  

Left: Local vendor selling sugarcane and cow dung 
cakes on Holi. (Author’s photo March 28, 2021) 
Top: Ladies performing puja. (centralindia.news 
March 9, 2020). 
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In Beawar, near Ajmer, Gujarat, Holi is a precursor to the ‘Badshah Mela’ 
(Emperor’s Fair, considered to be bigger than Holi). Raja Todar Mal was ap-
pointed Governor of Gujarat. Emperor Akbar gave his minister Todar Mal a 
boon to take his place for a day during Holi. The ‘Gulal’ (red colour) in packets, 
thrown by the ‘Badshah’ was considered auspicious and kept by the traders in 
their ‘galla’ or money chest till the next Holi (The Hindu, 2006). The origin of 
the Mela dates back to 1851. The story is part of ‘popular history’, as there is no 
mention of it in Persian sources dating back to Akbar’s time (Zaidi, 2021). Most 
probably it was started as a political event to create a feeling of communal har-
mony among the people.  

At Ajmer, Holika Dahan takes place in front of the main gate of the tomb 
of the Sheikh Moin-ud-din Chisti, a revered Sufi saint. This tradition is being 
followed for several years.  

In Dewa, 30kms from Lucknow, the festival of Holi is more a symbol of 
unity and fraternity. Here, Holi is played in the courtyard of the Dargah (grave) 
of Hazrat Waris Ali Shah (picture below) with Gulal (red colour), Abir (dry 

Raslila Dance (above) and people playing with colours during the Braj festival (top right)  
(Photo courtesy Pinterest.) Below: Photo: Palace on Wheels blog 2 January 2020. 
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colours), and flowers. This Sufi saint is looked upon as the king and referred to 
as ‘Sarkar’ by Hindus and Muslims alike. The followers of the Sufi saint wear 
yellow clothing. People from all walks of life come to witness this celebration. 
The Holi procession comes to the Dargah around 11.30 am every year and then 
people, both Hindus and Muslims, play with dry colours and flowers (Jaiswal, 
2021). 

 

    
.  
 

   
 
 
Changes in the Holi Celebrations Over Time 
 

One of the primary causes for change in the celebration of Holi is commu-
nal tension between the Hindus and Muslims in the last five decades, which 

Top: Personal Photos by author, 2021  
Below: Holi played at Dewa Sharif. Photo courtesy 
Santosh Jaiswal. 2019 
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‘dampened the spirit’ of communal 
harmony in many regions (Zaidi, 
2021). In 2020, a cylinder bomb 
was found kept under the wood 
gathered for Holika dahan in Gaya, 
Bihar. 

Acts like this spoil the fes-
tive spirit and create tension and 
fear among people. Some people 
took out spite by throwing water 
balloons on neighbours, thereby 
causing injury. This led to the ban-
ning of water balloons. Some peo-
ple misbehave with females while 
playing colour; 
this has become 
a major deterrent 
for women to 
participate in 
community cele-
brations. Thus, 
real life experi-
ences have not 
always been 
pleasant; the fes-
tival seems to 
have ‘lost its 
value and cul-
ture’ for some 
(Joliffe, 2021).  

At Push-
kar, Rajasthan, 
instead of the 
traditional songs 
of Holi being 
played, increas-
ingly people 
dance to the tune 
of EDM or Elec-
tronic Dance Music, while with the changing time, beer is replacing ‘Bhaang’ 
and Thandai (D’Souza, 2021). 

Photo courtesy Jagran News, Gaya, 9th March 2020. 
 

Photo courtesy: Top – Habibullah, 2021. 
Right Top & Bottom: Parvez, 2018 
Bottom left: Poonam Bhargava Zakir 2018  
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With time, the urge to play with wet colours has dampened. Many people 

prefer to play with dry colours and for the past couple of years the herbal ‘Gulal’ 
has become more popular (Habib, 2021). Earlier, older ladies would make colour 
from flowers like Jasmine (Harsinghar) and Palash (Tesu). As most metro and 
other urban cities have people residing in apartments, the Holika dahan has been 
reduced to a small bonfire and colours are played within the society grounds. 
However, the spirit of secularism seems to continue in mixed marriage homes 
(Habibullah, 2021). 

 In South India, Holi is customarily not celebrated in the South. North In-
dians who have migrated to cities like Bangalore etc., do play with colour within 
the premises of their residential societies (Reddy, 2021), yet, there are North 
Indians married and settled in the South who have not celebrated Holi for several 
years, as it is not customarily celebrated in the South. 
 
Passing on the baton to the next generation 
   

Handing down the traditional and cultural aspects of Holi to the next gen-
eration goes a long way in keeping the spirit of the festival alive. For some, the 
puja on the eve of Holi and the burning of the Holika is sacred and they make 
sure to attend the ceremony. Others prefer to explain the symbolic significance 
of victory of good over evil to their children (Dcosta, 2021). 

`Playing with colours, greeting and meeting with friends and relatives is 
also a very important aspect of Holi (Zafar, 2021). Making the traditional ‘Guji-
yas’ for Holi and other sweets is another tradition that many want to pass on to 
their children. 

  

 
 Photo courtesy: Top - Jaya Bhargava-Zafar, 2020 

 



An Urbanite’s Perception of Holi in India     101 

 
 
For some inter-religious married cou-

ples, performing puja and other rituals have not 
been a part of the celebrations (Parvez, 2021). 
In most areas, fasting is not a ritual that is 
strictly adhered to, even by those who follow 
all the traditions associated with Holi. The fo-
cus has shifted to ‘enjoyment’ with family, rel-
atives and friends for most people (Singh, 
2021).  
 
 
 
 
Impact of Climate Change on Holi Celebrations 
 

The 21st Century is witness to many changes in the climate of the world 
and there is great emphasis on reducing our carbon footprint. All the countries 
of the world are joining the Cli-
mate Change program to work to-
wards bringing down the global 
temperature by 2 degrees in the 
next few years. Burning wood and 
dried cow dung cakes are harmful 
to the environment and it also pol-
lutes the air we breathe. In keeping 
with the global call for a better en-
vironment, a local citizen welfare 
society has begun suggesting 
community gatherings and ob-
serving rituals like burning of the 
Holika at a few central points of 
the cities (Dainik Jagran, 17 Feb-
ruary, 2021). This will lead to 
fewer trees being cut for Holika 
dahan. Some years back, the Na-
tional Botanical Research Institute 
(NBRI) at Lucknow, began pro-
moting herbal colours, which are 
safer to use and do not have any 
side-effects on the skin. Various Photo courtesy: Dainik Jagran , 17 February, 2021 

 

Photo courtesy: 
Dr. Vasu Singh & Dr. Shazia, 2020 
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companies have started manufacturing herbal colour for the occasion. Emphasis 
is being laid on eco-friendly Holi celebrations each year.  
 
Conclusion 
 

Over the years, the demography of India has changed significantly. Ur-
banisation has given rise to a liberal culture and a certain open-mindedness that 
was not so pronounced earlier. Fast-paced lifestyles in the metropolitan and 
other urban areas have led to intermingling of faiths and cultures. With increas-
ing multinational companies and corporates making their presence felt in India, 
the work culture has changed, leaving little time for holidays and enjoyment with 
family and friends. This makes Holi one of the major festivals of India at the 
beginning of the year, which also coincides with the harvest season, when fam-
ilies come together to celebrate and spend time together. Some people do not lay 
much stress on traditions and are content with following just the socio-cultural 
aspect of the festival. Today, there is a notable proportion of inter-religious 
and/or inter-caste or inter-state marriages; children from such marriages grow 
up witnessing the celebrations of two different religious festivals under the same 
roof, changing their perception of religion in a marked way.  
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