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ABSTRACT

Kolam or floor drawing is an important element of the Indian cultural
heritage and an integral part of the Indian traditions. This floor art is mainly
performed by women from the Indian diaspora in Malaysia. The aim of this
study is to highlight the challenges the Indian women encounter in practicing
the traditional Kolam in the Klang Valley, Malaysia. A purposive sampling
technique was used to collect data online. The questionnaire prepared was
validated by Kolam experts. An online questionnaire was used because of
the current COVID-19 pandemic where face-to-face survey is not feasible.
The online questionnaire received 203 responses. This study employed
the quantitative methodology using the SPSS software and tested with the
Cronbach’s alpha tool. The result show that Malaysian Indian women faced
challenges of difficult to draw, time constraints, lack of interest, materials
preparation and limited space in drawing Kolam during festivals. These
challenges have an impact and have posed a serious threat for the survival
and maintenance of the form of traditional Kolam. Preserving traditional
Kolam will give future generations the opportunity to enhance further their
knowledge of traditional Kolam drawing.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Culture refers to the lifestyle of people and it is essential for every activity in
our lives (Perumal, 2017; Satpathy, 2015). Cultural practices include values,
beliefs, arts, habits, traditions and heritage (Perumal et., 2019; Chalwa
& Mohapatra, 2017). Tradition is a practice or behavior which is passed
down within a group or society from one generation to the next (Satpathy,
2015; Hamzah et al., 2015). Heritage is the blending of culture, tradition,
ethnicity, history and memories that are inherited by the future generations
(Omonov & Karimov, 2020; Mallik et al., 2013). UNESCO defines culture
that is passed on from our ancestors as cultural heritage (UNESCO, 2018).
It encompasses both tangible and intangible elements (Brancoveanu, 2018;
Hussin, 2018). Tangible elements are physical forms that include handicrafts,
folk arts, architecture and artifacts (Silverman & Ruggles, 2008). Intangible
elements are non-physical forms such as rituals, social practices, festivals,
oral traditions and performing arts (Bonn et al., 2016).

In the Indian community, Kolam is an important tangible cultural heritage
(Jagadisan, 2018; Letchumanan, 2013). However, in the 21st century, the
Indian diaspora worldwide are facing challenges in trying to ensure the
continuity of their cultural practices, traditions and rituals (Qin et al., 2019;
Satpathy, 2015; Mallik et al., 2013). In fact, Kolam is facing a possible
extinction due to its very diminished practice in the daily life of the Indian
community (Ghosh, 2011; Johnson, 2005). More alarmingly, the traditional
Kolam practices are being slowly wiped out with the use of unauthentic



Kolam techniques that utilize instant ready-made materials such as stickers
and paints (Chacko, 2016; Roy, 2013). Meanwhile, Balamani.M, (2015)
also maintains that the rapid on-going urbanisation together with the on-
going social changes in the cities, rapid economic growth, distorted peoples’
attitudes and cultural practices and have adversely affected the practice of
the traditional Kolam. Hence, this research is therefore vital towards the
preservation of the traditional and conventional Kolam so that future Indian
generations of Malaysia can understand, practice and learn this traditional
form of art.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Kolam is a type of floor drawing known as traditional floor art, mainly
practiced by women in the Indian community worldwide (Jagadisan, 2018;
Rahbarnia & Chadha, 2015; Chauhan et al., 2014). The word Kolam implies
beauty in the Tamil language (Jagadisan, 2018; Chacko, 2016; Letchumanan,
2013). According to Tiwary (2017), Chattopadhyaya (2016) and Nagta &
Thamburaj (2006), Kolam drawing is a traditional practice that has evolved
from the cave era. Practices of Kolam is very common among Hindus in
Malaysia, India, Pakistan, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Singapore (Jagadisan, 2018;
Tiwary, 2017; Rahbarnia & Chadha, 2015). Kolam is usually drawn using
rice flour. In the Tamil language, rice flour is called Arisi Mavu and hence
the name Arisi Maavu Kolam (Chacko, 2016; Roy, 2013). In addition, the
Kolam is made of rice flour which is ideally meant to become food for the
ants and birds at the end of the day that the Kolam is drawn (Sachdev, 2019;
Laine, 2009). The Indian community strongly believe and follow this concept
of Karma (a system where beneficial effects are derived from past beneficial
actions and non-beneficial effects from past non-beneficial actions) in their
daily lives and hence the ability to feed the surrounding creatures on a daily
basis will enable better Karma and ensure a happy life (Lakshmipathy, 2016).

Domestically, Kolam is drawn by the women in early mornings everyday
in front of their homes as a symbol of cheerfulness, compassion, good
fortune, wealth and success (Gosai, 2018; Lakshmipathy, 2016). Kolam is
also used as a medium of visual communication to express or inform friends
and publics about emotional stages in life and celebrations of occupants of
house (Tadvalkar, 2013). It is also often drawn during cultural or religious
festivals such as Deepavali, Pongal, Kartigai as well as social ceremonies
such as marriages, child naming ceremony and engagements (Krithivasan,
2016; Waring, 2012). Figure 1 shows Rice Flour Kolam.

Figure 1: shows Rice Flour Kolam (Source: Instgram post)

There are few steps (See Figure 2) in preparing the material for the rice flour
Kolam. According to Krithivasan (2016) and Laine (2009), the first step
involves soaking of rice in water for several hours and then washed. The
cleaned rice is then grinded until it becomes fine powder. Finally, the grinded
rice flour is then spread-out on a flat surface and dried for 3 to 4 hours under
the hot sun (Chacko, 2016). According to Sachdev (2019) and Seetharaman
& Neela (2013), the fine dried rice flour can also be used for cooking purpose.
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Figure 2: Steps in the preparation of Rice Flour Kolam drawing
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Before commencing the Kolam drawing the floor must be clean. Traditionally,
the floor used to be cleaned with water mixed with fresh cow dung (Gopalan
& Vanleeuwen, 2015). According to Brunda (2015), Raj et al., (2014) and
Ascher (2002), water mixed with cow dung washes and purifies the home
environment and acts as an antiseptic agent. Once the floor is dried, the
motif and size of the Kolam is determined. In drawing the Kolam, the rice
flour is held in the hand and released between the thumb and the index
finger. Normally, Kolam drawing begins with dots that are arranged in rows
and columns (Thakur, 2014; Nagta & Thamburaj, 2006). The dots are then
joined to form straight or curved lines that merge to become motifs (Naranan
et al., 2019; Knigh, 2018). According to Ram (2010), the dots represent the
difficulties we face and the lines connecting the dots reflect the journey in
our lives.

Kolam is not only decorative but also has semiotic and semantic significances
(Tapaswi, 2019; Brunda, 2015). Researches have shown that Kolam drawing
relieves stress, improves creative thinking, solve problematic issues and
signifies positive energy (Lakshmipathy, 2016; Akila & Nandagopal, 2015).
Kolam drawing practice is also recognized as a form of physical activity that
helps to sustain good health for women (Krithivasan, 2016; Thakur, 2014).
When women bend their bodies in order to draw the Kolam, their back bones
are twisted in a posture known as Yogasana (Jagadisan, 2018; Smit, 2013).
The Yogasana posture is believed to strengthen the backbone, thus giving
the waist and hip a good exercise (Arora et al., 2019; Gosai, 2018). Besides
personal physical health benefit, Kolam is also environmental-friendly, as the
rice flour of Kolam eventually becomes food for ants and birds (Sachdev,
2019; Gosai, 2018; Krithivasan, 2016). Kolam drawing practice enables one
to reinforce creativity and logical thinking (Jagadisan, 2018; Lakshmipathy,
2016).

According to Thirumurty and Simic-Muller (2012) and Ascher (2002), creating
Kolam patterns or performing Kolam drawings involve ethnomathematical
activities that involve mathematical principles and cultural values
(Gilsdorf, 2015; Horsthemke, 2006). The Kolam motif is said to encompass
mathematical principles such as the theory of number, sequencing, abstract
algebra, fractions and computer science (Singh et al., 2013; Bapat, 2009;
Yanagisawa & Nagata, 2007). A Japanese researcher, Shojiro Nagata, used
Kolam motif for educational exercises (Nagata, 2015). Kolam motif is also
used as the design concepts in developing cognitive related toys and puzzle
games (Nagata, 2015), tile design, graphical languages and wallpaper design
(Sachdev, 2019; Nagata, 2015; Negi et al., 2015).
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Globalization and rapid technological developments have resulted in major
transformations in lifestyle and living standards of people (Raikhan et al.,
2014; Rahman, 2014; Hassi & Storti, 2012). Likewise, Indian culture has
also been subjected to these global influences (Chalwa & Mohapatra, 2017;
Ranade, 2016). In recent times, the practice of Kolam drawing has been
declining gradually. It is believed that the decline in Kolam practices could
result in a negative impact on the cultural practices and cultural heritage of
the Indian community. This study presents the challenges in the practice of
traditional Kolam among Malaysian Indian woman, especially in the Klang
Valley, Malaysia. Figure 3 shows an example of the sticker Kolam.

Figure 3: Sticker Kolam (Source: Pinterest image)

3. METHOD

In this study a quantitative methodology was used based on purposive
sampling. Purposive sampling is a non-opportunity sampling technique
(Taherdoost, 2016) that allows recruitment of participants who have
knowledge and experience on the related subject (Creswell & Clark, 2011;
Kumar, 2005).



The study’s population comprised of women with more than five years
of experience in drawing the Kolam. Data were collected in Klang Valley
which includes 5 regions namely Klang Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur,
Petaling, Gombak and Hulu Langat. A questionnaire was developed to assess
the challenges faced by Malaysian Indian women in drawing Kolam during
festivals. In the questionnaire, the challenges to be assessed were in terms of
five aspects i.e. 1) difficult to draw 2) time constrains 3) lack of interest 4)
materials preparation 5) limited space.

The questionnaire prepared was validated by expert of its content before
being distributed to targeted respondents. It is to ensure that the questionnaire
are suitable and reliable to be used for this study. The experts chosen are
based on their expertise in the areas of study. Once the questionnaires were
authenticated, the soft copy form is then distributed online to the targeted
respondents due to the current COVID-19 health pandemic that rendered face
- to - face survey not feasible. After the questionnaires were sent outline data
were collected over a period of three weeks.

4. RESULTS

After gathering data, the questionnaire’s reliability was investigated using
SPSS software. The questionnaire’s reliability was tested with the Cronbach’s
alpha. The Cronbach’s alpha values for all the variables were found to be
above 0.80, which are considered good and excellent. Therefore, this reveals
that the questionnaire used was reliable and could be used for the analysis of

study.
Category Background respondents | Frequency | Percentage
18-27 30 14.8
28-37 67 33.0
Age Group 38-47 52 25.6
48-57 41 20.2
58 and above 13 6.4
No formal education 28 13.8
High school 36 17.7
Education Diploma 71 35.0
Level Degree 57 28.0
Master 8 4.0
PhD 3 1.5

Category Background respondents | Frequency | Percentage
1-5 years 56 27.6

State Fhe 6-10 years 67 33.0
z’;%i;fv?ﬁz . 11-15 years 42 20.7
Kolam 16-20 years 25 12.3
21 and above years 13 6.4

Student 29 14.3

Government sector 24 11.8

Occupational Private sector 76 37.4
sector Self-employed 26 12.8
Retiree 12 6.0

Housewive 36 17.7

Residence Urban 56 27.6
Suburban 147 72.4

Tablel :Background of the respondents

The background of the respondents is shown in Table 1. Out of a total of 203
women who responded in this survey, 30 respondents (14.8%) were in the 18
to 27 age group. However, the highest number i.e. 67 respondents (33.0%)
were in the 28 to 37 age group. For the 38 to 47 age group there were 52
respondents (25.6%). This constitutes the second-highest group in the survey.
There were 41 respondents (20.2%) belonging to the third-highest group i.e.
the 48 to 57 age group. There were only 13 (6.4%) women respondents, the
lowest in the 58 and above age group.

In term of education level, there were 28 (13.8%) women respondents who
had no formal education. 36 (17.7%) women respondent’s education levels
were high school holders. The majority, 71 (35%) women respondents
who were diploma holders. The second highest group, 57 (28.0%) women
respondents were degree holders. There were only 8 women respondents who
had a Master degree (4.0%) and 3 women who were PhD holders (1.5%).
Most of the respondents have had more than 5 years of experience in drawing
the Kolam. Therefore, this shows all the respondents had some knowledge
and experience in drawing the Kolam.

In terms of jobs, 76 women respondents (37.4%) were working in the private
sector. This was followed by 36 (17.7%) women respondents who are
housewives. But the third highest number of
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respondents i.e. 29 (14.3%) were students. This show that the art of Kolam
drawing could be taught in schools and institutions of learnings and could
possibly be turned into a competitive program in the school curriculum. In
terms of residence, the highest number of respondents i.e. 147 (72.4%) resided
in the suburbs of towns and cities. The remaining 56 of them (27.6%) resided
in the urban areas. There were no respondents from the rural areas as Internet
connectivity was a stumbling block in getting their feedback online.

‘ Main challenge | Sub challenges Frequency | Percentage
Difficult to Limited skill 25 43.9%
draw Not convenient 19 33.3%
(n=57,28.1%) | No indigenous knowledge 13 22.8%
Time Numerous commitments 24 46.2%
constraints Lifestyle 18 34.6%
(n=52, 25.6%) | Urbanization 10 19.2%

1 0,
Lack of interest Western influences 20 43.6%
Socio-culture 14 30.4%
=, 0,
(n=46, 22.7%) Less recognition 12 26.0%
Traditional method of o
Materials preparation of materials 12 33.0%
preparation
Adoption of new technology 11 31.0%
(n=36, 17.7%)
Ready-made materials 13 36.0%
P - o
Limited space Living in high-rise buildings 41.7%
Entrance space limited 33.3%
— 1)
(n=12, 5.9%) Environment 25.0%

Table 2: Challenges face in drawing Kolam for festivals

From the results, it can be summarized that the Indian women encountered five
challenges in practicing the traditional Kolam in the Klang Valley, Malaysia.
The main challenges in drawing Kolam during festivals was difficult to draw
(n=52, 28.1%). Out of this, a majority 57 (43.9%) stated lack of skills, 33.3%
lack of convenience and 22.8% stated lack of indigenous knowledge for not
drawing Kolam during festivals. The second most significant challenge was
time constraint (n=52, 25.6%). Out of this, majority 46.2% cited the numerous
commitments they had made it difficult for them to draw Kolam during
festivals. The other two factors were lifestyle at 34.6% of the respondents and
urbanization at 19.2% of the respondents. Lack of interest among the women
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(n=46, 22.7%) was another reasons for not drawing Kolam during festivals.
Out of the 46, 43.6% admitted that western culture influenced their attitude,
30.4% declared that it was due to socio-cultural mix and 26.0% argued
that there was a lack of recognition for drawing the Kolam. Out of the 203
respondents, (n=36, 17.7%) had problems with materials preparation. Out of
the 36, 33.0% did not know the traditional method of preparing the materials,
31.0% opted for the adoption of new technology and 36.0% asserted on the
availability of ready-made materials. Among the five challenges, availability
of space was the least issue. Only (n=12, 5.9%) out of the 203 respondents
agreed that the space issue was a challenge for not drawing the Kolam during
festivals. Of this, 41.7% stated that they were living in high-rise buildings,
33.3% stated entrance space limitation and 25.0% stated environmental
factors as the sub challenges.

5. DISCUSSION

Based on detailed analysis of the 203 respondents’ answers, it could be
summarized that there were five challenges that were being faced namely
1) the difficulty to draw 2) time constraints 3) lack of interest 4) material
used in preparation and 5) limited space. The findings in this study shows
continuous difficulty in practicing the art of drawing the Kolam. In addition,
(SenGupta & Deb, 2015; Ascher, 2002), are also of the opinion that there are
many problems in drawing the traditional Kolam with intricate patterns as the
skills are limited. This has been supported by Chacko (2016) who cautions
that Kolam is losing out because the current generation has limited skills, such
as free-hand movement, and are not able to control body postures for a longer
time when drawing the Kolam. Moreover, indigenous knowledge is lacking,
and little effort has been made to extend this traditional practice (Chauhan et
al., 2014).

Time is another factor that constraints women from drawing the Kolam during
festival times. According to Jagadisan (2018) and Jones (2003), economic
issues have forced women to work to help increase their household income to
meet increased expenses. Most of the time they have to bring their workload
home and as such they do not have enough time to practice traditional Kolam
in their daily lives. As stated by Balamani. M (2015) urbanization brings
about social changes in the city, rapid economic development, changes in the
behavior of people and cultural practices. People who migrate to urban areas
in search of lucrative jobs and high income, leave this art in the villages,
hence the decline in the importance of Kolam practices (Rahbarnia & Chadha,
2015; Laine, 2009).



As Western cultural influences on Malaysian Indian society have increased and
also because of cultural homogenization there is now a lack of appreciation for
cultural values and this has led to a decline in the practice of Kolam drawing
(Jagadisan, 2018; Laine, 2009). As a result of the socio-cultural changes, the
Kolam has changed in its function, motif and has been interpreted differently.
Hence, the traditional Kolam has changed into a modern form. For instance,
there is the addition of English words like “welcome” in the Kolam design.
The younger generation shows less appreciation for the traditional Kolam
and tends to draw pictures on the ground with coloured powder, stickers etc.
instead of the rice flour. These do not conform to be the traditional Kolam
concepts (Tapaswi, 2019).

There are challenges related to the materials preparation for Kolam as well.
As stated by Chacko, (2016) and Roy, (2013) in the era of busy life, the
traditional method of preparing materials for Kolam cannot be learned by
the Indian women in a skilled manner because of their busy schedule. This
has gradually replace the practices of the traditional Kolam by the adoption
of new methods such as artificial Kolam that uses readymade materials. As
stated by Letchumanan (2013), “the traditional method of drawing Kolam is
now experiencing obstacles in modern times due to technological advances
in art, such as stickers, polystyrene and paints, erasing its originality and
uniqueness.”

Back in the olden days, for people living in the rural villages, space was
never a challenge. Nowadays, as people are living in high-rise buildings like
condominiums and apartments, there is hardly any space to draw the Kolam
(Chauhan et al., 2014). The urban environment has become unsuitable for
women to indulge in this traditional form of art. Traditionally, women drew
the Kolam on the ground, but this practice is no longer possible in cities
because the house entrance is now laid with cement or tiles (Sachdev, 2019;
Rahbarnia & Chadha, 2015). Although it may be easier to draw the Kolam on
cement and tile surfaces, the original significance of the traditional Kolam is
lost and no more authentic.

Hence, based on this study, Indian women face the challenges of difficult
to draw, time constraints, lack of interest, materials preparation and limited
space in drawing the traditional Kolam during festivals. In the long run, these
challenges have negative impacts and pose serious threats for the survival
and maintenance of the forms of the traditional Kolam. It should be stressed
that preserving the traditional Kolam culture will give future generations the
opportunity to enhance further their knowledge in traditional Kolam drawing.

6. CONCLUSION

This research has revealed five challenges faced by Malaysian Indian women
in the Klang Valley, Malaysia in drawing the traditional Kolam. Although the
sample of this study was rather small (203 respondents) the results obtained
provide meaningful insights into the diverse challenges faced by the women
in the Malaysian Indian community in preserving the art of drawing the
traditional Kolam. With the ever-increasing influences of globalization and
urbanization, this form of traditional practice may slowly be lost if attempts
are not made to preserve it. As such, this study advocates that these challenges
must be dealt with seriously and every effort must be made to keep this art
form alive and preserved as a unique and valuable cultural heritage for the
younger Indian generation in particular and Malaysians in general.
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