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Preface

This project began in 1987 with the goal of assembling a basic
reference source that provides accurate, clear, and concise de-
scriptions of the cultures of the world. We wanted to be as
comprehensive and authoritative as possible: comprehensive,
by providing descriptions of all the cultures of each region of
the world or by describing a representative sample of cultures
for regions where full coverage is impossible, and authori-
tative by providing accurate descriptions of the cultures for
both the past and the present.

The publication of the Encyclopedia of World Cultures in
the last decade of the twentieth century is especially timely.
The political, economic, and social changes of the past fifty
years have produced a world more complex and fluid than at
any time in human history. Three sweeping transformations
of the worldwide cultural landscape are especially significant.

First is what some social scientists are calling the “New
Diaspora”—the dispersal of cultural groups to new locations
across the world. This dispersal affects all nations and takes a
wide variety of forms: in East African nations, the formation
of new towns inhabited by people from dozens of different
ethnic groups; in Micronesia and Polynesia, the movement of
islanders to cities in New Zealand and the United States; in
North America, the replacement by Asians and Latin Ameri-
cans of Europeans as the most numerous immigrants; in Eu-
rope, the increased reliance on workers from the Middle East
and North Africa; and so on. '

Second, and related to this dispersal, is the internal division
of what were once single, unified cultural groups into two or
more relatively distinct groups. This pattern of internal division
is most dramatic among indigenous or third or fourth world cul-
tures whose traditional ways of life have been altered by contact
with the outside world. Underlying this division are both the
population dispersion mentioned above and sustained contact
with the economically developed world. The result is that groups
who at one time saw themselves and were seen by others as sin-
gle cultural groups have been transformed into two or more dis-
tinct groups. Thus, in many cultural groups, we find deep and
probably permanent divisions between those who live in the
country and those who live in cities, those who follow the tradi-
tional religion and those who have converted to Christianity,
those who live inland and those who live on the seacoast, and
those who live by means of a subsistence economy and those
now enmeshed in a cash economy.

The third important transformation of the worldwide
cultural landscape is the revival of ethnic nationalism, with

xiii

many peoples claiming and fighting for political freedom and
territorial integrity on the basis of ethnic solidarity and
ethnic-based claims to their traditional homeland. Although
most attention has focused recently on ethnic nationalism in
Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, the trend is nonethe-
less a worldwide phenomenon involving, for example, Ameri-
can Indian cultures in North and South America, the
Basques in Spain and France, the Tamil and Sinhalese in Sri
Lanka, and the Tutsi and Hutu in Burundi, among others.

To be informed citizens of our rapidly changing multicul-
tural world we must understand the ways of life of people
from cultures different from our own. “We” is used here in the
broadest sense, to include not just scholars who study the cul-
tures of the world and businesspeople and government offi-
cials who work in the world community but also the average
citizen who reads or hears about multicultural events in the
news every day and young people who are growing up in this
complex cultural world. For all of these people—which
means all of us—there is a pressing need for information on
the cultures of the world. This encyclopedia provides this in-
formation in two ways. First, its descriptions of the traditional
ways of life of the world’s cultures can serve as a baseline
against which cultural change can be measured and under-
stood. Second, it acquaints the reader with the contemporary
ways of life throughout the world.

We are able to provide this information largely through
the efforts of the volume editors and the nearly one thousand
contributors who wrote the cultural summaries that are the
heart of the book. The contributors are social scientists {an-
thropologists, sociologists, historians, and geographers) as
well as educators, government officials, and missionaries who
usually have firsthand research-based knowledge of the cul-
tures they write about. In many cases they are the major ex-
pert or one of the leading experts on the culture, and some are
themselves members of the cultures. As experts, they are able
to provide accurate, up-to-date information. This is crucial
for many parts of the world where indigenous cultures may be
overlooked by official information seekers such as govern-
ment census takers. These experts have often lived among the
people they write about, conducting participant-observations
with them and speaking their language. Thus they are able to
provide integrated, holistic descriptions of the cultures, not
just a list of facts. Their portraits of the cultures leave the
reader with a real sense of what it means to be a “Taos” ora
“Rom” or a “Sicilian.”

Those summaries not written by an expert on the culture
have usually been written by a researcher at the Human Rela-
tions Area Files, Inc., working from primary source materials.
The Human Relations Area Files, an international educa-
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tional and research institute, is recognized by professionals in
the social and behavioral sciences, humanities, and medical
sciences as a major source of information on the cultures of
the world.

Uses of the Encyclopedia

This encyclopedia is meant to be used by a variety of people
for a variety of purposes. It can be used both to gain a general
understanding of a culture and to find a specific piece of in-
formation by looking it up under the relevant subheading in a
summary. It can also be used to learn about a particular re-
gion or subregion of the world and the social, economic, and
political forces that have shaped the cultures in that region.
The encyclopedia is also a resource guide that leads readers
who want a deeper understanding of particular cultures to ad-
ditional sources of information. Resource guides in the ency-
clopedia include ethnonyms listed in each summary, which
can be used as entry points into the social science literature
where the culture may sometimes be identified by a different
name; a bibliography at the end of each summary, which lists
books and articles about the culture; and a filmography at the
end of each volume, which lists films and videos on many of
the cultures.

Beyond being a basic reference resource, the encyclope-
dia also serves readers with more focused needs. For research-
ers interested in comparing cultures, the encyclopedia serves
as the most complete and up-to-date sampling frame from
which to select cultures for further study. For those interested
in international studies, the encyclopedia leads one quickly
into the relevant social science literature as well as providing
a state-of-the-art assessment of our knowledge of the cultures
of a particular region. For curriculum developers and teachers
seeking to internationalize their curriculum, the encyclopedia
is itself a basic reference and educational resource as well as a
directory to other materials. For government officials, it is a
repository of information not likely to be available in any
other single publication or, in some cases, not available at all.
For students, from high school through graduate school, it
provides background and bibliographic information for term
papers and class projects. And for travelers, it provides an in-
troduction into the ways of life of the indigenous peoples in
the area of the world they will be visiting.

Format of the Encyclopedia

The encyclopedia comprises ten volumes, ordered by geo-
graphical regions of the world. The order of publication is not
meant to represent any sort of priority. Volumes 1 through 9
contain a total of about fifteen hundred summaries along
with maps, glossaries, and indexes of alternate names for the
cultural groups. The tenth and final volume contains cumula-
tive lists of the cultures of the world, their alternate names,
and a bibliography of selected publications pertaining to
those groups.

North America covers the cultures of Canada, Greenland, and
the United States of America.

Oceania covers the cultures of Australia, New Zealand, Mela-
nesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia.

South Asia covers the cultures of Bangladesh, India, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka and other South Asian islands and the Himalayan
states.

Europe covers the cultures of Europe.

East and Southeast Asia covers the cultures of Japan, Korea,
mainland and insular Southeast Asia, and Taiwan.

Soviet Union (Eastern Europe and Russia) and China covers
the cultures of Mongolia, the People’s Republic of China,
and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

South America covers the cultures of South America.
Middle America and the Caribbean covers the cultures of Cen-
tral America, Mexico, and the Caribbean islands.

Africa and the Middle East covers the cultures of Madagascar
and sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa, the Middle East, and
south-central Asia.

Format of the Volumes

Each volume contains this preface, an introductory essay by
the volume editor, the cultural summaries ranging from a few
lines to several pages each, maps pinpointing the location of
the cultures, a filmography, an ethnonym index of alternate
names for the cultures, and a glossary of scientific and techni-
cal terms. All entries are listed in alphabetical order and are
extensively cross-referenced.

Cultures Covered

A central issue in selecting cultures for coverage in the ency-
clopedia has been how to define what we mean by a cultural
group. The questions of what a culture is and what criteria
can be used to classify a particular social group (such as a reli-
gious group, ethnic group, nationality, or territorial group) as
a cultural group have long perplexed social scientists and
have yet to be answered to everyone’s satisfaction. Two reali-
ties account for why the questions cannot be answered defini-
tively. First, a wide variety of different types of cultures exist
around the world. Among common types are national cul-
tures, regional cultures, ethnic groups, indigenous societies,
religious groups, and unassimilated immigrant groups. No
single criterion or marker of cultural uniqueness can consis-
tently distinguish among the hundreds of cultures that fit
into these general types. Second, as noted above, single cul-
tures or what were at one time identified as single cultures can
and do vary internally over time ‘and place. Thus a marker
that may identify a specific group as a culture in one location
or at one time may not work for that culture in another place
or at another time. For example, use of the Yiddish language
would have been a marker of Jewish cultural identity in East-
ern Europe in the nineteenth century, but it would not serve
as a marker for Jews in the twentieth-century United States,
where most speak English. Similarly, residence on one of the
Cook Islands in Polynesia would have been a marker of Cook
Islander identity in the eighteenth century, but not in the
twentieth century when two-thirds of Cook Islanders live in
New Zealand and elsewhere.

Given these considerations, no attempt has been made
to develop and use a single definition of a cultural unit or to
develop and use a fixed list of criteria for identifying cultural
units. Instead, the task of selecting cultures was left to the
volume editors, and the criteria and procedures they used are
discussed in their introductory essays. In general, however, six
criteria were used, sometimes alone and sometimes in combi-
nation to classify social groups as cultural groups: (1) geo-
graphical localization, (2) identification in the social science
literature as a distinct group, (3) distinct language, (4)
shared traditions, religion, folklore, or values, (5) mainte-
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nance of group identity in the face of strong assimilative pres-
sures, and (6) previous listing in an inventory of the world’s
cultures such as Ethnographic Atlas (Murdock 1967) or the
Outline of World Cultures (Murdock 1983).

In general, we have been “lumpers” rather than “split-
ters” in writing the summaries. That is, if there is some ques-
tion about whether a particular group is really one culture or
two related cultures, we have more often than not treated it as
a single culture, with internal differences noted in the sum-
mary. Similarly, we have sometimes chosen to describe a
number of very similar cultures in a single summary rather
than in a series of summaries that would be mostly redun-
dant. There is, however, some variation from one region to
another in this approach, and the rationale for each region is
discussed in the volume editor’s essay.

Two categories of cultures are usually not covered in the
encyclopedia. First, extinct cultures, especially those that
have not existed as distinct cultural units for some time, are
usually not described. Cultural extinction is often, though
certainly not always, indicated by the disappearance of the
culture’s language. So, for example, the Aztec are not cov-
ered, although living descendants of the Aztec, the Nahuat-
speakers of central Mexico, are described.

Second, the ways of life of immigrant groups are usually
not described in much detail, unless there is a long history of
resistance to assimilation and the group has maintained its
distinct identity, as have the Amish in North America. These
cultures are, however, described in the location where they
traditionally lived and, for the most part, continue to live, and
migration patterns are noted. For example, the Hmong in
Laos are described in the Southeast Asia volume, but the ref-
ugee communities in the United States and Canada are cov-
ered only in the general summaries on Southeast Asians in
those two countries in the North America volume. Although
it would be ideal to provide descriptions of all the immigrant
cultures or communities of the world, that is an undertaking
well beyond the scope of this encyclopedia, for there are prob-
ably more than five thousand such communities in the world.

Finally, it should be noted that not all nationalities are
covered, only those that are also distinct cultures as well as
political entities. For example, the Vietnamese and Burmese
are included but Indians (citizens of the Republic of India)
are not, because the latter is a political entity made up of a
great mix of cultural groups. In the case of nations whose
populations include a number of different, relatively unassim-
ilated groups or cultural regions, each of the groups is de-
scribed separately. For example, there is no summary for Ital-
ians as such in the Europe volume, but there are summaries
for the regional cultures of Italy, such as the Tuscans, Sicil-
ians, and Tirolians, and other cultures such as the Sinti
Piemontese.

Cultural Summaries

The heart of this encyclopedia is the descriptive summaries of
the cultures, which range from a few lines to five or six pages
in length. They provide a mix of demographic, historical, so-
cial, economic, political, and religious information on the
cultures. Their emphasis or flavor is cultural; that is, they
focus on the ways of life of the people—both past and
present—and the factors that have caused the culture to
change over time and place.

A key issue has been how to decide which cultures
should be described by longer summaries and which by
shorter ones. This decision was made by the volume editors,
who had to balance a number of intellectual and practical
considerations. Again, the rationale for these decisions is dis-
cussed in their essays. But among the factors that were con-
sidered by all the editors were the total number of cultures in
their region, the availability of experts to write summaries, the
availability of information on the cultures, the degree of simi-
larity between cultures, and the importance of a culture in a
scientific or political sense.

The summary authors followed a standardized outline so
that each summary provides information on a core list of top-
ics. The authors, however, had some leeway in deciding how
much attention was to be given each topic and whether addi-
tional information should be included. Summaries usually
provide information on the following topics:

CULTURE NAME: The name used most often in the social
science literature to refer to the culture or the name the group
uses for itself.

ETHNONYMS: Alternate names for the culture including
names used by outsiders, the self-name, and alternate spell-
ings, within reasonable limits.

ORIENTATION

Identification. Location of the culture and the derivation of
its name and ethnonyms.

Location. Where the culture is located and a description of
the physical environment.

Demography. Population history and the most recent reli-
able population figures or estimates.

Linguistic Affiliation. The name of the language spoken
and/or written by the culture, its place in an international
language classification system, and internal variation in lan-
guage use.

HISTORY AND CULTURAL RELATIONS: A tracing
of the origins and history of the culture and the past and cur-
rent nature of relationships with other groups.

SETTLEMENTS: The location of settlements, types of set-
tlements, types of structures, housing design and materials.

ECONOMY
Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The primary meth-
ods of obtaining, consuming, and distributing money, food,
and other necessities.
Industrial Arts. Implements and objects produced by the
culture either for its own use or for sale or trade.
Trade. Products traded and patterns of trade with other
groups.

ivision of Labor. How basic economic tasks are assigned by
age, sex, ability, occupational specialization, or status.
Land Tenure. Rules and practices concerning the allocation
of land and land-use rights to members of the culture and to
outsiders.

KINSHIP

Kin Groups and Descent. Rules and practices concerning
kin-based features of social organization such as lineages and
clans and alliances between these groups.

Kinship Terminology. Classification of the kinship termi-
nological system on the basis of either cousin terms or genera-
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tion, and information about any unique aspects of kinship
terminology.

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

Marriage. Rules and practices concerning reasons for mar-
riage, types of marriage, economic aspects of marriage,
postmarital residence, divorce, and remarriage.

Domestic Unit. Description of the basic household unit in-
cluding type, size, and composition.

Inheritance. Rules and practices concerning the inheritance
of property.

Socialization. Rules and practices concerning child rearing
including caretakers, values inculcated, child-rearing meth-
ods, initiation rites, and education.

SOCIOPOLITICAL ORGANIZATION

Social Organization. Rules and practices concerning the in-
ternal organization of the culture, including social status, pri-
mary and secondary groups, and social stratification.
Political Organization. Rules and practices conceming lead-
ership, politics, governmental organizations, and decision
making.

Social Control. The sources of conflict within the culture
and informal and formal social control mechanisms.
Conflict. The sources of conflict with other groups and infor-
mal and formal means of resolving conflicts.

RELIGION AND EXPRESSIVE CULTURE

Religious Beliefs. The nature of religious beliefs including
beliefs in supernatural entities, traditional beliefs, and the ef-
fects of major religions.

Religious Practitioners. The types, sources of power, and ac-
tivities of religious specialists such as shamans and priests.
Ceremonies. The nature, type, and frequency of religious
and other ceremonies and rites.

Arts. The nature, types, and characteristics of artistic activi-
ties including literature, music, dance, carving, and so on.
Medicine. The nature of traditional medical beliefs and prac-
tices and the influence of scientific medicine.

Death and Afterlife. The nature of beliefs and practices con-
cerning death, the deceased, funerals, and the afterlife.

BIBLIOGRAPHY: A selected list of publications about the
culture. The list usually includes publications that describe
both the traditional and the contemporary culture.

AUTHOR'’S NAME: The name of the summary author.

Maps

Each regional volume contains maps pinpointing the current
location of the cultures described in that volume. The first
map in each volume is usually an overview, showing the coun-
tries in that region. The other maps provide more detail by
marking the locations of the cultures in four or five
subregions.

Filmography

Each volume contains a list of films and videos about cultures
covered in that volume. This list is provided as a service and
in no way indicates an endorsement by the editor, volume ed-
itor, or the summary authors. Addresses of distributors are
provided so that information about availability and prices can
be readily obtained.

Ethnonym Index

Each volume contains an ethnonym index for the cultures
covered in that volume. As mentioned above, ethnonyms are
alternative names for the culture—that is, names different
from those used here as the summary headings. Ethnonyms
may be alternative spellings of the culture name, a totally dif-
ferent name used by outsiders, a name used in the past but no
longer used, or the name in another language. It is not un-
usual that some ethnonyms are considered degrading and in-
sulting by the people to whom they refer. These names may
nevertheless be included here because they do identify the
group and may help some users locate the summary or addi-
tional information on the culture in other sources. Eth-
nonyms are cross-referenced to the culture name in the index.

Glossary

Each volume contains a glossary of technical and scientific
terms found in the summaries. Both general social science
terms and region-specific terms are included.

Special Considerations

In a project of this magnitude, decisions had to be made
about the handling of some information that cannot easily be
standardized for all areas of the world. The two most trouble-
some matters concerned population figures and units of
measure.

Population Figures

We have tried to be as up-to-date and as accurate as possible
in reporting population figures. This is no easy task, as some
groups are not counted in official government censuses, some
groups are very likely undercounted, and in some cases the
definition of a cultural group used by the census takers differs
from the definition we have used. In general, we have relied
on population figures supplied by the summary authors.
When other population data sources have been used in a vol-
ume, they are so noted by the volume editor. If the reported
figure is from an earlier date—say, the 1970s—it is usually
because it is the most accurate figure that could be found.

Units of Measure

In an international encyclopedia, editors encounter the prob-
lem of how to report distances, units of space, and tempera-
ture. In much of the world, the metric system is used, but sci-
entists prefer the International System of Units (similar to
the metric system), and in Great Britain and North America
the English system is usually used. We decided to use English
measures in the North America volume and metric measures
in the other volumes. Each volume contains a conversion
table.
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Introduction

The diversity of South Asia, which covers a major sector of
tropical and subtropical Asia, is quite apparent as one reads
through the dozens of descriptive accounts published here,
most written by an acknowledged expert on the community,
caste, tribe, or sect in question. Some groups are tiny, others
number in the millions; some are maritime, others live high in
the mountain ranges; most have long flourished in the main-
stream of major Indian civilizations, although a few are so re-
mote that they have been effectively cut off from any civiliza-
tional influence until the present century, by mountains or
deserts if not by preference.

Geography and Agriculture

Contemplation of the huge numbers of people now living in
South Asia prompts me to point out that this volume deals
with about 20 percent of the world’s population (which stood
at almost 5 billion in 1986, the year in which the population
of South Asia passed the 1 billion mark). The rough geo-
graphic limits encompassing this mass of people and cultures
are the Helmand River in the west, the Chindwin River in the
east, the Indian Ocean to the south, and the Tibetan reaches
of the Brahmaputra River to the north. We have not treated
Tibet as a part of this territory, as it is today administered as a
province of China, and it is not included in the population
estimates given below. For convenience, however, Mauritius
has been dealt with in this volume.

The land area covered by this volume is 4,430,789 square
kilometers (not including Mauritius, Afghanistan, or Tibet).
The average population density at present is about 260 per-
sons per square kilometer, although this figure rises to around
155,000 persons per square kilometer in parts of Bombay and
Calcutta, the two largest cities. However, there are some ex-
tensive tracts with very light population, notably the Thar
Desert, the Himalayan Mountains, the Karakoram and the
Hindu Kush (see map 2).

If there is a single factor uniting geography and culture
throughout tropical Asia, it is that much of eastern India,
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and in general the lowland areas of
Southeast Asia are devoted to the intensive cultivation of one
staple crop, rice (Oryza sativa). Evidently it was indigenous to
southern China and Vietnam but spread south and west from
there during the Neolithic period, until in ancient times it
had occupied most of the land suited to its cultivation in the
tropical areas, which up to that point had been densely for-
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ested. Today, while large tracts of that tropical forest do still
remain in some parts of Southeast Asia that are unsuited to
rice, many thousands of square kilometers in the formerly for-
ested Gangetic Plain have become small irrigated paddy
fields, terraced in the hillier parts to make use of the slopes.
Because of its growing needs rice is ideally suited to these
tropical forest lands: unlike any other cereal crop, rice needs a
hot growing season, inundation of the field during part of the
growth period, and hence an abundant supply of water from
rivers or heavy rainfall. The two monsoons answer this need
fully. Where irrigated paddy is grown, one finds the densest
rural populations in the world, as for example in Kerala State
and Bangladesh. Cultivation of the crop is labor-intensive,
using humans even more than it does water buffalo.

Ideal though these geographical conditions might be for
rice cultivation, they are by no means found throughout the
entire South Asian area. The floodplains of the larger rivers,
with their alluvial soil and plentiful water, were sometimes
canalized and terraced where necessary; but much of the land
is mountainous and climatically unsuited to the cultivation of
even those varieties of rice that need no irrigation. To the ex-
tent that agriculture can be practiced on the mountains, it
consists of the farming of several species of millet that are in-
digenous to those regions. In general millets (Panicum and
Sorghum) require rather less sun and less rainfall: some culti-
vation of millets in swiddens is still fairly widespread in the
northeast extremity of India. A third staple crop on the
Indian subcontinent is wheat, but its growth is restricted to
Pakistan and northern India. Elsewhere the climate is gener-
ally too wet for wheat. Barley too is an important staple in
north and central India, though nowhere else in our area.

During the nineteenth century colonial commercial in-
terests introduced several extremely valuable new plantation
crops, largely through private initiative: first indigo, in Ben-
gal, and shortly after that tea, coffee, and rubber, which be-
tween them revolutionized the economy of much of South
Asia and changed the landscape almost beyond recognition.
Sugarcane and spices have also long been of economic impor-
tance. Indeed, it was the great need for spices that first at-
tracted the Romans to south India and much later the Dutch
to Sri Lanka and Indonesia.

While we might well expect such a vast area to show con-
siderable climatic variation, most of the Indian subcontinent
experiences only three climatic types (Aw, Afi, and Cwa in
the K6ppen system). Translated into figures, this means that
everywhere except on the mountains the average temperature
of the coldest month of the year is at least 18° C (64.4° F)
and a dry season occurs in the winter, The Himalayas and
other high mountains, on the other hand, are of the Cwa
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climatic type, which is characterized by the average tempera-
ture of the coldest month falling somewhere between 18° and
—3° C (64.4° and 26.6° F), while that of the warmest month
is over 10° C (50° F). The dry season is still in the winter and
summers are both hot and wet, the warmest month having an
average temperature of about 22° C (71.6° F) and the wettest
month being at least ten times as rainy as the driest one in
winter.

Political History

The years 1947-1948 saw an immense political upheaval in
the subcontinent that laid the essential framework for the
modern political scene. Up to that date some two-fifths of the
area had been ruled by nearly 600 kings and princes, the larg-
est of whose territories, Nepal and Hyderabad, were equal in
extent to several European nations. At the same time the re-
maining three-fifths was ruled by one king, namely George
VI, a constitutional monarch who was both king of England
and emperor of India. His rule embraced not only “non-
princely” India but also Burma and Ceylon (now known as
Myanmar and Sri Lanka respectively), as well as Mauritius.
By the terms of the independence agreements of that period,
India absorbed all of the princely states except Nepal and
Bhutan into its polity, but it was split into three new units:
the Indian republic, West Pakistan, and East Pakistan. Sri
Lanka and Myanmar (then called Ceylon and Burma) also
became independent republics in 1948. The two parts of Pa-
kistan, 1,400 kilometers apart from each other, formed a sin-
gle republic, but from its early years Pakistan’s national integ-
rity was in peril, and in 1971 it split up altogether, East
Pakistan becoming the independent nation of Bangladesh.

Today therefore South Asia contains two kingdoms
(Nepal and Bhutan), three secular republics (Bangladesh,
India, and Sri Lanka), and two Islamic republics (Pakistan
and the Maldives). Three outlying archipelagoes—the
Andaman, Nicobar, and Lakshadweep islands—are all ad-
ministered by India. In addition this volume deals with the
Republic of Mauritius, which is 3,500 kilometers southwest
of Colombo but has a sizable South Asian population. It be-
came independent in 1968.

It is not easy to summarize the political systems of these
states, for they have varied greatly, but it is certain that the
states themselves are viable entities. With the exception of
Bangladesh breaking away from Pakistan, the political units
today are precisely those set up at independence. Since that
time India and Sri Lanka have run parliamentary democra-
cies; Pakistan, Bangladesh, and the Maldives have been Is-
lamic democracies alternating with military dictatorships of a
form common in the Middle East. Nepal’s kingship has been
much constrained by parliamentary government, which has
created a de facto constitutional monarchy.

Socialist rhetoric and Islamic orthodoxy have been
prominent guidelines for many of these governments through
the years. Regrettably, though, another procedure for politi-
cal change has been added to the “Westminister system”: as-
sassination. If one includes suspicious air crashes in the sce-
nario, then India has seen two prime ministers and an “heir
apparent” killed; Pakistan has hanged one president and seen
another die in a plane crash; Bangladesh has lost two presi-
dents to assassination; and in Sri Lanka as well as Bhutan one
prime minister has been assassinated. The grim model for all

of these acts of desperation was no doubt the shocking assas-
sination of Mahatma Gandhi in 1948, an event that showed
extremists of all sorts that if a person were willing to die, he or
she could probably take a major national leader along with
him. This was still just as true in 1991.

The Nations of South Asia

Although the focus of this volume is the distinct cultural
groups of South Asia, it is necessary to provide some basic in-
formation about the nations in which these people live.
These nations are shown on map 1, with capital cities also
indicated.

Bangladesh (People’s Republic of Bangladesh), formerly
the Eastern Province of Pakistan, became an independent na-
tion in 1971. It occupies a territory of some 144,000 square
kilometers and is bordered on the west, north, and east by
India and by Myanmar (formerly Burma) on the southeast. In
1990 the population was estimated at 118,000,000. Dhaka
(formerly Dacca) is the capital city, with Chittagong, Khulna,
Rajshahi, and Barisal being other major urban centers. The
official language is Bangla (Bengali), with 98 percent of the
population being ethnic Bengalis and 87 percent Muslims.
Bangladesh is among the poorest nations in the world with an
annual per capita income of U.S. $113 in 1986. In 1988,
1989, 1991, and on many other occasions Bangladesh has
suffered the effects of monsoons and cyclones that have
killed tens of thousands and left millions homeless.

Bhutan (Kingdom of Bhutan) is located in the eastern
Himalayan Mountains and is bordered by India on the south
and west, Sikkim on the west, and China (Tibet) on the
north. It occupies 47,000 square kilometers, in three distinct
regions of high mountains in the north, valleys in the center,
and forests in the south. An independent nation and demo-
cratic monarchy since 1949, its affairs are closely managed by
India. In 1990 the population was estimated at 1,500,000.
Dzongka is the official language, with Nepali and English also
widely spoken. The capital is Thimphu. Seventy-five percent
of the people are Buddhist and Buddhism is the official state
religion.

India (Republic of India) is the largest and most popu-
lous of the nations of South Asia. The 1991 census of India
lists 844 million inhabitants (probably an undercount) or 16
percent of the world’s population. India occupies some
3,166,000 square kilometers. It became a democratic republic
in 1950 and is comprised of twenty-four states and seven
union territories. It is a member of the British Common-
wealth of Nations. The population of India is composed of an
incredibly diverse mix of different religions, language groups,
cultures, and social categories. New Delhi is the capital.

Maldives (Republic of Maldives) is an island nation
composed of over 2,000 islands (201 inhabited) located in
the Indian Ocean 640 kilometers southwest of Sri Lanka. The
land area covers 300 square kilometers, with no island having
an area greater than 13 square kilometers and none rising
over 2 meters above sea level. The population in 1991 was
228,000 with 57,000 living in the capital city of Male. The
national language is Divehi and the state religion is Islam.

Mauritius is an island nation located 1,280 kilometers
off the east coast of Madagascar in the Indian Ocean. It is
composed of the main islands of Mauritius and Rodrigues
and the smaller islands of Agalega and Saint Brandon. The
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population in 1990 was estimated at 1,142,000 with about
160,000 in the capital of Saint Louis. The official language is
English, although French and Creole are widely spoken as
well. Mauritius is a member of the British Commonwealth of
Nations and is governed by a governor-general who repre-
sents Queen Elizabeth II.

Nepal (Kingdom of Nepal) is a land-locked nation bor-
dered on the north by China and on the south by India. It
covers 147,180 square kilometers and had an estimated pop-
ulation of 19,000,000 in 1990. Kathmandu is the capital,
with other large cities being Patan, Morung, and Bhaktapur.
One of the few Asian countries never under European con-
trol, Nepal is an absolute monarchy, divided into fourteen ad-
ministrative zones and seventy-five districts. The national
language is Nepali and Hinduism is the national religion.

Pakistan (Islamic Republic of Pakistan) is the western-
most nation in South Asia and is bordered by India on the
east, China and Afghanistan on the north, and Iran on the
west. It occupies about 800,000 square kilometers and in
1990 had an estimated population of 113 million. Islamabad
is the capital, with the largest cities being Karachi, Lahore,
Faisalabad, Rawalpindi, Hyderabad, and Multan. Urdu is the
national language, with English used in business and govern-
ment and provincial languages commonly used as well. Islam
is the official state religion and 97 percent of the people are
Muslims. Pakistan is divided administratively into six prov-
inces (including Gilgit and Azad Kashmir), the Federal Capi-
tal Territory, and the tribal areas of the northwest.

Sri Lanka (Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka),
formerly Ceylon, is an island located off the southeast coast
of India. It occupies some 65,610 square kilometers. In 1990
the population was estimated at 17,135,000. Colombo is the
capital city, with other major urban centers being Dehiwela-
Mount Lavinia, Jaffna, Trincomalee, Kandy, and Kotte. Sri
Lanka is divided into nine administrative districts. Sinhala
(spoken by the Sinhalese majority) and Tamil are the official
languages, with English also being widely spoken.

The Flux of Civilizations

But what unity is there amidst this diversity? Tropical geogra-
phy has certainly been a crucial and limiting factor, determin-
ing which staple crops can be grown in each region; but al-
most as influential has been the long and insidious thrust of
civilization emanating from empires and kingdoms alike. For
South Asia has been the home to several major civilizations
in succession, each being the historical and cultural elabora-
tion of a world religion of great antiquity and wide popular
appeal. Not all of these civilizational influences were indige-
nous to the area, but all of them had great impact.

First there was the Indus Civilization, covering a vaster
area than any other empire of ancient times. We know practi-
cally nothing of its fanguage, religion, or philosophy, but it is
quite evident that this well-organized urban civilization owed
much to early Bronze Age Mesopotamia. Probably a proto-
Dravidian language was spoken, and there is evidence of the
worship of Shiva in the form of a linga (phallic emblem). If
correctly understood, these factors would make the Indus
Civilization an ancestor of the Dravidian Civilization in the
southern parts of India.

Next we may identify the Hindu phase. Arising from the
earlier Brahmanism of Vedic and post-Vedic India, Hinduism

as it is now to be found throughout India, Nepal, and Sri
Lanka took its recognizable form around the sixth to seventh
centuries AD. At about the same time Indian mariners had
embarked on their only phase of foreign ventures, spreading
their influence eastward to touch, if not actually establish,
the medieval kingdoms of Burma, Thailand, Malaya, Cambo-
dia, southern Vietnam, southern Borneo, Sumatra, Java, Bali,
and Lombok.

Another major Indian philosophical and religious sys-
tem, Hinayana Buddhism, was even more influential in those
countries, yet paradoxically it had all but disappeared from its
homeland by about the sixth century Ap. Nepal and Tibet, in
contrast, had all along retained a Mahayana form of Bud-
dhism, albeit intermingled with Hindu and animistic prac-
tices. Buddhism was to provide a permanent philosophical
framework for most of the mainland cultures that stretched
between Tibet in the west and Vietnam in the east; indeed, its
influence has stretched beyond the purview of this particular
volume to become one of the main religious and philosophi-
cal strands in the civilizations of China and Japan. The Bud-
dhism of Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and Thailand owes little to
China because it was carried to those lands by monks coming
from India, and its texts were in the Pali language, written in a
script derived from that used for Sanskrit.

For the past thousand years another great civilizing force,
coming from well beyond the subcontinent, has been associ-
ated with the spread of Islam. Reaching our area first with the
Arab invasions of what is now Pakistan in AD. 711, Islam
spread across India and Southeast Asia not only by the sword
but also with the trading vessels that linked the northern half
of the Indian Ocean with the western Pacific Ocean. Today
the most populous Islamic lands in the world are to be found
in South and Southeast Asia, namely Pakistan, India, Ban-
gladesh, Malaysia, and Indonesia. Other religions that left
their mark on Indian civilization—]Jainism and Sikhism—
were of no importance farther east, but in their several eras
they certainly contributed much to Indian life and thought.

The fifth and final influence to be noted has been the
more recent European one: it effectively began with Vasco da
Gama's voyage to south India from Portugal in AD. 1498. One
hesitates to identify this as a Christian influence, even
though that was the religion of these colonial conquerors, be-
cause the impact of Christian evangelists in most areas has
not been very great. In fact today Christians in South Asia
number some 24 million, always coexisting with the neigh-
boring Hindus or Muslims. The real impact of European civi-
lization has been administrative, educational, technical, and
commercial, and the recently ended colonial period in South
Asia saw every country of this region—with the exceptions of
Afghanistan, Nepal, and some princely states in India—
under fairly direct imperial administration. This state of af-
fairs had ended before 1950; but the modern infrastructure of
highways, railways, ports, government buildings, air services,
postal service, schools, universities, political and commercial
institutions, and a vast civil service was firmly in place by that
time and has altered the face of these countries forever.

This picture of an area under the influence of so many
historically distinct civilizations must be recognized as a par-
tial one: it is not the whole story. The fact is that here, in an-
cient times and in recent, many people have commonly sub-
sisted through simple farming or food-collecting strategies,
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with no reliance whatever on long-distance maritime trade,
often with no familiarity with any of the great religions, and
with no participation in any city-centered polity. These peo-
ple primarily compose the tribal groups that this volume de-
scribes in considerable detail.

Religions

All of these influences persist throughout this vast region to
this day and are reflected in the latest estimates for religious
adherence. For all of South Asia, it is probable that in 1991
there were about 735 million Hindus, 315 million Muslims,
24 million Christians, and 21 million Buddhists. These fig-
ures are only estimates, of course; and they do not quite cover
the entire estimated population of 1,119,000,000 as it also
includes about 17 million Sikhs, 4 million Jains, and some 5
million “tribal animists,” Zoroastrians, and nonbelievers.
What these figures do reflect, then, is the persisting influence
of the diverse philosophies mentioned above.

Categorization of Cultures

The conventional way of classifying the social groups of
South Asia has been, for well over a century, to treat them all
as either tribe or caste. This classification is in fact a relic of
British administrative procedures in the region, and was not
really one that anthropologists developed, although they
have inherited it. But the bipartite classification was long ago
enshrined in the “castes and tribes” handbooks for the vari-
ous regions, the titles of which are listed at the end of the ap-
pendix to this volume. Although now very out-of-date, these
handbooks have never been updated, only reprinted; and the
terms “tribe” and “caste” remain to designate two fundamen-
tal kinds of sociocultural unit in the region. The problem with
this dichotomy is where to draw the dividing line. Evidently
Hinduism, without being a proselytizing faith, has for many
centuries been recruiting new members into caste society by
attracting isolated tribal people, especially peripatetics, into
the status of Untouchable castes. This is still going on, as tri-
bal groups Sanskritize their worship and enter the Hindu fold.
When is such a group to be called a caste, when a tribe?
An ad hoc classification that perhaps better expresses the
kinds of sociocultural unit that occur in South Asia is the fol-
lowing, which still acknowledges the tribe/caste distinction:
1. Castes
1.1 Hindu
1.2 Muslim
2. Modern Urban Classes
2.1 laboring classes, often immigrant
2.2 Westernized elite, including religious isolates, such as:

2.21 Sikh

2.22 Jain

2.23 Christian

2.24 Jew

2.25 Parsi

3. Hill Tribes

3.1 groups speaking Munda, Indo-Aryan, or Dravidian
languages

3.2 Paleo-Mongoloid, Tibeto-Burman-speaking people of
Nepal and northeastern India

3.3 Islamic pastoral tribes

4. Peripatetics

This volume includes descriptions of groups representative of
all these categories.

Biological and Cultural Variety

Although there is no dearth of racial theories to explain the
variety of peoples in the subcontinent, these have not ac-
counted satisfactorily and scientifically for the well-studied
facts of physical anthropology. The cultural and genetic im-
pact of some dozens of invading peoples who, over the past
four millennia, have moved into the area and stayed there,
has left a patchwork quilt of different ethnic groups, various
physical types, varying complexions, and multiple languages
and cultural forms, which together defy any simplistic theory.
Although it was once fashionable to explain the caste system,
the “racial types,” and indeed the very history of India and Pa-
kistan in terms of the historic alignment of Aryan versus Dra-
vidian, such ideas have scant explanatory force today in the
light of present anthropological knowledge.

Since the castes, tribes, and religious communities that
make up this patchwork (and form the subject of this vol-
ume) are so numerous and so diverse, one needs to look at
the combined effects of geography and of history, effects that
have persisted through the centuries, to understand the diver-
sity. That Pakistan and northern India are the area of longest
Muslim impact, that Sri Lanka and Bhutan are the only Bud-
dhist lands in the subcontinent, that Bangladesh differs from
West Bengal mainly in its high numbers of Muslim people,
and that tribal groups are mostly concentrated in relatively in-
accessible, hilly terrain are all contemporary ethnographic
facts that only make sense in terms of geographical features
and historical influences.

Languages

There is no space to outline the history of the subcontinent
here, and innumerable studies are available that do this very
adequately. Those features of regional history most relevant
to an understanding of a caste or tribal culture will be men-
tioned under the heading “History and Cultural Relations” in
most articles of this volume. The articles frequently name
states in India or Pakistan. These are not merely administra-
tive entities; for, since the 1950s, the state boundaries, espe-
cially the Indian ones, have reflected the reality of cultural
units: they are linguistically defined states. It is thus easy for
anyone to remember that Kashmiri is spoken in Kashmir,
Sindhi in Sindh, Marathi in Maharashtra, Tamil in Tamil
Nadu, etc. Not so evident from the modern state names are
the facts that Hindi is spoken in Uttar Pradesh, Malayalam in
Kerala, Telugu in Andhra Pradesh, and Hindi with numerous
tribal languages in Madhya Pradesh. We refer here essentially
to the dominant and official state languages, for each state
can also show some dozens of minority (immigrant) lan-
guages and localized tribal languages. Some of the language
groups are among the most populous on Earth (as gauged by
number of speakers in 1981): Hindi then had 250 million,
Bengali 160 million, Telugu 52 million, Punjabi 51 million,
Tamil and Marathi 50 million each, and Urdu 40 million, to
name just those at the top of the list. This linguistic complex-
ity is made all the more daunting by the use of at least a dozen
distinct scripts throughout the subcontinent. Government in
the Republic of India proceeds in 15 languages, including the
neatly ubiquitous English. Things are simpler in Bangladesh
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(with Bengali and English), while Sri Lanka uses Sinhalese,
Tamil, and English. But Pakistani government is also encum-
bered with a total of 6 official languages, including English.
For the whole South Asian subcontinent at least 150 lan-
guages have been enumerated by censuses, along with several
hundred more mutually intelligible dialects. Some 20 of the
languages have a highly developed, often venerable, literary
tradition.

The South Asian languages belong to four different fam-
ilies: Indo-Aryan, which is a branch of the Indo-European
Family, roughly distributed through Pakistan, Nepal, north-
ern India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka; Dravidian, found in
southern India, western Pakistan, and Sri Lanka; Tibeto-
Burman, found among the Himalayan peoples of Nepal, Bhu-
tan, and northeast India; and Munda, found mainly in the
central Indian hills where Indo-Aryan abuts on the Dravidian
zone. In the past scholars often treated these language fami-
lies as racial categories, which was fallacious. But it is none-
theless true in a general way that people in Pakistan and
northern India who speak Indo-Aryan are of fairer complex-
ion than others, indeed are physically similar to Middle East-
erners; that Dravidians are usually darker in complexion than
other Indians; and that those speaking Tibeto-Burman lan-
guages have Paleo-Mongoloid features.

Religious and Economic Diversity

There are certainly other factors that add to South Asia’s
diversity—the dominant religion, for one. India is 83 percent
Hindu and Nepal 90 percent Hindu; Pakistan is 97 percent
Muslim and Bangladesh 87 percent Muslim; and Sri Lanka is
70 percent Buddhist. Yet the numerous minority religions in
all of these countries cannot be ignored, either in their politi-
cal significance or their cultural impact. India, for example,
with only 11 percent Muslims, still has one of the largest
Muslim populations of any country on Earth—only slightly
less than those of Pakistan and Bangladesh.

Economic diversity, based largely on geographical factors,
also helps explain the cultural diversity of South Asian coun-
tries. For instance, just to mention the most basic staples, we
can state that Pakistan and India both produce wheat, rice,
and cotton, with spiked millet (bajra), durra, pulses, and
oilseeds playing nearly as prominent a role in agriculture. Ban-
gladesh is mainly a flat, rice-producing country. Sri Lanka also
grows much rice, but there the plantation crops of coconuts,
tea, and rubber account for more than half of the cropped area.
It is notable that several of the most important crops have been
introduced by Europeans from other parts of the world, espe-
cially tea, rubber, coffee, and maize.

The local economy of a particular caste or tribe today, as
most of our articles imply, is based on the balance between
four variable factors: land, labor, crops, and domestic ani-
mals. It is like a game of chess, in which movement can occur
in several different ways: the fields can be moved, in the sense
of shifting cultivation; or the animals can be moved around
by herders; or the labor force can move, as it does with hunt-
ers, vagrants, and migrant farm laborers; or the crops can be
circulated, as they sometimes are to promote the fertility of
particular, long-cultivated fields. In premodern times even
whole villages were shifted, as marauding brigands or unscru-
pulous tax demands made a certain place uninhabitable.
Today there is rarely enough land available for the luxury of

transhumance or shifting cultivation (though a few articles
here still do report such movements). But those not tied to a
piece of land may still move around within their region, as
peripatetics, itinerant peddlers and artisans, carters, religious
mendicants, or urban migrants. (This volume supplies de-
scriptions of examples of each.)

The Caste System

Giving coherence and meaning to the long human adapta-
tion to this varied land is an ancient social system based
firmly on the idea of differentiation of people into caste
groups. In all of the South Asian countries it is the most per-
vasive form of social organization, although it is not widely
found in the tribal societies, and some of the biggest cities are
now in the process of moving toward a system of social
classes. Caste is a term that comes from the Portuguese word
casta, meaning “race, category,” and it has been applied to
cover the two indigenous terms vama and jati (see Castes,
Hindu). Although the characteristic endogamy of each jati or
caste is a primary and obviously ancient feature of all the
Hindu social groups discussed in this volume, it is an institu-
tion that is also to be found among Muslims, Buddhists, Jews,
and Christians, most of whom are in fact descended from
people converted from Hinduism.

Although for half a century (1881-1931) the census of
India strove not only to count heads but to lay out the skele-
ton of the caste system throughout what are now the repub-
lics of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, nobody really knows
how many jatis there are or what their precise ranking is. The
uncertainty about the total number springs from the phe-
nomenon of subcastes, endogamous groups that (although
separate nowadays) probably formed parts of a larger caste
before some political or ideological rift occurred within it.
Castes then are normally made up of subcastes, and these in
turn are formed of exogamous clans and lineages.

Yet many educated Indians will say there are only four
castes! The reason for this disparity is that in ancient times
scholars had divided Hindu society up into four ranked cate-
gories, or varnas, which are still recognized today. These are,
in descending order: the Brahmans or priestly castes; the
Kshatriyas, who were warriors and sometimes rulers; the
Vaisyas, who were landowners and traders; and finally the
Sudras, who were basically farmers. The first three of these
categories are often referred to as the “twice-born” because
their boys, unlike those of the Sudras, are supposed to go
through a ceremonial rebirth when they adopt the wearing of
the sacred thread: it is an initiation into adulthood, though it
may come as early as 7 years. This rough varna model of soci-
ety, it should be noted, makes no reference to the Untoucha-
bles or Harijans, nor to the tribal people. (Today there are
perhaps 79 million tribal people in South Asia, the exact
number depending on how one defines tribe.)

A jati (Hindi and Sanskrit for “race, people, caste, tribe,
kind”) is thus the regional, kin-based social unit within which
any Indian is born, marries, and dies. Its members share a
common language and subculture, a traditional occupation,
and a well-established position in the local caste hierarchy. A
particular jati may, over many decades, change its position
somewhat in that hierarchy, yet individual members of the
jati cannot really leave it to alter their own position and for-
tunes in society. Only in very recent times has it become pos-
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sible for families to leave their traditional homes, move to cit-
ies far away, even overseas, and so begin a process of upward
mobility in a class-structured society. This modern urban mi-
gration does much to explain the present massive populations
of Bombay and Calcutta (12.5 million and 10.8 million, re-
spectively, in 1991), as well as the millions of Indian and Pa-
kistani immigrants to Great Britain, North America, and
other English-speaking regions.

It was primarily the Hindu religious code that main-
tained the social order through its teachings about reincarna-
tion. There are still hundreds of millions who believe that the
soul of a person who does many good deeds will one day be re-
incarnated into another newborn of a higher varna category,
whereas the soul of an evil person will be reincarnated as an
Untouchable or even some kind of animal. In essence one has
only oneself to thank for one’s present social status, since it is
an effect of deeds (karma) one did in a previous life. With
such a pervasive belief, it has proven impossible to legislate
caste out of existence, and so today its inequalities coexist
with a national ideal of political democracy in India, Pakistan
and Bangladesh.

In summary, according to Gerald Berreman, “a caste sys-
tem occurs where a society is made up of birth-ascribed
groups which are hierarchically ordered and culturally dis-
tinct. The hierarchy entails differential evaluation, rewards,
and association.”

The Coverage of This Volume

There is no way in which we might have covered, even sche-
matically, all the castes and tribes of South Asia. At a con-
servative guess there are over 3,000 castes and subcastes,
with perhaps 500 tribes in addition to these. Of course, in
counting them much would depend on where the bound-
aries were drawn; and these boundaries are usually a little
more fluid than the ethnographic literature suggests. It
should not therefore be surprising that totaling up the num-
ber of castes and tribes has never been a serious anthropo-
logical enterprise, and the appendix to this volume is cer-
tainly not a definitive list.

At the outset, | was faced with the task of selecting from
these thousands of disparate social units a relatively small
number that might represent the cultural diversity—religious,
ethnic, social, and economic—of the subcontinent. Since
statistical sampling did not seem a reasonable way to proceed,
the selection of social units to be included in our coverage de-
pended very much on what study had already been done. For-
tunately the ethnography of South Asia has been very richly
covered, especially in India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka. As a start-
ing point, just under four dozen “peoples” that had been in-
cluded in the World Ethnographic Sample were deemed, by
that fact alone, worthy of inclusion here (though in several
cases no appropriate living author could be found).

A second procedure was to strive for coverage of castes
and tribes that, no matter how large or how small, figure
prominently in the ethnographic literature. The Todas, for
example, numbering a mere one thousand today, would have
been included even if they had not been in the World Ethno-
graphic Sample, simply because of the excellent monographs
of W.H.R. Rivers, M.B. Emeneau, Prince Peter, and A.R.
Walker.

A third requirement was to ensure that major cultural

categories such as the Tamils and Bengalis were covered, if
only because they often numbered tens of millions of people.
This will often mean that the volume has one such broad arti-
cle on, say, Tamils, as well as more specific articles on Vellalas
and Sri Lankan Tamils, who are actually Tamils too. I thus
saw no difficulty in including articles on groups of different
scale and size.

A final factor, a very important one, that helped deter-
mine our coverage was which authors might be available. In
some cases professional anthropologists volunteered to write
about a particular caste or tribe with which they were familiar,
and of course such offers were never refused. In other cases,
however, the obvious person to write about a particular social
group—the “authority” on them, so to speak—was unavaila-
ble or deceased. In the latter instances, where some sort of la-
cuna in our coverage seemed unavoidable—or where a geo-
graphical gap became apparent in some extensive tract of
territory that remained untouched by our coverage—the proj-
ect staff came into play. These were people at the HRAF of-
fice, especially Hugh R. Page, Jr., and anthropology students
at the University of Illinois, in Chicago, who worked with the
editor to produce articles based on already published ethno-
graphic literature. These articles had the effect of balancing
and supplementing our coverage of the South Asian societies
by other professional scholars. The articles have followed the
format established in volume 1 for the entire encyclopedia;
but we have included in this volume one lengthier article, on
Magar, which concentrates on a particular Hindu village and
gives a fair sense of the religious, economic, and interpersonal
details that have been noted throughout the subcontinent,
but for which space is otherwise not available here.

Reference Resources

The best single-volume introduction to all aspects of South
Asian culture and society is edited by Robinson (1989).
Basham (1963, 1975) are two excellent surveys of the history
and culture. For an anthropological survey of the subconti-
nent, Tyler (1973) and Maloney (1974) are both fairly good,;
and a more detailed survey of the literature on South Asian
society is Mandelbaum (1970), which has the virtue of paying
serious attention to regional variations in social organization.
There are innumerable other books that deal—as these do—
with caste society: a general introduction is provided by
Lannoy (1971), and two of the most useful are Hutton
(1963) and Dumont (1970). They may be supplemented
with Raheja’s recent survey article (1988). For specific,
though never up-to-date, cultural details about the several
thousand castes, subcastes, and tribes that make up South
Asian society, one should consult the relevant handbook
listed at the end of the appendix to this volume. Maloney
(1980) is a study of the Republic of the Maldives, while
Benoist (1978) is a handy account of Mauritian society. An
interesting cultural history of the Indian Ocean, which pays
particular attention to the island groups, is Toussaint (1966).
A long history of Indian anthropology has been published by
Vidyarthi (1979), but it lacks balance. Much more reliable is
the extensive survey of anthropology and sociology edited by
Srinivas et al. (1972-1974).

There are numerous excellent cultural histories of the
Indian subcontinent, the most detailed of which is the mul-
tivolume set edited by Majumdar et al. (1951-1969). Also
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very reliable are the Cambridge histories (Johnson et al.
1987-; Kumar et al. 1982; Rapson et al. 1922-1937). Stan-
dard single-volume histories include Smith (1958), Thapar
and Spear (1965-1966), and Majumdar, Raychaudhuri,
and Datta (1961). A brief modern account is by Kulke and
Rothermund (1986). Sri Lanka, which has quite a distinct
history, is covered by Codrington (1939). Extremely useful
for cultural as well as historical studies is the atlas edited by
Schwartzberg (1978). An even more up-to-date atlas is ed-
ited by Muthiah (1987), but it only covers the Republic of
India. Of regional geographies, Spate et al. (1972) and
Singh (1971) may be recommended.

Two good surveys of South Asian languages are Sebeok
(1969) and Shapiro and Schiffman (1981); Masica (1976) is
also helpful. Of course, bilingual dictionaries exist for every
major language. For Asian words that have crept into the En-
glish language, Yule and Burnell (1903) makes fascinating
browsing. There are numerous modern English-language nov-
els written by South Asians that poignantly reveal features of
ordinary life in the subcontinent. Without claiming any fa-
vorites, we will simply point to the work of Ahmad Ali, Mulk
Raj Anand, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Nirad C. Chaud-
huri, Anita Desai, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, Hanif Kureishi,
Manohar Malgonkar, Kamala Markandaya, Ved Mehta,
W. D. Merchant, Rohinton Mistry, R. K. Narayan, Raja Rao,
Salman Rushdie, Kushwant Singh, and Rabindranath Tagore
(their many books are not listed in the following bibliogra-
phy). Of British literature dealing with the old India there is a
massive amount: most outstanding surely are Rudyard
Kipling’s short stories, E. M. Forster's A Passage to India
(1924), and Leonard Woolf’s Village in the Jungle (1913).

A fine introduction to Indian religions and philosophy
was edited by de Bary (1958), a new edition of which was re-
cently prepared. Very similar in its coverage of Hinduism and
Buddhism, and like the preceding volume featuring many
translations from the classics, is Radhakrishnan and Moore
(1957). Another succinct introduction to Indian philosophy
is Bishop (1975). A concise dictionary of Hinduism is Stutley
and Stutley (1977); Garrett (1871-1873), though old, may
also be recommended.

The natural history of the subcontinent has been studied
in incredible detail, and so there are, for example, excellent
handbooks on the flora of each region (most of them now
quite old, however). A superb new encyclopedic survey that
covers flora, fauna, geography, geology, and climatology in a
single volume is edited by Hawkins (1986). Also very useful
for its botanical, zoological, and historical information (al-
though not for its out-of-date economic data) is Watt
(1908), which is a one-volume abridgment of A Dictionary of
the Economic Products of India that he wrote in 1885-1893. A
modern encyclopedia that covers much the same subject mat-
ter is The Wealth of India (1948-).

Two excellent guidebooks to the historical monuments
of South Asia, equally useful to the tourist and the scholar,
have been edited by Williams (1975) and Michell and Davies
(1989).

Numerous bibliographies of South Asian topics are
available. A useful bibliography of bibliographies for the re-
gion is by Drews and Hockings (1981). Patterson (1981) has
provided the most detailed bibliography for the whole sub-

continent. For Sri Lanka, however, one may consult Goone-

tileke (1970).
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Abor

ETHNONYMS: Abuit, Adi, Tani

Orientation

Identification. The name “Abor” is applied, in a general
sense, to all of the hill tribes that live in the area surrounding
the Assam Valley. In a more specific sense, it refers to those
peoples inhabiting the southern reaches of the Himalayan
range in A-runachal Pradesh. The Abor label refers to fifteen
related groups (Padam, Minyong, Pangis, Shimong, Ashing,
Pasi, Karko, Bokar, Bori, Ramo, Pailibo, Milan, Tangam,
Tangin, and Gallong), of which the Padam, Minyong, and
Shimong are the most numerous. Abor settlements are also
found in Tibet and China. The etymology of the word has
been the subject of considerable debate. Two interpretations
represent the range of opinion about the origin of the word.
The first holds that abor is of Assamese origin and is derived
from bori, meaning “subject, dependent,” and the negative
particle a-. Thus, “Abor” suggests one who does not submit
allegiance (i.e., one who is hostile, barbarous, or savage). The
alternative view connects the word with Abo, the primordial
man in Abor mythology. The final -7 is taken to be similar to
final -rr in tribal designations such as Aorr, Simirr, and Yim-
chungrr, which means “man.” In the 1960s, the Abor began
calling themselves Adis because of the negative connotations
of their former name (see Adi in the Appendix).

Location. Abor communities in India are concentrated
on the banks of the Siang and Yamne rivers. Their territory,
totaling some 20,000 square kilometers, has the India-Tibet
border as its northern boundary, Pasighat as its southern
boundary, and Gallong country and the Siyom river as its

western boundary. The region’s geographic coordinates are
28° and 29° N, by 95° and 96° E.
Demography. According to the 1971 census there were

4,733 Abor. A United Bible Societies survey suggests a total
Adi-speaking population of 84,026 in 1982.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Abor speak Adi (also called
Miri, Abor, Arbor, or Mishing), a language of the Tibeto-
Burman Stock belonging to the Sino-Tibetan Phylum.

History and Cultural Relations

The Abors immigrated to their Indian homeland from the
north crossing the Himalayas into the Assam Valley. Eventu-
ally they retreated into the highland regions that they cur-

rently occupy. The cause of this migration is unknown, al-
though natural causes and political upheaval have been sug-
gested as possible catalysts. It is also not known whether they
migrated as a solid body at a single point in history, or in
smaller subgroups over a period of several hundred years. Be-
tween 1847 and 1862, the British government tried unsuc-
cessfully to conquer all of Abor territory. Following the failure
of several military endeavors, a treaty was reached that guar-
anteed limited British hegemony and uninhibited trade and
communication on the frontier. In spite of occasional treaty
violations, an uneasy peace was maintained. After the final
British military action against the Abor (in response to the
murder of the assistant political officer and a companion) in
1912, the hills north of Assam were divided into western,
central, and eastern sections for administrative purposes. The
last of these were collectively given the name of Sadiya Fron-
tier Tract. In 1948, the Tirap Frontier Tract was divided into
the Mishmi Hills District and the Abor Hills District. Finally,
in 1954, the name of the Abor Hills District was changed to
the Siang Frontier Division. Since this time, the Abor have
undergone considerable acculturation, which has resulted in
a number of changes in the nature of village life, the local
economy, social structure, and political organization.

Settlements

Villages are usually built on hilltops (though in the plains,
Abor tend to follow the local practice of building villages on
level land). Preference is given to those locations that afford
access to a river by a sloping incline on one side and the pro-
tection of a very steep decline on the other side. Houses are
built on elevated platforms. They are arranged in rows ex-
tending from the top to the bottom of the hill, and are con-
structed so that the rear side of the house faces the hill itself.
Public buildings in a typical village include the moshup (bach-
elors’ dormitory), the rasheng (single females’ dormitory),
and granaries. In older villages, stone walls with wooden rein-
forcements are found. Major building materials are bamboo,
wood, thatching grass, and cane.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The major sub-
sistence activities are hunting, fishing, gathering, agriculture,
and barter of surplus crops for basic necessities and luxuries.
Slash-and-burn (or jhum) agriculture is the norm. Forest and
undergrowth are cut, dried, and burned, after which seeds are
planted. Soil fertility is maintained for a period of one to
three years using this method. Agricultural land is graded ac-
cording to latent fertility, and crops are assigned accordingly.
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Major crops include rice, five varieties of Job’s tears, four
types of finger millet, foxtail millet, maize, and namdung
(Perilla ocimoides, the seed of which is eaten whole or
ground). Green vegetables grown include mustard, country
bean, pumpkins, white gourds, small onions, soybeans, flat
beans, eggplants, bitter gourds, french beans, small mustard
plants, potatoes, tomatoes, and enge (Colocasia antiquorum).
Fruits grown include jackfruit, oranges, papayas, bananas,
and pineapples. Condiment crops are limited to chilies, gin-
ger, and sugarcane. Cotton is the most important of the sev-
eral fiber crops grown. Finally, tobacco is also raised. Gayals,
dogs, pigs, goats, and chickens are the most important of the
animals domesticated by the Abor. The Abor do not have a
currency of their own with any item of value (i.e., having a
practical or decorative use) being used as money. Metal items
are valued by the Abor, and the metal cauldron (danki) im-
ported from Tibet is particularly treasured.

Industrial Arts. Bamboo, wood, cane, clay, stone, glass,
metal, cotton, and wool are used as raw materials. Manufac-
tured items include yarn, woven cloth, personal attire (e.g.,
for daily, ceremonial, and military use), ornaments (e.g., for
ear, neck, waist, and wrist), household furniture, baskets,
utensils for the preparation and storage of food (e.g., bamboo
containers, wooden gourds, and metal pots), and implements
of war (e.g., bows, arrows, swords, shields, helmets, spiked
wristlets, and bamboo spikes or panjis).

Trade. Surplus goods are bartered by the Abor in ex-
change for various necessities and luxury items. Market rela-
tionships exist among the Abor themselves and trade routes
link them with markets in Nayi Lube (Tibet), Along, Pangin,
and Pasighat (the latter three being in Siang Frontier Divi-
sion). For example, raw hides and chilies are traded by the
Boris in Tibet for rock salt, woolen cloth, raw wool, Tibetan
swords and vessels, ear ornaments, and brass bangles. They
exchange salt, iron, and some utensils for other items with
neighboring groups. With the establishment of Along, Pasi-
ghat, and Pangin as administrative centers, Abor traders from
throughout the region come to these towns to barter their
goods. In addition to barter, currency is also used as a me-
dium of exchange.

ivision of Labor. While some tasks such as child care
and cooking are shared in some cases by men and women,
gender-based demarcation of responsibilities is followed in
others. For example, weaving is the province of women, while
the cutting and burning of trees and brush for jhum is a male
task. Generally speaking, women assume primary responsibil-
ity for cooking, maintenance of domestic animals, and the
seeding, weeding, and harvesting of jhum fields.

Land Tenure. Each village has its own territorial bound-
aries. Within these, the land belongs to the families inhabit-
ing the village. Roy has suggested that clan ownership of land
obtains in some older villages, though this is not the general
norm. Lal and Gupta suggested that in Minyong villages, the
dominant clan(s) is (are) the majority landholder(s). Theo-
retically all land belongs to the village. However, the families
that constitute a village have the right to cultivate the land
that they claim as their own.

Kinship, Marriage and Family

Kin Groups and Descent. Descent is patrilineal. Each of
the constituent Abor groups traces its descent from a single
mythical ancestor and is composed of a number of clans.
These clans are divided into various subclans (groups of fami-
lies that are the basic Abor social unit). Clan exogamy,
strictly adhered to at one time, has become less the norm for
the Abor due to population increase and dispersion. Sub-
clans, however, have remained strictly exogamous. Larger di-
visions may exist between the clan and group levels (e.g.,
among the Minyong, who are divided into two moieties).

Marriage. Monogamous unions are the norm, though
polygyny is also practiced. Divorce is frequent and easily ob-
tainable. Premarital sexual exploration is encouraged. Free-
dom of choice in mate selection is the norm, but parentally
arranged marriages also occur. Postmarital residence does not
fall neatly into any category, but it seems to be bilocal (the
newly married couple settling with the parents of either the
bride or the groom) in the beginning of the union and neo-
local after the birth of the first child. In some cases, the
youngest son of a family may remain in the home of his father
along with his wife and children.

Domestic Unit. The typical unit is made up of a husband
and wife, together with their children. However, a number of
variations in basic Minyong family composition have been
noted. Absolute authority resides with the male head of the
household. Joint families are rare because the allegiance of
male and female offspring is transferred, first to the male and
female dormitories, then to their own families, as the life
cycle progresses. While monogamous unions are the Abor
norm, polygynous arrangements are known. Consequently,
households with cowives are not rare.

Inheritance. The inheritance of all property descends
through the male line. Sons share equally in the real property
(land) of their father’s estate. The same is true of the family
house, though the youngest son inherits his father’s house if
he has chosen not to establish his own residence after mar-
riage. The care of the father's widow is the responsibility of
the youngest son. All other property owned by the father—
such as beads inherited from his father, implements used in
hunting and warfare, and clothing woven for him by his
wife—is divided equally among his sons. Some of his personal
effects (though none of real value) are used to decorate his
grave. Ornaments that a woman brings with her into a mar-
riage and those given to her by her husband remain hers and
are inherited by her daughters and daughters-in-law.

Socialization. The chief agents of socialization are a
child’s parents, the moshup (men’s dormitory), and the
rasheng (women’s dormitory). In the home, gender-specific
roles and responsibilities are introduced by the parents, and
children spend their days engaged in household and subsis-
tence activities. After a child is able to crawl, it is placed
under the care of its elder siblings. Once the child has
reached adolescence, responsibility for socialization shifts to
the moshup and rasheng, where children spend evenings after
their round of daily domestic chores is over. The dormitories
serve as the training ground for men and women until they
are married and are able to establish their own households.
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Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. The primary allegiance of an individ-
ual is to his or her family. The cohesion of larger groups
within the society, such as subclans, clans, and moieties, can
also be occasioned by disputes and conflicts that threaten
one or more of the constituent members of these larger
groups. Among the Abor’s primary institutions must be in-
cluded jhum agriculture, the nuclear family, the moshup, and
the rasheng. The anticipated secondary institutions (i.e., core
religious beliefs, ritual cults, and folklore corpus) also obtain
among the Abor. Traditionally, social status was achieved
through the accumulation of wealth. Today, education and
occupation are also viewed as signs of status.

Political Organization. Each village is an autonomous
unit whose affairs are administered by a council (kebang).
Council membership consists of clan representatives and in-
dividual village members. Every aspect of village life is gov-
erned by the kebang. This includes the mediation of local dis-
putes. Groups of villages are organized into bangos, which are
governed by a bango council. Disputes between bangos are
mediated by a bogum bokang (a temporary interbango council
made up of bango elders from the same group).

Social Control.  Sources of conflict within Abor society in-
clude marital and familial disputes, divorce, theft, assault,
and inheritance disputes. The resolution of conflict and the
regulation of behavior within the society are the responsibility
of the village kebang, the bango council, and the bogum
bokang. Order is maintained through a system of customary
law that deals with matrimonial and familial affairs, property
rights, personal injury, and inheritance. Provision is made for
the use of ordeals when the mediation of disputes by humans
proves unsuccessful.

Conflict. Disputes between the Abor and neighboring
peoples are no longer resolved by means of armed conflict. In-
ternal (i.e., within the various Abor groups) and external
(i.e., with neighboring peoples) warfare were effectively elimi-
nated after the initiation of British rule. Conflict between vil-
lages is handled by the bango council and the resolution of
interbango conflict is the responsibility of the bogum bokang.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Abor religion is characterized by a belief
in a host of spirits (uyu), both beneficent and malevolent. Of
these, the Epom (offspring of Robo, father of evil spirits) fig-
ure prominently. They are the adversaries of human beings
(who are believed to be the offspring of Robo’s primordial
brother, Nibo) and are said to induce accidents. The souls of
those who have not been properly buried or who died unnat-
ural deaths become urams (evil spirits who join the Epom in
combat against humanity). Other notable evil spirits include
the nipong (spirit of a woman who dies during pregnancy) and
the aying wyu (lowland evil spirits whose assaults are directed
against men and women of all ages). Among the more impor-
tant benevolent spirits, Benji Bama (controller of human des-
tiny) must be noted, and each natural force is believed to pos-
sess a spirit that must be held in check through proper
personal conduct and the performance of certain rituals. In
addition, the Abor believe in several eternal beings (e.g., Seti,
the earth, and Melo, the sky) who were in existence before
creation and are removed from the affairs of humanity. These

beings belong to a higher order than the spirits, and they fig-
ure prominently in Abor creation myths.

Religious Practitioners. The Abor have two categories of
religious practitioners: the epak miri (diviner) and the nyibo
(medicine man). Through the use of incantations, herbs, div-
ination, and spiritual discernment, they determine which
spirits are responsible for their misfortune and appease these
malevolent forces through the invocation of a familiar spirit.
This spirit possesses the body of the practitioner and assists
the soul of the epak miri or nyibo in locating the spirit that
must be appeased and in arranging for a suitable propitiatory
act of the individual who has been afflicted. The nyibo estab-
lishes contact with the world of spirits by recounting creation
stories, while the epak miri utilizes dance and song. No spe-
cial social significance is attached to either office, though the
epak miri is allowed to wear special beads on ceremonial
occasions.

Ceremonies. Ceremonial activity accompanies the major
events in the human life cycle and is also associated with af-
fairs of state, the life of the moshup and rasheng, subsistence
activities, warfare, and health care. Song and dance are of
great importance on these occasions. The epak miri, who is
also the guardian of tribal myths, histories, genealogies, and
other traditional lore, is the central figure during these ritual
observances.

Arts. In addition to those artifacts manufactured by the
Abors that have a utilitarian or ornamental purpose, tattoo-
ing is also practiced by many groups. Abor oral literature in-
cludes a number of myths, legends, folktales, traditional bal-
lads (abangs), religious ballads (ponungs), and political
narrations (abes). The recent introduction of writing has con-
tributed to an increase in this literature. While musical com-
positions are few in number, dance is a highly developed art
form among the Abor.

Medicine. In traditional Abor thought, sickness is be-
lieved to have its basis in the malevolent activity of forces in
the spirit world and treatment consists of the ministrations of
the epak miri. It is his or her job to ascertain from the spirit

world which spirit has been offended and how expiation is to
be made.

Death and Afterlife. It is believed that life continues be-
yond the grave, in a land where each of the uyus has its indi-
vidual abode. When one dies, his or her soul is taken to the
domain of the uyu who was the cause of death. An individual
enjoys the same status and life-style that he or she had while
alive. For this reason the deceased is provided with food,
drink, possessions, and other tools and provisions to ensure
comfort in the afterlife.
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Agaria

ETHNONYMS: Agariya, Agharia

Although the Agaria are not a homogeneous group, it is
believed they were originally a Dravidian-speaking branch of
the Gond tribe. As a separate caste, however, they do distin-
guish themselves from others by their profession as iron
smelters. Their population was 17,548 in 1971, and they were
widely dispersed across central India on the Maikal range in
Mandla, Raipur, and Bilaspur districts of Madhya Pradesh.
There are other castes of Agarias among the Lohars as well.
The Agaria’s name comes from either the Hindu god of fire
Agni, or their tribal demon who was born in flame, Agyasur.

The Agaria live in their own section of a village or town,
or sometimes they have their own hamlet outside of a town.
Some travel from town to town working their trade as well. As
already indicated, the traditional occupation of the Agaria is
iron smelting. They get their ore from the Maikal range, pre-
ferring stones of a dark reddish color. Ore and charcoal are
placed in furnaces that are blasted by a pair of bellows worked
by the smelters’ feet and channeled to the furnace through
bamboo tubes, a process that is kept up for hours. The clay in-
sulation of the kiln is broken up and the molten slag and
charcoal are taken and hammered. They produce plowshares,
mattocks, axes, and sickles.

Traditionally both men and women (in Bilaspur men
only) collect the ore and make the charcoal for the furnaces.
At dusk the women clean and prepare the kilns for the next
day’s work, by cleaning and breaking up the pieces of ore and
roasting them in an ordinary fire; the tuyeres (cylindrical clay
vents for delivering air to a furnace) are rolled by hand and
made by the women as well. During smelting operations the
women work the bellows, and the men hammer and fashion
the ore on anvils. The construction of a new furnace is an im-
portant event involving the whole family: the men dig the
holes for the posts and do the heavy work, the women plaster

the walls, and the children bring water and clay from the river;
upon completion, a mantra (prayer) is recited over the fur-
nace to ensure its productiveness.

There are two endogamous subcastes among the Agaria,
the Patharia and the Khuntias. These two subgroups do not
even share water with each other. The exogamous divisions
usually have the same names as the Gonds, such as Sonureni,
Dhurua, Tekam, Markam, Uika, Purtai, Marai, to name a few.
Some names such as Ahindwar, Ranchirai, and Rattoria are
of Hindi origin and are an indication that some northem
Hindus possibly have been incorporated into the tribe. Indi-
viduals belonging to a section are believed to constitute a
lineage with a common ancestor and are therefore exoga-
mous. Descent is traced patrilineally. Marriages are usually ar-
ranged by the father. When a boy’s father decides to arrange a
marriage, emissaries are sent to the girl’s father and if ac-
cepted presents will follow. Contrary to Hindu marriage cus-
toms, marriage is permitted during the monsoons when iron
smelting is postponed and there is no work. A bride-price is
generally paid a few days before the ceremony. As with the
Gonds, first cousins are permitted to marry. Widow marriage
is accepted and is expected with one’s late husband’s younger
brother, particularly if he is a bachelor. Divorce is allowed for
either party in cases of adultery, extravagance, or mistreat-
ment. If a woman leaves her husband without being divorced,
the other man by custom is obligated to pay a price to the
husband. Even among the widely dispersed subgroups of the
Agaria there traditionally has been discrimination: among
the Asur, marriage was sanctioned by custom with the
Chokh, although both groups refused to marry with the
Hindu Lohar subgroup, owing to their lower status.

The family god is Dulha Deo, to whom offerings of goats,
fowl, coconuts, and cakes are made. They also share the
Gond deity of the forest, Bura Deo. Lohasur, the iron demon,
is their professional deity, whom they believe inhabits the
smelting kilns. During Phagun and on the day of Dasahia the
Agaria make offerings of fowl as a sign of devotion to their
smelting implements. Traditionally, village sorcerers were re-
cruited during times of sickness to determine the deity who
had been offended, to whom an atonement would then be

offered.
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Ahir

ETHNONYMS: Gahra, Gaolan, Gaoli, Gerala, Goala, Golkar,
Mahakul, Rawat

The Ahir are a caste of cowherds, milkers, and cattle
breeders widely dispersed across the Gangetic Plain, espe-
cially in the more easternly part (Bihar, Bengal, and eastern
Madhya Pradesh). The Ahir must number well over a million
today: they numbered 750,000 in the Central Provinces and
Berar in 1911, ranking as the sixth-largest caste in terms of
numbers. In many castes there is a separate division of Ahirs,
such as the Ahir Sunars, Sutars, Lohars, Shimpis, Salic,
Guraos, and Kolis. The name “Ahir” is derived from
“Abhira,” a tribe mentioned several times in inscriptions and
the Hindu sacred books. “Goala,” meaning a cowherd or “a
protector of cows,” is the Bengali name for the caste, and the
term “Gaoli” is now used in Madhya Pradesh State to signify
a dairy worker.

Some dialects named after the Abhira or Ahirs are still
spoken. One, known as Ahirwati, is spoken in the Rohtals
and Gurgaon districts, the Punjab, and near Delhi. The
Malwi dialect of Rajasthani is also known as Ahiri; there is a
dialect of Gujarati called Khandeshi, also known as Ahirani.
These linguistic survivals are an indication that the Ahirs
were early settlers in the Delhi country of the Punjab, and in
Malwa and Khandesh.

The Ahir were apparently one of the immigrant tribes
from central Asia who entered India during the early Chris-
tian era. The Ahir have been for centuries a purely occupa-
tional caste, mainly recruited from the indigenous tribes. As
cattle must graze in the forest during hot weather, there is a
close relationship between Ahirs and many of the forest
tribes. Many Ahir in Mandla, for example, are barely consid-
ered Hindus, because they live in Gond villages (a forest
tribe).

Only about 30 percent of the Ahirs are still occupied in
breeding cattle and dealing in milk and butter. About 4 per-
cent are domestic servants, and nearly all the remainder were
cultivators and laborers in 1931. Formerly the Ahirs had the
exclusive right to milk cows, so that on all occasions an Ahir
had to be hired for this purpose even by the lowest caste.

The caste has exogamous sections, which are of the usual
low-caste type, with titular or totemistic names. The marriage
of persons belonging to the same section and of first cousins
is prohibited. A man may marry his wife’s younger sister while
his wife is living. The practice of exchanging girls between
families is permissible.

The Ahir have a special relation to the Hindu religion,
owing to their association with the sacred cow, which is itself
revered as a goddess. Among the special deities of the Ahirs is
Kharsk Deo, who is always located at the place of assembly of
the cattle. Mater Deo is the god of the pen. A favorite saint is
Haridas Baba. The main festival is the Diwali, falling about
the beginning of November. All people observe this feast by
illuminating their houses with many small saucer-lamps and

with fireworks.
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Anavil Brahman

ETHNONYM: Grhastha Brahman

Anavil Brahmans are grhastha or “homeowner” Brah-
mans, which means they cannot perform priestly functions.
They are traditionally landowners. There are also bhikshuka
or mendicant priests among Anavil Brahmans. There seems
to be a clear distinction between these two kinds of Anavil
Brahmans, along with a certain amount of ambivalence that
results from the contrast between the independence of the
Anavil Brahmans as self-supporting landowners and the vil-
lage priest’s “obligation” to beg.

The Anavil Brahmans have been large landowners for at
least three centuries. It is not clear from historical sources
when the Anavil Brahmans settled in Gujarat. In the nine-
teenth century some Anavil Brahmans left the central part of
the state and moved to the sparsely populated hills in the east
(Mahuva, Vyara) where they employed the aboriginal, tribal
population of the area as laborers.

There are two types of agricultural land: irrigated and
nonirrigated. In the southern part of the Surat District in Gu-
jarat, the land is well irrigated, and hence this is the tradi-
tional rice-growing region. Another cultivated cash crop from
the district is ginger, as well as various other spices. In the
north cotton is the main cash crop.

Within the endogamous unit, the jati, are two distin-
guishable groups of unequal social status: the Desai descen-
dants of tax farmers, and the non-Desai. Non-Desai farmers
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strive to marry their daughters to Desai men but at the cost of
large dowries. Hypergamy is also practiced. This system per-
mits a woman to marry a man of a higher but not a lower so-
cial status than her own. Anavil Brahmans have a preference
for patrilocality, patrilineal systems of inheritance, and resi-
dence in joint family groups. Brahmanic ideals lead to a pref-
erence for dowry marriage. The laws of Manu distinguish
eight different forms of marriage, of which four are actually
variations of the dowry marriage; and it is these four that are
theoretically recommended to Brahmans.
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Andamanese

ETHNONYM: Mincopie

Orientation

Identification. The Andamanese are the indigenous tribes
of Negrito hunters and gatherers of the Andaman Islands. In
1908, the term “Andamanese” referred to thirteen distinct
tribal groups, each distinguished by a different dialect and
geographical location. Today only four tribes remain and are
referred to collectively as “Andamanese.” The four extant
tribes are the Ongees of Little Andaman Island, the Sentine-
lese of North Sentinel Island, the Jarwas of the Middle
Andamans, and the Great Andamanese of Strait Island.

Location. The Andaman Islands, which comprise an ar-
chipelago of 348 islands, are located in the Bay of Bengal be-
tween 10°30’ and 13°30’ N and 92°20’ and 93°0’ E. The
total land area is 8,293 square kilometers, of which about
1,464 square kilometers are covered with tropical rain forests.
The northern and central islands are hilly, while the southern
islands are surrounded by offshore coral reefs and are criss-
crossed with tidal creeks. The southwestern and northwestern
monsoons create a rainy season that lasts approximately nine
to ten months each year; annual precipitation is 275 to 455
centimeters. The only dry season on the islands begins in
February and ends in March.

Demography. In 1800, the total tribal population on the
islands was estimated at approximately 3,575. In 1901, the
estimate dropped to 1,895, and in 1983, the total tribal popu-
lation was 269. Of the 1983 estimate only the count of 9
Great Andamanese and 98 Ongees was accurate. The Jarwas
and the Sentinelese are isolated by topography and by each

tribe’s hostility toward outsiders. Since 1789, the population
of nontribal peoples on the islands has steadily increased.
The total number of outsiders on the islands was 157,552 in
1983 compared to the 269 tribals. The intrusion of outsiders
and diseases introduced by them, such as measles, ophthal-
mia, and venereal disease, has contributed directly to the
overall decline in tribal population and its disproportionate
male/female ratio. The islands’ expanding timber industry
and the settlement of increasing numbers of nontribals, pri-
marily from mainland India, also have reduced the total area
available for use by the tribals.

Linguistic Affiliation.  Areal linguistic connection of An-
damanese with South and Southeast Asian language areas
has not been systematically established. Andamanese as a
language family is composed of two main groups: Proto-Little
Andamanese, which includes Ongee, Jarwa, and Sentinelese;
and Proto-Great Andamanese. Proto—Great Andamanese is
further subdivided into three groups: Bea and Baie of South
Andamans; Puchikwar, Kede, Juwoi, Koi, and Jko of Middle
Andamans; and Bo, Chari, Jeru, and Kora of North Anda-
mans. Early ethnographic accounts suggest that each of the
tribal groups on the islands spoke mutually unintelligible lan-
guages. Yet linguistic records, compiled by the island’s ad-
ministrators and more recent research, suggest a great degree
of overlap in terms used by each group.

History and Cultural Relations

The Andamanese are believed to share a cultural affinity with
some of the Orang Aslis of insular Southeast Asia. It has
been argued that the Andamanese arrived from the Malay
and Burmese coasts by land in late quaternary times or, at a
later time, by sea. There is also speculation that the Anda-
manese came from Sumatra via the Nicobar Islands. How-
ever, the precise origins of the Andamanese remain scholarly
speculations that have not been thoroughly investigated and
researched. The early recorded history of the islands began in
earnest with the British in 1788. Rapid changes in trade
winds in the area, monsoons, and coral reefs surrounding the
islands caused many shipwrecks; those few who survived ship-
wrecks were killed by the Andamanese. In an effort to estab-
lish a safe harbor for their ships, the British made many un-
successful attempts to pacify the islanders. In 1859, the
British established Port Blair, a penal settlement on Middle
Andamans; the location was chosen because it was fortified
by its isolation and by Andamanese hostility. Over a period of
time the Great Andamanese, who occupied the forests sur-
rounding Port Blair, were pacified and even cooperated with
British authorities in tracking down escaped convicts. Today
the islands form a part of the Union Territory of India. The
British imperial administration established “Andaman
homes” (large permanent residences under a supervisor) for
the tribals in an effort to foster a cordial relationship through
exposure to European civilization. By 1875, Andamanese cul-
ture had come under scientific scrutiny, as anthropologists fi-
nally realized that this was a group of people dangerously
close to extinction. From 1879, under the direction of British
scholars, Andamanese culture was documented, cataloged,
exhibited, and written about, especially with regard to linguis-
tics and physical anthropology. Since Indian independence in
1947, many different plans for the social welfare and eco-
nomic development of the islands and the tribal population
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have been implemented. Today the remaining four tribal
groups are under the government-controlled institution
called Andaman Adim Jan Jati Vikas Samiti. Government
planners, administrators, and social workers face a dilemma
in determining what kinds of changes in the traditional
worldview of the remaining tribal groups, especially the
Ongees, should be effected. The Jarwas and the Sentinelese
have remained largely outside the framework of structured
and prolonged welfare activities. The Great Andamanese,
who of the four groups have had the longest period of contact
with outsiders, are the most dependent on outsiders and their
goods; they also are the smallest group, with practically no
memory of their own language and traditions.

Settlements

Andamanese settlement patterns are based on seasonal
changes. During the relatively dry season (from October to
February) simple thatched lean-to huts are set up in a circular
formation close to the coastal area by four families or more.
All huts face the central campground created by the sur-
rounding huts. Usually the separate huts for the unmarried
men and newly married couples do not form a part of the huts
surrounding the campground. During the months of May to
September, the Andamanese move from the coast to the for-
est where pigs are hunted and honey, fruit, and tubers are col-
lected. Violent rainstorms, which occur from May to Septem-
ber, make it impossible for the Andamanese to hunt turtles,
dugongs, or fish from their canoes. The move from the coast
to the forest is marked by a change in settlement pattern:
though camps are set up in the forest as they are at the coast,
only four or five families stay in one camp. As the wet season
ends, each family moves to its clan’s traditional hut, which is
circular and houses from fifteen to twenty sleeping platforms.
A clan’s hut is stationary and is maintained throughout the
year by the men of the clan. With the exception of a clan’s
hut, all housing is temporary. A clan’s hut, usually 5 to 7 me-
ters in diameter, has a woven thatched roof and side walls.
Permanently installed sleeping platforms for each nuclear
family are arranged circularly within each hut. Housing, in
the forest and at the coast, is usually dismantled before leav-
ing a campsite. At each new campsite—selected for its prox-
imity to fresh water and firewood—a new sleeping platform,
about 70 centimeters above the ground, is constructed for
each hut. Each family retains its sleeping mats and log head-
rests and moves them to each new campsite. The government
of India has constructed wooden houses situated on 2-meter
stilts for the Great Andamanese and the Ongees. Some fami-
lies use these, but among the Ongees they are not very popu-
lar and the structures are used primarily for storage.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Hunting and
gathering, predicated on a seasonal translocationary pattern,
characterize Andamanese culture. The Jarwas and Senti-
nelese are still completely dependent on hunting and gather-
ing activities. Among the Ongees, however, plantation culti-
vation of coconuts has become important since its introduc-
tion in 1958. Although the Ongees gather the coconuts, they
do not want to be involved with, nor do they participate in,
any form of agricultural activity. The Ongees are paid for
gathering coconuts by the welfare agency with food rations

and industrial products from mainland India. Consequently,
the forest products they consume increasingly are being re-
placed by imported products. Among the Great Andamanese
hunting is only an occasional activity. They are paid a
monthly allowance by the government and also receive wages
for taking care of the citrus fruit plantations. Fishing in the
sea is usually done with bows and arrows while standing in
knee-deep water, especially during low tide, and it is a year-
round activity. Occasionally lines and hooks are used to fish
in the sea. Hand-held nets are used to fish and to gather crabs
and other shellfish from the island’s inland creeks. Fish is an
important part of Andamanese culture; in the different dia-
lects the term for “food” is the same as that for “fish.” Tradi-
tionally the northern groups caught sea turtles in large nets,
but this is not done by the southern groups. Ongees paddle
out to sea in their dugout outrigger canoes to hunt sea turtles
and dugongs with harpoons. During the wet season the An-
damanese hunt pigs in the forest with bows and detachable
arrowheads. Dogs, introduced to the island in 1850 and the
only domesticated animals among the Andamanese, are
sometimes used to track down the pigs. Throughout the year
there is a strong dependence on gathering a variety of items,
such as turtle eggs, honey, yams, larvae, jackfruit, wild citrus
fruits, and wild berries.

Industrial Arts. Traditionally the Andamanese were de-
pendent on the forest and the sea for all resources and raw
materials. Raw materials such as plastic and nylon cords have
now been incorporated into Andamanese material culture:
plastic containers are used for storage; nylon cords are used as
string to make nets. These items are usually discarded by
passing ships and fishing boats and are then washed up onto
the islands. The Indian government distributes as gifts to the
Ongees, Jarwas, and Sentinelese metal pots and pans, and as
a consequence metal cookware has nearly replaced the tradi-
tional hand-molded clay cooking pots that were sun-dried
and partially fire-baked. The Ongees continue to make clay
pots but use them primarily for ceremonial occasions. Ongees
grind metal scraps, found on the shore or received from the
government, on stones and rocks to fashion their cutting
blades and arrowheads. Prior to the introduction of metal in
1870 by the British, the Ongees made adzes and arrowheads
from shells, bones, or hard wood. Although iron is highly val-
ued by the Ongees, they do not use iron nails to join objects.
Ongees still join objects by carving or tying rattan rope, cane
strips, or strands of nylon cord. Smoking pipes, outrigger ca-
noes, and cylindrical containers for holding honey are among
the many items carved by the Ongees.

Trade. Traditionally trade within a group was conducted
between the bands identified as pig hunters (forest dwellers)
and turtle hunters (coastal dwellers). The pig hunter band
traded clay paint, clay for making pots, honey, wood for bows
and arrows, trunks of small trees for canoes, and betel nuts in
exchange for metal gathered from the shore, shells for orna-
ments, ropes and strings made from plant fibers and nylon,
and edible lime gathered by the turtle hunters. The bands
would take turns serving as host for these organized events of
exchange. Historically the Andamanese gathered honey,
shells, and ambergris to trade with outsiders in return for
clothes, metal implements, or even cosmetics. Under the im-
perial administration trade with outsiders was the means of
entry for opium and liquor into the Northern Andamanese
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community. According to the Ongees in the days before co-
conut plantations and the help of the welfare agencies, they
and their ancestors would travel by canoe northward to Port
Blair to exchange with other Andamanese for the sugar and
tobacco received from the British administration.

0

vision of Labor.  Only men hunt pigs, dugongs, and tur-
tles. Both men and women perform all other activities of day-
to-day life, including child care, cooking, and the gathering of
food resources and raw materials.

Land Tenure. Traditionally, among the Andamanese cer-
tain territories were identified as belonging to a specific band.
In the Northern and the Middle Andamans it was frequently
necessary to pass through another’s territory. The trespassers
were obliged to behave as guests in another’s territory and, in
return, the owners of a given territory were obliged to behave as
cordial hosts. Thus, a feeling of mutual interdependence and a
value for hunting and gathering in each other’s part of the is-
land has created a process of shared production and consump-
tion. Among the Ongees of Little Andaman, where no other
tribal group resides, the island is divided into four major parts
and identified with two pairs of mythical birds, each of which is
associated with land or water. The four divisions of land repre-
sent the four Ongee clans. Each section of the island is further
subdivided into sections of land associated with a lineage.
These land divisions, known as megeyabarrotas, are identified
with a person’s matrilineage and, depending on whether the
territory is in the forest or on the coast, with either the turtle
hunters (eahambelakwe) or the pig hunters (ehansakwe).
Ongees prefer to hunt and gather in their own megeyabarrota
but there are no restrictions on hunting in someone else’s
megeyabarrota. If one does hunt in another’s megeyabarrota
one is obliged to offer and share first with the owners any re-
source taken. A person’s identity with a megeyabarrota plays a
crucial role in Ongee rituals and ceremonies; for example,
consummation of a marriage must occur in the wife’s megeya-
barrota, and a dead person’s bones must be kept in the berale
(circular hut) of a descendant’s megeyabarrota.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The present small size of the
population and the limited information available on the
Northern and Middle Andamans makes it difficult to create a
comprehensive picture of Andamanese kinship. Earlier eth-
nographic accounts present the basic tribal division as the
“sept,” but Radcliffe-Brown’s observations lead us to believe
that groups came together to ensure friendly relations. On
the basis of Ongee ethnographic material and early descrip-
tions of the Andamanese, it is beyond a doubt that the Anda-
manese have bilateral descent groups.

Kinship Terminology. The kinship system is cognatic
and terminology, on the whole, specifies classificatory rela-
tions. Prefixes are affixed to classificatory terms of reference
that also emphasize senior and junior age differentials.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Marriage is arranged by the elders within the
prescribed group, that is, between turtle hunters and pig
hunters. A man’s patrilineal relatives take gifts and demand a
daughter from a man’s matrilineal group. Among the Ongees,
population decline often makes it impossible for a young man

to marry his classificatory cross cousin, and consequently he
sometimes must marry a much older woman who is his moth-
er’s classificatory cross cousin. Monogamy is a strict rule. An
older man or woman who has lost a spouse receives priority
for marriage. Levirate marriage is acceptable. Marriage is a
highly valued status. Both Man and Radcliffe-Brown imply
that residence is ambilocal, but some of Radcliffe-Brown’s
remarks indicate a tendency towards virilocal residence.
Among the Ongees a newly married couple stays with the
wife's matrilineal relatives at least until a child is born. After a
child is born the couple may move to live with the husband’s
siblings and their families. Divorce is rare and is considered
immoral after the birth of a child.

Domestic Unit. The nuclear family is the major group
around which all activities revolve. The nuclear family in-
cludes a married couple’s own children as well as any adopted

children.

Inheritance. Men and women inherit rights and obliga-
tions primarily from their matrilineal lineage. Tools and ca-
noes may be inherited from the father’s side.

Socialization. Customarily children are given in adoption.
The responsibility of early socialization of the child rests with
the child’s matrilineal relatives. Once a young boy is ready for
initiation his training and education become the responsibil-
ity of his father and his paternal relatives. After a girl’s first
menstruation she is even more closely aligned with her matri-
lineal relatives. Children of both sexes are taught about the
forest while they accompany their elders on various hunting
and gathering activities. Through play and the making of toy
canoes, bows and arrows, shelters, and small nets, children
are introduced to the basic requisite skills.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social and Political Organization. Traditionally speakers

of a dialect resided as an independent and autonomous group
in a specific part of the islands. Each local group was further
divided up, especially in the Northern and the Middle Anda-
mans, into twenty to fifty people who, depending on the sea-
son, lived either at the coast or in the forest. Marriage alli-
ances and adoptions between coastal and forest dwellers
controlled conflict; those social controls were supplemented
by the dictates of the elders.

Social Control. The Andamanese value system is the basic
means for maintaining social control. Direct confrontation is
avoided, and “going away”—that is, leaving the source and
scene of conflict for a short time—is encouraged. Usually a
person expresses resentment by breaking or destroying some
piece of property at the campsite and then staying in the for-
est for a few days. While the offended person is gone, other
campmates fix up the destroyed property and wait for that
person, who is taken back without recriminations.

Conflict. Occasionally neighboring groups would have a
conflict of interests; however, hostility never escalated be-
yond the level of avoidance. When problems between groups
would arise, women, through informal channels of negotia-
tion, were instrumental in the resolution of tension. Resolu-
tion was usually marked by a feast in which the groups in con-
flict would participate. Between neighboring groups with
different identities that were marked by different spoken dia-
lects, the peacemaking ceremony consisted of a sequence of
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shared feasts held over a period of time. The imperial admin-
istrators of the islands acknowledged the position of influ-
ence held by some of the elders, and thus titles such as raja
were introduced and functionary chiefs created. The position
of raja was always held by an elder who could speak the ad-
ministration’s language of Hindustani.

Religion and Expressive Culture
Religious Beliefs. The basic belief system of the Anda-

manese may be characterized as animistic. All living things
are believed to be endowed with power that affects human be-
ings. The universe is a multilayered structure, a configuration
of various places through which spirits and the smell and the
breath of humans, animals, and plants move. Restriction of
movement is regarded as a major threat to the order of nature,
since each place within space is associated with a distinct type
of spirit that permits or restricts the movements of all living
things.

Formless, boneless, and smell-absorbing spirits live in
different parts of the forest and the sea and may be divided
into two main categories: those associated with natural phe-
nomena and those of the dead. Natural phenomena, such as
earthquakes, thunder, rainbows, waterspouts in the sea, and
storms, mark the arrival at and departure from the islands of
the spirits associated with the winds coming from different di-
rections. The second significant category of spirits, those of
the dead, may be further subdivided into benevolent and ma-
levolent spirits. When a person dies his body undergoes a se-
quence of burial rites; a secondary burial rite transforms a
dead person's spirit into a benevolent spirit who helps the liv-
ing. Persons who die and do not receive the appropriate burial
rites become a class of malevolent spirits who cause harm.
The Andamanese, and specifically the Ongees, share an iden-
tity and space with the spirits; that is, spirits are formed from
dead Andamanese and both spirits and the living compete in
hunting and gathering the same resources on the islands.

Religious Practitioners. The only distinguishable practi-
tioner is the spirit communicator who communicates with an-
cestral spirits while dreaming or being in a state of uncon-
sciousness. Frequent contact with spirits endows the okojumu
or okopaid (medicine man) with supernatural powers. Among
the Ongees such a specialist is called torale and he or she is
consulted by the community to locate resources, cure the
sick, and plan the group’s routine and ceremonial activities.
Ongees believe that anyone can become a torale, but only an
apprenticeship under an experienced torale provides one with
the skill to navigate to and from the spirit world.

Ceremonies. Major ceremonies are held for the initiation
of young men and women and at the time of death. There is a
continuity between these ceremonies: initiation completes
the child, who is closer in identity to the spirits prior to initia-
tion, and makes him a full human being; the funerary ceremo-
nies transform the human being into a full spirit. Singing,
dancing, and feasts form an integral part of these occasions
and other rites of passage. These ceremonies entail certain
food restrictions and prescriptions for the participating indi-
vidual and his or her family. Ceremonial singing and dancing
frequently accompany changes in residence, from forest to
sea or sea to forest, and the change of seasons. The launching
of a new canoe is also marked by ceremonies.

Arts. The primary art form practiced by the Andamanese
is clay painting of the body and the face. Each lineage has its
own distinct design that is painted on the faces of men and
women. The paint is made of red, white, or yellow clay mixed
with water and/or pig fat. Intricate geometric patterns are ap-
plied to the body and the face with fingers or wooden comb-
like instruments. Body painting accompanies almost all cere-
monies; face painting is an everyday affair. Usually the
woman paints each member of her family. Men and women
make and wear ornaments made of shells and different plant
materials to wear at organized singing sessions. The singing
sessions are of the call-and-response style, and any individual
may lead the songs. The elders will also sing traditional songs
to which new lines are never added. The subject matter for
traditional songs is historical and mythological events. On-
gees regard traditional songs as a form of “weeping and cry-
ing” and the songs are sung in a formalized “crying” style.
Storytelling, with dramatic enactments and highly stylized
discourse, is another form of expression that brings camp-
mates, especially the children, together. Among the Ongees
some individuals are acknowledged to be better storytellers
than others and are frequently called upon to perform. With
the exception of the Great Andamanese who use sounding
boards to accompany their singing and dancing, no musical
instruments are used among the Andamanese. The dance
steps ate all a traditional body of choreographed movements
that are performed on specific ceremonial occasions. Rhythm
for dancing is usually accomplished by hand clapping and the
slapping of the foot against the body and ground. Men and
women always dance separately.

Medicine. The Andamanese believe that the body gets
sick when it becomes either too hot or too cold. Extremes in
body temperature result in the release (hot) or solidification
(cold) of body fluids and smell. The spirit communicator di-
agnoses the illness and usually attributes it to spirits. Depend-
ing upon the diagnosis, an illness is cured through the appli-
cation of clay paints, mixed with other substances, in
conjunction with the body either being tied with a cord
around the affected part or being cut to make it bleed. Mas-
sage is also used to cure. As a preventive medicine, the Anda-
manese wear amulets made out of the bones of dead relatives
that are believed to ward off any malevolent spirit who may
cause sickness.

Death and Afterlife. When a person dies his “body inter-
nal” is believed to escape into either the forest or the sea.
Thus a dead coastal dweller becomes a spirit of the sea
(jurua) and a dead forest dweller becomes a spirit in the forest
(lau). Those who die in accidents or those whose dead body
did not receive the appropriate ceremonial burial become ma-
levolent spirits who cause sickness and death among human
beings. Through secondary burial the bones of the dead per-
son are recovered and made into amulets and body orna-
ments that attract the spirits of benevolent ancestors who will
help and keep safe his living human relatives. The Ongees be-
lieve that the spirits of dead ancestors are attracted to the is-
lands and, through a series of events, are transformed into the
fetuses in human mothers. Thus the spirits of the ancestors
become the children of the Ongees.
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VISHVAJIT PANDYA

Anglo-Indian

ETHNONYMS: Castee, East Indian, Eurasian, Goan,
Goanese, Mustee

This term has been used in two distinct senses. Up to
about 1900 it meant a British person (whether of English,
Scottish, Irish or Welsh ancestry) who had been born in India
(“country born”) and resided there. But since 1900 the term
“Anglo-Indian” has been applied to those previously known
as Eurasians who were of mixed European and Indian descent
(they had been known in earlier times as “East Indians”).
Anglo-Indians in this latter sense are found today in all cities
of India, as well as in Britain, Canada, and Australia. The last
census count of them, in 1951, identified 11,637 in the Re-
public of India.

The English have been going to India for 1,000 years.
Possibly the first English visitor was Swithelm or Sigelinus, an
envoy sent by King Alfred to visit the tomb of St. Thomas in
AD. 884. He is said to have returned home safely. An equally
dramatic journey was that of Thomas Coryate, whose cele-
brated walk from Somerset to Ajmere took three years. But by
1615, when he reached India, English visitors were becoming
commonplace due to expanding trade with the Mogul Em-
pire. While there is no evidence that Swithelm left any prog-
eny in India, many later European visitors did. It was custom-
ary in Indian inns in the Middle Ages to provide a female
companion for the pleasure of distinguished travelers. By the
nineteenth century, the number of British residents was into
the thousands, and most were male. Until the opening of the
Suez Canal in 1869 it was common for unmarried Britons to
keep an Indian mistress/housekeeper who would raise their
children. After the opening of the canal, the journey became
much shorter and easier, and thus many women went to India
and married Englishmen. From then on the Eurasian com-
munity became a stable, largely endogamous unit.

From then until now, these Anglo-Indians have been
characterized by (1) Christian religion, (2) English mother
tongue, (3) European life-style at home, (4) Western dress,
and (5) employment in particular administrative and service
professions that typically require fluency in English and a
high-school education (e.g., the post office, railways, teach-
ing, police, and nursing professions). The popular singer En-
gelbert Humperdinck is an Anglo-Indian.

In Goa and other Portuguese enclaves within the Indian
subcontinent, there was from the sixteenth until the twenti-
eth century free and regular intermarriage of settlers with
local Konkani-speaking women. The history of their descen-
dants paralleled that of other Eurasians in India. Portuguese
born on Indian soil were called “Castees” (from the Portu-
guese castico, a term no longer used); whereas Creoles were
called “Mustees” or “Mestiz” (from the Portuguese mistices).
In recent decades these Goanese of partial European ancestry
have been assimilated into the Anglo-Indian community,
though not without some resentment on the part of color-
conscious Anglo-Indians. Goanese speak English, live in cit-
ies, and are Roman Catholics. It is often not recalled that the
Goanese had another kind of link with Anglo-Indians: until
the early nineteenth century one could buy slave girls in Goa,
and some British residents of India did just that.
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Aryan

ETHNONYM: Vedic Indians, now usually known to linguists as
Indo-Aryan or Indo-Iranian

These early speakers of Vedic Sanskrit, an Indo-
European language, invaded the Indian subcontinent from
the northwest in about 1500 s.c., although there is consider-
able disagreement about this date. Their descendants today
form the great bulk of the population in Nepal, Pakistan,
northern India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka, though they do
not identify themselves primarily as Aryans.

The term, arya in Sanskrit, means “noble,” no doubt in
reference to their dominant position in the society they in-
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vaded so long ago. They introduced to the Indo-Gangetic
Plain the horse-drawn chariot and the Brahmanic religion
still known to us from the four sacred books called Vedas.
The earlier Indus Valley civilization, in all probability not Ar-
yan in its language, was already destroyed or moribund by the
time of their arrival. Archeologically, their early presence in
India is marked by the distribution of Painted Gray Ware.
The lands they occupied were called Aryavarta and are dealt
with in the oldest Sanskrit literature, which is our chief source
on the early Aryans.

Although the term “Aryan” has been used by European
writers since 1835, it has fallen into disfavor among recent
scholars because of its abuse by Nazi propagandists half a
century ago, who imagined that northern and central Europe-
ans were the purest representatives of an “Aryan race.” Today
the term “Aryan” is still used in discussion of early Indian his-
tory and in relation to the Subfamily of Indo-Aryan lan-
guages. The last word on usage was in fact written over a cen-
tury ago by Max Miiller: “I have declared again and again that
if I say Aryans, I mean neither blood nor bones, nor hair nor
skull; I mean simply those who speak an Aryan language. . . .
To me an ethnologist who speaks of the Aryan race, Aryan
blood, Aryan eyes and hair, is as great a sinner as a linguist
who speaks of a dolichocephalic dictionary, or a brachyce-
phalic grammar.”

For many centuries after their arrival in the Indo-
Gangetic Plain, the Aryans lived as horsemen and cattle
herders, clearing patches in the forests and inhabiting small
villages, rather than living in the ancient towns that their an-
cestors had probably helped bring to ruin. Only with the start
of the Indian Iron Age (about 700 Bc) did Aryan towns
begin to emerge; this development presumes a background of
settled farming in the plains by that era.

There has been much speculation about the subsequent
development of northern Indian society and the Aryans’ fur-
ther colonization of the subcontinent; about relations be-
tween them and the conquered “Dasas” or “Dasyu” (names
meaning “slaves” and probably referring to remnants of the
earlier Indus Valley population); and about the rise of the
caste system. During the Vedic period (about 1500 to 800
B.C.) the Aryans developed the enormously elaborate rituals of
Brahmanism, the forerunner of Hinduism; and they formed a
stratified society in which the rudiments of the caste system
were already apparent. Thus there was a priestly caste
(Brahmana), a ruling noble caste (Rajanya), a warrior caste
(Kshatriya), and the menial caste (Sudra). Prior to the
Mauryan Empire (321 to 185 B.c.) there was no organized Ar-
yan government with a class of bureaucrats to administer the
land throughout India. Instead, there were numerous ruling
chieftains (rajan) who commanded their armies and were as-
sisted by purohitas, men who counseled and protected the rul-
ers with their magical skills. As larger kingdoms emerged the
purohita became like a combined archbishop and prime min-
ister, consecrating the king, giving him political counsel, and
performing major sacrifices for him. The introduction of iron
technology led to urbanization, and by 500 B.c. many of these
kingdoms had an important merchant class in the towns who
were already using copper and silver coins. Siddhartha
Gautama, the Buddha, came from the ruling family of one
such kingdom (Kosala, now in Bihar State).

See also Castes, Hindu
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Assamese

ETHNONYMS: none

The term “Assamese” is often used to refer to those who are
citizens of Assam: Mymensinghy settlers (from Bangladesh)
and tea-garden laborers are thus included in its coverage. The
term can also be used to describe the indigenous or long-
settled inhabitants of this northeast Indian state.

The Brahmaputra Valley population reached 12.5 mil-
lion in 1971; at the time of the 1961 census there were 16,307
inhabited villages in Assam with an average population of a
little more than 500. About 12 million people spoke Assa-
mese in 1981. The people of Assam have been described as
small in stature with dark yellow complexion, an indication of
their Mongoloid origin. Their language was in premodern
times the easternmost member of the Indo-European Family.

The Assamese for centuries have occupied a peripheral
position, both geographically and politically, in relation to
the rest of India. The country was originally ruled by the
Ahoms, a Shan people who migrated from upper Myanmar
(Burma), at the beginning of the thirteenth century. These
people variously applied the terms “Assam,” “Asam,” or
“Aham” to their country. The Ahoms maintained chronicles
of the main events of their reign. Assam originally consisted
of six districts of the lower Brahmaputra or Assam Valley. But
when in 1822 a chief commissionership of Assam was created
by the British it was extended to include two districts in the
Surma Valley, six hill areas, and two frontier tracts. Villagers
associate on the basis of membership of a local center of de-
votional worship called a “name house” (nam ghar), whose
members describe themselves as “one people” (raij). There
are usually several name houses in a village. Assamese house-
holds can be graded into five economic categories, chiefly on
the basis of income. Villages are also made up of families from
a number of distinct castes.

Rice is the staple in Assam. If a harvest is good the peo-
ple may relax and enjoy their abundance for the months
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ahead. Their lives revolve around rice production. They have
built their houses so that their fields can be easily viewed as
their crops grow; the granary is positioned at the front of each
house so a farmer can rise in the morning and see his store of
rice before anything else.

Within the Assamese religion a form of Hinduism exists
with two contrasting emphases, that of caste and that of
sect. In caste one finds polytheism, hierarchy, membership by
birth (inherited status), collective ideas of humanity (caste
groups), mediation of ritual specialists, rites conducted in
Sanskrit through priests, complexity and extravagance of rit-
ual, multiplicity of images, and salvation through knowledge
or works. In sects one can find monotheism, egalitarianism
among believers, membership by invitation (acquired status),

Badaga

ETHNONYMS: Badacar, Badager, Baddaghar, Bergie, Budaga,
Buddager, Buddagur, Burga, Burgher, Vadaca, Vadacar, Vud-
daghur, Wuddghur (all former spellings)

Orientation

Identification. The name “Badaga” (northerner) was
given to this group because they migrated from the plains of
Mysore District, just to the north of the Nilgiri Hills, in the
decades following the Muslim invasion that destroyed the
great Hindu empire of Vijayanagar in ap. 1565. Badaga is
also a common name for the Gaudas, who are by far the larg-
est phratry in this community. In the nineteenth century the
name was spelled in various ways. The Badagas are the larg-
est community in the Nilgiri Hills of Tamil Nadu State (for-
metly Madras) in southern India, between latitude 11° and
11°30’ N.

Location. The Badagas occupy only the small Nilgiris Dis-
trict at the junction of Kerala, Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu
states, but they share their territory with many other tribal
groups and an even larger number of fairly recent immigrants
from the plains of south India. The district area is 2,549
square kilometers, about the same as the state of Rhode Is-
land. Although the majority of Badagas are still small-scale
farmers, there is now a sizable middle class living in the four
main British-built towns on the plateau, and the community

individual ideas of humanity (individual initiates), direct ac-
cess to scriptural revelation, worship conducted in the ver-
nacular by the congregation, simplicity of worship, incarna-
tion of God in the written word, and salvation through faith
and mystical union.
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can boast several thousand college graduates. Badaga doc-
tors, lawyers, teachers, and government officials are very plen-
tiful, and there are also a few professors, agronomists, and
politicians. Although still largely a rural population, they
have as high a rate of literacy (in Tamil and English) as the
inhabitants of Madras City. A few households can boast cars
and imported videotape players. Several dozen doctors, engi-
neers, and architects have recently settled with their families
in America.

Demography. The Badagas number an estimated 145,000
(1991), about 19 percent of the district population of
630,169 (as of 1981). Progressive attitudes have made the
Badagas an unusually successful farming community. Popula-
tion figures from the official censuses bear out this success: in
1812 there were reportedly only 2,207 Badagas; by 1901 there
were 34,178; today, about 145,000. By developing intensive
cash-crop cultivation they have managed to accommodate
this greatly increased labor force and improve their standard
of living. With birth control in practice now for some twenty
years, the annual population growth rate is down to about 1.5
percent (our estimate).

Linguistic Affiliation.  All Badagas—and only Badagas—
speak Badaga, or more correctly Badugu, a Dravidian lan-
guage. It is now a distinct language, but it was originally de-
rived from sixteenth-century Kannada (or Canarese), which
belongs to the South Dravidian Subfamily. Today it contains
many words of English and Tamil origin, as well as many from
Sanskrit. In premodern times the language served as a lingua
franca among the various Nilgiri tribes.
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History and Cultural Relations

The early Badagas, refugees from the Muslim invaders of My-
sore, had to cut their farmsteads out of the Nilgiri forests.
They continued some slash-and-burn cultivation there until
the 1870s. By that time the land demands of British tea and
coffee planters, then resident for half a century, had created a
market for farmland, which tempted many Badagas to sell
some of their land. But most of their land was retained. By
the early twentieth century they were pursuing advanced edu-
cation and some urban professions.

For many years now the Badagas have been adapting to
their own use certain alien customs and techniques. Nowhere
is this more evident than in agriculture.

Settlements

The villages, each inhabited only by Badagas of a particular
clan and usually containing no more than several hundred
people, consist of parallel rows of stone or brick houses with
tiled roofs. They lie along the slope of a hill on its leeward
side, for protection from the westerly monsoon. The fields
spread out all around. Up to a half-dozen temples and shrines
for different Hindu gods are found in each village. Modern
villages have electricity and piped water to communal taps,
but not long ago the water supply was a nearby stream or at
best a channel running into the village from a stream. One
other universal feature is a village green, important as a coun-
cil place, playground, dance ground, funeral place, and gen-
eral grazing area for the calves. The traditional Badaga two-
room houses, still in common use, are built in groups of a
dozen or less to form a continuous line along a level piece of
ground. They are now made of whitewashed brick and have
tiled or corrugated-iron roofs, but the traditional building
material was wattle and daub. Scarcely any thatched roofs
now remain.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. In general
Badagas use fields around the villages to practice mixed farm-
ing of millets, barley, wheat, and a variety of European vegeta-
bles, two of which—the potato and cabbage—have now as-
sumed major commercial importance. Millets were the staple
until this century, and they were sometimes cultivated in for-
est clearings by the slash-and-burn technique. Badaga farm-
ers use no irrigation; instead, they rely on the rainfall of two
regular monsoon seasons. During this century they have grad-
ually shifted from subsistence farming of traditional grains to
cash-crop farming of potatoes and cabbages. After several
seasons of disease, potatoes were recently superseded by nu-
merous small plantations of tea (which was first introduced
here by the British in 1835) and cabbage fields. Crops of Eu-
ropean origin are now grown on machine-made terraces with
the help of chemical fertilizers, truck transport, improved
seed, and even crop insurance; similar techniques are used on
the tea plantations, which must maintain world market stan-
dards. Herds of buffalo and cows are kept for dairy purposes;
these are less numerous than in the past, and they are never
kept for meat, even though most people are not vegetarians.
Poultry are frequently kept and ponies occasionally. Bee-
keeping is practiced now, but in earlier days only wild honey
was collected in the forests. Although potatoes and pur-

chased rice are the staples nowadays, the Badagas tradition-
ally ate wheat and various millets. Their mixed farming pro-
duces a good variety of both local and European crops, and
their diet also may be complemented with some wild forest
plants. Most Badagas are nonvegetarian, eating mutton and
occasional wild game. There is no evidence of opium addic-
tion, although this was an opium-producing community in
the last century. Illicit liquor is produced.

Industrial Arts.  Although Badagas have been doing build-
ing and urban trades for about a century, until 1930 they
looked to the Kotas to supply all of their needs in pottery, car-
pentry, leather, blacksmithing, silver ornaments, thatching,
and furniture. Badagas include no specialized artisan phra-
tries or subcastes.

Trade. This community is well known for its complex sym-
biosis with the Toda, Kota, and Kurumba tribes of the Nil-
giris. Some Badaga villages also maintain exchange relations
with the Irulas, Uralis, Paniyans, and Chettis of the sur-
rounding slopes. The closest ties are with the seven nearby
Kota villages. Until 1930 every Badaga family had a Kota as-
sociate who provided a band of musicians whenever there was
a wedding or funeral in that family and who regularly fur-
nished the Badagas with pottery, carpentry, thatching, and
most leather and metal items. In return for being jacks-of-all-
trades to the Badagas (who had no specialized artisans in
their own community), the Kotas were supplied with cloth
and a portion of the annual harvest by their Badaga associ-
ates. The Todas, a vegetarian people, were the only group in
the Nilgiri Hills whom the Badagas were willing to accept as
near equals. The two communities used to exchange buffalo
and attend each other’s ceremonies. Some Todas still supply
their associates with baskets and other jungle-grown produce,
as well as clarified butter (ghee). In return the Badagas give a
portion of their harvest. Since 1930 the relationship has be-
come attenuated, as with the Kotas, largely because the
Badaga population has increased out of all proportion to the
Todas and Kotas; and also because the Badagas are distinctly
more modernized. The Kurumbas are seven tribes of jungle
gatherers, gardeners, and sorcerers on the Nilgiri slopes. Each
Badaga village has a “watchman,” a Kurumba employed to
protect them from the sorcery of other Kurumbas. He also
takes part in some Badaga ceremonies as an auxiliary priest
and supplies his Badaga friends with baskets, nets, honey,
and other jungle products. The Badaga headman levies for
him a fixed quantity of grain from each household in the vil-
lage. Irulas and Uralis are thought to be sorcerers like the Ku-
rumbas, if less effective ones, and are treated similarly. Some
Chettis are itinerant traders who sell knickknacks on a fixed
circuit of Badaga villages once a month, and have done so for
several centuries. They also have minor ceremonial connec-
tions with the Badagas. Paniyans are agrestic serfs on the land
of certain Badagas and Chettis who inhabit the Wainad Pla-
teau directly west of the Nilgiris proper. In addition to the
economic exchanges described above, the Badagas buy all
kinds of goods in the district’s town markets that were started
by the British administrators around 1820.

Division of Labor. A rigid sexual division of labor is appar-
ent. Men do the heavy field work of plowing, sowing, and
threshing, while women do the lighter work of weeding and
help at harvest. All dairy operations are conducted by men or
boys. Women are responsible for preparing food. Children
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find much of their time taken up with school, although girls
are also expected to help in the home.

Land Tenure. According to legend, Badagas acquired
their first land as gifts from the Kotas and Todas already set-
tled in the area; as time passed they simply cleared new plots
from the forests. Until 1862 such swidden cultivation was
still common, but henceforward it was prohibited by state
law. This regulation has not been a great hardship, however,
because the richer and more valuable fields are the perma-
nent ones close to each village. Irrigation is very rare but ter-
racing is now widespread. House sites often have gardens at-
tached. For more than a century each farmer has registered all
of his land holdings with the local government and has paid
an annual land tax proportional to the amount of land and
the quality of the soil. Government also registers nonfarm
land for such purposes as a village site, public grazing, crema-
tion ground or cemetery, temple site, roadway, or government
forest.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent.  Each village belongs to just one
clan and commonly contains several lineages made up of nu-
merous extended families. About a century ago a new Badaga
Christian phratry emerged, which is now made up of numer-
ous clans each following the usual rules of exogamy. A male
always belongs to his father's extended family, lineage, clan,
phratry, and village. This is also true of girls, but only up to a
point: once they marry they usually move to a new village and
are merged with the social units of their husbands. There are
no family names, though lineages, clans, and phratries usually
have names, and villages always do.

Kinship Terminology. Badagas have a Dakota-type ter-
minology. The cousin terminology is of the bifurcate-merging

(Iroquois) type.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. The favored marriage partner is a cross cousin,
preferably a father’s sister's daughter, or else a mother’s
brother’s daughter. But other, more distant relatives are ac-
ceptable, provided clan exogamy is observed. Beyond this the
Badagas have what are, for Hindus, some unusual regula-
tions. Most remarkable perhaps is that hypogamy is as accept-
able as hypergamy; marriages may occur between couples
coming from certain clans of different status, yet in these
cases it does not matter whether the groom is from the higher
or the lower clan. Generation level is recognized as a distin-
guishing feature of men alone; women may change their gen-
eration levels if they marry successive husbands belonging to
different generations. It is even theoretically possible for a
man to marry a woman and her daughter and granddaughter
simultaneously, provided he does not thereby marry his own
offspring. All three wives would thus attain the generation
level of their cohusband. Gerontogamy—old men taking
young wives—is not at all uncommon. Although a dowry has
become a requirement during the past few years, it is not a tra-
ditional part of the Badaga marriage arrangements. Instead a
bride-wealth of up to 200 rupees was, and still is, paid by the
groom’s family. This sum does not purchase the girl but is
payment for the ornaments she brings with her to the wed-
ding, and hence it has increased over the years with the price

of gold. Every Badaga village belongs to one particular clan or
another and hence is exogamous: at marriage a bride has to
leave her natal village and move to her husband’s. Polygyny is
acceptable, though not nearly as common as monogamy. The
newly married couple always takes up residence in the hus-
band’s natal village, either under his father’s roof in a patri-
local extended family, or in a new house built nearby. It is very
common for them to sleep in a small room built on the ve-
randa of the father’s house until the first child comes, when
they make arrangements to get their own house. Although a
young wife may repeatedly visit her own parents for short peri-
ods, especially to give birth, the married couple never live
with them. Divorce and remarriage are easy for men, even for
women, and are acceptable practices. Widows can remarry
without adverse comment. Divorce is quite common, with the
children and all property belonging to the husband.

Domestic Unit. Both nuclear and extended families
occur, but the small size of the houses places restrictions on
large extended families. They usually split up once the patri-
arch of the family has died. A nuclear family may often in-
clude a mother or close collateral relative who is widowed. Al-
though household servants are now rare, until about fifty
years ago there were indentured children from poor Badaga
homes working as domestic serfs.

Inheritance. Property is impartible until the owner’s
death, and then the land can be divided equally between his
male heirs, normally his sons. Although an agreement on the
partition of the land may be written down and signed by the
beneficiaries, there are still many disputes over the inheri-
tance of land. The general principles of inheritance are: male
heirs should divide the land and cattle equally among them-
selves, or, alternatively, they should maintain them as a joint
property if they continue to be a joint household; females do
not inherit anything; and the family’s home goes to the
youngest brother among the heirs. This latter practice of ulti-
mogeniture allows the widowed mother of those heirs to be
housed and cared for by a younger and hopefully vigorous
son. If a wealthy man leaves other houses too, these are di-
vided up among his other sons. In poorer families the house is
somehow partitioned among the sons and their wives, but the
youngest son is nonetheless the owner and has to be compen-
sated by them for the space they use. Headmanship of a vil-
lage or group of villages is hereditary, and it passes from one
incumbent (before or after his death) to his brother and then
to the eldest son of the deceased man. Some household arti-
cles or money may be given to a wife or daughters by a dying
man, at his request.

Socialization.  Babies are breast-fed for a year, then weaned
on solid food; in fact they begin eating boiled rice at 3 to 5
months. For about a century children have gone to local
schools, from the age of 6. Younger children usually stay near
home during the day, even though their parents may be out
working in the fields. Grandparents and other elders stay in
the village to mind and educate the small children. In later
years the children help with housework and cultivation when
needed and when school obligations permit. The main child-
hood ceremonies are naming (before the fortieth day), head
shaving, ear boring, starting at school, nostril piercing, milk-
ing initiation (for boys at age 7 or 9), and girls’ puberty rites.
Tattooing (formerly done on girls) is no longer practiced.
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Sociopolitical Organization

India is a constitutional and democratic republic, and the
Badagas have been involved in electing representatives to the
state legislature since 1924. But their own traditional socio-
political organization also is still alive.

Social Organization. The community is divided into a
number of phratries. It is not correct to call these units sub-
castes, for they are not altogether endogamous and they have
no forms of occupational specialization. They are like sub-
castes, however, in that they form a hierarchy, with the con-
servative Lingayat group, the Wodeyas, at the top and the
headmen'’s official servants, the Toreyas, at the bottom. Be-
tween these two extremes there are one phratry of vegetarians
and three phratries of meat eaters. It is arguable that meat
eaters and vegetarians constitute two moieties. The Christian
Badagas, started by the first Protestant conversion in 1858,
now constitute a separate meat-eating phratry ranked below
the Toreyas but respected for their progressive habits. Each
phratry is made up of several exogamous clans: two each in
the case of Toreyas, Bedas, and Kumbaras, three in the case
of Wodeyas, and more in the other cases.

Political Organization. Traditionally Badagas lived in a
chiefdom, and they are still under a paramount chief. Thisis a
hereditary position always held by the headman of Tuneri vil-
lage. Below him are four regional headmen, each in charge of
all Badaga and Kota villages within one quarter (nadu) of the
Nilgiri Plateau. At the most local level a village has its own
headman, and several neighboring villages (any number up to
thirty-three) constitute a commune. Each commune takes its
name from its leading village; its headman is also the com-
mune headman.

Social Control. The Badaga council system still has some
influence, although its judicial authority has been greatly un-
dermined by modermn courts of law and the Indian legal sys-
tem. Each headman has his own council, made up in the case
of communes by the constituent village headmen; the re-
gional council is made up of the commune headmen; and the
paramount chief’s council, rarely called together, consists of
all the headmen from all levels. The legal procedure requires
that a dispute or crime be considered first by the hamlet
council—with the headman’s judgment being final-—but a
decision can be appealed up through the hierarchy of coun-
cils. Major land disputes and cases of murder formerly would
be brought to the paramount chief after consideration by
councils at a lower level. In early times the headmen could
dictate severe punishments, including ostracism and hang-
ing. Today the headmen are mainly involved in small disputes
and in ceremonial duties, and the district magistrate’s court
handles more serious cases.

Conflict. Although intervillage feuding and factionalism
are still common, and the massacring of supposed Kurumba
sorcerers sometimes occurred in the last century, warfare as
such was unknown between the Nilgiri peoples in pre-British
days, although it often occurred on the adjacent plains of
south India. Badagas have no offensive weapons, only the
nets and spears that were once used in hunting. A few now
own shotguns for the same purpose.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Except for perhaps 2,500 Christians
(Protestants and Roman Catholics in similar proportions,
converts since 1858), all Badagas are Hindus of the Shaivite
persuasion. A sizable minority are however of the Lingayat
sect, which is almost confined to Karnataka State (formerly
Mysore). This is a medieval sect, which adopted Shiva as its
only deity and which still worships him through a phallic sym-
bol, the linga. Among Badagas the sect is represented in the
entire membership of several clans, namely Adikiri, Kanakka,
Kongaru, and the three which make up the Wodeya phratry.
The Hindu Badagas, including these Lingayat clans, worship
quite a number of gods, all of which are sometimes explained
as “aspects” of Shiva. These include Mahalinga and Mari-
amma (the smallpox goddess), together with many deities
unknown outside the Badaga community, among them the
ancestral Hiriodea and his consort, Hette.

Religious Practitioners. Most villages have two or three
kinds of priest. In addition, the Lingayat clans have gurus to
perform their special life-cycle rituals, and various Christian
missionaries, priests, and nuns work in the villages too. Men
of Woderu clan, one of the three clans of the high-ranking
Wodeya phratry, function as village priests for all non-
Lingayat villages. The position is hereditary and usually life-
long. All Wodeyas are vegetarian and form an endogamous
unit, thus maintaining the high standards of purity expected
of priests. The Haruva clan, some of whom claim descent
from Brahmans, are a non-Lingayat group who also supply
some hereditary priests (even though it is widely felt that the
claim to Brahman descent is unsubstantiated). In addition
some villages have an accessory priest from a Kurumba tribe
who, like the other two sorts of priest, helps in the perform-
ance of a few annual ceremonies. Haruva priests usually per-
form regular temple worship and also the life-cycle ceremo-
nies for individual families. All priests are traditionally paid
through a levy of grain or other produce from each house in
the village they serve. There is no hierarchy of the priesthood,
except that the Lingayat gurus, spiritual advisers who perform
life-cycle rituals, do belong at the lowest level in a nationwide
Lingayat hierarchy. Because menstruation is considered an
impurity, women never serve as priests. Some however be-
come possessed during ceremonies and speak for the gods. A
few men exorcise ghosts, although this service is often per-
formed for the afflicted by non-Badaga exorcists and charm
makers (mantravadis).

Ceremonies. Each village celebrates about a dozen festi-
vals during the year. The most important are Dodda Habba,
“Great Festival,” which begins the agricultural year in No-
vember, and Deva Habba, “God Festival,” which celebrates
the harvest in July. Mari Habba is intended to keep smallpox
away for the year and is celebrated in a few villages by a fire-
walking ceremony in which the devotees walk unscathed
across glowing charcoal with no protection for their feet. Life
transitions are marked by ceremonies, including those men-
tioned above associated with child rearing, weddings, and fu-
nerals. On rare occasions each Badaga commune used to
hold a huge memorial ceremony (manevale) in honor of a
whole generation of the dead, once the last member of it had
passed away. This ceremony was last performed in 1936.
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Arts. While the verbal arts are highly developed in the
forms of sung epic poetry, tales, proverbs, and riddles, no vis-
ual arts are practiced at all. Even embroidery for Badaga
shawls is done by women of the Toda tribe.

Medicine. Over the centuries the Badagas have developed
their own folk medicine: its practice is largely in the hands of
women, and it depends heavily on mixtures of local herbs.
Spells are relatively unimportant in curing, though crucial in
ghost exorcism.

Death and Afterlife. The funeral is the most important of
life-cycle ceremonies and the only one to be conducted by the
village and its headman rather than by one’s own family. Its
ritual can last for a total of 11 days, culminating in the release
of the soul from the village environment.

See also Kota; Kurumbas; Toda
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Baiga

ETHNONYMS: Bhuiya, Bhumia, Bhumiaraja, Bhumij, Bhu-
mija, Bhumijan

Orientation

Identification. The Baiga (who call themselves Bhumi-
araja or Bhumijan) are a Munda or Kolarian people (part of
the Bhuiya tribe) located in the central highlands of India.
The name “Baiga” means “sorcerer, medicine man” and is ap-
plied in this sense to the priests of the Chota Nagpur tribe.
The Bhuiyar of Mirzarpur are also called Baiga, as are any in-
dividuals who serve in the capacity of village priest in this im-
mediate region (cf. the usage of the Pardhan, Ghasiya, Khar-
war, and Gond). The Kol and Gond consider the Baiga as
priests having knowledge of the secrets of the region’s soil.
They also recognize the Baiga as a more ancient people than
themselves and réspect their decisions in boundary disputes.
It is believed that the Baiga migrated from Chhattisgarh into
the Satpura Hills on the western borders of the plains, and
were among the earliest residents of the Chhattisgarh Plains
and the northern and eastern hill country.

Location. The locus of Baiga culture is an area formerly
part of the Central Provinces of India and now part of
Madhya Pradesh. It extends from about 22° to 24° N and 80°
to 82° E.

Demography. In 1971 there were 178,833 Baiga.
Linguistic Affiliation. The Baiga have lost all trace of their

native Austroasiatic language and have assimilated the
speech of their neighbors. Verrier Elwin (1939) reported that
in Bilaspur they adopted Chhattisgarhi, in Mandla and Jub-
bulpore they spoke a modified Eastern Hindi, in Balaghat
they spoke Marathi, Hindi, Gondi (or a combinatior. of
Marathi, Hindi, and Gondi), and Baigani (a language of
Indo-Aryan Stock belonging to the Indo-European Phylum).

History and Cultural Relations

Baiga contact with other peoples and knowledge of regions
beyond their own has been minimal. Many have never heard
of major urban areas adjacent to their immediate environs,
such as Nagpur, Delhi, and Bombay. Relations with the Brit-
ish during colonial rule were favorable overall; the only sub-
stantial point of contention between the two parties was limi-
tations placed on bewar (shifting agriculture) by the British.
As India sought independence from British rule, mythologi-
cal traditions about Mahatma Gandhi began to emerge, su-
perhuman status being ascribed to him by the Baiga. Never-
theless, Gandhi’s attitude toward alcohol prohibition did
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result in some negative Baiga sentiment. Christian mission-
ary efforts have met with little success among the Baiga.
Elwin observed that traditional village life had begun to decay
(because of prohibitions against bewar and hunting, the ef-
fects of the Hindu caste system, and the pressures imposed by
forced modernization) and that the Baiga no longer produced
those items necessary for daily survival.

Settlements

The Baiga build villages either in the form of a large square or
with houses aligned on the sides of a broad street (approxi-
mately 10 meters in width). Villages are located in areas con-
venient for cultivation with consideration also being given to
the aesthetic value and degree of isolation of the intended
site. Village locations vary (jungles, high hills, and valleys),
but, whenever possible, a location atop a steep hill (with lim-
ited access by footpath) is preferred. The village boundary
(mero) is marked by a large expanse of land (approximately
30 meters wide) and is delimited by intermittently placed
piles of stones. The boundary is reinforced by a magic wall in-
tended to protect against wild animals and disease. The vil-
lage burial place (marghat) is located within this boundary.
The fourth side of the village (which is open) is protected by
either a bamboo or cactus hedge. Individual residence units
within the village are detached structures connected by nar-
row roads. Surrounding the village one finds bari (land set
aside for the cultivation of tobacco, maize, and sweet pota-
toes). Pig houses (guda) are attached to each house within
the village square. Cattle sheds (sar) are similar in structure
to and barely distinguishable from human habitations. Plat-
forms (macha) for drying and storing maize are found in the
center or at the side of the village square. Granaries, corpo-
rate houses, temples, and shrines are absent from Baiga vil-
lages. A small compound (chatti) for use by travelers and offi-
cials is located outside the village square. Often these squares
are dominated by a single family and its relatives; members of
other families build their houses in small groups at some dis-
tance from the main area of habitation. A typical Baiga house
is rectangular in shape. It usually has a small veranda and a
single entrance. The interior is divided into two parts by grain
bins or a bamboo wall. The first room contains stands for
water pots and a fire kept burning for warmth. The inner
room has a hearth for cooking, behind which is a place for the
gods (deosthan). Access to the inner room by outsiders is pro-
hibited. The veranda of the house contains the rice husker,
pestle, and grindstone.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The Baiga raise
pigs (which are held in particularly high esteem), poultry,
goats, and cattle (cows, bullocks, and buffalo). Dogs and cats
are kept. The Baiga also grow several kinds of tobacco for per-
sonal use and import an alcoholic beverage manufactured
from the corolla of the mahua tree (Bassia latifolia). Ganja is
used frequently but opium use is rare. Rice, various kinds of
grain (kodon, kutki, and siker), sweet potatoes, cuacumbers, dal
(lentils), maize, roots, leaves, herbs, and young bamboo
shoots are among the items grown or gathered for consump-
tion. Pej (the broth in which rice or grain has been boiled) is a
staple. The following fruit trees are among those grown by the
Baiga: mountain black plum, mango, forest mango, white

teak, coromandel ebony, wild fig, banyan, Indian quince, and
sebasten plum. Leaves of the butter tree, which are ground to
produce chutney, are also gathered. Fish is consumed, and all
meats are considered to be acceptable for consumption.
The following animals are hunted: sambar deer, blackbuck,
batking deer, hares, mongooses, peacock, and various wild-
fowl. The Baiga also hunt rats (seventeen varieties of which
have been noted) and gather eggs. Bewar is practiced. An
area of forest is selected, its trees cut (leaving stumps about a
foot high) and allowed to dry, then burned. Seed is sowed
after the first rain. Land cultivated in this manner is worked
for an average of three years. In addition to hunting, fishing,
animal domestication, and agriculture, the Baiga derive in-
come from the manufacture of bamboo products, from the
cultivation and sale of honey, and by hiring themselves out as

laborers.

Industrial Arts. The Baiga do not spin fibers or weave
cloth. Clothing is purchased in local markets. Few imple-
ments are manufactured by Baiga artisans. Iron implements
such as the axe (tangia), sickle (hassia), arrowheads, digging
tools (kudari and sabar), wood plane (basula), drilling tool
(bindhna), and a grass-clearing tool (raphi) are purchased
from the Agaria, the Lohar, or other neighboring peoples.
Many kinds of bamboo and leaf baskets are manufactured by
the Baiga for personal use. Wooden beds are also produced

locally.

Trade. The Baiga rely on trade to secure iron implements,
salt, blankets, alcoholic beverages, and articles of clothing
from neighboring peoples. Trade activity seems limited to
these items. Otherwise, the Baiga are in large part self-reliant.

Division of Labor. There exists no clear division of labor
based on gender. Women may engage in almost all of the ac-
tivities undertaken by men. Men and women share the re-
sponsibility for cooking (the husband assuming full responsi-
bility when the wife is menstruating), gathering water,
fishing, and woodcutting. Only men are allowed to hunt, and
women are not permitted to make khumris (wicker hoods
lined with mohlain leaves, used when it rains) or thatch roof-
ing for houses. Women may participate in cultivation by
clearing and lighting the field debris. Women may not, how-
ever, touch plows. Women are also prohibited from killing
pigs, goats, and chickens.

Land Tenure. The garden lands immediately surrounding
the village and the fields used for bewar appear to be consid-

ered as the property of the individual members of particular
households.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. = The Baiga are strictly endoga-
mous, though Baiga men who take non-Baiga wives may have
their spouses admitted to the tribe by the performance of cer-
tain rites. The tribe is divided into several relatively endoga-
mous jat. Each of these jat occupies a separate territory and
there is considerable intergroup rivalry over the issue of supe-
riority. The various jat include the Binjhwar (also Binchwar),
Mondya, Bheronnthya, Muria Baiga, Narotia, Bharotia,
Nahar, Raibhaina, Kathbhaina, Kondwan (or Kundi),
Gondwaina, Bhumia, Kurka Baiga, Sawat Baiga, and Dudh-
bhaina. These jat are also subdivided into exogamous garh
and goti, the former being of greater importance than the lat-
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ter. The garh is a unit based on residence. It is believed that
originally every Baiga man was attached to a specific jungle or
hill and was required to secure mates for his daughters from
other jungles or hills, thereby preventing incest. These garh
are not totemic. Elwin suggests that the Baiga kinship system
emphasizes classification over other concerns. Descent is

patrilineal.
Kinship Terminology.
employed for first cousins.

Iroquois kinship terminology is

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Premarital relations between men and women
are common and socially sanctioned. Formal engagement
takes place at any age, though frequently after puberty. The
engagement process in initiated by the male. The consent of
his desired spouse and her parents (along with payment of
the bride-price) are required before the betrothal may take
place. The chief actors in the ceremony are the dosi (two old
men who are related to the bride and groom and perform the
greater part of the religious ceremonies) and the suasin
(young unmarried sisters or cousins of the bride and groom).
The ceremony takes place over several days and includes
feasting, the taking of omens, the anointing and bathing of
the bridal pair, a number of ceremonial processions, the con-
struction of a booth (marua), the tying of the bridal pair’s
clothes in a ceremonial knot, and the giving of gifts (by the
bridegroom’s father to the bride’s paternal grandmother, her
mother, her brother, the dosi, and the suasin). The couple
spend their first night together in the jungle and perform the
beni chodna ceremony, part of which includes the ceremonial
bathing of one another. The ceremony described above may
be performed only once in life. A less elaborate ceremony
(having no social stigma attached to it) called the haldi-pani
or churi-pairana marriage may be performed more than once.
The latter ceremony is roughly equivalent to marriage in a
registry office. It may precede the more elaborate form de-
scribed above. Its use depends on the preference of the parties
involved. Divorce is allowed and polygamy is practiced to a
somewhat limited extent. Postmarital residence is patrilocal.
Baiga norms also permit the marriage of a grandparent to a

grandchild.

Domestic Unit. The size and composition of the typical
domestic unit vary. There is evidence of nuclear and extended
family structure (e.g., father, mother, elder son, elder son’s
wife, younger son, and younger son’s wife, forming a residen-
tial unit).

Inheritance. The practice of shifting cultivation and the
nomadic tradition of the Baiga have contributed to a rather
ambiguous stance toward property and inheritance. The cor-
pus of Baiga possessions includes axes, cooking utensils, vari-
ous ornaments, and cash. The home and all of its contents
belong to the male head of the family. After marriage, every-
thing that a wife earns belongs to her husband. If she runs
away from or divorces her husband, she forfeits claim to any-
thing that her present husband has given her. However, what-
ever possessions she has brought with her into the union from
her parents’ home remain with her. A widow is able, in some
instances, to retain a portion of her deceased husband’s prop-
erty. Such property would remain in the widow’s possession
should she choose to remarry. The earnings of sons and

daughters also belong to their father. Should a father approve
of his son’s choice of a mate, then he may elect to give a cer-
tain amount of his personal property (e.g., cooking utensils,
axes, and cloth) to his son if the son has elected to establish a
separate household. Otherwise, the earnings of the son and
those of his wife belong to the son’s father. The male head of
household is empowered, during his lifetime, to apportion all
property according to his discretion. When a man dies, his
property is inherited by his son or sons. Provision is made for
stepsons to receive a smaller portion. A son who remains with
his father and maintains him until the time of the father’s
death will receive a slightly larger portion of the father’s prop-
erty. Widows are generally maintained on the estates of their
deceased husbands until such time as they are remarried, and
each widow is entitled to a share in her husband’s estate equal
to a son’s share. Frequently daughters also receive a small
portion of a deceased father’s property. If a man is survived
only by nephews and grandsons, his property is equally di-
vided among them. Should he be survived only by an adopted
son, then that adopted son receives all of the adoptive fa-
ther’s property.

Socialization.  Child rearing is shared equally by both par-
ents. A child is suckled by the mother for three years, then
weaned. From that point on, children are allowed a great deal
of freedom, sexual and otherwise. As there are no children’s
dormitories, children are allowed to explore and experiment
freely within their households and within the larger society.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social Organization.  As has already been noted above, the

Baiga are divided into several endogamous jat, which are
themselves subdivided into exogamous garh and goti. Social
relationships between the different jat are governed by a series
of detailed and rather complicated regulations. Few, if any,
caste prejudices are held by the Baiga, though some have

been known to avoid untouchables and those who consume
beef (out of fear of offending their Hindu neighbors).

Political Organization. Baiga villages appear to be gov-
erned autonomously, with leadership being exercised by the
village headman (mukkadam). Other village officials include
the landlord (malguzar) and watchman (katwar). Legal dis-
putes and tribal offenses are handled by the panch, a group
composed of key village members who convene with a quo-
rum of five.

Social Control. Traditional Baiga jurisprudence governs
tribal life to a greater extent than regulations established by
national authorities. This jurisprudence is concerned chiefly
with the maintenance of tribal integrity and prestige. Control
is maintained by tribal excommunication, fines, and impris-
onment. These matters are decided by both informal proce-
dures (i.e., by nonstructured consultation of various commu-
nity members) and formal procedures (i.e., by the village
panch). Tribal consensus, obtained by both formal and infor-
mal structures, regulates social behavior.

Conflict. Christian missionaries and Hindu culture have
had minimal direct influence on the Baiga. Material culture,
however, has been affected by Hindu influence. The Baiga are
almost completely dependent on neighboring peoples for the
manufacture of the goods that they consume, and their rela-
tions with these peoples (as well as with the British and In-



dian governments) have not been characterized by long-
standing conflict. The only major issue of contention has
been that of Baiga agricultural practice.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Baiga worship a plethora of deities.
Their pantheon is fluid, the goal of Baiga theological educa-
tion being to master knowledge of an ever-increasing number
of deities. Supernaturals are divided into two categories: gods
(deo), who are considered to be benevolent, and spirits
(bhut), who are believed to be hostile. Some Hindu deities
have been incorporated into the Baiga pantheon because of a
sacerdotal role that the Baiga exercise on behalf of the Hin-
dus. Some of the more important members of the Baiga pan-
theon include: Bhagavan (the creator-god who is benevolent
and harmless); Bara Deo/Budha Deo {(once chief deity of the
pantheon, who has been reduced to the status of household
god because of limitations placed on the practice of bewar);
Thakur Deo (lord and headman of the village); Dharti Mata
(mother earth); Bhimsen (rain giver); and Gansam Deo
(protector against wild animal attacks). The Baiga also honor
several household gods, the most important of which are the
Aji-Dadi (ancestors) who live behind the family hearth.
Magical-religious means are used to control both animals and
weather conditions, to ensure fertility, to cure disease, and to
guarantee personal protection.

Religious Practitioners. Major religious practitioners in-
clude the dewar and the gunia, the former of a higher status
than the latter. The dewar is held in great esteem and is re-
sponsible for the performance of agricultural rites, closing vil-
lage boundaries, and stopping earthquakes. The gunia deals
largely with the magical-religious cure of diseases. The panda,
a practitioner from the Baiga past, is no longer of great promi-
nence. Finally, the jan pande (clairvoyant), whose access to
the supernatural comes by means of visions and dreams, is
also important.

Ceremonies. The Baiga calendar is largely agricultural in
nature. The Baiga also observe festivals at the times of Holi,
Diwali, and Dassara. Dassara is the occasion during which
the Baiga hold their Bida observance, a sort of sanitizing cere-
mony in which the men dispose of any spirits that have been
troubling them during the past year. Hindu rites do not, how-
ever, accompany these observances. The Baiga simply hold
festivals during these times. The Cherta or Kichrahi festival
(a children’s feast) is observed in January, the Phag festival
(at which women are allowed to beat men) is held in March,
the Bidri ceremony (for the blessing and protection of crops)
takes place in June, the Hareli festival (to ensure good crops)
is scheduled for August, and the Pola festival (roughly equiv-
alent to the Hareli) is held in October. The Nawa feast
(thanksgiving for harvest) follows the end of the rainy season.
Dassara falls in October with Diwali coming shortly
thereafter.

Arts. The Baiga produce few implements. Thus there is lit-
tle to describe in the area of the visual arts. Their basketry
may be so considered, as may their decorative door carving
(though this is rare), tattooing (chiefly of the female body),
and masking. Frequent tattoo designs include triangles, bas-
kets, peacocks, turmeric root, flies, men, magic chains, fish
bones, and other items of importance in Baiga life. Men
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sometimes have the moon tattooed on the back of a hand and
a scorpion tattooed on a forearm. Baiga oral literature in-
cludes numerous songs, proverbs, myths, and folktales. Danc-
ing is also an important part of their personal and corporate
lives; it is incorporated into all festal observances. Important
dances include the Karma (the major dance from which all
others are derived), the Tapadi (for women only), Jharpat,
Bilma, and Dassara (for men only).

Medicine. For the Baiga, most illness is traceable to the
activity of one or more malevolent supernatural forces or to
witchcraft. Little is known of the natural causes of disease,
though the Baiga have developed a theory about venereal dis-
eases (all of which they place within a single classification).
The most frequent cure cited for the cure of sexually trans-
mitted diseases is sexual intercourse with a virgin. Any mem-
ber of the Baiga pantheon may be held responsible for send-
ing sickness, as may the mata, “mothers of disease,” who
attack animals and humans. The gunia is charged with the re-
sponsibility of diagnosing disease and with the performance
of those magical-religious ceremonies required to alleviate
sickness.

Death and Afterlife.  After death, the human being is be-
lieved to break down into three spiritual forces. The first (jiv)
returns to Bhagavan (who lives on earth to the east of the
Maikal Hills). The second (chhaya, “shade”) is brought to
the deceased individual's home to reside behind the family
hearth. The third (bhut, “ghost”) is believed to be the evil
part of an individual. Since it is hostile to humanity, it is left
in the burial place. The dead are believed to live in the same
socioeconomic status in the afterlife that they enjoyed while
alive on earth. They occupy houses similar to those inhabited
by them during their actual lifetimes, and they eat all of the
food that they gave away when they were alive. Once this sup-
ply is exhausted, they are reincarnated. Witches and wicked
persons do not enjoy such a happy fate. However, no counter-
part to the eternal punishment of the wicked found in Chris-
tianity obtains among the Baiga.
See also Agaria; Bhuiya
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Baluchi

ETHNONYMS: Baloch, Baluch

Orientation

Identification. The Baluchi are predominantly Sunni
Muslim, seminomadic pastoralists, whose homelands strad-
dle the Iran-Pakistan border as well as including a small por-
tion of southern Afghanistan.

Location. Baluchistan is the name of the westernmost
province of Pakistan, as well as of the transnational territory
of the traditional Baluchi homeland. This larger region was
carved up by the imperial powers concerned more with ease of
administration than with recognition of the territorial limits
of the inhabitants. The traditional Baluchi territory extends
from the southeastern portion of the Iranian Plateau across
the Kirman Desert to the western borders of Sind and the
Punjab, and from the Gumal River in the northeast to the
Arabian Sea in the south. This is a largely inhospitable land,
much of it barren desert or harsh mountainous terrain. Ba-
luchi territory lies outside the monsoon belt, and annual rain-
fall is very low, not exceeding 16 centimeters. Throughout the
region, winters are harsh and cold, and summers are very hot.
In the mountains, the rains come in October and March,
while in the lowlands they come in July and August.

Demography. Population figures for the Baluchi are
somewhat suspect, in part because of the unreliability of
census-taking procedures across the three major political
units that now control Baluchi territory, and partly because
the criteria for ascribing Baluchi identity are not tightly de-
fined. On the strength of linguistic criteria, there are an esti-
mated 5 million or so Baluchi speakers living in eastern Iran,
southern Afghanistan, and in Pakistan. However, Baluchi
have in some areas become linguistically assimilated to neigh-
boring peoples while retaining a specifically Baluchi cultural
identity; this means that if sociocultural rather than purely
linguistic criteria were used, the population count could eas-
ily exceed 9 million. Many Baluchi have migrated to Pakis-

tan’s Sind and Punjab provinces, and to the emirates of the
Persian Gulf.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Baluchi language is a member
of the Indo-Iranic Language Family, having some affinity
with Kurdish. There are three distinct divisions: Eastern,
Western, and Southern Baluchi. Until the nineteenth cen-

tury the language had no written form, because Persian was
the language of official use. Illiteracy is extremely high among
the Baluchi.

History and Cultural Relations

Legend has it that the Baluchi people are directly descended
from Amir Hamza, one of Mohammed’s uncles, and migrated
into the transnational region of Baluchistan from somewhere
in the vicinity of Aleppo, in Syria. The migrations that
brought them to their current territory began as long ago as
the fifth century and were more or less complete by the end of
the seventh. Prior to the twelfth century, theirs was a society
of independent, more or less autonomous seminomadic
groups, organized along principles of clan affiliation rather
than territorial association. As the population of the region
increased, access to land assumed greater and greater impor-
tance, giving rise to a system of tribes, each with a territorial
base. The first successful attempt to unite several Baluchi tri-
bal units was accomplished by Mir Jalal Han, who set up the
First Baluchi Confederacy in the twelfth century, but this
unity did not long survive his rule. Warfare between various
Baluchi tribes and tribal confederacies was frequent during
the fifteenth century, largely owing to economic causes. By
the sixteenth century the Baluchis were roughly divided up
into three separate political entities: the Makran State, the
Dodai Confederacy, and the khanate of Baluchistan (the
Kalat Confederacy). In the eighteenth century, Mir Abdullah
Khan of the Kalat Confederacy succeeded in reuniting all of
Baluchistan, providing a centralized government based on
Rawaj, the customary law of the Baluchi people. The arrival
of the British in the region had profound effects on the future
trajectory of Baluchi development. Uninterested in the re-
gion economically, the British were solely concerned with es-
tablishing a buffer zone that could forestall the encroachment
of the Russians upon the rich prize of India. To further this
end, the British relied on the manipulation of Baluchi tribal
leaders, cash handouts, and the establishment of garrisons,
but they paid no attention to the economic development of
the region itself.

Settlements

The Baluchi have two types of settlements, consistent with
their seminomadic way of life. Village settlements are clusters
of mud houses, loosely oriented around the house of the local
chief. These permanent settlements are found in the moun-
tains and valleys, and they are occupied chiefly in the sum-
mer. In winter the people migrate to the plains and the
coastal areas, seeking pasturage for the livestock that are cen-
tral to the traditional Baluchi economy. During this time, the
Baluchi live in tents, moving freely across the landscape as
conditions favor the care of their herds, and settlements are
smaller, consisting of closely related kin.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The traditional
Baluchi economy is based on a combination of subsistence
farming and seminomadic pastoralism (cattle, sheep, and
goats). Because of the harshness of the environment, agricul-
ture is somewhat limited, but it nonetheless constitutes a sig-
nificant part of the economy. The principal crop is wheat.
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Wild fruits and vegetables also form a part of the household
economy, and chickens may be raised as well. When the local
economy cannot provide adequate opportunities, young men
may migrate out in search of paid labor.

Industrial Arts. The Baluchi are a self-sufficient lot, as a
whole, and they rely on their own skills to construct their
houses and many of the tools necessary in their day-to-day
life. Rugs are woven for household use and as items of trade
also.

Division of Labor. The entire household participates in
the work of tending the family’s herd, but in other aspects of
the economy there is a division of labor by sex: women work
in groups to thresh and winnow the grain harvest, while plow-
ing and planting are men’s work. The gathering of wild foods,
water, and firewood is done by groups of women.

Land Tenure. By tradition, land is not privately owned
but rather is vested in the subsection of the tribe to which one
belongs. It therefore is inalienable by the individual. How-
ever, during the British period, tribal leaders often managed
to have title to some property conveyed in their own names.

Kinship

Baluchi kinship is patrilineal, tracing descent through one of
several lineages, ultimately back to the putative apical ances-
tor, Amir Hamza. Clan membership is based on familial ties,
while tribal membership has a more specifically territorial re-
ferent. For both males and females, one remains a member of
one’s patrilineal group for life—even after marriage, for ex-
ample, a woman'’s “real” home is that of her father, and her
position in her husband’s house brings to her only very lim-
ited rights.

Marriage and Family

Baluchi marriages are arranged between the bride’s father and
the prospective groom upon the payment of a bride-price con-
sisting of livestock and cash. On marriage, a woman passes
from the control of her father to that of her husband. Mar-
riage is monogamous and is expected to be for life. Adultery
was traditionally punishable by the death of both parties in-
volved. Marriage to a non-Baluchi is rigidly proscribed. Post-
marital residence is patrilocal.

Inheritance. All heritable property passes from father to
sons.

Socialization. Baluchmayar, or “the Baluchi Way,” is the
guiding principle of proper conduct for the Baluchi people. It
is a sort of honor code, entailing the extension of hospitality,
mercy, refuge, and honesty to one’s fellows, and it is reaf-
firmed in the oral traditions of Baluchi song and poetry. Chil-
dren learn proper behavior through observing their elders and
through being subject to taunt and gossip should they behave

badly.

Sociopolitical Organization

Baluch society is organized both into kin-based clans and
territorially defined tribes. One could claim a rough corre-
spondence between the clan and the social hierarchy as dis-
tinct from the tribe and the more specifically political sphere,
but this correspondence is not absolute. The Baluchi people
are an amalgam of many large units, or chieftaincies, each

one of which is itself composed of a nested set of smaller or-
ganizational units. From largest to smallest, these constituent
units can best be understood as clans, clan sections, and sub-
sections—with smaller segments of this last division being
the level that most closely corresponds to actual settlement
units. At each level of this hierarchy, leadership is in the
hands of a male elder. At the least comprehensive level, such
leadership is as likely to be achieved as inherited, but over
time authority at the more inclusive levels has devolved to the
elders of what have become hereditary “chiefly clans” (Sar-
darkel). By the fifteenth century, the Sardarkel formed the or-
ganizational foci of a loosely understood feudal system, which
had developed into a set of semiautonomous sovereign prin-
cipalities by the eighteenth century. During the imperial pe-
riod, the Sardarkel served as mediators between British and
local interests, losing a great deal of their original autonomy
in the process. However, as a result of their participation in
securing the interests of the ruling power, much land and
wealth accrued to these groups, establishing a new and more
purely economic basis for their leadership role, as well as al-
lowing them to develop something of a monopoly over access
to the larger political systems within which the Baluchi peo-
ple now found themselves. As a “stateless” people, the
Baluchi political presence is today somewhat attenuated. In
the 1970s and 1980s, a number of groups sprang up in the
name of Baluchi nationalism, but their activities have been
largely of a guerrilla nature and, as yet, they have been unable
to secure international support for their cause.

Social Control.  Although Muslim, the Baluchi do not in-
voke Sharia (Islamic law) to deal with social transgressions.
Rather, secular authority is vested in the traditional tribal
leaders (Sardars) and conducted according to Rawaj, which is
based on the principles of Baluchmayar. The ultimate tradi-
tional sanction was provided by the mechanism of the blood
feud, invoked by the clan to avenge the wrongful death of one
of its members. Capital punishment was also traditionally ap-
plied in cases of adultery or the theft of clan property. Refusal
to comply with the socially prescribed norms of hospitality is
punishable by fines imposed by the local elders. Pardon for
many social infractions can be obtained by the intercession of
female representatives of the offender’s family. In the case of
all offenses except that of adultery, the offender may seek ref-
uge in the household of a nonrelated clan, which obligates
the household providing sanctuary to fight to the death to de-
fend the refugee. Petitions for such sanctuary must be
granted, according to the code of Baluchmayar. Formal pub-
lic taunting, in verse as well as in direct speech, provides a fur-
ther mechanism by which compliance with the Baluchi code
of behavior is enforced.

Conflict. The warrior tradition of the Baluchi extends
back throughout their history, reaching its fullest flowering in
the eleventh to fourteenth centuries, at a time coincident
with their need to establish a settlement base from which to
conduct their seminomadic way of life. During the imperial
period the British imposed a policy of pacification upon the
region and enforced it by maintaining a substantial garrison
presence. The Baluchi reputation for producing fierce warri-
ors is today recalled primarily in the activities of the “free
fighters” of the Baluchi nationalist movement.
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Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Baluchi today are Sunni Muslims
but, according to many of the traditional ballads of the Ba-
luchi, they have in the past claimed to be followers of Caliph
Ali and thus were once Shia Muslims. Prior to the coming of
Islam, the Baluchi were probably followers of Zoroaster, and
traces of earlier, non-Islamic beliefs are still retained in cur-
rent religious observance. In any case, and unlike the situa-
tion found in much of the Muslim world, religious belief and
practice are considered to be a private affair—there is no
Baluchi concept of a “religious state.” Secular authority is
quite distinct from the spiritual authority vested in religious
leaders. It appears that their religious orientation (Sunni ver-
sus Shia) has something of a political component to it: when
Iran was aligned with the Sunni sect of Islam, the Baluchi
professed for Shia; whereas, when Iran embraced Shia, the
Baluchi promptly realigned themselves as Sunni.

Religious Practitioners. Religious instruction and obser-
vance are led by the local mullah.

Arts. Although the Baluchi are largely an illiterate people
and their language was until quite recently unwritten, they
have a long tradition of poetic composition, and poets and
professional minstrels have been held in high esteem. Their
oral literature consists of epic poetry, ballads of war and ro-
mance, religious compositions, and folktales. Much composi-
tion is given over to genealogical recitals as well. This poetic
creativity traditionally had a practical as well as aesthetic as-
pect—professional minstrels long held the responsibility of
carrying information from one to another of the scattered Ba-
luchi settlements, and during the time of the First Baluchi
Confederacy these traveling singers provided an important
means by which the individual leaders of each tribe within the
confederacy could be linked to the central leadership. The
earliest securely dated Baluchi poem still known today dates
to the late twelfth century, although the tradition of such
compositions is no doubt of much greater antiquity.
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Bania

ETHNONYMS: Agarwal, Agarwala, Agarwal Marwadi, Aggar-
wal, Agrawal, Bani, Banik, Banikar, Baniya, Banjig, Barnik,
Mahajan, Marwadi Bania, Marwari, Oswal, Sahukar, Sarna-
banik, Seth, Sonarbania, Sowcar, Subarnabanik, Vani, Vania

Orientation

“Bania” is a functional term applied to bankers, moneylend-
ers, and dealers in grain, ghee, groceries, and spices. The
name vania (or bania) is derived from the Sanskrit word vanij,
“a merchant.” An interesting aspect of this group is that some
of them are Hindus by religion while a substantial number are
Jains.

Bania are found all over India, in towns and villages, with
large concentrations in Maharashtra, Gujarat, Rajasthan,
West Bengal, and Madhya Pradesh. An extremely large
group, Banias are distinguished by their well-defined tradi-
tional occupation and a distinctive social status. More Banias
adhere to their traditional occupation in modern India than
any other caste or group. They are considered to be Vaisyas,
the third great division of the Aryan twice-born groups. They
wear the sacred thread and are strict observers of the taboo
against eating meat. They are divided into several endoga-
mous subcastes. The important ones, like the Oswals and
Agarwals, are of Rajput or Kshatriya stock and come from
Rajputana, Bundelkhand, or Gujarat. Others migrated cen-
turies ago to different parts of the country, where they have
become endogamous and have taken on a new local name.
Because of their need to keep accounts, Banias have long
been a literate group, and they are credited with special men-
tal and moral characteristics by other castes. Like all mercan-
tile classes, they display energy, shrewdness, and intelligence.
Consequently they have been employed by Rajput princes as
counselors and high officers of the state. From early child-
hood Bania boys are trained to keep accounts and are taught
to view profit as the only creditable outcome of any transac-
tion. To this end, they receive training in mental arithmetic,
including fractional tables, interest tables, and other complex
calculations. For petty accounts Banias traditionally used the
rekha system, which is based on fourths, tied to the old cur-
rency in which 12 paise = 1 anna and 16 annas = 1 rupee.
They are capitalists par excellence, and even at the beginning
of their trading careers they are able to turn over their inven-
tory at a very high rate by dint of hard work. Their career is re-
flected in such proverbs as, “He comes with a lota (water pot)
and goes back with a lakh (100,000),” and “If a Bania gets a
rupee, he will have an income of 8 rupees a month.”

Economy

The Banias’ relationship with members of other castes is
tinged with envy. As moneylenders they provide an essential
function, especially for cultivators; but they are seen as ruth-
less usurers. The cultivators, usually illiterate, rarely get fair
treatment from the Banias. They do not understand figures or
the result of paying compound interest at 25 or 50 percent.
They must have money at planting time and to live on while
their crops are growing. The result is that frequently the land,
if salable, passes to the Bania, and the borrower declines from
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landowner to tenant or tenant to day laborer. There are many
proverbs, in most Indian languages, warning against the
Banias and their cunning. Nevertheless without them the tra-
ditional farming economy would be impossible. The Banias
are willing to lend on security that is unacceptable to banks,
and frequently on none at all. They are willing to wait indefi-
nitely for the repayment of principal, especially if the interest
is paid. This means that debts can be postponed in a bad year
and repayment accelerated in a good one.

The introduction of cash as the basis of all transactions
and the changes in the laws governing the proprietary and
transferable rights in land have added tremendously to the
Banias’ prosperity and to their clients’ perception of their ra-
pacity. But in their defense it must be said that although the
interest they charge is exorbitant by modern banking stan-
dards, it is merely a carryover from earlier peasant agrarian
conditions when the entire transaction was made in grain. A
25-50 percent rate of return in grain does not yield more than
a reasonable profit to the lender. But when in recent times
cash has been substituted for grain, interest may far outstrip
any income that the investment has generated for the bor-
rower. Furthermore, whereas in earlier times a loan of seed
was essentially for planting, most of the loans today are con-
sumer loans taken for expenses like dowries and marriage
expenses.

Like any commercial class, the Banias had to have a high
standard of probity. It was not unusual for people to place
their money in a rich Bania’s hands for safekeeping. Bank-
ruptcy was considered disgraceful and punished. The duty of
paying ancestral debts is taken seriously, since Banias believe
that their condition in the next life depends on the discharge
of all claims in this one. The Banias are well known for keep-
ing caste funds to which all of them contribute to enable any
impoverished member to start afresh. Today the Marwaris are
extremely generous in their subscriptions for the mainte-
nance of educational institutions and temples.

Marriage

The marriage rules vary among the local groups; but on the
whole the subcastes are endogamous, and they in turn are di-
vided into exogamous units that are sometimes called gotras.
Widow remarriage and divorce are not allowed. Although it is
not customary to pay dowry or bride-price, a marriage requires
the youth'’s father to make ritual prestations to the girl. Bania
weddings involve great expense, and feasting may last eight
days.

Religion

All Banias are Jains or Vaishnava Hindus, and both follow
the life-cycle rituals prescribed by Hinduism. One of the gods
they specifically worship is Ganapati, the lord of wealth and
prosperity. They also revere all life and are loath to kill any
animal. Their diet reflects this strict taboo, and most of them
abstain from all kinds of meat and alcoholic drink. Many of
them, especially the Jains among them, will also eschew on-
ions, garlic, and other tubers, since this involves taking the
life of a plant. Most of the animal asylums in India (panjara-
pol) are supported by donations from Jain Banias. Gauri, the
mother of Ganapati (or Ganesh), is worshiped by a bridal
couple. In Rajasthan Gauri is worshiped as the corn goddess
about the time of the vernal equinox, especially by women.

At Divali, in addition to Ganapati, the Banias worship
Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth. She is considered to be the de-
ified cow, and as such is the other main source of wealth both
as the mother of the bull, which is the tiller of the soil, and the
giver of milk from which ghee is made. Divali is also the begin-
ning of the accounting year, and a ceremony venerating the
new account books and invoking Lakshmi is conducted. The
other important festival is Holi, when Marwaris make an image
out of mud of Nathu Ram, who was supposed to be a great
Marwari. The image is mocked and beaten with shoes; after
two or three days it is broken up and thrown away. Mock con-
tests between men and women and the throwing of colored
powder are universal features of Holi. Banias both Jain and
Hindu usually begin the day with a visit to the local temple.

The dead are as a rule cremated, and the ashes thrown
into a sacred river or stream. A period of mourning is ob-
served for an odd number of days. Professional mourners may
be employed. The mourning period is followed by a feast
given to local members of the caste.

See also Jain; Vaisya
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Baul

ETHNONYMS: none

Bauls are a religious and cultural group of India, best
known for their songs and poems to the god who dwells
within. The term “Baul” is usually understood to mean “mad-
man” or religious ecstatic, and Bauls often describe them-
selves as crazy for God.

Bauls are found primarily in the state of West Bengal in
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India and in Bangladesh. There are three major communities
or lineages (sampradayas). The first is associated with the
Birbhum District, which is traditionally considered to be the
source of the Baul tradition in West Bengal. This community
is in the western part of the state, and it inhabits the districts
of Birbhum, Burdwan, Bankura, and Midnapore. It shows
many influences, including Tantric Buddhism and Shaktism
(goddess worship). The second community is known as the
Navadvipa sampradaya, which shows strong Bengali Vaish-
nava influence and is found primarily in the Nadia and Mur-
shidabad districts. The third group is the Muslim Bauls or
fakir sampradaya, found primarily in Bangladesh.

Bauls may live as religious ascetics or as laypeople. The
householder Bauls live as married couples and perform daily
rituals in their homes. The ascetic Bauls take initiation, often
as renunciant vows (sannyasa diksha), and may wander
through the countryside or live in the ashram or akhara
(monastery). These ashrams are frequently supported by the
local villagers. Bauls who wander from village to village may
also contribute from their earnings from begging (madhukari)
or singing.

There are great gatherings of Bauls at festivals called me-
las or mahotsavas, at which hundreds of Bauls meet to sing
and share stories. There are large tents and awnings, incense,
fires, and flowers. Some of the largest of the gatherings are in
Birbhum, in Jayadeva-Kenduli, Gopalnagar, Dubrajpur, and
Bilvamangala. Baul singers are usually men, and they play a
variety of instruments to accompany the songs. The most
common is the gopijantra or ektara, a one-stringed instrument
made from gourd and split bamboo. They may also play the
dotara, a two-stringed lute with a long neck, as well as various
drums, and sometimes small cymbals or a harmonium.

Bauls usually dress in orange or saffron, to show their as-
sociation with the religious life. Men wear the alkhalla, a robe
of coarse cloth, small bells at the ankles, long hair (often in a
topknot), and beards, and sometimes rudraksha beads (sa-
cred to the god Shiva). Women may wear simple white or saf-
fron saris and no jewelry.

Bauls have a system of religious theology and practice
that is characterized by the belief that God exists physically
within the world, especially within the human body. This dif-
fers from more traditional Indian religious thought (both
Vedic and dharmic) that understands the body as more dis-
tant from the gods and emphasizes the importance of purity
and transcendence of the physical world. For Bauls, the body
is pure because the god is present. The teacher or guru is im-
portant because he can guide the student toward the vision of
the god within (bhagavata darshan).

Baul religious belief and practice are expressed in song,
there is no revealed text and no single founder. Some songs
emphasize spontaneity (sahaja) and the states of religious ec-
stasy and creativity that come of their own accord, without ef-
fort. These states are highly valued by Bauls. Other songs de-
scribe the role of disciplined religious practice (sadhana),
which seeks to induce the state of ecstasy (bhava).

Baul practice shows tantric influence, both in the impor-
tance of having a female partner and in its acceptance of sex-
uality as a path to religious experience. The god is associated
with creativity and is understood to dwell physically in the
sexual fluids of the body. These fluids meet during sexual rit-
ual, which takes place when the male and female essences are

believed to be strongest. At this time, the male and female as-
pects of the divine are understood to be fully present, and the
god (often understood to be a divine couple, the god and god-
dess) can be perceived by the performers of the ritual. Many
poetic metaphors are used to describe this process: the union
of water and milk, catching the fish at high tide, the piercing
of the moons. When the deity is fully manifest in the body,
the body is recognized as a microcosm of the universe. As a
Baul proverb states, “What is not in the body is not in the
universe.”

Baul beliefs are derived from many sources. Tantric Bud-
dhism was strong in Bengal from perhaps the fifth century Ap.
until the Muslim conquest in the early thirteenth century.
Sufism or Islamic mysticism then arose in the area and be-
came intermingled with the rising tide of devotional Vaish-
navism (in Bengal, focusing on the relationship between
Krishna and his mistress Radha) and its tantric offshoot,
Sahajiya Vaishnavism. Shakta religion, the worship of the
goddess (in forms such as Kali or Devi), grew from an esoteric
meditative tradition to widespread devotional love, and it was
also a strong influence on the Baul tradition. Shaktism was
incorporated in the Baul songs both as worship of the physi-
cal woman and as imagery from Kundalini yoga. In Baul song
and poetry, the deity may be called Bhagavan, Radha/
Krishna, Shiva/Shakti, Allah, the man of the heart, the un-
known bird, the great bliss (mahasukha), or infinite light.

Today, Bauls are both religious practitioners and enter-
tainers, and they may sing both religious and secular songs.
With the popularity of Christianity among Westernized Indi-
ans, some Baul songs now include Christian elements as well
as more traditional ones.
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Bene Israel

ETHNONYMS: Beni Israel, Shanwar Teli

Onrientation

Identification. The Bene Israel Indian Jews lived in
Bombay and in villages on the Konkan Coast, south of Bom-
bay, in Maharashtra State. Today less than 5,000 Bene Israel
live in India, and more than 30,000 live in Israel. The Bene
Israel claim that they originated in Israel and were ship-
wrecked off the Indian coast in the year 175 B.c. The name
“Bene Israel” means “Children of Israel” in Hebrew, bolster-
ing their origin claims.

Location. In India the Bene Israel originally lived in more
than 100 villages along the Konkan Coast, such as Pen, Ash-
tame, and Navgaon. In the nineteenth century they moved to
Bombay and set up small colonies in other cities in India
(e.g., Ahmedabad, Poona, and Delhi), leaving only a few
hundred families in the Konkan.

After 1948 the Bene Israel community (all but 5,000)
gradually moved to Israel, where they live exclusively in urban
settlements. At first, the Bene Israel had difficulty adjusting
to a climate colder than India’s, but this problem passed.

Demography. The Bene Israel population increased from
6,000 in the 1830s to 20,000 in 1948. Since then, due to nat-
ural increase and the decline of infant mortality in Israel, an
estimated 32,000 Bene Israel live in Israel; less than 5,000 re-
main in India.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Bene Israel speak Marathi, an
Indo-Aryan language, although it is dying out among the
younger generation in Israel. In addition, the more educated

speak English. In Israel, the Bene Israel speak modern
Hebrew.

History and Cultural Relations

The Bene Israel claim that they are members of “lost” tribes
that reached India as long ago as 175 B.c. According to their
tradition, their ancestors were shipwrecked off the Konkan
Coast and lost all their holy books; they only remembered the
Shema, the Jewish prayer expressing faith in God. They lived
among the Hindus and adopted several of their customs.
When discovered by a Jewish outsider, David Rahabi, possibly
in the eighteenth century, they observed the Sabbath, dietary
laws, circumcision, and many of the Jewish festivals, but they
had no synagogue. Navyacha San, the New Year, was only cel-
ebrated for one day; the rationale for several Jewish fast days
appeared to have been forgotten; and Hannukah (the Feast
of Lights) was unknown, since it had developed after the
Bene Israel departure from the land of Israel.

From 1750 onward, the Bene Israel embarked upon a
process of adjusting to mainstream Judaism. They gradually
moved from the Konkan villages to Bombay and other cities
as their involvement with the British Raj increased. Their first
synagogue, named “Gate of Mercy,” was established in
Bombay in 1796. The Bene Israel were also assisted in their
religious life by Cochin Jews from the Malabar Coast, who
acted as cantors, ritual slaughterers, and teachers. In the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century, the Bene Israel of

Bombay were joined by some Jews from Baghdad (including
the Sassoon family), who served as a reference model of nor-
mative Judaism. Paradoxically, the arrival of Christian mis-
sionaries in the Konkan from 1810 promoted the Bene Israel
rapprochement with world Jewry by introducing them to the
Hebrew Bible and other religious texts in Marathi translation.

After the British withdrew from India in 1947 and the
State of Israel’s establishment in 1948, Bene Israel began em-
igrating to Israel. By 1960, it became clear that certain rabbis
in Israel would not marry Bene Israel to other Israelis on Jew-
ish legal (halakhic) grounds, alleging that there were doubts
concerning their Jewishness. Between 1962 and 1964, the
Bene Israel organized a series of strikes and demonstrations in
Israel involving the whole community to demand status as
“full Jews.” In 1964, the Chief Rabbinate withdrew its
halakhic objections and declared the Bene Israel “full Jews in
every respect.”

Settlements

In India, the Bene Israel tended to live in typical tenement
buildings in Bombay, although the upper middle classes lived
in private houses. In Israel, many Bene Israel live in apart-
ment blocks (called shikunim) in “development towns.”

Economy

The traditional occupation of the Bene Israel in the Konkan
villages was that of oil pressing. They were known as Shanwar
Telis or “Saturday oilmen” because, as Jews, they refrained
from pressing oil on Saturdays. In the towns, Bene Israel were
primarily employed as clerks. Only in the Konkan villages did
the Bene Israel sell the oil they pressed to other members of
the village or neighboring villages. Otherwise they were and
are employed in the services. In recent decades only a minor-
ity of the Bene Israel were still living in the Konkan villages,
engaged in cultivation and agriculture and industries indi-
rectly associated with their traditional occupation of oil press-
ing. The majority of those still in India are employed either as
white-collar workers or as mechanics and skilled laborers in
factories and workshops. A significant minority were em-
ployed in India in the professional category as doctors, teach-
ers, and lawyers. As a result of their previous ties with the
British, many Bene Israel members are still to be found in the
armed forces and the transportation and communication in-
dustries. Almost 50 percent of the women work outside the
home in Israel.

Kinship
Kin Groups and Descent. The Bene Israel strictly ob-

served “caste” endogamy, marrying only other Bene Israel
and, later, other Jews. However, there was no intermarriage
between Gora (White) and Kala (Black) Bene Israel, the for-
mer claiming descent from the original families who were
shipwrecked off the Konkan Coast and the latter being the
descendants of mixed marriages with Hindus, possibly even
Untouchables.

Kinship Terminology. In India, Bene Israel kinship ter-
minology reflects local Marathi terminology, whereas in Israel
the Bene Israel terms dod (uncle) and doda (aunt) refer to
parent’s siblings without specification of maternal/paternal
linearity.
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Marriage and Family
Marriage. The Bene Israel traditionally prefer cross-

cousin marriage in order to ensure that wealth and prestige
are retained within the family. Postmarital residence is ideally
patrilocal, although actually there are variations from the
ideal. Divorce is completely disapproved of and was extremely
rare in India, although in Israel it is on the increase. Widow
remarriage was also discouraged in India. The incidence of
polygamy is sharply declining among the Bene Israel; and in
Israel, where polygamous marriages are forbidden under con-
temporary Jewish religious law, there are only a few Bene Is-
rael polygamous families in the whole country.

Domestic Unit. In India, the ideal pattern of family living
among the Bene Israel was a structure based on a complex
network of rights and duties between members that is usually
described as “joint.” In its ideal form, the joint family has its
basis in common property; members live in a single house-
hold and share common resources. Most Bene Israel joint
families are lineal, whereby sets of two husband-wife pairs
{(with children) belonging to different generations live to-
gether. In addition, there is a collateral joint family composed
of a man, his wife, and their unmarried children and a man’s
married brother(s) with wife (or wives) and children. The
“augmented family” refers to a lineal joint family where the
senior male member has died. “Family with dependents” re-
fers to a unit composed of husband, wife, and their unmarried
children and other kin such as the wife’s brother, who could
not be said to constitute an augmented family. “Nuclear fami-
lies,” composed of a husband and wife with or without un-
married children, represent a high percentage of families, par-
ticularly in Israel but also in India too, depending upon the
stage in the life cycle. In many cases, the phenomenon of
“proximal housing,” whereby patrikin live in separate yet ad-
jacent or neighboring apartments, enables families to operate
in a joint fashion by adhering to the ideal of mutual coopera-
tion without making coresidence a requirement.

Inheritance. A man’s estate is divided among his widow
and sons, although an amount is kept aside for unmarried
daughters’ dowries.

Socialization.  Socialization of the child is carried out
within the joint family, all female members helping to raise
the young child and male members acting as discipliners. The
mother’s brother is particularly loved. A high value is placed
on education. Today in Israel all Bene Israel attend regular
schools with other Israeli children. Boys have a Bar Mitzvah
ceremony at the age of 13.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. In a manner not surprising to anyone
familiar with the literature on caste, the Bene Israel were in-
corporated into the caste system. Although they themselves
did not subscribe to the Hindu religion and mystic beliefs,
they referred to themselves and were regarded by others as a
caste. Caste features not only influenced external relations
with non-Jews but also pervaded Jewish life internally in
India. Thus the Bene Israel were divided into two jatis or sub-
castes called “Whites” and “Blacks,” or Gora and Kala. The
White Bene Israel claimed direct descent from the seven cou-
ples who landed on the Konkan Coast, while the Black Bene
Israel were said to be the descendants of unions between

Bene Israel men and non-Bene Israel women. Until the
twentieth century, Gora and Kala neither intermarried nor
interdined: their relationship was characterized by their belief
in the concept of pollution. As late as the 1970s a weak dis-
tinction between Gora and Kala was reported to have been
preserved in very limited Bene Israel circles, but with the
breakdown of caste, particularly in urban surroundings, jati
divisions have lost much of their significance.

Political Organization. There never was a single Bene Is-
rael leader, but different factions supported different social
and charitable causes. The Stree Mandel, established as a
women’s organization, is still active today, even in Israel. The
Home for Destitutes and Orphans was established in 1934.
During the twentieth century, sports clubs, Zionist organiza-
tions, and credit associations were set up, and many were car-
ried over to Israel. The Bene Israel also published a large
number of communal periodicals.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Bene Israel, as Jews, believe in one
all-powerful God. Their beliefs, for example with respect to
afterlife, were also influenced by Hinduism.

Religious Practitioners. The task of guiding the commu-
nity in religious matters was traditionally entrusted to three
leaders from three particular families. Their positions were in-
herited over several generations. By the nineteenth century,
Cochin Jews from south India served among the Bene Israel
as teachers, cantors, and ritual slaughterers. The Bene Israel
never had any rabbis or priests (cohanim) themselves.

Ceremonies. When first “discovered,” probably in the sev-
enteenth century, the Bene Israel were found to be practicing
circumcision and the dietary laws as prescribed in the Bible;
they observed many Jewish festivals and recited the Shema,
the confession of the Jewish faith, at every ceremonial occa-
sion. From the nineteenth century, they began to come in line
with the religious customs of other Jews. Today they practice
Judaism like other Jews, although certain rites, such as the
prewedding mehendi (henna) ceremony, are clearly influ-
enced by Hindu custom.

Arts. Bene Israel sing and dance as other Maharashtrians.
They also act out special kirtan (religious singing) of dis-
tinctly Biblical character, in which they sing about and act as
Old Testament figures.

Medicine. Bene Israel believe in the efficacy of scientific
medicine; some also receive homeopathic treatment.

Death and Afterlife. The Bene Israel believe in an after-
life, influenced both by Hindu and Jewish belief. The dead are
buried according to Jewish custom in a special Jewish ceme-
tery. If a person has committed suicide, he or she is buried
just outside the walls of the cemetery.

See also Cochin Jew
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Bengali

ETHNONYMS: Bangali, Bangladeshi (formerly Bengalee,
Baboo)

Orientation

Identification. The Bengali people speak the Bengali
(Bangla) language and live in the Bengal region of the Indian
subcontinent located in northeastern South Asia, and most
follow either the Hindu or the Muslim faith. The Bengal re-
gion is divided politically between the nation of Bangladesh
and the Indian state of West Bengal. Bengalis themselves
refer to their region as Bangla desh, meaning simply “the Ben-
gali homeland,” a term adopted by the people of eastern
Bengal when they won sovereign independence for the nation
of Bangladesh in 1971. The native ethnic term for themselves
is Bangli—of which “Bengali” is an anglicization. However,
Bengalis who are citizens of Bangladesh will also most readily
call themselves Bangladeshi.

Location. Lying at the north of the Bay of Bengal and
roughly between 22° and 26° N and 86° and 93° E, the
Bengal region consists largely of a vast alluvial, deltaic plain,
built up by the Ganges River and watered also by the Brahma-
putra River system originating in the eastern Himalaya
Mountains. As in much of South Asia, monsoon winds bring
a rainy season that can last from April to mid-November.
Bengal’s total area is approximately 233,000 square kilo-
meters, of which about 38 percent (just under 89,000 square
kilometers) is in India, the remaining 62 percent (144,000
square kilometers) constituting the nation of Bangladesh.

Demography. According to the last available (1981) cen-
suses, India’s West Bengal contained some 47 million people
(35 percent) and Bangladesh 86 million people (65 percent)
claiming to be primary speakers of the Bengali langyage, with
the total of around 133 million constituting the “cote” ethnic
Bengali population. To this total must be added at least an-
other 7 million Bengali speakers living in adjacent or nearby
states of India—Assam, 3 million; Bihar, 2 million; Tripura,
1.4 million; Orissa, 378,000; Meghalaya, 120,000; and Naga-
land, 27,000—forming a kind of “Bengali diaspora” that, al-
though concentrated in northeastern South Asia, is actually

worldwide, with large numbers of Bengalis living as immi-
grants in the United States, United Kingdom, and Canada.
In sum, Bengalis comprised a population of about 140 mil-
lion in 1981, one which can be expected to have grown by at
least 25 percent by the time data from 1991 censuses be-
comes available. Bengali speakers make up 85 percent of the
population of West Bengal, which otherwise is home to an
additional 9 million non-Bengali people. Most of these are
from other parts of India, living in the metropolis of Calcutta,
the state capital, but there are significant numbers of non-
Bengali people locally classed as “tribals” in rural West
Bengal as well. Bangladesh is far more homogeneous; all but
1 percent of its people identify themselves as Bengali. Most of
the remaining 900,000 consist of non-Bengali ethnic groups
also locally designated as “tribal,” and the majority of these
are speakers of Tibeto-Burman and other minority languages,
often living in border areas of the country. Some speakers of
dialects of Hindi-Urdu remain in Bangladesh as well. Overall
population densities in West Bengal were recorded at 615
people per square kilometer in 1981, ranging from 466 in
some rural areas to 56,462 in urban localities (especially Cal-
cutta). In Bangladesh overall densities reached 624 persons
per square kilometer by 1981, rising to 2,179 in the urban
areas (especially Dhaka, the nation’s capital), but also regis-
tering a quite high 693 persons per square kilometer in part of
the countryside.

Linguistic Affiliation. Like most of the languages of
northern South Asia, Bengali belongs to the Indo-Iranian
(sometimes also called Indo-Aryan) Branch of the Indo-
European Family. Descended from ancient Sanskrit, Bengali
contains forty-seven sounds: eleven vowels, twenty-five con-
sonants, four semivowels, and seven “breath sounds” (includ-
ing sibilants and aspirates). Its script, also Sanskrit-derived,
contains fifty-seven letter symbols. The Bengali language is
associated with a long literary tradition, pride in which is a
major factor in Bengali ethnic and national identity. A Ben-
gali, Rabindranath Tagore, was the first Asian to receive the
Nobel Prize for literature (in 1913). The literary language
with which educated speakers are familiar is, however, quite
distinct from the urban and rural speech of the less well edu-
cated. The eastern dialects of Bengali, notably those spoken
in the Sylhet and Chittagong districts of Bangladesh, differ
quite noticeably from those heard in West Bengal.

History and Cultural Relations

Bengal is mentioned as a distinct region of South Asia in
some of the earliest Hindu texts, and throughout the first mil-
lennium AD. it was governed by a succession of Buddhist and
Hindu rulers. Islamic armies arrived in the region in the late
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, and gradual Muslim
conquest—culminating in Mughal rule after 1576—set the
stage for widespread conversion of the local population to
Islam, especially in eastern Bengal. Not long thereafter, Euro-
pean contact with, and competition for power on, the Indian
subcontinent began, and the British period of India’s history
is usually dated from England’s takeover of the administra-
tion of Bengal in 1757. Lasting until 1947, British rule had a
profound impact on Bengali culture and society, especially
with the introduction of English as the medium of higher ed-
ucation after 1835. Hindus responded more rapidly than did
Muslims to opportunities provided by English education, and
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the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw the rise of a
highly Westernized elite, mostly, but not exclusively, Hindu
in composition, whose intellectual attainments were coupled
with efforts at sociocultural and political reform. Bengali
elites provided major leadership to the Indian nationalist
movement as a whole, which began to develop in force after
the mid-1800s. Bengali Hindus tended to support a national-
ist party called the Indian National Congress in its vision of a
free, secular India to follow British rule. But most Bengali
Muslims believed, as did many Muslims throughout India at
that time, that they had benefited less than Hindus under
British rule and feared that they would suffer discrimination
in a free India dominated by the country’s Hindu majority.
The Muslims of Bengal were thus more attracted to another
nationalist organization, the Muslim League, which in 1940
advocated a separate postindependence state for Muslims, to
be known as Pakistan. The British acceded to India’s inde-
pendence in 1947, at which time the subcontinent was parti-
tioned into two separate nation-states: India, with a Hindu
majority, and Pakistan, with a Muslim majority. The predom-
inantly Hindu western districts of Bengal then comprised the
Indian state of West Bengal, whereas the mainly Muslim dis-
tricts of eastern Bengal formed the eastern province of Paki-
stan (called East Pakistan). Pakistan’s national unity was
based on common religious identity of its citizens as Muslims,
but it was undermined by the nation’s linguistic diversity and
growing conflict between the country’s ethnic groups. Over
time the Bengali Muslims of East Pakistan came into increas-
ing confrontation with the non-Bengali Muslim groups of
West Pakistan, where a preponderance of the economic
wealth and political power of the country was concentrated.
In 1971 the schism between East and West Pakistan erupted
into a civil war—a national liberation struggle from the Ben-
gali point of view—resulting in the breakup of Pakistan and
the emergence of Bangladesh as a new nation. This history
helps to explain why the Bengali population is divided into its
two major political entities: the Hindu-majority Indian state
of West Bengal, with its capital at Calcutta; and the Muslim-
majority independent nation-state of Bangladesh, with its
capital at Dhaka.

Settlements

Throughout the Bengal region the officially recognized unit
of rural settlement is known as a mauza or “revenue village,”
which has surveyed boundaries determined during the British
imperial period for purposes of taxation and general adminis-
tration. There are more than 40,000 such villages in West
Bengal, and some 68,000 in Bangladesh, but it is important
to recognize that these officially designated villages do not
necessarily always correspond to actual rural communities as
locally and socially defined. Peasant communities range from
100 to 1,000 people, and a typical village in the low-lying
Bengal delta consists of one or more hamlets (para) of peas-
ant homesteads (bari) built on land deliberately raised so as
to avoid monsoon flooding. Along canals and other water-
ways the pattern of settlement is more linear, and in areas of
the country where monsoon inundations are especially great
the pattern tends to be more dispersed. Peasant homesteads
are usually composed of extended families, broken down into
households most often consisting of a man and his depen-
dents, who form an independent landholding and/or cultivat-

ing and consuming unit. Interspersed throughout one finds a
network of periodic rural markets, and in the multivillage area
served by each local market—what some anthropologists
have called the “standard marketing area”—the market func-
tions not only as the focus of commercial activity but also as
the social and political center that unites the village commu-
nities served by the market into a certain degree of wider re-
gional identity. Dwellings are most commonly constructed
from the dense mud of the Bengal Delta and local, indige-
nous construction engineering is sometimes sophisticated
enough to allow the raising of homes of two and three stories
in height. Animal shelters and fruit-bearing trees are com-
mon fixtures in a homestead area, and the excavation of mud
for construction often results in a human-made pond that
serves the residents as a source of fish as well as water for
bathing and laundering. Thatch grass typically provides roof-
ing, but wealthier families can afford roofs of corrugated iron;
the poorest families often have homes primarily made of bam-
boo only.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Statistical data
for 1981 indicate that some 83 percent of the people in the
Bengal region as a whole resided in the rural areas (89 percent
in Bangladesh, 74 percent in West Bengal), and it is unlikely
that the rural-urban distribution of the population or the oc-
cupational breakdown of the labor force has changed mark-
edly over the past decade. Two-thirds (67 percent) of the
labor was engaged in agriculture, more so in Bangladesh (74
percent) than in West Bengal (55 percent). The region is
largely homogeneous in the kinds of crop its people grow, wet
rice agriculture being the hallmark of the Bengali economy.
There are three cropping seasons: (1) a spring season marked
by the onset of monsoon rains in April, during which varieties
of rice classed as aus are typically grown along with jute, the
region’s major commercial crop, until mid-July; (2) the aman
season, which accounts for the bulk of annual rice produc-
tion, lasting to November; and (3) the dry winter season, lin-
gering through March, in which types of rice called boro,
which can grow under irrigated conditions, are sown, along
with pulses and oilseeds. Wheat and potatoes represent rela-
tively recent food crop innovations in Bengal. The raising of
farm animals for food and labor is not usually an occupa-
tional specialization, although whether or not a farm family
will possess any of the animals commonly found throughout
Bengal—cows, oxen, bullocks, water buffalo, and goats—will
depend on its wealth. Some small-scale fishing may be en-
gaged in by farm families with homestead ponds, but exten-
sive fishing is an occupational specialty of particular Hindu
castes or castelike groups among Muslims.

Industrial Arts.  Preindustrial manufacture and the provi-
sion of nonagricultural goods throughout Bengal has always
been carried out by specialized, mostly Hindu, artisan caste
groups—weavers, potters, blacksmiths, carpenters, and so
forth. Because Bengali villages usually are small, it is rare for a
full complement of artisan castes to be present in them, but
these artisans are usually sufficiently dispersed throughout
standard marketing areas to make their wares generally avail-
able. It should also be emphasized that industrial manufac-
turing is widespread in Bengal, concentrated primarily in its
major cities.
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Trade. As noted above, periodic local markets dot the
Bengal countryside, and these in turn are linked to perma-
nent, daily markets in larger provincial towns and ultimately
to major urban commercial centers. Many peasants engage in
petty marketing to supplement their primary occupation, but
large-scale accumulation and transportation of major crops,
especially rice and jute, and artisan products are typically car-
ried out by wholesalers who move from market to market. As
elsewhere in South Asia, some Hindu caste groups specialize
in certain kinds of trade and commercial transactions (e.g.,
those related to gold and other jewelry or specific consump-
tion items other than rice). Because Bengal possesses a laby-
rinthine network of rivers, providing boat transportation to
and between riverside centers is a major activity for many.
Commerce is overwhelmingly male-dominated, since adult
women are usually required to limit their activities to their
homesteads and immediate surroundings and thus are not
permitted to engage in significant trading activity.

Division of Labor. The division of labor by both gender
and occupational specialization is highly marked throughout
South Asia, including Bengal, particularly so in the rural
areas. Regardless of a rural family’s occupational specialty,
men engage in activities that take place outside the home,
while women are limited to those that can be performed
within its confines. Thus, for example, in rice-farming fami-
lies men perform all the work in the fields—plowing, plant-
ing, weeding, and harvesting—and once the crop is brought
into the homestead women take up the tasks of threshing,
drying, and husking the crop. A similar kind of intra- (versus
extra-) homestead division of labor by gender occurs in fami-
lies with nonagricultural occupational specializations. Not
surprisingly, domestic and child-rearing tasks fall within the
women’s domain as well. The degree to which women are per-
mitted to work outside the home is, however, related to the
economic and social status of the family. A poor or landless
farmer’s wife may spend part of her day processing agricul-
tural goods in a wealthier household, for example, to supple-
ment her family’s meager income, and among the lower-
ranked service castes (see below) the taboo on women
working outside the home is considerably less strict. In the
urban middle class and upper classes, it is by no means un-
common for women to have a profession, especially in the
teaching and medical fields (nearly all gynecologists are
women), and to work outside the home. The other major fea-
ture of the Bengali division of labor is occupational speciali-
zation by caste, already mentioned and discussed more fully
below. In traditional Bengali Hindu society, nearly every oc-
cupation is carried on by a ranked hierarchy of specialized
caste groups—not only the artisan and trading occupations
already discussed but also personal and domestic service
functions (e.g., barbering, laundering, latrine cleaning) as
well as nonmenial tasks such as those related to public ad-
ministration and, of course, the priesthood. There is some
caste-based specialization among Muslims as well. In the
modern sectors of Bengal’s economy, the division of labor is
not formally organized by caste. But the caste hierarchy tends
to be visible in the distribution of the work force nonetheless;
the professions and management jobs are likely to be taken
up by persons of higher caste background, whereas laborers
and lower-level service workers are most often members of the
traditionally lower-ranked castes.

Land Tenure. Land has always been individually owned
and small family farms, typically little more than a single
hectare in size, are found throughout Bengal. Farm holdings
are often highly fragmented, consisting on average of between
seven and nine separate plots per holding. Recent land tenure
surveys from Bangladesh indicate that around 80 percent of
the cultivated area is owned by only 35 percent of the land-
owning households; 30 percent of rural households are land-
less and 10 percent more own farms of less than half a hect-
are. No significant land reform has been attempted in
Bangladesh in the past forty years. Two decades ago, only 20
percent of the landholdings in West Bengal accounted for
some 60 percent of the total cultivated area, and a large num-
ber of cultivating families were landless laborers, tenants, and
sharecroppers as well; since then West Bengal has made a sig-
nificant effort at land reform with some beneficial results.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The commonest kin group in
rural Bengal is the homestead-based patrilineal extended
family, whose members jointly own homestead land and
may—but usually do not—also own agricultural land in com-
mon. The homestead is typically composed of a senior male
head, his married sons with their families, unmarried children
and grandchildren, and other dependents.

Kinship Terminology. In conventional classifications,
the Bengali kinship terminology is of the bifurcate collateral
type in terms of first ascending generation terminology, and it
is of the Sudanese type from the point of view of cousin termi-
nology. Thus, each of Ego’s parental siblings is denoted by a
separate term, and so therefore is each parental sibling’s child
(i-e., “cousin” in English terms). In this respect, Bengali ter-
minology does not differ from that found across north India
and the Middle East. Although both Bengali Hindu and Ben-
gali Muslim terminologies share the same pattern, Muslims
employ seven kinship terms that are found in Urdu and in
several cases are actually derived from Arabic and Persian, all
of which languages are distinctively identified with Islamic
rather than Hindu civilization. (Recent discussions of Ben-
gali kinship, however, suggest that the conventional anthro-
pological classification system has limited utility for under-
standing the basic cultural categories of kinship in Bengali
culture.)

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Bengali marriages are arranged, but Hindu and
Muslim marital practices differ in certain key respects.
Among Hindus, considerations of caste rank are important;
that is, marriage usually occurs between persons of the same
caste. Hypergamous unions—between members of closely
ranked castes, with women marrying upward—are not forbid-
den. But hypogamous marriages—in which a woman marries
a man of a lower caste—are strongly discouraged and rarely
occur. Because of the egalitarian ideology of Islam, caste-
related restrictions are not formally required for Muslims.
But since Bengali Muslim society as a matter of fact reflects
some castelike features, social rank is also a strong considera-
tion in the selection of mates, and there are some low-ranked
Muslim occupational groups that are perforce highly
endogamous. Among Hindus also lineage exogamy is the
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basic rule and matrilateral cousin marriage is also forbidden.
By contrast, as Islam raises no barrier to cousin marriage, its
occurrence among Bengali Muslims is common, although
empirical studies show that it is neither pervasive nor neces-
sarily preferred. Similarly polygyny, rare and strongly discour-
aged among Bengali Hindus, is of course permitted to Bengali
Muslims, although its actual rate of occurrence is not high.
Divorce among high-caste Hindus is strongly discouraged
and, at least until recently, has always brought great stigma.
Islam discourages but nonetheless permits divorce, and thus
its rate among Bengali Muslims is much higher than among
Bengali Hindus. Finally, among high-caste Hindus, widow re-
marriage—despite a century of legislation outlawing the an-
cient custom of proscribing it—is still greatly frowned upon.
Islam places no barrier on remarriage for either sex after spou-
sal death or divorce, although the incidence of remarriage of
elderly Muslim widows is not high. For both Hindus and
Muslims patrilocal/virilocal postmarital residence patterns
are much preferred and almost universally practiced, at least
in the rural areas. Neolocal nuclear-family households are

much more common among urban professional families in
both West Bengal and Bangladesh.

Domestic Unit. Throughout rural Bengal the patrilineally
extended family homestead is subdivided into its natural seg-
ments, called paribar, consisting of men, their wives, their
children, and other dependents, who form the basic subsis-
tence-producing and consuming kinship units. The economic
and social “jointness” of the paribar is underlined by the shar-
ing of a common kitchen or hearth, as well as the ownership
or control of land and/or other productive assets, if any.

Inheritance. Among Bengali Hindus, inheritance is gov-
erned by the dayabhaga system of customary law in which a
man has sole rights in all ancestral property until his death
and can in principle pass it on to his survivors in any manner
that he wishes. Unless he makes a will to the contrary, upon
his death a man’s sons are to inherit equally all property as a
matter of survivorship, not a matter of right; his wife and
daughters have no claim by right to any of his property, but
they do have the right to maintenance so long as they are de-
pendent on their sons or brothers. Among Muslims inheri-
tance is of course governed by Islamic law, which permits a
man’s female dependents to inherit a portion of his property;
since sons are expected to be the sole providers for their fami-
lies, the law permits them to receive more of a father’s prop-
erty than do daughters. In actual Bengali Muslim (at least
rural, peasant) practice, however, daughters commonly forgo
or are deprived of their inheritance of immovable property in
favor of their brothers, assuming that if they need to return to
their natal homes after widowhood or divorce their brothers
will take care of them. Although joint retention and use of
the father's property by his sons is the cultural ideal for both
Hindus and Muslims, in practice the subdivision of a man’s
property begins not long after his death, and the formation or
further proliferation of the domestic units discussed above
begins.

Socialization. Children learn proper behavior from par-
ents and older siblings, gradually becoming differentiated ac-
cording to gender as they mature. The pattern of older chil-
dren caring for their younger siblings is widespread. While
small children of both sexes are warmly indulged, as girls ap-
proach physical maturity their movements outside the house-

hold are gradually curtailed in anticipation of the relative re-
strictions that both high-caste Hindu and Muslim adult
women will experience for most of their child-bearing years.
Schools abound throughout Bengal, but whether and how
long a child will attend depend much upon gender as well as
the social standing and financial condition of the family.
Schools for religious education—Hindu pathsalas for boys
and Islamic madrassas open to both sexes—are found every-
where and commonly attended, at least during childhood
years.

Sociopolitical Organization

West Bengal is a federal state within the Republic of India,
with its own elected governor and legislature; it also sends
representatives to a bicameral national parliament. Bangla-
desh is an independent sovereign republic with an elected
president and a unicameral, elected national assembly (the
Jatiya Sangsad).

Social ization. Bengali Hindu society is organized
along the lines of the Hindu caste system, in which every indi-
vidual is a member by birth of a corporate, ranked, endoga-
mous occupational group, called a caste (jati). One’s place in
society is determined by the rank of one’s caste, and the latter
is determined by the relative prestige—measured by the de-
gree of ritual purity or impurity—associated with the caste’s
traditional occupation. The castes traditionally associated
with religious leadership are considered to be the most pure
ritually and so have the highest rank. At the bottom of the hi-
erarchy are found those castes whose occupations, because
they involve direct or indirect contact with such defiling sub-
stances as blood and human excreta or may be associated
with death in some way, are considered to be the most ritually
impure. The customs governing much of the individual’s exis-
tence are those of his or her caste community; the wealth of
one’s family is also correlated with one’s caste ranking; the
probability that a person will receive a high degree of educa-
tion is also related to caste status, and of course most people
marry a member of their caste as well. Individual upward so-
cial mobility is highly restricted in this kind of social system,
but it is possible for a whole caste to elevate its actual rank in
its local hierarchy if its members become wealthy and attempt
to emulate norms and customs of the higher castes. Certain
castes found elsewhere in India, notably those associated in
the past with royalty (i.e., the Kshatriya varna) and the per-
formance of traditional ruling functions, have not been his-
torically present in Bengal. Anywhere from six to a dozen
caste groups might be found in a typical Bengali Hindu vil-
lage, but villages in Bengal tend to be less highly stratified, in
the sense that they tend to have a smaller number of castes
than Hindu communities in other parts of India. In the most
populous southern areas of the Bengal Delta, Hindu village
communities are often dominated numerically and politically
by one of several low-ranked cultivating castes: the Namasud-
ras, the Mahisyas, and/or the Pods. In part because Islam is
an egalitarian religion and in principle forbids hereditary dis-
tinctions of social rank, one does not find among Bengali
Muslims whole communities organized along the lines of
caste, and the social system is more open and fluid from the
point of view of social mobility. The vestiges are still found of
a traditional South Asian Muslim system of social rank that
distinguished between “noble” (ashraf) and low-ranked (ajlaf
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or atraf) status groups, and some of the latter still exist and
tend to be occupationally endogamous. Today, however,
Muslim village communities, at least in Bangladesh, are most
often populated by ordinary cultivators, among whom well-
marked castelike distinctions are not found and who empha-
size distinctions in wealth as the basis for social rank.

Political Organization. West Bengal is divided into six-
teen districts, and below the district level (as everywhere in
India) there is a three-tiered council system known as pancha-
yati raj, whose purpose is to administer village and multivil-
lage affairs and to carry out development projects consistent
with statewide plans and goals. Each village elects a village as-
sembly (gram sabha), whose executive body is the village
council {gram panchayat). Usually these village councils are
controlled by the numerically and/or economically dominant
caste group in the villages electing them. Several village coun-
cils in turn elect an area council (anchal panchayat), which
has jurisdiction over the village councils. The heads of the
various area councils, along with nominated members of the
state legislative assembly, form the district council (xlla
parishad), which, linked to the state government, has control
over the entire local government system. Parallel to the local
councils at each level is a three-tiered judicial system as well.
In Bangladesh, which undertook administrative reforms in
1982, the 68,000 officially designated “villages” or mauzas are
amalgamated into around 4,300 unions with governing coun-
cils known as union parishads constituting the lowest levels of
the national government and administration, to which the
villagers elect members. Unions are further grouped into
nearly 500 upazillas or “subdistricts,” governed by upazilla
parishads, whose memberships are composed by the chairmen
of the union parishads (except that the chairman of an
upazilla parishad is directly elected). Upazillas in turn are
united into some sixty-four districts, and these again into four
divisions. The key to this administrative scheme is supposed
to be the uparzilla parishad, which has many local decision-
making powers, especially those relevant to community devel-
opment. Social scientists who have studied the local govern-
ment system in Bangladesh have found that it is usually

dominated by the more wealthy sections of the peasantry and
locally powerful village elites.

Social Control. In both West Bengal and Bangladesh, for-
mal social control mechanisms are provided by the units of
local government described above, in conjunction with police
and civil court administration. However, informal mecha-
nisms have traditionally been important as well. Among Hin-
dus, intervillage caste panchayats (councils), headed by the
elders, regulate marriages and otherwise govern the affairs
and mediate disputes of the members of the same caste in sev-
eral adjacent villages. Among Muslims, similar traditional
councils, called samaj, of village elders perform similar func-
tions, and sometimes these groups may encompass several
contiguous villages. These traditional sociopolitical group-
ings may overlap with the official units of local government
described above, in that the leaders of these indigenous
groups are sometimes elected to membership in the govern-
mental bodies too.

Conflict. Anthropologists have conducted many studies of
conflict in South Asian villages, including those of Bengal.
They have found that conflict often occurs not only between
the various castes but also between factions, each composed

of members of various caste groups. Competition for scarce
land is a major source of conflict, as well as rivalry between
landowners for power and influence in local, regional, and
even state and national affairs. Wealthy landowning families
will often exercise control over their tenants and the landless
people who work on their land, relying on the support of the
latter in conflict situations. The outcomes of elections for
both local and upper-level councils are influenced by fac-
tional conflict, as are the polls in each constituency for state
and national legislative bodies.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Hinduism and Islam are the two major religions of Bengal,
and religious identification was the basis for the political divi-
sion experienced by the Bengalis with the departure of British
rule in 1947. In West Bengal, Hindus constituted 77 percent
of the population in 1981, and Muslims 22 percent. Some 85
percent of Bangladeshis are Muslim, about 14 percent Hindu.
Less than 1 percent of Bengalis are Christians; one can also
find a few isolated Bengali Buddhist villages in southern
Bangladesh.

Religious Beliefs. Bengali Hinduism by and large con-
forms to the orthodox Vedantic variety of that faith, although
in response to the cultural impact of the British in the last
century there emerged certain modernistic variants (e.g., the
Brahmo Samaj, to which some Westernized high-caste elites
were drawn). The Shaivite cult, focusing on worship of the
god Shiva and his female counterparts, is widespread among
the upper castes, while Vaishnavism, involving devotion to
the Lord Krishna, is popular among the lower castes. Bengali
Muslims belong overwhelmingly to the Sunni division of
Islam and generally conform to the Hanafi school of Islamic
law. Popular religion in Bengal often displays syncretism, a
mixing of both Hindu and Muslim folk beliefs, deities, and
practices. Bengal is famous for its wandering religious mendi-
cant folk musicians (e.g., the Bauls, who disdain caste and
conventional Hindu/Muslim religious distinctions in their
worship and way of life). In addition to formal worship at
Hindu temples and Muslim mosques, popular worship in-
volving religious folk music is widespread, especially at Vaish-
navite gatherings (kirtan) and among Muslim followers of
several Sufi orders (tarika) present in Bengal. Bengali Mus-
lims are also known for their practice of “pirism,” the cultic
following of Muslim saints or holy men (called pirs).

Religious Practitioners. The Hindu clergy is drawn from
the highest (Brahman) castes and is thus a matter of birth-
right, although not all Brahmans actually practice as priests
(pandit, purahit). Practitioners within the Hindu system also
include persons who withdraw from conventional society to
become religious mendicants in search of personal salvation
(sadhus). By contrast, in Bengali Islam, recruitment to the
clergy is voluntary; any man who has the desire and opportu-
nity to study the Quran (for which he must learn to read the
classical Arabic language) can eventually become the worship
leader (mullah or imam) of a local mosque if so chosen by the
congregation. Further study of the Quran and of Muslim law
(the sharia) may qualify a man to be a religious leader with a
wider following, greater stature, and sometimes significant
political influence.
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Ceremonies. The Bengali Hindu religious calendar is re-
plete with worship ceremonies (puja) devoted to the deities of
both the Great and Little Traditions. Especially important is
the annual festival (or gajan) of the Lord Shiva, as are those
of his counterpart goddesses, Kali and Durga. The goddesses
Lakshmi (of wealth and good fortune) and Saraswati (of
learning and culture) also have annual ceremonies. Impor-
tant folk deities propitiated by Hindus and Muslims alike in-
clude the “goddesses of the calamities”—Sitala, goddess of
smallpox; Olabibi, goddess of cholera; and Manasa, goddess
of snakes—all of whom have their annual festivals. Bengali
Muslims celebrate the major festivals of Islam: the 1d al-Fitr,
which marks the end of the Muslim month of fasting (Rama-
dan); the Id al-Adha, or “feast of the sacrifice,” coterminous
with the annual pilgrimage (haj) to Mecca and commemorat-
ing the story of the prophet Ibrahim’s willingness to sacrifice
his son at God’s command. Even though Bengali Muslims
are Sunnis, they also observe the festival of Muharram, usu-
ally associated more prominently with the Shia division of
Islam, in which the death of Hussain, grandson of the
Prophet Mohammed and martyr of the faith, is mourned.
Bengalis also celebrate the well-known Hindu rite of spring
called Holi; for members of all religious faiths, the annual
new year ceremony on the first day of the Hindu (and Ben-
gali) month of Baisakh, coming between April and May and
marking the onset of spring, is a joyous occasion.

Arts. Urban Bengali elite culture has produced one of
South Asia’s finest literary traditions, including not only the
novel, short story, and poetry but drama and film as well.
Some of India’s best classical musicians and greatest expo-
nents of the dance have been Bengalis. Bengalis have also
made major contributions to Indian and world cinema. Rural
Bengal has an old and well-developed folk literature, includ-
ing narrative poetry (puthi), drawn from history, myth, and
legend, as well as a very popular itinerant theater (called
jatra). There is also a strong tradition of religious folk music,
particularly associated with the more devotional and mystical
practices of popular Hinduism (e.g., worship of the goddess
Kali and the Lord Krishna) and of popular Islam (e.g., the de-
votional gatherings of the various Sufi orders). Terra-cotta
temple and mosque architecture throughout Bengal is much
admired, and there is a folk tradition of painting, seen in
Hindu religious scrolls and in the flowery, and often obscure,
religious symbols (alipana) commonly daubed in white rice
paste on the walls and floors of homesteads by Hindu village
women. Finally, despite industrialization and the spread of
commercially manufactured products throughout the region,
the Bengali rural economy still depends on the services of tra-
ditional craftspeople—weavers, potters, carpenters, black-
smiths, metalworkers, and the like—whose wares often repre-
sent a high quality of both technique and aesthetic design.

Medicine. Although modern scientific medicine has long
been known and accepted in Bengal, the homeopathic, allo-
pathic, and the Hindu Ayurvedic and Muslim Unani medical
traditions continue to exist as alternatives. There also re-
mains a host of folk beliefs and curing practices among both
the urban immigrant poor and the peasantry as a whole. Folk
healers (ojha or fakir) are commonly called upon to treat
everything from temporary illnesses and chronic diseases to
bone fractures and snakebite, as well as to counteract ethno-
psychiatric afflictions resulting from sorcery and ghost pos-

session. Folk curing practices stress the use of magical verses
(mantras), often combined with indigenous medicinal con-
coctions. Traditional healers also provide amulets for protec-
tion against devilry and sorcery, the wearing of which is ubig-
uitous not only among the peasantry and the urban poor but
also among the Bengali middle classes as well.

Death and Afterlife. Bengali Hindus, of course, accept
the doctrine of samsara, or the transmigration of souls from
one earthly life to another. Funerary cremations, practiced by
nearly all Hindu castes, are thought to release the individual’s
spiritual essence or soul from its transitory physical body.
Bearing the influence (karma) of all the actions of its just ter-
minated earthly embodiment, the soul then is reincarnated
into a new worldly form and way of life shaped by those past
actions. Normally a man's eldest son carries out the funerary
rites, lighting the funeral pyre after first placing a burning
stick in the mouth of the deceased. Muslim beliefs require
that at death the person be ritually bathed, shrouded, and
buried in a coffin with the head facing the holy city of Mecca,
after which there follows a funerary prayer ceremony ideally
led by either a relative or a recognized leader of the local Mus-
lim community. The dead are thought to enter an indefinite
transitional state—during which the wicked begin to experi-
ence punishment and the virtuous to receive their reward—
between time of death and an eventual Day of Destruction,
upon which the world will come to an end. There will then be
a Day of Judgment, whereupon all beings will be restored to
life, and humans will be brought before God (Allah) to have
their lifetime deeds—which have been recorded by Allah’s
angels in a Great Book—reviewed and counted. Should one’s
good deeds outbalance the evil one has done, Resurrection
Day will lead to everlasting life in Heaven; if vice versa, the
outcome is a purifying, remedial period in Hell, whereupon,
purged of its past iniquities, the soul may qualify for entry
into Paradise.
See also Baul; Bengali Shakta; Bengali Vaishnava
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PETER J. BERTOCCI

Bengali Shakta

ETHNONYMS: none

Shaktas are the worshipers of the goddess, called Shakti
or Devi, in India. Popular Shaktism in Bengal is primarily an
oral tradition, organized around living teachers (gurus) and
sacred places (shakta pithas). Shaktas as a group include both
laypeople and religious ascetics. Laypeople usually worship
images of the goddess in the household with daily rituals (pu-
jas). Ascetics may live in temples or ashrams, out in the
woods, or at sacred sites. They frequently dress in red cloth-
ing, wear long and matted hair (jata), and have rosaries
(malas) made of bone or rudraksha berries.

Shaktism in India is primarily of two types—the Shrikula
(the lineage or family of the goddess Shri) and the Kalikula
(the lineage of the goddess Kali). The first type, located pri-
marily in southern India, sees the goddess as the embodiment
of good fortune, fertility, and wealth, and it respects the
Brahmanic tradition (the mainstream Hindu tradition, which
emphasizes caste and purity). The main form of the goddess
here is called Shri or Lakshmi. The second type is seen mostly
in northern India, especially in West Bengal, Assam, Bihar,
and Orissa. The focus of the Kali lineage is upon the goddess
as the source of wisdom and liberation, and it stands in oppo-
sition to the Brahmanic tradition, which it views as overly
conservative and denying the experiential part of religion.
Kali and Tara are the main forms of the goddess, though
there are ten different forms that are worshiped (the ten ma-
havidyas or “great wisdom” figures). There is also worship of
local goddesses, such as Manasha, the snake goddess, and
Sitala, the smallpox goddess, as well as rituals to more well-
known pan-Indian goddesses (such as Sarasvati, Durga,
Radha, Parvati, and Gayatri Devi). These goddesses are de-
scribed in stories in Bengali and Sanskrit sacred texts. All of
them may be understood as aspects of shakti, the feminine
power of creation and transformation.

Two of the major centers of goddess worship in West
Bengal are Kalighat in Calcutta and Tarapith in Bitbhum
District, with different styles of Shakta practice in each. In
Calcutta, the emphasis is on devotion to the goddess as Kali,
the loving mother who protects her children and whose

fierceness guards them. She is outwardly frightening (with
dark skin, pointed teeth, and a necklace of skulls) but in-
wardly beautiful. She can guarantee a good rebirth or great re-
ligious insight, and her worship is often communal (especially
at festivals, such as Kali Puja and Durga Puja). Worship may
involve contemplation of the devotee’s union with or love of
the goddess, visualization of her form, chanting mantras (sa-
cred words), prayer before an image or symbol (yantra) of the
goddess, and giving offerings.

At Tarapith, whose major religious focus is a cremation
ground, the goddess is called Tara, “the one who saves,” and
Ugratara, “the fierce one.” She is the goddess who gives liber-
ation (kaivalyadayini). The forms of ritual practice (sadhana)
performed here are more yogic and tantric (esoteric) than de-
votional, and they often involve sitting alone at the burning
ground, surrounded by ash and bone. There are shamanic ele-
ments associated with the Tarapith tradition, including con-
quest of the goddess, exorcism, trance, and control of spirits.

Both Kalighat and Tarapith are considered by Bengali
Shaktas to be pithas, seats or dwelling places of the goddess.
The idea of the pithas is based upon the story of Sati, which is
found in different variants in several medieval texts known as
Puranas. Sati was the wife of the god Shiva, and her father
held a sacrificial ceremony to which Shiva was not invited.
She went there and died of the insult to her husband. Shiva
came to find her, went mad with grief at her death, and
danced a dance of destruction with Sati’s corpse in his arms.
The gods feared that he would destroy the world, so they cut
her body into pieces, which fell to earth. Shiva stopped his de-
structive dance, and the world was saved. The places where
pieces of the body fell came to be known as pithas, places
where the goddess would dwell forever.

Bengali Shaktism as a religion is strongly connected with
Shaivism, or worship of Shiva, the husband of the goddess.
While most texts speak of them as equal (or of Shiva as supe-
rior), in practice the Shaktas focus their worship on the god-
dess, and Shiva is often seen as inferior or dependent, the ser-
vant or gatekeeper of the goddess. The term shakti means
creative power, the power to bring into being, and Shiva
would otherwise be a corpse (shava) without the power of the
goddess to enliven him. One of the most frequently seen stat-
ues of Kali in Calcutta is the image of the goddess stepping
on her husband, who is lying down like a corpse.

One form of ritual frequently practiced by Shaktas is
Kundalini yoga. This involves meditation to awaken the god-
dess Kundalini, who sleeps in the lowest chakra (energy cen-
ter) of the body, at the coccyx, and leading her up the spine
into the chakra at the top of the head, where she unites with
the god Shiva (and the meditator attains liberation). This
practice makes use of breath control and the visualization of
spiritual channels and deities within the body.

Although goddesses are mentioned in such ancient texts
as the Vedas and Puranas, Shaktism was an esoteric religion
practiced mainly by yogis and tantric ascetics until the eight-
eenth century. At that time there was a rise of Shakta devo-
tion (bhakti), encouraged by the songs of such poets as Ram-
prasad Sen and Kamalakanta Bhattacarya. They made the
religion accessible to laypeople who were not initiated into
the complex meditative practices of the tantric lineages and
who wished to worship the Divine Mother with love and of-
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ferings. For popular Shaktism, the goal was not liberation but
an afterlife in the goddess’s paradise.

In recent days, Bengali Shaktism has been strongly influ-
enced by the nineteenth-century saint, Ramakrishna Parama-
hamsa of Dakshineshwar. Ramakrishna was priest of a Kali
temple and worshiped the goddess throughout his life, but he
also claimed to have attained spiritual realization through
other paths, such as Vaishnavism, Islam, and Christianity.
Modern popular Shaktism echoes this universalist sentiment,
that the ultimate aim of all religions is the same. The altars of
modern Shakta devotees are often filled with symbols from
the different religions of the world.

See also Baul; Bengali Vaishnava
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Bengali Vaishnava

ETHNONYMS: none

Vaishnavas are worshipers of the Hindu god Vishnu, and
different subgroups worship him in his various forms and in-
carnations (avatars). Often these forms are associated with
places—he is worshiped as Jagannath at Puri, as Rama at
Ayodhya, and as Vithoba at Pandarpur. In West Bengal, he is
worshiped as Krishna.

Bengali Vaishnavism, or Gaudiya Vaishnavism (after
Bengal’s older name, “Gaur”), is unique in India in several
ways. It claims that Krishna is the supreme deity, rather than
an incarnation of Vishnu, and that he is in eternal play (lila)
with his beloved consort Radha. The major human focus is
the fifteenth-century saint/avatar Caitanya, who is believed
to be a joint incarnation of Krishna and Radha (they were
born together in a single body, in order to share each other’s
experiences intimately). Caitanya is himself worshiped as a
form of the deity. There is also an emphasis upon the role of
aesthetics and the belief that the divine is best understood

through emotional and erotic (though sublimated) experi-
ence. Krishna’s consort Radha and her friends the gopis
{milkmaids who loved Krishna during his rural childhood)
are believed to be the ideal devotees, and worshipers seek to
feel the intensity of love that the milkmaids felt for Krishna.
After death, the devotee hopes to enter Krishna's paradise, to
participate forever in his adventures.

The geographic focus of Bengali Vaishnavism is Nadiya
District, especially the town of Navadvipa, held as sacred be-
cause it was Caitanya's birthplace. While there are Vaishnava
groups throughout West Bengal, the Navadvipa area has
some of the largest and best-known communities.

Vaishnavas generally live according to three major life-
styles. One style is that of laypeople, who hold Krishna as
their god and worship him (usually with his consort Radha)
at the household altar and participate at temple festivals. An-
other approach is that of the monastic devotee, an initiate
who lives in community in a math or monastery (which is veg-
etarian and usually follows strict purity rules). A third option
is for the Vaishnava ascetic to live separately, in a meditation
hut (bhajan-kutir) or in the woods. Devotees or bhaktas,
whether monk or ascetic, are usually initiated into a guru line-
age (a line of religious leaders or teachers) and vow to lead a
religious life. They may rise at 4 AM. to begin chanting the
day’s several lakhs of mantras (one lakh is 100,000 repeti-
tions), eating little, with shaven head, saffron or white robes,
and the tilaka marks of white clay on the face and body. There
are fewer women Vaishnava ascetics, and these are most fre-
quently widows. They dress in white or saffron saris, keep
their heads and faces covered, and spend the day in prayer
and chanting.

Vaishnava religious activity revolves around the forms
and images of Krishna. There are temple gatherings, festivals,
worship ceremonies (pujas), and processions for chanting
(kirtan). Devotees dance, sing, play music, chant, and recite
the stories of Krishna’s exploits. These celebrations differ
from more traditional Hindu ceremonies (both Vedic and
dharmic) in which there are strict ritual requirements, and
participation is restricted by caste and status. For Bengali
Vaishnavas, spontaneous love (prema) is most important,
and Krishna’s perfect milkmaid devotees were neither Brah-
mans (the priestly caste) nor ritual specialists. The god may
be loved as a young child, a divine lover, a master, or a friend,
residing in the statue or within the teacher or guru. More pri-
vate ritual activity can involve visualization of Krishna or
Caitanya and their associates (lila smarana) and inner or
mental worship of the deity.

The Vaishnavite movement arose in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries AD. in Bengal, though it existed earlier in
south India (where many scholars believe that the sacred text
for all Vaishnavas, the Bhagavata Purana, originated). The
greatest Bengali exponent of Vaishnavite bhakti was Caitanya,
who would go into frenzies of joy and sorrow when thinking of
Krishna. He was not a theologian but rather a person in the
throes of divine madness. His associates and later followers
wrote the theologies for Bengali Vaishnavism, which became
the basis for later factional splits within the group. The major
tension was between adaptation to orthodox Vedic Hinduism
and the devotional (bhakti) enthusiasm and nonconformity.
One group of Caitanya’s followers, the Gosvamins of
Vrindavana, were scholars who wrote in Sanskrit and empha-
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sized the more conservative aspects of Vaishnavism. Other of
Caitanya's associates emphasized his more radical side, espe-
cially his joint incarnation and the ways he broke barriers of
caste and tradition to express his passionate love, as the milk-
maids left their husbands to follow Krishna. This is the aspect
of bhakti devotion that emphasizes the radical equality of all
people before Krishna, regardless of law and custom, caste and
status. The more conservative approach tends to be found in
the monasteries and among Vaishnava scholars (pandits),
while the more radical approach tends to be found among the
forest dwellers and wanderers.

There are two offshoots of Gaudiya Vaishnavism that are
worth mentioning. One is Sahajiya or Tantric Vaishnavism,
in which sexuality comes to play a major role in both belief
and practice. The other is the International Society for
Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), better known as Hare
Krishnas, whose members have carried and adapted Bengali
Vaishnava beliefs to the Western world.

See also Baul; Bengali Shakta
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Bhil

ETHNONYMS: none

Orientation

Identification. The Bhils are the third-largest (after the
Gonds and Santals) and most widely distributed tribal group
in India. Although their racial origin remains undetermined,
they have been variously classified as Gondids, as Proto-
Australoid Veddids, and as a subsection of the “Munda race.”
The name “Bhil” is believed to have been derived from villu
or billu, which in most Dravidian languages is the word for
“bow,” in reference to the weapon that, until recent times,
they seemed almost always to be carrying. Many Urdu speak-

ers, however, equate the term “Bhil” with the English “aborig-
inal,” leading to speculation that the term is a generic one as-
sociated with a number of tribes in contiguous areas bearing
cultural similarities. Recent work on the Bhils appears to in-
dicate that what has always been treated as one tribal group in
fact is heterogeneous in nature. This is reflected in the 1961
census by the numerous tribes that are to be found under the
name of “Bhil.” It seems best to consider the term “Bhils” as
covering a number of subtribes that include the Barelas, Bha-
galia, Bhilalas, Dhankas, Dholi, Dublas, Dungri, Gamits or
Gamtas, Garasias, Mankars, Mavchis, Mewasi, Nirle (Nilde),
Patelia, Pathias, Pavadas, Pawra, Rathias, Rawal, Tadvis,
Talavias, Vasavas, and Vasave. The Dhankas, Tadvis, Pava-
das, and the Gamits or Gamtas may refer to themselves as
separate tribes, or at least as distinct from the main stock,
with the Dhankas even having an origin myth that upholds
their derivation from the Rajputs. The Bhilalas are generally
acknowledged as a mixture of Bhils and Rajputs. Yet the
members of each tribe regard themselves as belonging to an
ethnic unit separate from their neighbors and have developed
a shared tribal consciousness. The areas inhabited by the
Bhils remain some of the more remote and inaccessible parts
of India today. Their unique scattered settlement pattern has
hindered government efforts to provide services as has their
general distrust of government officials. Recent studies of the
progress made by the Hindu Bhagat movement appear to in-
dicate that there may be a process of transformation from tri-
bal group to caste under way among the Bhils.

Location. The area occupied by the Bhil is the forested
lands of the Vindhya and Satpura hills in the western portion
of central India between 20° and 25° N and 73° and 77° E.
Straddling the borders of Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Madhya
Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Rajasthan states, most of this ter-
ritory, traditionally referred to as “Rewakantha” (a Gujarati
term for the drainage of the Rewa, another name for the Nar-

mada River), is the homeland of peoples collectively referred
to as the Bhil.

Demography. A total number of 5,172,129 people are to
be found under the heading of “Bhils including other sub-
tribes” in the 1971 census. The largest concentration,
1,618,716 strong, is found in Madhya Pradesh. In Gujarat
there are 1,452,987 Bhils, while there are 1,431,020 in Raja-
sthan. In Maharashtra 678,750 registered as members of the
tribal group. The Bhils as a whole recorded an astounding
64.5 percent increase in population (from 2,330,278 to
3,833,331) during the decade 1951-1961, but this remark-
able rate may be in large part attributable to the reclassifica-
tion of the tribal group in the census. Between 1961 and
1971, the Bhil population registered 2 much more moderate
45.9 percent growth rate.

Linguistic Affiliation. The numerous and varied Bhili dia-
lects spoken by the Bhil belong to the Indo-Aryan Family of
languages and exhibit divergent levels of Rajasthani and Gu-
jarati influence. A radius of 32 to 48 kilometers appears to be
the limit of each dialect’s boundaries.

History and Cultural Relations

Although empirical evidence is lacking, the Bhil are credited
with the earliest occupation of their area; with successive im-
migrations of Rajputs and conflicts with periodic waves of
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Muslim invaders believed to have driven them farther into
the refuge of the forested central Indian highlands. The Raj-
puts, in feuds, periods of truce, and even alliances against the
Muslims, were a constant source of interaction. By the end of
the tenth century, most of Rewakantha was under the rule of
either Bhil or Koli (a neighboring tribal group) chieftains. Be-
tween the eleventh and fourteenth centuries, the Bhil were
supplanted by chiefs of Rajput or mixed descent. In recogni-
tion of the Bhil’s prior occupation of the land, many Rajput
ascensions of the throne in recent times necessitated valida-
tion by the performance of a tika or consecration ceremony,
by representatives of the Bhil chiefs of the area. Around
1480, Rewakantha came under Muslim administration, lead-
ing to conversion to Islam among many Bhils. However, these
Tadvi Bhils, as they came to be known, maintain many of the
traditions as well as the religious beliefs of the past. A politi-
cal system of rulership is ascribed to the Bhils from the earli-
est times. From the sixteenth century, which coincides with
the Rajput supplantation, the Bhil political leadership frag-
mented into several chieftainships, leading to speculation
that the Hindu encroachment, driving the Bhil into the hin-
terland, was a dynamic force that led to sociopolitical change.
During the eighteenth century, deprived of their lands and
finding their subsistence base greatly reduced, the Bhils re-
sorted to looting and pillaging in large, armed bands. This led
to conflict with the Maratha invaders and local rulers who re-
taliated by attempting to eradicate them. The Bhils were
killed by the hundreds, and the survivors took refuge even
deeper in the hills; this move resulted in greater disintegra-
tion of their leadership but increasing self-reliance and indi-
vidualism. These developments are reflected in today’s egali-
tarian structure of social relations, quite different from the
system of rulership that is believed to have existed prior to the
successive waves of immigration into Rewakantha. It took the
intervention of the British imperial administration to restore
peace and order in the Rewakantha territory, enticing the
Bhils back through the extension of an amnesty and persuad-
ing them to settle down as cultivators. An agreement ham-
mered out by a Mr. Willoughby, a British political agent and
Kumar Vasava of Sagbara, a powerful Bhil chief, ensured a
semiautonomous status for the Bhil under Rajput territorial
administration and provided them with land for cultivation,
loans with which to purchase seed and bullocks, as well as
rights to resources of the forest. Similar pacts were worked out
in Khandesh. At present, the Bhils are a settled agricultural
people whose short history of brigandage undeservedly be-
smirches their image on occasion. Those who have lost their
lands now work as laborers. Extensive deforestation that has
now reduced the forest to portions of the eastern highlands
has considerably diminished Bhil dependence on forest
resources.

Settlements

A Bhil village, whose boundaries are clearly marked by bun-
dles of grass tied to trees along paths and roads, is composed
of anywhere from three to forty families inhabiting houses set
far apart from each other. A man’s grown son may, on occa-
sion, build his hut next to his father’s, but generally a dis-
tance of 70 to 230 meters separates individual houses. Clus-
ters of homes, usually made up of related families, are not,
however, infrequent. The Bhil erect their houses on the tops

of the hills with their fields surrounding them, thereby allow-
ing them to maintain constant security over their crops.
Where fields extend farther from the households, the Bhil
build improvised field houses. The scattered pattern of
household distribution results in Bhil villages occupying an
area of about 3 to 4 square kilometers. Each village has land
reserved for communal use, such as for cattle pasture, for
roads, for a village cemetery, and for the community thresh-
ing floor. Most Bhils live in rectangular two-storied structures
of timber frame with bamboo walls daubed with a plaster
made of water, clay, and cattle dung, material valued for its
cooling and insect-repelling properties. The windowless
abode is provided with an entrance on the front wall that is
usually the only opening into the building, although a rear
entry for the exclusive use of the resident family may at times
be built in. The roof is generally thatched with grass or teak
leaves and bamboo, material that often requires annual re-
placement. Built 0.5 to 1.0 meter above the ground on a
plinth of earth and stone or timber, the structure is essentially
a cattle shed and domicile, with regional variations on the di-
vision and utilization of space.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. As hunters and
gatherers, the Bhils traditionally relied primarily on the bow
and arrow, although spears, slings, and axes were also used.
Game hunted by the Bhils included rabbits, foxes, deer, bear,
lizards, pigs, birds, rodents, and wild cats. The same weapons
were also used for fishing, along with weir baskets, stone and
bamboo traps, nets, and poisons. Edible plants, tubers, and
fruits gathered from the forest supplemented their diet or
their income, as also did honey, wild fruits, and firewood. The
mahua tree (Bassia latifolia) is an important source of berries
and flowers. When they converted to agriculture, the Bhils
used slash-and-burn techniques until the method was de-
clared illegal to prevent extensive destruction of the forests.
Today fields are farmed continuously, although the lands that
were allocated to the Bhils, as enticement to settle down in
the nineteenth century, were generally poorer fields that
lacked water. Crops planted include maize, millet, cucum-
bers, cotton, eggplants, chilies, wheat, chickpeas, wild rice,
lentils, barley, beans, tobacco, and peanuts. Many Bhils today
are landless and make a living working as laborers, primarily
in clearing forests and in road repair. The primary draft ani-
mal is the bullock, of which each family owns at least a pair,
as well as cows with which they may be bred. Buffalo are rare,
but goats are kept for their milk and meat, as are pigs and
chicken. Most Bhils are nonvegetarian, consuming all forms
of game and raising pigs, poultry, and goats for their meat. Al-
though all families own herds of cattle, they are never eaten
but are kept for their milk, from which curds and ghee may be
made. Maize, rice, wheat, and assorted kinds of millet are sta-
ples in the Bhil diet, supplemented with the various vegeta-
bles they grow as well as a variety of edible forest products.

Industrial Arts. The Bhil have no tradition of weaving
cloth, making pottery, or metalworking and are dependent on
trade for the procurement of the products of these crafts.

Trade. The Kotwals, a caste of basket weavers, are an im-
portant trading partner from whom the Bhils obtain mats,
baskets, winnowers, and grain containers woven from the
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bark of bamboo. Clothing is bought ready-made. Earthen-
ware vessels need to be traded for from neighboring potter
castes. Vohra and Vania traders that set up shop in weekly
markets are the Bhils’ primary sources for iron implements,
spices, salt, and ornaments. For all these products, the Bhil
trade excess agricultural produce, such as grain and vegeta-
bles, as well as products of the forest, such as wild honey and
mahua flowers. The uncertain nature of the Bhil economy
has on many occasions made them dependent on moneylend-
ers for funds to make it through periods of scarcity, as well as
to pay for ceremonies associated with important ritual occa-
sions. For these loans, collateral may be in the form of future
crop harvests or indentured labor.

Division of Labor. The father, as head of the household,
controls the pooled income of all members of the family and
distributes the daily work among them. The mother assigns
and supervises the work among her daughters and daughters-
in-law. These duties include the preparation of the family
meal and its delivery to the men in the fields. Drawing water
from its source, milking the cows, cleaning the cattle shed,
and gathering firewood and wild fruits are some of women’s
daily work. In agriculture, the women assist in transplanting,
weeding, and harvesting. The children are generally assigned
the task of taking the cattle out to pasture. The agricultural
work of plowing and sowing is done by the men and hunting
is primarily a male activity.

Land Tenure. The peaceful solution to the conflict be-
tween the Bhils and their neighbors in the late nineteenth
century provided the tribals with land for cultivation. Shifting
agriculture that the Bhils practiced was ended by government
measures that brought pressure to settle permanently and
farm the lands allocated to them. Landholdings range from
1.2 to 6 hectares with fruit and nontimber trees considered as
part of the property if the owner’s father had harvest rights to
them. Timber trees are the property of the state. Property
taxes are paid to the government annually and the Bhils
rarely fall behind in these payments, for fear of offending the
goddess of earth and bringing misfortune upon their crops.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Within each 32- to 40-
kilometer radius, the limits of a tribal and dialectal boundary,
the Bhil are divided into ataks (clans), patrilineal exogamous
descent groups. Clans are led by chiefs who have paramount
power in matters concerning the clan or caste. These clans
may be segmented, with each portion distributed among simi-
lar divisions of other clans over a wide area. A process of fis-
sion appears to be quite actively involved, resulting in disper-
sion of the polysegmentary clans. Clanship appears to have
practically no regional or corporate function. The structural
importance of clanship is limited, apparently, to serving as
guidelines for determining the extent of exogamy as well as
for purposes of identification in reckoning descent. Within
the clans are generally vicinage-based nal, or lineages, that are
corporate in character. Disputes between members of the
lineage are resolved by male elders of the lineage who also
control activities within the group. In theory, the lineage re-
serves residual rights to its members’ property. Examples of
both cognitive and unilineal descent systems occur among
the Bhils. Males always belong to their father's joint or ex-

tended family, lineage, clan, and village. Upon marriage into
a lineage, women are assumed into their husband’s kinship
group.

Kinship Terminology. Among the Bhils of the Ratanmal
hill area of Vadodara District in Gujarat, kinship terminology
is classificatory. A man’s relatives fall into at least one of four
categories: (1) his patrilineage, (2) other cognatic kinsmen,
descended from women of his lineage, which include his fa-
ther’s sister as well as his own sister, (3) his haga, or wife's rel-
atives now related to him by marriage, and (4) his haga-
sambandhi, a term for those not directly related to him who
are cognatically or affinally related to his immediate relatives.
In the Panch Mahals and Sabar Kantha districts of Gujarat,
descriptive kinship terms also occur for such categories as
grandfather (the older father or aged father) and grand-
mother (the older mother or aged mother), for whom there
are no classificatory names. The Bhils in the former state of
Rajpipla (now Nandod taluk of Bharuch District, Gujarat)
and in West Khandesh, Dhule District, Maharashtra, reflec-
tive of preferential cross-cousin marriage, have one term,
mama, by which they refer to their father’s sister’s husband or
mother’s brother.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Extensive regional variations of the marriage re-
strictions exist, although clan exogamy is strictly enforced
everywhere. In some areas, such as Sabar Kantha and the
Panch Mabhals, cross-cousin marriage with the daughter of
one’s father’s sister is permitted or even preferred. Polygyny
among the Bhils is quite frequent. In the Ratanmal area,
where lowland Bhils express displeasure at the thought of
marrying off their daughters to the highland Bhils, a high in-
cidence of this intermarriage occurs nevertheless, almost all
as a result of elopement. This practice invariably results in
dissatisfaction and bitterness, especially where negotiations
for the bride-wealth are involved. Bhils marry young, at
around 14-16 years for boys and 11-13 years for girls. A boy's
first wife is expected to be a virgin. Residence is not estab-
lished until after the girl’s first menstruation, and the couple
remain in most respects highly dependent on their parents for
guidance and assistance for several more years. Clan exo-
gamic injunctions are strictly enforced. Additionally, tribal
endogamy is preferred, therefore intermarriage is often spati-
ally restricted to a 35- to 40-kilometer radius. Although po-
lygyny is accepted, the high bride-price to be paid, especially
for a virgin first wife, is an important reason for the preva-
lence of monogamy among the Bhils. Sororal unions often
occur among polygynous marriages, but although leviratic al-
liances are allowed they are quite rare. Most marriages fall in
one of five categories: contract marriages, elopements, mu-
tual attraction, marriage by service, and abduction.

A married woman sets up residence in her husband’s
village, in a new house built near his father’s homestead. A
son is generally given some farmland and a few head of cattle
with which he may subsist and provide for his own family.
The new couple function as a distinct economic unit and are
expected soon to be independent of his parents, but mutual
assistance occurs frequently, especially in such farming activi-
ties as plowing, sowing, and harvesting. It is not uncommon
for related men to cultivate land jointly with the express pur-
pose of sharing the harvest equally. Among polygynous fami-



40 Bhil

lies, each wife is entitled to her own abode, but all are consid-
ered members of one household. The senior wife maintains a
position of authority and determines the equitable distribu-
tion of the labor requirements of the homestead. The annul-
ment of a marriage is formally recognized by all parties with
the return of the bride-wealth. The dissolution of a marriage
is often initiated by the woman, who, dissatisfied with her hus-
band, abandons him, frequently eloping with another man.

Domestic Unit. The basic coresidential unit is the nuclear
family, comprising a couple and their unmarried children.
Within polygynous families, several contiguous homes may
constitute the homestead. As sons marry, the nuclear family
loses its commensal nature but solidarity continues as a joint
family evolves with corporate characteristics, wherein the pa-
triarch maintains ultimate control and authority over the

landholdings.

Inheritance. Upon the death of the patriarch, his property
and debts are divided among his sons, the size of the allot-
ment increasing in direct proportion to a son’s seniority. A
daughter receives an inheritance only if she has no male sib-
lings, although her father's brother’s sons may receive an al-
lotment as well. Property owned by her is inalienable and re-
verts back to the lineage upon her death if she in turn has no
heirs. In instances where there are no direct heirs, the prop-
erty is inherited by the deceased person’s closest collaterals.

Socialization. Although formal submissiveness is rarely
stressed, discipline is maintained by frequent beatings or
threats, and the child is expected to contribute to the house-
hold economy very eatly, often accompanying the parents in
their daily rounds by the age of 6. Babies are weaned from the
mother’s breast and fed solid food after 10 to 11 months.
Among the Bhils, the shaving of the head occurs when the
child reaches the age of 5 years.

Sociopolitical Organization

The Bhils’ history of interaction with the British imperial
government is characterized by alternating periods of submis-
sion and of sporadic, isolated rebellion. The overall objectives
of their uprisings were to protest the erosion of agrarian and
forest rights as well as to demand the attainment of higher so-
cial status and political self-determination. Tribal peoples
were among the last to become politicized and thus their par-
ticipation in national politics was much delayed. Until the
early 1940s, awareness of tribal concerns among Indian lead-
ers, with the exception of Mahatma Gandhi and Rajendra
Prasad, was rare, and tribal issues were never addressed in res-
olutions passed in Congress.

Social Organization. Among the Bhils, a social distinc-
tion is conceptualized by the different subtribes, including a
division between Ujwala (or pure) Bhils in Kotra Bhomat and
Kalia (impure) Bhils. A cleavage is also evident between the
plains and hill Bhils, with the former considering themselves
superior. Bhil villages consist of two or more extended fami-
lies (tad in Ratanmal), each with a depth of six to seven gene-
rations and inclusive of cognates such as sisters’ children, a
pattern that tends to promote cooperation and unity among
the extended family. In Ratanmal, a village’s population may
be made up entirely of members of one lineage, but in many
villages several lineages may be represented and one lineage,
claiming descent from the village founder and thus ownership

of the village, becomes the dominant lineage. The members
of the subordinate lineages in this case enjoy restricted privi-
leges, and their rights to the lands they till, in theory at least,
are subject to revocation by the dominant lineage. Dominant
(bhaibeta) lineages reserve for their use the most fertile lands,
the choicest pastures, most fruit trees, and other valuable
trees even when they stand on the subordinate (karhan) lin-
eage’s plots of land. In general, the karhan are considered as
mere tenants and are excluded from participation in the man-
agement of the affairs of the village. Bhils recognize the con-
cept of caste purity and impurity in transactions with artisan
castes; and among Hinduized Bhils, their dependence on rit-
ual specialists such as sweepers and handlers of cattle car-
casses has increased. Among the Bhils of Khandesh and Raj-
pipla, care of their cattle is entrusted to the Gori, members of
an Untouchable caste.

Political Organization. Each village is under the leader-
ship of a headman (vasawo in Gujarat; ggmmaiti among the
Palia Bhils; gaddo among the Kalia Bhils; tadavi in Ratanmal;
mukhi in Kotra Bhomat), a hereditary position whose func-
tions include being the head both of the dominant lineage
and of the local pancha or village assembly. The headman rep-
resents not only the lineage but also the village in functions
beyond the community, and he is also the local conduit for
transactions between the villagers and the government. He is
assisted by one or two functionaries whom he generally ap-
points from among his kin. In some large Bhil villages in Gu-
jarat, the pardhan (another hereditary office, but confirmed
by the government) is subordinate only to the vasawo. During
a headman’s absence, he assumes many of the functions of
the vasawo's office relating to government. The amount of
power vested in the office of the headman varies greatly on a
regional basis, but his dependence on the village panchayat
(council) is constant in Bhil society.

Social Control. The village council is composed of all the
senior men of the village, and when they meet on important
matters that concern the village, its members are of equal sta-
tus, be they members of the dominant lineage or of the subor-
dinate lineages. Indeed, since almost all important matters
are discussed within the council before a decision is reached
regarding their resolution, the subordinate lineages, which
often are numerically and economically stronger, are able to
assert themselves politically as equals of the dominant lin-
eage. The headman settles disputes, imposes sanctions on
dissidents, gives advice, arranges the settlement of debts, and
mediates conflicts within the family. The presence of the
headman is essential in validating any transaction, with nego-
tiations being sealed and held binding by the eating of opium.
Where serious punishment such as ostracism, banishment,
or trials by ordeal are indicated, council acquiescence and
support is essential before the headman delivers the verdict.
Serious crimes that would have merited these punishments
in the past, however, are at present brought before a local
magistrate.

Conflict. Apart from their history of resistance to succes-
sive waves of invasion and domination by Rajputs, Muslims,
Hindus, and the British, the Bhils had a brief period of brig-
andage and a series of rebellions during which their martial
skills were put to the test. Their most efficient weapons of war
were those that they employed for exploiting the forest envi-
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ronment—their bows and arrows. They sometimes also car-
ried muskets, swords, and daggers.

Religion

Religious Beliefs. The Bhils have traditionally been classi-
fied as animists; this classification is reflected in the 1901
census, wherein 97.25 percent were labeled as animists and
the remainder were associated with the Hindu faith. The
process of Hinduization has, however, been a long-term proc-
ess, and the lower level of Hindu belief integrates much ani-
mistic belief for which the Bhils would have found much af-
finity. There are localized deities, such as Wagh deo, the tiger
god. Nandervo, the god of agriculture, is paid homage to after
the rains have brought a new growth of grass. Shrines to lesser
gods are built on slightly elevated and secluded land that is
believed to preserve their sanctity by keeping them away from
the pollution of the lower regions. Images of deities are also
kept near their agricultural fields, to be propitiated with offer-
ings to ensure the safety and quality of the crops. Today
Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism are the major faiths that
the Bhils adhere to, with the latter two having had the most
impact on the belief systems. Among the Ratanmal Bhils,
Hinduism is widespread, with four main elements predomi-
nating. (1) The few Hindu gods that they have adopted are
powerful but benevolent rather than malevolent. (2) They
believe in the existence of an afterlife where one’s senior rela-
tives maintain authority and control over events in this life,
even in death. (3) There are many spirits of the earth, some
that unite in bands with maleficent intentions and require
personal devotion and regular propitiation. (4) There are ma-
licious individuals among them that wield supernatural pow-
ers in the form of witchcraft and sorcery that must be neutral-
ized. Bhagwan is the predominant name for the supreme deity
among the Bhils, although in Ratanmal he is also referred to
as Mahaveda. Kalika, the “earth mother,” is another deity
who evokes reverence and fear. Holi, an important posthar-
vest festival, is celebrated for her. A person who did not die of
natural causes—a murder or a suicide, for example—is be-
lieved to become a malevolent spirit who will consume peo-
ple. Twins and babies with unusual features or deformities are
believed to be manifestations of an evil spirit that must be de-
stroyed immediately lest they be a source of danger to their
kin (the practise is now illegal). Two Muslim sections of the
Bhils are the Tadvi of Madhya Pradesh and the Nirle or Nilde
in Maharashtra. They maintain, apart from the main body of
Islamic faith, a belief in a pir or guardian spirit of the village
for whom a shrine (mazar) is built, and this is the focal point
for the annual urs or jatra festivals that celebrate the death
anniversary of the spirit.

Religious Practitioners. A priest (badava) among the Ra-
tanmal Bhils plays the role of medium, diviner, and healer as
well as worshiper. Only males may become priests as women
are considered to be ritually impure and also believed to have
insufficient strength of character. A person is born a priest
but requires a long period of training under a master who im-
parts the wisdom and technical intricacies of the priesthood.
The culmination of the rigorous period of discipline is a trial
by ordeal. He may then undergo possession or induce posses-
sion in others. In essence, he officiates in functions that in-
volve the gods. Below him are the more numerous priests who
do not possess the spiritual strength to undergo the ordeal

and as such are competent only in rituals that involve malig-
nant ghosts. Lowest in rank are those who only possess pow-
ers that allow them to divine the causes of illness, heal certain
diseases, or offer sacrifices and worship. Priests are generally
no match for witches and are immune to witches’ powers only
if they are under the possession of a deity. To deal with these
dangerous and formidable persons, villagers call on the aid of
a witch doctor (kajalio badava) who has developed the power
of divining the witches and sorcerers, neutralizing their pow-
ers, and, on occasion, destroying them. Sorcerers are believed
to be persons who have trained for priesthood but, lacking
the moral fortitude to resist, have succumbed to temptations
to use their skills for personal gain (either monetary or in
terms of power over others). Witches are believed to be per-
sons (usually women) with low moral integrity who, lacking
spiritual strength, have become agents of evil spirits in ex-
change for the occult powers of flight and transformation.

Ceremonies.  Apart from the main festivals of Holi and urs
mentioned above, as well as rituals associated with childrear-
ing, other festivals celebrated by the Ratanmal Bhils include
the Akhatrij, when offerings are made to Mahadeva, the god
of destruction; Indraj, the sky god; and Hadarjo Kuvar, the
guardian spirit of fertility of the earth and women. These are
joyous occasions marked by feasts, singing, and dancing. An
anabolkham or ghost ritual, in contrast, is marked by tension,
petformed as a gesture of appeasement or propitiation to a
spirit and is prompted by a series of unfortunate events. Gun-
daru kadvanu (exorcism of the cattle shed) is one major ghost
ritual that takes place in a clearing in the jungle, during which
offerings are made to all punitive and malignant spirits. In
such rituals, active participation is limited to the headman, a
ritual specialist, and a priest, while others attending maintain
distance and silence. Women of all ages are barred from being
present or anywhere near the site. In the Panch Mahals, the
Bhils observe Gol Gadhedo six days after Holi. In a central
place in the village, a pole is raised at the top of which some
jaggery (crude sugar, or gur) is tied. Men attempt to climb the
pole and reach the gur even as the women, drunk and armed
with sticks, try to deny them access to the pole. He who suc-
ceeds in reaching the gur is considered clever and throws the
prize down to the crowd. The Muslim Tadvi Bhils continue to
observe local and regional festivals such as Adhujee, Holi,
Dassara, and Divali (the lamp festival) but have minimized
their religious significance.

Arts. There is very little representational art among the
Bhils. Rough wooden posts of carved human figures are
sometimes used as memorials to the deceased. Some Bhils
sport tattoos, many in the form of crescent moons, stars, and
flowers. Music is perhaps the area of greatest artistic elabora-
tion, with songs playing a central role in the celebration of
festivals and in such ceremonies as weddings.

Medicine. In Gujarat most diseases have an associated
god who must be appeased to relieve illness. For epidemics,
Bhils may resort to building a toy cart that they consecrate
and take to another village, whose people in turn take it to the
outskirts of another, and so on, until the cart has reached a
remote portion of the forest. By doing so they hope to drive
out the plague. Since Bhils believe that illness is caused by
the displeasure of the spirits, they are indifferent to practi-
tioners of modern medicine.
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Death and Afterlife. The traditional method of disposing
of the body was by burial, but Hindu influence has made cre-
mation much more prevalent with a secondary burial of the
charred remains. People raise memorial markers made of ei-
ther stone or wood, with heroic figures often carved into the
material. Ceremonies are performed three and twelve days
after cremation, and food is set out for the deceased up to a
year after death. All the dead of a house are offered food dut-
ing important occasions. The Ratanmal Bhils believe in an af-
terlife where the spirits, endowed with human attributes that
correspond to those of their past life, hover about the area
that they lived in and maintain interest in their surviving kin.
Thus, “good” persons who died of natural causes are believed
to become benevolent spirits. Those who were mean or spite-
ful, practiced witchcraft, or died violently are believed to be-
come malevolent spirits that cause misfortune among the
living.
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Bhuiya

ETHNONYMS: Bhui, Bhuihar, Bhuiyar, Bhumia, Bhumiya,
Bui

Orientation

Identification. The Bhuiya are one of the most widespread
tribes of India. Their name is derived from the Sanskrit word
bhuimi, “land.” The ethnonyms are applied either in the sense
of autochthons or of some connection with land. The Bhuiya
are classified into a southern division, with Orissa State as its
center, and a northern, with Bihar State, particularly the
Chota Nagpur region, as its center. The southern division of
the tribe is more backward than its northern counterpart. The
two divisions together contain various groups. For example,
the Katti, Dandsena, Hake, Dake, and Naksiya are just de-
scriptive names. The Musahar, Rajwar, Rikhiasan, and
Pawanhans are distinguished on the grounds of their varying
mythical origins. Some groups, such as Bhatudi, Saonti, and
Santali, share many common social and cultural traits with
the Bhuiya and long ago attained the status of separate com-
munities. The other groups are the Das or Mal (Pauri
Bhuiya), who are swidden cultivators; and the Paik, Rajkoli,
and Parja, who are agriculturists, farmers, and agricultural la-
borers, respectively. The Ghatwar or Tikait is a landowning
community. The economically-most backward group, the Hill
Bhuiya (Pauri), are the focus of this entry.

Location. The Bhuiya tribe is found in the states of Orissa,
Bihar, West Bengal, Assam, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh,
and Tamil Nadu. The main concentration of the tribe is in
the former northern princely states of Orissa. The tribe repre-
sents various stages of cultural development, ranging from
the primitive Hill Bhuiya to the Hindu-influenced Bhuiya
landowning sections. The Pauri group is located roughly be-
tween 21° and 22° N and 85° and 86° E. Jungle-clad hills and
high woodland valleys in the northwest of Keunjhar, north-
east of Bonai, and north of the Pal Lahara subdivision in
Orissa form their home. The settlements are situated gener-
ally on higher elevations at about 600 to 1,050 meters above
sea level. The climate is at certain times unhealthy. Lack of
roadways has kept most of the inhabited Pauri villages cut off
from the outside world. During the monsoon, approach to
most of the villages is difficult.

Demography. In 1971 the population of the tribe was
1,312,472 (probably an undercount), making it one of the
largest tribal groups in the world. The literacy of the tribe as a
whole in 1981 was 22.5 percent, but only about 5 percent of
the hill group were literate at that time. The economic benefit
of education is still not appreciated by that group.
Linguistic Affiliation. Opinions differ about the linguistic
affinity of the tribe. The Bhuiya speak an Indo-Aryan
language.

History and Cultural Relations

The Bhuiya tribe believe that they were born out of the
mother earth and have several legends about their origin. Ac-
cording to a legend, the goddess chose the Bhuiya tribe to be
the owners of land and cultivation to be their livelihood. An-
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other legend suggests that formerly all sections of the tribe
were of royal origin and enjoyed equal status, but some of
them lost the purity of their royal blood and were degraded to
a lower status. Social mobility both up and down is indicated.
Some sections of the Bhuiyas disclaimed the tribal name and
assumed names indicative of higher social status, while others
sank lower in social position than most of their congeners
elsewhere. Some tribes ethnoculturally distinct from the
Bhuiyas, and also a few Hindu castes of high social status,
take pride in adopting Bhuiya nomenclature. The latter are
titular Bhuiya.

Settlements

The settlement is generally surrounded by hills and forests.
Villages are located either in valley regions, on hill slopes, or
on tableland. Each village has preferentially chosen a large
tract of forest land within which the village shifts from time to
time to facilitate swidden cultivation, food gathering, and
hunting. A village or a small group of villages is separated
from other villages by a considerable distance through jungles
or ravines. A few villages recently have been connected with
main routes by jeep tracks for mining, quarrying, and forestry
works. Depending on the site, villages are either arranged
lineally or are dispersed in a pattern. The size of a village also
usually depends on its location. Plains villages are bigger, with
sixty or more houses; however, villages located on a hilltop or
on its slopes may be smaller, with perhaps only five to twenty
houses. A grouping of three or four huts on a rectangular
courtyard, a backyard kitchen garden, and a cattle shed on
one side together constitute a Bhuiya house. Rectangular
huts with thatched, sloped roof, and mud walls are common.
The homestead is kept clean. Not only the size and the plan
of a Pauri house but also its inner arrangements are deter-
mined functionally. A hut is divided into three distinct por-
tions: an innermost part, for storage of grains and sheltering
small domestic animals and birds; the middle part, with a
family hearth and a secluded place (bhitar) meant for ances-
tral spirits; and the outer portion, used as a livingroom. The
council house, an occasional guest house, as well as a bache-
lor’s dormitory, all grouped in one commodious hut called
the mandagahr or darbar gahr, are in the center of a village.
The village tutelary goddess represented by a carved wooden
pillar on one side, musical instruments used by the unmarried
boys, and straw-packed bundles of grain are all common
sights inside the manda garh. The dormitory organization is
weakening in some areas. Very near to the manda garh is the
seat of the village mother goddess. The Pauris change their
village site occasionally for economic considerations con-
nected with swidden cultivation, successive crop failure, epi-
demic deaths, and menace from wild animals, as well as for
religious reasons. Some villages have definite sites to which
they shift on rotation. The selection of a new site for habita-
tion partly depends on the suitability of water sources
and the number and size of hill forests for cultivation; but,
above all, the proposed site must withstand several tests for
good omens.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The main eco-
nomic activities are tuned to swidden cultivation (kamani) of
paddy, other cereals, lentils, and vegetables. The livelihood is

supplemented by food collection, hunting, fishing, and wage
earning. Minor forest products, such as resin, lac, honey, fire-
wood, wild creepers for rope, etc., also supplement the econ-
omy for both trading and domestic use. There has been re-
cent change in the direction of permanent wet cultivation in
the valleys. The cultivable land falls into several categories
depending on duration of its use, water management, loca-
tion, and purpose. A family generally cultivates a patch of for-
est land consecutively for a period of three years, and then
leaves it for ten to fifteen years, depending on the availability
of forest land and demographic pressure, to renew itself suffi-
ciently for a fresh cycle of cultivation. Pauri livestock include
cows, bullocks, buffalo, goats, sheep, and poultry. The first
two categories of beast are used for draft; the others are used
for nonagricultural purposes, namely, as sacrifices for the pro-
pitiation of deities, as provisions for a family’s own consump-
tion and the entertainment of guests, and as resources to be
sold in hard economic times.

Industrial Arts. The crafts of basket and mat making are
common in the Pauri country for both domestic consumption
and trading, primarily through the tribal markets.

Trade. The Pauri Bhuiyas live at a subsistence level;
hence, trading activities are very limited and are restricted to
products they grow on their land and some minor forest prod-
ucts they collect.

Division of Labor.  The family’s economic and other activ-
ities are shared by able-bodied adult members. Children also
assist in the domestic chores in several ways. Lighter work is
generally assigned to elderly persons and the women. The
women are prohibited from plowing, sowing, leveling, roof
thatching, tree climbing, and hunting. Daily cooking and
many other indoor household activities are women'’s jobs.
The periodic employment of outside labor on a wage basis be-
comes necessary, particularly during the cutting of trees for
cultivation and weeding and harvesting operations.

Land Tenure. Except for permanent paddy plots and
kitchen gardens, the Pauri right to land use is usufructuary.
Some virgin forest patches are controlled by the village com-
munity. Land disputes are rare, but if one does occur it is set-
tled through divinatory methods and collective judgment.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent.  All members who are related to
each other by birth or by marriage, even if they are not all liv-
ing together at the same place, form the kin group. Descent is
patrilineal, and the members of each kin group believe they
have descended from a common ancestor. The clan or maxi-
mal descent group (khilli) is divided into lineages and
sublineages.

Kinship Terminology. A classificatory system for ad-
dressing kin is used. Thus the same relationship term is used
for addressing persons of the same generation and sex in
many cases.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Monogamous marriage is the rule. A second
marriage is normally permissible after the death of the first
wife. The tribe is endogamous, but villages inhabited by the
tribal community are exogamous, since most villages are peo-
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pled by one khilli. Marriage within the same khilli is forbid-
den. The marriageable boys and girls of agnatic villages are
wedded only to those villages where suitable cognitive part-
ners are available.

Marriage by elopement and capture are both common
and marriage by arrangement has become more frequent re-
cently. Cross-cousin and sororate marriages are uncommon,
but not widow remarriage.

The patrilocal Pauri family is nuclear, composed of par-
ents and their unmarried children. The grown-up sons live
separately with their wives after marriage. A man may divorce
his wife on grounds of neglect of household duties, quarrel-
someness, and carrying on intrigue. Children born out of
wedlock are taken care of by their father. A divorced woman
may remarry.

Domestic Unit. Members who live under the same roof
and share food from the same kitchen form the domestic
unit. More often it is the smallest unit, the family, which also
performs economic and ritual functions in common. Pauri
families vary between three and ten members. Some family
democracy is maintained, but the authority is patripotestal.

Inheritance. Sons inherit property equally after the death
of their father. Unmarried daughters of a deceased person are
maintained until marriage and then marriage expenses are
met by their brothers. A son adopted from agnatic kin only is
eligible to inherit the property of a deceased person.

Socialization. Children are reared up to the age of 7-8
years by their parents within the family, after which boys and
girls are encouraged to join the respective dormitory organiza-
tions. The latter occupy an important position in Pauri soci-
ety and play a significant role in sociocultural life. The dormi-
tories act as schools where the young people are initiated into
tribal tradition and the art of community living.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Three most important components
of the Pauri Bhuiya social organization are family, descent
group (khilli), and village. People relate to each other in a
network based on consanguinity and affinity. They also dif-
ferentiate themselves in many other ways. The eldest male
member of the family functions as its head and exercises con-
trol and authority, commanding respect from all other mem-
bers. The control and authority passes down to one’s eldest
son. The head enjoys special status both in his family and in
the village, as other elders do. A number of smaller lineages
constitute a khilli. The lineage members are obliged to help
each other in social, economic, and ritual pursuits. Marriage
is prohibited between boys and girls of the same khilli and
also within the same village. Every Pauri village has a definite
territory with a boundary and is a well-knit social entity. Vil-
lage cohesiveness continues in spite of the recent introduc-
tion of private property in land in the plains area. Established
intervillage relationships for performing various sociopolitical
functions are common among the tribe.

Political Organization. When occasional disputes arise
within and between villages, the council of elders decides the
course of action. Intravillage disputes are settled by the eld-
ers, including the sacerdotal head (dihuri), under the chair-
manship of the village headman (naik). Intervillage disputes
either are decided by the elders of disputing villages or are re-

ferred to the larger territorial organization. Everyone partici-
pates in decision making until a consensus is reached. The
political organization, in conformity with the value system of
Pauri society, regulates the behavior pattern of the disputants
and transgressors. The office of village head is hereditary. The
village panchayat, a new statutory body, has recently been in-
troduced side by side with the traditional council of elders,
primarily for village welfare activities. The waves of national
party politics have not reached Pauri country.

Social Control. Several recent changes in interpersonal re-
lationships are the result of a change in the social setting from
ethnic homogeneity and village exogamy to ethnic heteroge-
neity and village endogamy. The common ownership of land
under swidden cultivation and private ownership of valley
land for cultivation are acknowledged. Common ritual prac-
tices bind Pauri society into a single entity. The organic con-
trol of community life is guided by an egalitarian outlook of
the people.

Conflict.  Except for conflicts of a minor nature, harmoni-
ous relations between persons and also between social groups
are maintained. Still, when disputes over land control, inces-
tuous relations, adultery, divorce, or homicide do arise, the
village council of elders and the larger territorial council—for
intravillage and intervillage disputes, respectively—decide
the issues through deliberation.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The universe is dominated by numerous
deities and spirits, both good and evil, and these possess un-
equal powers. These supernatural beings are ordered hierar-
chically and are classified as supreme, nature, and village dei-
ties, general tribal gods, and ancestral spirits. Both male and
female deities exist. The sun god and his consort, the earth
goddess, are supreme deities. They are remembered on each
ritual occasion, but there is no specific ceremony for their
worship. The Pauri Bhuiya have adopted many Hindu deities.

Religious Practitioners. Priesthood is hereditary and is
held by a male who represents the seniormost branch of the
original village family. The priest propitiates the deities on be-
half of the villagers and is the chief official in all communal
worship.

Ceremonies. Most of the festivals are closely associated
with different aspects of economic activities. Some festivals
are borrowed from the Hindus. Social and religious ceremo-
nies are occasions when interactions and meetings of people
take place. Almost all rituals have sacred and secular aspects,
yet they are extremely stereotyped in their details.

Arts. Dancing and singing, especially by the youth, are an
integral part of Pauri life. External influences have affected
many aspects of the cultural heritage. Yet the vibrant changu
(tambourine) dance of the villagers in front of the commu-
nity hall is very common after the day’s toil and particularly
on festive occasions.

Medicine. People, crops, and cattle are believed to be pro-
tected from diseases by the village tutelary deity. The propiti-
ation of other deities also is thought to help protect people
from diseases. The men have great inclination for folk doctors
and their medicine. Most diseases are due to malnutrition
and unsanitary conditions. Modern methods of treatment,
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though mostly beyond their reach, have begun to influence
the hill tribe. Many curative rituals are performed by the sha-
man. The black magic of a sorcerer that afflicts individuals is
countered either by the medicine man or by a more powerful
sorcerer.

Death and Afterlife. The Pauri Bhuiyas believe that death
occurs when gods and goddesses are utterly displeased or
when black magic is performed by a sorcerer. They also be-
lieve that life does not come to an end with death. The soul is
called back into the house to rest in the family’s inner taber-
nacle, which is meant to propitiate ancestral spirits, and is of-
fered food and water during auspicious occasions. The bless-
ings of ancestral spirits are invaluable in the life of the
Bhuiyas.
See also Baiga
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S. K. BISWAS

Bhutanese

ETHNONYMS: Bhote, Bhotia, Bhutia

Orientation

The name “Bhutan” is derived from the compound bhotente,
the ente or “borderland” of Bhot. The Bhutanese know their
country as “Druk-yul,” the land (yul) of the thunder dragon
(druk). The country’s association with the dragon is ex-
plained by the evolution of the early sects of Buddhism in
Tibet and its adjoining territories. It was the Indian saint
Padma Sambhava, “the lotus-born,” known in Tibet as Guru

Rimpoche or “precious teacher,” who was primarily responsi-
ble for the introduction of Buddhism into Bhutan, Sikkim,
and Tibet in the eighth century AD.

Bhutan has an area of 47,182 square kilometers. It is
flanked on the north by Tibet, on the south by Bengal and
Assam, on the east by Arunachal Pradesh and on the west by
Sikkim. In 1990 the estimated population of Bhutan was
1,566,000, the second most populous Himalayan kingdom
after Nepal. At least another 100,000 live in West Bengal and
Nepal. However, its density of population, about 32 persons
per square kilometer, is the lowest of the three Himalayan
kingdoms. Bhutan’s population is entirely rural. The king-
dom HKas no towns, no banks, and no shops worthy of the
name. Thimbu is the capital, built up with Indian aid, and is
just a cluster of houses around the dzong, a fortress built in
the architectural style of the potala or palace of the Dalai
Lama at Lhasa. In the north and center of the country Ti-
betan is spoken, in the southeast Sangla; both are Tibeto-
Burman languages. In the southwest live Rai, Gurung, and
Limbu settlers from Nepal, and some Nepalese Brahmans

and Chbhetris, all of whom speak Nepali.

Economy

Bhutan’s economy is based on agriculture. The main crops
are rice, wheat, maize, and millet. The country is heavily for-
ested, but the absence of good communications has pre-
vented any effective exploitation. The forests of teak and sal
(Shorea robusta) along the southern foothills are within easy
reach of railheads in India. That rail system provides a way for
timber to be dispatched to a ready market. The larger propor-
tion of Bhutan’s forests is inaccessible. These forests consist
of conifers extending over mountain ranges rising to a height
of 3,600 meters and more. Bhutan does have limestone, gyp-
sum, and other valuable mineral deposits that will provide
raw material for setting up industries, but the field of horticul-
ture is the most significant source of advancement for the
country. The Bhutan apple is much favored in India, and the
climate is also ideally suited for the cultivation of peaches,
plums, and apricots. Some liqueur is manufactured.

Kinship, Marriage and Family

The king has worked on modernizing the social structure of
Bhutan. For example, besides declaring serfdom illegal, he
has abolished polyandry and restricted polygamy to a maxi-
mum of three wives per man. Before taking a new wife, the
man must obtain the permission of his first wife, who is free
to seek a divorce and maintenance for life from the husband.
The age for marriage has been raised to 16 for women and 21
for men. Once married the bride does not necessarily leave
her home; it all depends on the strength of the two families as
an agricultural labor force. The groom moves in if the bride’s
family’s labor needs are greater. If both families have ample
labor, then the couple may stake out their own plot of land
and home.

Sociopolitical Organization

Bhutan is divided into fifteen districts, each with its own dia-
lect, that grew out of history and tradition and formerly were
isolated by the mountain ranges. This geographic pattern of
fertile valleys surrounded by mountains gives the background
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to the whole administrative and political concept of the
country. One-quarter of Bhutan’s people are Nepalese immi-
grants, and there are strict restrictions against their settling
north of a specified middle line running from east to west
across the entire country. The Bhutanese have seen how in
neighboring Sikkim the original inhabitants have been gradu-
ally outnumbered by Nepalese immigrants, and they are de-
termined to stop the process in their own country before it as-
sumes unmanageable proportions. The Nepalese are a
polygamous people and a household of three or four wives
and a dozen to fifteen children is not an uncommon phenom-
enon. The Bhutanese worry that, unless restrictions are set on
further settlement, the Nepalese will in time emerge as the
majority community, as in Sikkim, and seek to exert political
and cultural dominance. Twenty-five percent of the 130
members of the Tsongdu (the national assembly) are govern-
ment officers appointed to the assembly by the king. Included
in the membership are influential lamas and the abbot of the
chief monastery at Pimakha, who is a member of the ruler’s
council of eight ministers. The rest of the body consists of vil-
lage headmen elected for five-year terms from all over the
kingdom. Each family in the villages has one vote.

Religion and Expressive Culture

The dominant religious cult in Bhutan is that of the Red-Hat
sect (Kargyupa), a Tibetan lamaistic order of Mahayana
Buddhism. Tibetan shamanism in the form of Bon, a more
ancient religious tradition, is also practised. Only among the
Nepalese immigrants does one find Hinduism, or a combina-
tion of that tradition with Tibetan lamaism, being followed.
The idea of ablution has diffused here from India. The inher-
ent idea is that purification of the body leads to the purifica-
tion of the mind as well. The Bon practice salutation, circum-
ambulation, and offering of water; devotions are part of the
Buddhist mode of worship in Bhutan. The offering of sacri-
fices is accompanied by ritual dances and dramatic represen-
tations. The special dance sequences known as acham, where
trained and inspired actors impersonate gods and goblins,
wearing appropriate masks and mimicking mystery actions,
are essentially frameworks for offering the torma (see below).
These dances are described by some Western scholars as
“devil dances,” because the chief purposes of these perfor-
mances are to exorcise evil spirits and secure blessings or, alle-
gorically speaking, to drive out bad luck and usher in the good
year and good luck. Whenever a domestic or public rite of
greater importance is to be performed, lamas expert in ritual
are called to prepare the altar and appropriate accessories and
to conduct the elaborate worship. An indispensable part of all
such ritual performances is the torma, figures made of dough
and butter, shaped to symbolize deities and spirits and pre-
sented to the deities invoked.

See also Brahman and Chhetri of Nepal; Gurung;
Lepcha; Limbu; Rai

Bibliography

Chakravarti, Balaram (1980). A Cultural History of Bhutan.
Chittaranjan: Hilltop Publishers.

Karan, Pradyumna P. (1967). Bhutan, a Physical and Cultural
Geography. Lexington: University of Kentucky Press.

Jenkins, William M. (1963). The Himalayan Kingdoms: Bhu-
tan, Sikkim, and Nepal. Princeton: D. Van Nostrand.

Olschak, Blanche C. (1971). Bhutan: Land of Hidden Treas-
ures. New York: Stein & Day.

Rustomii, Nari (1978). Bhutan: The Dragon Kingdom in Cri-
sis. New York: Oxford University Press.

BRENDA AMENSON-HILL

Bihari

ETHNONYMS: none

The name “Bihari” subsumes several hundreds of Hindu
castes, inhabiting the state of Bihar in northeastern India.
They number about 85 million (1991) and speak Bihari,
which is an eastern dialect of Hindi. About one in every six
Biharis is a follower of Islam. Located in the middle of the
Gangetic Plain and receiving good rainfall most years, Bihar’s
economy is based almost wholly on agriculture. In ancient
times, this area was the birthplace of both Buddhism and
Jainism. In recent years, the state’s history has been marked
by radical politics and violence. This unrest may be a result of
Bihar’s status as the most backward state of India, which is
attributable to scant industrialization combined with the low
average literacy rate of 38.5 percent in 1991 (the rate is ap-
preciably lower for females).
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Bohra

ETHNONYMS: Bohora, Daudi Bohra, Lotia, Vohora

Orientation

The Bohra, who numbered 118,307 in 1901, are found today
in large numbers in the Surat and Bharuch districts of
Gujarat State, in Bombay city, and in all major trade centers
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of India. Their religious and political center is at Surat, where
the high priest of the Daudi Bohra, the main section of the
community, resides. Although the Daudi Bohras (also known
as the Lotias, from their word for “water pot,” because their
turban is traditionally shaped like one) represent the largest
and most widespread class of Bohras, there are several other
divisions of trading Bohras: Alia, Jaafari, Nagoshi, and
Sulaimani Bohras. In addition to the trading Bohras there is a
large and equally prosperous group of village Bohras whose
occupation is farming. The origin of the name “Bohra” is be-
lieved to be traceable to the class of Hindu Bohras who are
still found in Jodhpur District, Rajasthan. One theory sug-
gests the word is derived from the Gujarati word meaning “to
trade,” the occupation of the first Hindu converts to Islam.
Many Barias and Nagar Brahmans to this day bear the sur-
name “Bohora.”

The Daudi and most of the other Bohras speak Gujarati,
an Indo-European language; many living in large cities such
as Bombay also speak Urdu and English.

History and Cultural Relations

All Bohras can be traced to converts made by Shiite mission-
aries of the Ismaili sect in the eleventh century. Some of them
claim to come from Egyptian-Arab and Yemen-Arab ances-
tors. Others maintain they are entirely of Hindu blood; ac-
cording to the Sunni Bohras they were converted from many
castes. The Alia Bohras take their name from Ali, who
founded the sect in AD. 624. The Alias strongly resemble the
Sulaimani Bohras in their appearance and customs; the
Daudi Bohras are the wealthiest, most organized, and most
ubiquitous sect of Bohras. The main difference between them
and the other Muslims is that they pay special veneration to
Ali, to his sons, Hassan and Hussain, and to their high priest,
the mullah sahib of Surat. The Jaafari Bohras trace their
name to Jaafar Sherazi who converted them to the Sunni faith
(they are also known as Patanis after their headquarters in
that city). Jaafari Bohras are the descendants of those Daudi
Bohras who changed to the orthodox (Sunni) faith during
the reign of Muzaffar I, governor of Gujarat in AD. 1391.
Nagoshis or “nonfleshites” are a very small schism founded
around AD. 1789. The founder was excommunicated because
he proposed a peculiar doctrine, the most noteworthy feature
being that to eat animal flesh was sin. The Nagoshis have
now almost disappeared. The Sulaimani Bohras are the de-
scendants of the converts made in Arabia in the sixteenth
century by a missionary sent by a Surat Bohra. They received
their name due to a dispute surrounding the succession of the
high priest of the Gujarat Bohras in AD. 1588: based on the
merits of a letter from the high priest sent to Sulaiman of
the Yaman priesthood, he claimed to be the successor to the
high priest; however, only a very small minority accepted his
claim and so Sulaiman went back to Arabia. This small mi-
nority who upheld his claims were thus called Sulaimanis.
The Sunni Bohras are the descendants of Hindu converts of
the unarmed castes who converted at the close of the four-
teenth and during the fifteenth centuries. Throughout the
twentieth century the Daudi Bohras have been split by
factional strife, the orthodox followers of the high priest fre-
quently rioting against reformists, attacking them in their
homes or even in the mosque, divorcing them by fiat, refusing
to permit burial of the dead, throwing acid on individuals,

etc. The police have commonly been powerless to stop such
behavior.

Economy

Almost all Daudi, Alia, and Sulaimani Bohras live by trade.
Some are merchants with large dealings with the Middle East,
China, Thailand, and Zanzibar, and many are local traders in
hardware, silks, hides, horns, and cattle. Most, however, are
traditionally town and village shopkeepers, selling hardware,
cloth, stationery, books, groceries, and spices; a few—
especially in the larger cities like Bombay, Surat, Ahmedabad,
and Baroda—are confectioners; and many are also in govern-
ment service. Many Jaafari Bohras are also traders and silk
weavers. Traditionally, most of the Sunni Bohras are peasant
farmers and landholders. All the Bohra groups have a high
proportion of college-educated people in the professional
classes as well. As Muslims the Bohras abstain from alcohol
or other drugs and pork or potk products. The Bohras are
noted for their rich beef, fowl, and fish curries. The preferred
cooking medium is ghee (clarified butter).

In accordance with Muslim tradition, women work
mainly in the home running the household and caring for
children. The poorer peasant farmers and their womenfolk
work in the fields side by side. With increased education some
Bohra women have moved into academia and the profes-
sions. Men still head the family business, however.

Kinship and Marriage

Bohra descent is patrilineal. Traditionally the Daudi and Jaaf-
aris have been endogamous; however, the other Bohra groups
do marry other Muslims outside their own groups, except in
some of the more remote villages of the Sunni where they
would seldom marry outside their own class, a remnant of
their Hindu heritage. Cross-cousin marriage is usual but
polygyny, although permissible, is rare.

Sociopolitical Organization

The traditional head of the Daudi Bohras is the mullah of
Surat. Sometimes even claiming a divine status, the head
mullah is the absolute authority in all issues of religious and
civil importance. Discipline in religious matters generally is
enforced by fines; cases of adultery, drunkenness, and other
serious offenses traditionally were punished by fines, flogging,
and excommunication or ostracism. Every settlement of
Daudis has its mullah or a deputy of the head mullah. In addi-
tion there are four grades of mullahs: Mayan, which means
literally “the permitted” (to rule); Mukasir, “the executor”;
Mashaikh, “the elder”; and Mullah, “the guardian.” They
earn their livelihoods as schoolmasters or by some craft. Tra-
ditionally mullahs are trained for their duties in a college in
Surat. Every Daudi settlement has its school taught by the
local mullah and a Muslim lay teacher. Much of the absolute
authority of the mullahs, however, has in recent years been
challenged by a reformist movement, which has led in some
instances to social boycott of the reformers by the orthodox
followers.

Religion

The Daudi Bohras are Shias of the Mustaalian division of the
great Ismaili sect. The main differences between their beliefs
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and practices and those of regular Muslims are: the Daudi
Bohras pay special attention to Ali, to his sons, Hassan and
Hussain, and to their high priest, the Mullah Sahib of Surat;
they pay special attention to circumcision; they reject the va-
lidity of the three caliphs, Abu Bakr Sidik, Umar, and
Usman; and at death a prayer for pity on the soul and the
body of the deceased is laid in the dead man’s hand. The
Jaafari Bohras are Sunnis in faith. They have no religious
head, but many traditionally have followed spiritual guides.
Many of them are known as Kabarias from being devoted to
the kabar or grave of Pir Muhammad Shah at Ahmedabad. As
already stated, the Nagoshis’ founder held the peculiar doc-
trine that animal food was sinful; otherwise their religious
sect is very much like the Alia sect. The Sulaimani Bohras
only differ from the Daudi in their recognition of the religious
head of the sect. Their high priest traditionally lives in
Najram in the Hifa in Arabia. The Alia Bohras strongly re-
semble the Sulaimani Bohras in their religious practices.
Many Sunni Bohras traditionally have spiritual guides, who
are given much respect, and many also still keep to certain
Hindu practices. They give death and marriage dinners; they
sometimes give Hindu names to their children or modify
Muslim ones. Some Sunni Bohras, however, are followers of
the Gheit-Mukallid teachers of the Wahabi sect, who follow
strict Muslim customs.
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Bondo

ETHNONYMS: Bonda Gadaba, Bondo Poroja, Porja, Remo

Onrientation

Identification. The Bondo are an Austroasiatic people
who inhabit the area northwest of the Machkund River in the
state of Orissa, India. While the cultural relationship between
the Bondo and neighboring peoples (e.g., the Poroja and
Gadaba) has been debated, largely because of substantial dif-
ferences in appearance, personal adornment, social norms,
and religious beliefs, Verrier Elwin has concluded that a suffi-
cient degree of cultural commonality exists between the
Bondos and Gadabas to warrant the suggestion that both

groups are descendants of a common ancient Austroasiatic
progenitor. The classic ethnographic account of Bondo cul-
ture is Elwin’s 1950 study.

Location. The locus of Bondo culture extends from ap-
proximately 18° 20’ to 18° 30' N and 82°20’ to 82°30’ E. The
Bondo homeland (sometimes known as Bara-jangar-des) is a
hilly habitat that overlooks the Machkund Valley and the
Malkangiri Plain. The average annual rainfall is approxi-
mately 150 centimeters. Settlements fall into three geo-
graphic groupings: the Bara-jangar group (also known as
Mundlipada or Serayen); the Gadaba group (northeast of
Mundlipada); and the Plains group. The first of these areas is
the most important. It is the Bondo capital and is also be-
lieved to have been the ancient Bondo homeland. It has also
been suggested that the twelve villages that bring yearly trib-
ute to the ruler of this place are the original Bondo settle-
ments (each having been founded by one of twelve brothers).

Demography. In 1971 there were 5,338 Bondos, 75,430
Gadabas, and 227,406 Porojas.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Bondo speak a language of
Munda Stock belonging to the Austroasiatic Phylum.

History and Cultural Relations

The early prehistory of the Bondo is unclear because there
exist no physical remains upon which to base a reconstruc-
tion of their origin. It is believed that their original home is
northeast of their present habitat. Elwin concurs with
Christoph von Firer-Haimendorf’s suggestion that the
Bondo belong to the group of neolithic Austroasiatic peoples
who cultivated rice by means of irrigation and terracing, do-
mesticated cattle for sacrificial and dietary purposes, and
erected megaliths (e.g., dolmens, stone circles, and menhirs).

Settlements

Generalizations regarding the nature of Bondo villages are not
easily made. The typical Bondo village is built either along or
ascending a hillside, reasonably close to a spring. The place-
ment of individual domiciles follows no set pattern and there
are no regular thoroughfares within village boundaries. The
grouping of houses according to clan obtains at times, but for
the most part social and other distinctions have no impact on
the arrangement of houses. The sindibor (the stone platform
that is the locus of village social and religious ceremonies) is
placed at some shady spot within the village. Villages are not
fortified and tend to be surrounded by gardens containing an
assortment of trees, spice plants, and other plants. Fields for
cultivation are located in the general proximity of the village.
Public structures within the village confines include manure
pits and male and female dormitories. The typical Bondo
house, composed of mud, wood, and thatching grass, contains
two main rooms and a veranda. Attached to the outside of the
house is a place for pigs. Cattle, goats, and chickens are also
housed in the vicinity of the house.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Bondos engage
in most of the major subsistence activities. Wild birds are
caught, rats and hares are hunted, fish and crabs are netted or
trapped, pigs, cattle, goats, and chickens are domesticated,
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and crops are grown. Roots, tubers, wild vegetation, bamboo
shoots, mushrooms, fruit, red ants, date-palm grubs, dung
beetles, and silkworms (for medicinal purposes) are collected
for consumption. However, the most important part of the
Bondo subsistence cycle is agriculture. Three types of cultiva-
tion are practiced: dry cultivation of plowed fields on a level
grade; shifting (slash-and-burn) cultivation on steep hills;
and wet cultivation (of rice) on terraced and irrigated fields.
The following crops are planted in the hill tracts: pulses, cu-
cumbers, castor-oil bush, and millet. Dry rice, ragi, and Niger
seed (Guizotia abyssinica, a native of Africa that yields cook-
ing oil) are grown in level ground. Axes (to cut trees and
brush), hoes (for turning soil after the sowing of seeds), and
dibbles (for drilling holes to plant various seeds) are used in
the cultivation of hillsides. The plow is the major implement
used in dry cultivation. Canals, gutters, plows, and levelers
are the implements for wet cultivation. A few necessities and
luxuries are obtained by the Bondo from outside sources
(e.g., a small number of cooking vessels, iron implements,
personal ornaments made of beads, and a small quantity of

colored cloth).

Industrial Arts. The Bondo community is almost wholly
self-sufficient. The following are manufactured internally:
cloth, personal ornaments (made of bark and leaves), gourds,
alcoholic beverages, pipes (for tobacco smoking), coats (of
bark or leaves), and umbrellas (of bark or leaves).

Trade. The following are procured through trade: pots and
cooking vessels (in limited number), brass and bead orna-
ments, iron implements (from local blacksmiths), and col-
ored cotton.

Division of Labor. Men and women share various tasks.
According to Elwin women assume a disproportionate share
of this commonly shared labor. The clearing of fields, carrying
of water, care of children, weaving of cloth, husking, grinding,
preparation of household floors, bearing of wood (during the
Hindu month of Jeth), extraction of fiber from kereng (Calo-
tropis gigantea) bark for yarn, and the cutting of hair (of adult
women) are among the duties assumed by women. Women
are also allowed to divine the causes of sickness, but they are
not permitted to prescribe treatment for specific maladies.
There are ritual restrictions that prevent men from perform-
ing some of these duties. Men plow, bear burdens requiring
the use of a carrying pole, make mats, hunt, offer sacrifice, di-
vine and treat sickness, cut trees, and play drums and the ma-
jority of other musical instruments during festival obser-
vances. Correspondingly, there are ritual prohibitions that
prevent many of these tasks from being performed by women.

Land Tenure. Individual families are considered by other
Bondo to “own” several tracts of land on the hillsides, which
they cultivate in rotation. They have no real legal title to this
land, even though they sometimes mortgage it or sell it to
others. In the recent past poor people sometimes rented such
hillside clearings by paying meat and liquor to the supposed
owner.

Kinship
Kin Groups and Descent. At least three exogamous affili-
ations have been noted within Bondo society: the soru (that

division represented by all of the members of a particular vil-
lage); the kuda (exogamous patrilineal clans of which several

exist within a village, and the names of which are drawn from
the titles of village officials); and the bonso (totemic divisions
of which there are two—the ontal, “cobra,” and the killo,
“tiger”). Elwin considers this subdivision of Bondo society
into two large moieties to be the oldest and most basic of
Bondo subdivisions, the kuda and soru systems having been
adopted or developed secondarily. Exogamy at the soru and
kuda levels is strictly observed. Freedom of choice in the se-
lection of mates and the numerical inequities characteristic
of the two bonso divisions (the ontal being the larger of the
two) have led to the ignoring of the rule of exogamy at this
level.

Kinship Terminology.
employed for first cousins.

Iroquois kinship terminology is

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Young men and young women are permitted
freedom of choice in the selection of mates. The female dor-
mitory serves as the locus in which male-female relationships
are established and nurtured. A female dormitory in a village
is generally off-limits to the young men of that village. As a re-
sult, part of the male courting ritual involves intervillage
travel. While parental consent is required, Bondo unions are
based upon the mutual affection of the marital partners.
Bondo women prefer men several years younger than them-
selves as marital partners. Elwin cites the desire not to wed an
older man, the belief that a younger man would be either a
harder worker or a more obedient partner, and the fear of de-
floration as possible reasons for this. Extramarital liaisons do
occur. Such a relationship between a man and his younger
brother's wife is not ritually prohibited. It is believed that the
age disparity in Bondo marriages has led to the acceptance of
this type of extramarital relationship because the parties in-
volved would be closer in age than those in the marital union.
Marital dissolution is rare, though divorce is allowed and may
be initiated by either party. The remarriage of widows is not
prohibited. Postmarital residence is patrilocal. Polygyny is
sanctioned.

Domestic Unit. The typical domestic unit consists of a
nuclear family (with limited evidence of polygyny).

Inheritance. Anecdotal data suggests that real property is
inherited by sons from their fathers.

Socialization. The socialization of children is shared
jointly by parents, though women are in fact the chief agents
of socialization. Children are also allowed a considerable
amount of freedom from a young age. The ingersin (girls’ dor-
mitory) and the selani-dingo (boys’ dormitory) are important
social institutions. Young men assist at ceremonies associated
with life crises (e.g., weddings and burials) and the hunt,
while young women prepare cups and platters manufactured
from leaves, cook, and prepare rice beer. Of these, the in-
gersin also serves as a center for mate selection. It is here that
young men come in search of spouses.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social Organization. Bondo life is centered on a cycle of
yearly agricultural activities. Stratification by age or other cat-

egories does not obtain. Although it is likely that some
method exists for achieving status within the community,
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Elwin has not devoted much attention to it. Instead, he has
characterized Bondo society as one in which freedom and in-
dependence act as leveling forces that reduce the importance
of the hierarchical ranking of individuals in the social order.
One important Bondo social institution, that of the moitur/
mahaprasad friendship, must be noted. This is a ceremonial
alliance established for mutual support.

Political Organization. The autonomous village is the
most basic of Bondo political units. Village officials include
the naiko (headman), bariko (village watchman), and the sisa
(village priest). The headman is assisted by a council of eld-
ers. Officials in a Bondo village, according to Elwin, encoun-
ter certain difficulties in the carrying out of their duties be-
cause of the emphasis placed on the rights of the individual in
Bondo society. Officials are appointed by the populace on an
annual basis. Provision is also made for their removal from of-
fice should their work prove unsatisfactory to the electorate.

Social Control. In addition to the means usually employed
by the state to maintain order and to discourage antisocial be-
havior (e.g., legal prosecution and imprisonment), Bondo
cosmology uses the potential retribution of supernaturals for
offenses against tribal customs (e.g., customs relating to
exogamy, incest, and marital fidelity) as an additional means
of social control.

Conflict. External relations are stable, though historically
tensions have been noted between the Bondo and both the
Didayis (whose villages were at one time targets of Bondo
raids) and the Doms (upon whom Bondo robbers formerly
preyed). Antagonism toward the Doms may have been
caused, at least in part, by Dom attempts to force the Bondo
to adopt Hinduism and abandon aspects of their traditional
culture.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Hinduism has had a profound impact
on Bondo religion. Its impact may be noted in the structure of
the pantheon and the nature of ceremonial. The Bondo reli-
gious system represents a syncretic blending of indigenous be-
liefs with Vaishnavite Hinduism. Bondo retain belief in a su-
preme being (Mahaprabhu) who is identified with the sun,
under whom is arranged a hierarchy of demigods, who exer-
cise influence over natural phenomena (e.g., streams and for-
ests) and domestic habitations. Furies and the spirits of the
recently deceased are believed to have the ability to destroy
crops, send wild animals, disturb cattle, and inflict disease on
humans. It is believed that the demigods dwell in trees and
stones and so the Bondo have erected stone shrines in their
honor. The most important of all stone shrines is the sindi-
bor, dedicated to mother earth, which is the site of most im-
portant social and religious ceremonies. The services of a sha-
man are used to discern the nature of any difficulty when the
malevolent activity of supernaturals is believed to be the
cause. Priests officiate at the rituals necessary to alleviate this
distress and restore prosperity. Religious ceremonial includes
an array of magicoreligious acts (e.g., incantations and man-
ual gestures) and ceremonial accoutrements (e.g., decorated
altars, booths, leaf cups, plates, ceremonial dolls, and carts).

Religious Practitioners. The egalitarian spirit of Bondo
society, according to Elwin, has prevented a proliferation of
sacerdotal officials from taking place. There exist, nonethe-

less, two levels of priestly activity. The first takes place at the
household level (e.g., at funerals and certain festival obser-
vances), while the second takes place at the village level.
Those that fall into the latter category are the responsibility
of the sisa. Each village has at least two such priests (a chief
priest and his assistant) and at least two unmarried boys who
serve as liturgical assistants. The sisa’s authority is limited to
his own sindibor. His duties include the performance of sacri-
fice on public occasions and during festivals. His home
houses the kinding-sagar (sacred drum) and his spouse has
ritual duties associated with the brewing of a special kind of
rice beer. She is also associated with the hunt. The sisa must
be appointed annually (by popular election) and may be re-
moved from office should he fail to dispatch his duties prop-
erly. The dissari (shaman/medicine man) also plays an impor-
tant role in the religious life of the Bondo. The individuals
who function in this capacity are believed to be descendants
of the original inhabitants of the land and as such are felt to
be acquainted with the deities indigenous to the area. The
claim to the dissari title must be substantiated by the quality
(i.e., accuracy and efficiency) of the claimant’s counsel and
prognostications. This is not an institution unique to the
Bondo. This office is found among many of the Bondo’s
neighbors (e.g., the Gour, Didayi, Gadaba, and Kond). The
ministrations of the dissari are required for the most part dur-
ing times of distress (e.g., sickness and domestic trouble).
The dissari determines the nature of a problem by means of
trance and prescribes measures for the alleviation of the prob-
lem. These may be performed by a member of the afflicted
party’s household or by the dissari. While the hereditary
transfer of the offices of sisa and dissari is possible, there is no
Bondo law mandating that such action must occur. Sorcerers
(usually male) are also known among the Bondo. Among
their supposed repertoire of powers (which are believed to be
largely evil in nature and negative in manifestation) is the
ability to conjure up violent storms.

Ceremonies. Magicoreligious ceremonies accompany al-
most all stages of the Bondo agricultural calendar. Some of
the more important of these are: the Sume Gelirak festival
(held in January and associated with the reaping and thresh-
ing of the rice harvest); the Giag-gige festival (held in April
and associated with the completion of work in the fields); the
Gersum-gige festival (held in July and associated with the
weeding of the fields); the Feast of First Fruits (held in Au-
gust or September and associated with the maize crop); the
Dassera festival (held in October and associated with the
reaping of millet); and the Gewursung festival (held in Octo-
ber or November and corresponding to the Hindu festival of
Diwali). In form and practice, Bondo ceremonial includes the
following elements: the construction of ritual appurtenances
(e.g., booths, carts, dolls, and altars); the presentation of sac-
rifices (e.g., fruit, grain, eggs, fish, crabs, fowl, cattle, goats,
and pigs); a sacrificial feast; the use of special gestures (on the
part of the officiant); and repetition (presumably of manual
acts and spoken formulas) in order to guarantee the efficacy
of the ritual.

Arts. Dance is an important element of certain Bondo cer-
emonial observances (e.g., weddings, festivals, and funerals).
Instrumental music accompanies dancing on these occasions.
Instruments include drums, gongs, horns, and flutes. Vocal
music is also included in these rites. The corpus of Bondo



songs is substantial. Compositions reflect usage in a variety of
social settings (e.g., the hunt and courtship). The visual arts
include carving, decorative weaving, and tattooing (to a lim-
ited extent). Items for personal adornment (chiefly bracelets
and necklaces) are manufactured for the Bondo by Ghasia
and Kammar metalworkers. Finally, Bondo oral literature also
contains a substantial number of folklore motifs.

Medicine. The Bondo acknowledge the existence of sev-
eral disease-causing gods (e.g., those related to smallpox,
pneumonia, cholera, and stomachache). These show evi-
dence of Hindu influence. In addition, even Mahaprabhu,
who is seen as a benevolent force primarily, may also cause
sickness. It is the responsibility of the dissari to diagnose and
prescribe the ritual means of relief for illness.

Death and Afterlife. It is believed that after death, the
human sairem (ghost) and jiwo (soul) are separated from the
body. The sairem wanders aimlessly in the afterlife until the
gunum ceremony (in which a stone memorial is erected) is
performed. Upon the performance of this ritual, the ghost is
admitted into the company of the Bondo departed. The jiwo
rises to dwell in the presence of Mahaprabhu until it is rein-
carnated. These beliefs show a blending of indigenous and
Hindu elements.
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Brahman

ETHNONYMS: none

The Brahmans are a sacerdotal elite found everywhere in
Hindu Asia, even as far east as Bali and Lombok in Indone-
sia. While in any one area they may be identified as the high-
est caste, there are in fact some hundreds of endogamous
Brahman castes throughout South Asia; and so the Brah-
mans should more correctly be seen as a caste block, or in
Sanskrit terms a varna. They have always been the highest-
ranking of the four varnas or categories that make up Hindu
society. Brahmans have traditionally been priests, either in
temples or to particular families (purohita). Nevertheless,
many Brahmans still follow other traditional occupations
such as teacher, scribe or government clerk, and landowner.

The essential attributed character that all Brahmans
share depends on: (a) their supreme level of purity, which is
usually expressed in a vegetarian diet (though there are fish-
eating Brahmans in Bengal); and (b) their literacy in Sanskrit
and other languages, combined with their knowledge of
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Hindu liturgy. The various Brahman castes are distinguished
from each other first in terms of mother tongue (e.g., Tamil
Brahmans, Konkani Brahmans). Then they are distinguished
in terms of philosophical sect (e.g., Smarta Brahmans, Mad-
hava Brahmans, Sri Vaishnava Brahmans). Thirdly, they may
be distinguished in terms of the precise locality that was their
homeland (e.g. Kongudesa Brahmans, those who came from
the old Kongu territory, which is now Coimbatore District, in
Tamil Nadu).

See also Anavil Brahman; Castes, Hindu; Chitpavan
Brahman; Kshatriya; Nambudiri Brahman; Pandit of
Kashmir; others listed in the Appendix.
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PAUL HOCKINGS

Brahman and Chhetri of Nepal

ETHNONYM: Bahun

Orientation

Identification. Brahman and Chhetri are high Hindu
Nepalese castes. They have played a more dominant role than
have any other group in the formation of the modern Nepa-
lese state. Their moral values and social and political strength
continue to play a commanding part in contemporary Nepa-
lese life. Brahmans are known in Nepali as “Bahuns.” Chhetri
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is the Nepali equivalent of Kshatriya, the second of the four
varnas into which classical Indian society was divided.

Location. Brahmans and Chhetris are found throughout
Nepal. Those living in the Terai (the low, level strip in the
southern part of the country) are much like their counter-
parts across the border in northern India. This article de-
scribes those who inhabit the middle hills of Nepal. Here the
climate of their villages depends primarily on elevation, which
varies from 300 meters or so in the valley bottoms to as high
as 2,500 to 3,000 meters on the hillsides and tops of ridges.

Demography. Because the Nepalese census does not re-
cord the caste status of citizens, it is impossible to know how
many Brahmans and Chhetris inhabit the country; but prob-
ably the two castes together constitute the largest group in
Nepal. Their percentage of the population declines from the
western hills, where they comprise well over half the popula-
tion, to the east, where they are usually one among many
minorities.

Linguistic Affiliation. Brahmans and Chhetris speak the
national language, Nepali, as their mother tongue. This is an
Indo-European language closely related to Hindi and other
North Indian languages. Like Sanskrit, the language from
which it is descended, Nepali is written in the Devanagari
script, which is a syllabary rather than an alphabet. The rate
of literacy among Brahman men, whose traditional priestly
role required them to read sacred Hindu texts, is well above
the national average.

History and Cultural Relations

Brahmans are thought to have begun emigrating to the far
western Nepalese hills in the twelfth century after they were
dislodged by Muslim invasions in India. In the Nepal hills
they encountered the Khas, people of the same general back-
ground as the Brahmans, who nevertheless ranked low in the
caste order because of their deviance from orthodox caste
rules. Both the Khas and the progeny of unions of Brahman
men and Khas women, called Khatri, were granted the status
of Chhetri. The existence of Matwali Chhetris (those who
drink liquor), who do not wear the sacred thread, is evidence
that not all Khas were accorded Chhetri status.

Settlements

Brahmans and Chbhetris live in villages, hamlets, and isolated
homesteads. The walls of their small houses are constructed
from stone or mud brick, painted red ocher around the base,
whitewashed above, and topped with a thatched roof. The
floors and interior walls are made from a mixture of cow dung
and mud, which dries to a clean, hard surface. The houses of
those living in towns, such as Kathmandu, the capital, are
larger and are made of brick and cement.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Rural Brahmans
and Chhetris keep a few cattle and raise crops in their ter-
raced fields. Brahmans also act as family priests, and Chhetris
serve in both the Nepalese army and the Gorkha (Gurka) bri-
gades of the British and Indian armies. In urban areas both
castes are prominent in government service, financial serv-
ices, and politics.

Industrial Arts. Any needs that Brahmans and Chhetris
experience for craft and industrial products are met by lower-
ranked artisan castes, such as blacksmiths, tailors, and
leather workers.

Trade. Inrural areas Brahmans and Chhetris typically rely
on others, such as Newar shopkeepers, for their commercial
requirements.

Division of Labor. Only Brahman males may act as
priests, but much of the daily household puja (worship) is
done by women. The day-to-day agropastoral activities of
Brahman and Chhetri families are shared between men and
women. Both sexes work in the fields, but overall women
spend more hours per day in agricultural and domestic labor
than men. They perform most of the child care, preparation
and cooking of food, and weeding and tending of crops. Men
do the plowing and maintain the terrace walls. Both are active
at harvest time.

Land Tenure. Brahmans and Chhetris are often landown-
ers. Fields are often terraced and mostly have been fraction-
ated into small plots through inheritance over generations.
Large-scale absentee landlordism is not common in the hills
of Nepal.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Brahmans and Chhetris are
members of two kinds of clans, the thar (indicated as a sur-
name) and the gotra; the former is exogamous if a relation
can be traced, but the latter is strictly exogamous. Descent
and inheritance follow the male line exclusively.

Kinship Terminology. All first cousins are addressed by
sibling terms. Siblings are designated as either older or
younger brothers or sisters: there is no generic term for
brother or sister. Unrelated persons, including strangers, are

also often addressed by kinship terms.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Most marriages are monogamous, but poly-
gynous unions were traditionally frequent and are still occa-
sionally found. Second and subsequent wives are often mem-
bers of other ethnic groups, such as the Gurungs, Magars,
Tamangs, Sherpas, and Newars, but not low-caste artisan
groups. With the exception of Thakuris, the self-proclaimed
aristocrats among the Chhetris who practice matrilateral
cross-cousin marriage, cousin marriage is not practiced. Brah-
man girls traditionally married by the age of 11, and Chhetri
girls a few years later; but educated urban dwellers now marry
in their late teens or early twenties. Grooms are normally a
few years older than their brides. Village exogamy is usually
observed, and parents arrange their children’s marriages with
the help of an intermediary. An astrologer also is consulted to
ensure that the couple make a good match. The boy’s family
priest, in consultation with the bride’s family, sets an auspi-
cious date and time, based on the lunar calendar (several
months of the year are inauspicious for marriage). The entire
wedding ceremony lasts a full day, from the time the members
of the groom’s party arrive at the bride’s home till they leave
the next day with the bride. The most important part of the
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ritual is kanyadan, the gift of the bride to the groom by her
parents. A married woman always wears vermilion powder in
the parting of her hair, so long as her husband is alive.

Domestic Unit. The newly married couple ideally, and
usually, live with the groom’s family, along with his parents,
brothers and their wives (if any), and unmarried sisters. A
new bride enters this household in a lowly position, and her
mother-in-law usually gives her the most onerous chores. Her
status rises after she has given birth to a child, particularly if it
is a son. Eventually she herself succeeds to the powerful posi-
tion of mother-in-law.

Inheritance. Except for what a daughter may receive as
dowry, all property, particularly all landed property, is inher-
ited by sons. If a joint family is dissolved before the senior par-
ents die, a woman is entitled to a share of her husband’s
property.

Socialization. Mother and child are considered polluting
until the eleventh day after birth, when a purifying ceremony
is conducted and the baby is given a name. The first feeding
of rice, called pasni, is given after 5 months for a girl and
7 months for a boy. A boy's head is shaved at about 7 years of
age (a small tuft of hair is left on the back as a sign that he isa
Hindu), and he is formally initiated into full caste member-
ship when he receives the sacred thread, either at the time of
the haircut or a few years later. At her first menstruation a girl
is removed to another house, where she is shielded from the
sight of any men in her family and from the sun. Both parents
participate in raising their children, but women perform most
of the child care, especially in the preteen years. Fathers act as
disciplinarians as their children grow older.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. A caste system prevails, with the
Brahmans and Chhetris occupying a very high position in it.

Political Organization. Village political life tends to fol-
low its own dynamic, regardless of changes in the national po-
litical scene. Village affairs tend to be managed by formal or
informal councils of village elders in which Brahmans and
Chhetris, by virtue of their status as landholders and their rel-
atively higher education, often play prominent roles. Nation-
ally the king, whose ancestor unified the country in roughly
its present form at the end of the eighteenth century, has al-
ways been a Thakuri, an aristocratic section of Chhetris. The
Rana family, which provided all prime ministers from 1846
till 1950 and is still powerful in the government and army, is
also Chhetri. The movement to overthrow the Ranas and
subsequent political movements aimed at democratic or so-

cialist reform have frequently been led by Brahmans and
Chbhetris.

Social Control. Until 1963 Nepal's Mulki Ain (national
code) explicitly stated which activities were proper for each
caste group and prescribed penalties for infractions of the
law. Since the code’s revision in 1963, the Mulki Ain treats
all citizens equally under the law.

Conflict. Those conflicts that cannot be settled through
informal means at the village level are referred to the legal
and judicial system of Nepal.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. All Brahmans and Chhetris are Hindus
and subscribe to most of the basic Hindu beliefs. At a mini-
mum these include three notions. One is dharma—the idea
that each person has a specific duty, moral code, and set of
behaviors which are entailed by virtue of membership in a
group (such as a caste group). Another idea is that of
karma—sometimes likened to “cause and effect,” because it
explains whatever present state of affairs exists in terms of the
events in previous lives that produced it. The third is moksha
(salvation) —release from the round of rebirths that reincar-
nation involves.

Religious Practitioners. Brahmans may act as family
priests (for Brahman and Chhetri households, but not for
other castes and ethnic groups), as well as officiate at shrines
and temples and at rituals associated with major festivals.
They also handle all the rituals performed during marriage.
They are generally present on religious occasions and read ex-
cerpts from the Vedas or other Sanskrit texts. They also recite
from the Puranas and from the two great Hindu epics, the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata.

Ceremonies. All Brahmans and Chhetris are Hindus and
observe festivals, perform rituals, and worship deities associ-
ated with Hinduism. One of the more important annual festi-
vals is Dasein (or Durga Puja), in which the goddess Durga
(Kali) is worshiped over a fortnight in the month of October.
Many ritual offerings and animal sacrifices are made at this
time, and there is much feasting and visiting among immedi-
ate family and extended kin. On the tenth day of the fort-
night each individual male and female pays respect to senior
relatives, who then reciprocate by placing a colored tika on
the forehead of the junior person. Also observed is Phagu
(called Holi in India), the spring rite of Hindu culture related
to fecundity and the god Krishna. It comes in the month of
Phagun (February-March) and is a riotous time when men,
women, and children sing, dance, and throw colored powder
and water at each other. Other annual festivals include Tihar
(Dipavali, the festival of lights), Janai Purnima (changing of
the sacred thread), and Tij-panchami (a purificatory rite for
women). Rituals in addition to those mentioned above
(under Socialization and Marriage) include worship of the
household god (kuldevta), worship of brothers by sisters (bhai
tika, celebrated during Tihar), and daily (morning and some-
times evening) worship of various of the Hindu deities, in-
cluding Ganesh, Shiva, Vishnu, Ram, Krishna, Saraswati,
Durga, Parvati, Narayan, Bhairab, and many others. Some
Chbhetris of west Nepal worship Mashta through shamans
{dhamis or jhankris) and know little or nothing about tradi-
tional Hindu deities and festivals.

Arts. Brahmans and Chbhetris are not known for their ar-
tistic interests or abilities. Music, dance, and visual and plas-
tic arts are traditionally the domain of other, generally lower
castes, and except among educated urban people Brahmans
and Chhetris do not indulge themselves in these activities.
Their simple, mostly undecorated houses reflect this lack of
artistic bent.

Medicine. Brahmans and Chhetris will accept medical
help from any available source, whether it is an Ayurvedic
doctor (a specialist in herbal medicine), a passing Buddhist
lama with a reputation for effective medicines, a shaman who
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prescribes treatment after going into a trance, or a practi-
tioner trained in modern scientific medicine.

Death and Afterlife. Someone whose death appears to be
imminent is taken to a riverbank to die, as all rivers are con-
sidered sacred. Even if death occurs elsewhere, within hours
the corpse is cremated beside the river, into which the ashes
are finally cast. Mourning restrictions (including elimination
of salt and other items from the diet) for the death of a close
relative are observed for thirteen days. Men shave their heads
and are considered polluting during this time. At the end of
the mourning period a big feast takes place. Food and other
items for the deceased in the next life are given as gifts to the
officiating priest. For one year a monthly shraddha ceremony
is performed. Thereafter an annual shraddha ceremony com-
memorates the person who has died. Without funeral rites—
which must be performed by a son—the deceased cannot
proceed to either Heaven or Hell and instead will plague sur-
vivors as an evil spirit.

Bibliography

Bennett, Lynn (1983). Dangerous Wives and Sacred Sisters:
Social and Symbolic Roles of High-Caste Women in Nepal. New
York: Columbia University Press.

Bista, Dor Bahadur (1987). People of Nepal. 5th ed.
Kathmandu: Ratna Pustak Bhandar.

Fiirer-Haimendorf, Christoph von (1966). “Unity and Diver-
sity in the Chhetri Caste of Nepal.” In Caste and Kin in
Nepal, India, and Ceylon, 11-67. London: Asia Publishing

House.

Hitchcock, John T. (1978). “An Additional Perspective on
the Nepali Caste System.” In Himalayan Anthropology: The
Indo-Tibetan Interface, edited by James F. Fisher, 111-120.
The Hague: Mouton Publishers.

Prindle, Peter H. (1983). Tinglatar: Socio-Economic Relation-
ships of a Brahmin Village in East Nepal. Kathmandu: Ratna
Pustak Bhandar.

Sharma, Prayag Raj (1971). “The Matwali Chhetris of West-
ern Nepal.” Himalayan Review 4:43-60.

JAMES F. FISHER

Brahui

ETHNONYMS: none

The Brahui are a group of tribes who live primarily in Ba-
luchistan and Sind provinces of Pakistan. Their numbers have
been placed at anywhere from 861,000 to 1.5 million in Paki-
stan with about 200,000 in Afghanistan and 10,000 in Iran.
Brahui is a Dravidian language and, as such, is distinct from the
languages of the neighboring Pathan, Baluch, and Sind peoples.
It is reported that many Brahui are bilingual in Baluchi and that

Brahui contains numerous loanwords from Baluchi and Sindhi.
The heart of Brahui territory is the district of Kalat, in
Baluchistan. Politically, the Brahui are best described as a loose
confederation of tribes, which was ruled from about 1700 to
Pakistan’s independence in 1947 by the Ahmadzais dynasty.
Tribal membership is based on patrilineal descent and political
allegiance, although both membership and alignments are
somewhat fluid. Tribes are governed by the sadar, a hereditary
chief, who today plays the role of intermediary between the
largely rural population and the national government. Since in-
dependence, the Brahui have been slowly drawn into the na-
tional political and economic systems, though these integrative
processes are far from complete.

The traditional economy for many Brahui was based on
pastoral nomadism, with a shift to transhumant pastoralism
beginning about 100 years ago, and more recently a shift to
settled agriculture. As nomads, they dwelt in tents made of
goat hair, and lived chiefly on the products of the herd. From
March to October they grow cereals, fruits, and vegetables; in
November they move south to sell cattle and handicrafts, or
work as seasonal laborers. Many have settled on irrigated land
in Sind.

The Brahuis are nearly all Sunni Muslims. Some of them
take multiple wives, and divorce is unusual. Men prefer to
marry a brother’s daughter. Women are not strictly veiled.
The men are often armed with rifles, swords, and shields.
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Burusho

ETHNONYM: Hunzukuts

Orientation

The Burusho are a mountain people inhabiting a small num-
ber of rocky terraces in the independent Pakistani states of
Hunza and Nagir. The region is mountainous and is charac-
terized by deep valleys carved by the Hunza River. The geo-
graphical focus of the Burusho homeland extends from
36°00’ to 37°10’ N and from 74°10’ to 75°40’ E. The area is
dry and quite barren and the terraces occupied by the
Burusho require considerable ingenuity to be rendered habit-
able. The major portion of the area occupied by them falls
within the boundaries of Hunza. In 1959 the population of
Hunza totaled some 25,000 persons. This figure represents a
significant increase from the figures of 1894 (6,000) and
1934 (15,000).
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Burushaski, a language unrelated to any language spoken
in the region, is the lingua franca. Burushaski is believed to be
a survival of an aboriginal language once spoken in much of
northern India before the arrival of Aryan settlers. The dia-
lect of Burushaski spoken in Hunza is thought to be a pure
form of its archaic (i.e., pre-Aryan) progenitor, while the dia-
lect spoken in Nagir is believed to have been influenced par-
tially by Shina, the native language of the state of Nagir. A
few Arabic and Persian loanwords can be found in Burush-
aski as a result of the influence of Islam in the region.

History and Cultural Relations

Legend records that the original inhabitants of the Hunza re-
gion were three soldiers in the army of Alexander the Great.
These soldiers and their families were left behind because of
physical infirmity. The soldiers themselves are said to have
been the founders of the first three Hunza villages (Baltit,
Ganesh, and Altit). The ruling families in Hunza and Nagir
claim, unofficially, direct descent from Alexander the Great.
There is also lore ascribing European ancestry to the original
inhabitants of Hunza. The physical characteristics of the
Burusho seem to verify this. Before the arrival of the British,
the people of Hunza conducted raids throughout central
Asia. The mirs (rulers) of Hunza have enjoyed favorable rela-
tions with their neighbors in China over the years. In 1947,
Hunza and other regions originally part of Kashmir were
seized by Pakistan. The area is now part of the Gilgit Agency
in Pakistan.

Settlements

Villages are built on shelves several hundred feet above the
Hunza River gorge (approximately 2,500 to 3,000 meters
above sea level) and are heavily fortified. Access to individual
villages in this area is obtained by traveling on narrow roads
that are also located high above the river basin. Homes are
never built on arable land. Construction materials consist of
stone, rock, or clay. Doors, roofs, supporting pillars, and a few
other household features are made of wood. The lower floor
of a home has two sections: a courtyard (uncovered) for ani-
mals; and a living space for human use. Homes are built in
close proximity to one another and are in a sense located al-
most on top of one another.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The Burusho
engage in most subsistence activities. Small breeds of cattle,
yaks, goats, and sheep are kept (goats and cattle for meat and
dairy purposes). Ducks, crows, golden eagles, vultures, chick-
ens, pheasants, chickores (red-legged partridges), pigeons,
and doves are hunted. A small number of wild fruits are gath-
ered. Cats are kept as household pets. Agriculture is at the
heart of the Burusho cycle of subsistence. Crops include po-
tatoes, garlic, beans, peas, carrots, tomatoes, leafy vegetables,
mulberries, apples, walnuts, almonds, plums, pears, cherries,
grapes, millet, wheat, barley, rye, buckwheat, rice, spices, cu-
cumbers, tobacco, and flax. Fields are terraced on mountain-
sides. These are irrigated by a complex system of drainage
conduits. Wooden agricultural implements are the norm,
though iron-tipped plowshares, iron hoes, spades, forks,
shears, and sickles are also used.

Industrial Arts. Some of the more important items made
by the Burusho are convex iron grills (for cooking), wooden
trays (for flour kneading), goat’s-hair products (rugs, saddle-
bags, and ropes), animal-skin boots, handiwork (in stone,
bone, and horn), moccasins, woolen garments, baskets, farm-
ing implements of iron and wood, woven cloth, blankets, and
various utensils (for food preparation, consumption, and
storage).

Trade. Trade between the Burusho and their neighbors
has been negligible since antiquity. In exchange for personal
services (as laborers, porters, and burden bearers), Chinese
caravanners provided cooking implements, cloth, tea, silk,
and other commodities to Burusho traders. The Burusho also
obtain food from Nagir by means of barter and the exchange
of money (though cash has always been in scarce supply in
Hunza). The Burusho obtain salt (once mined locally at
Shimshal) from Pindi and Gilgit. Most luxury items from
India, Turkestan, and central Asia are purchased by the
Burusho at markets in Gilgit.

Division of Labor. Occupational specialization based on
gender designations does not obtain. Men and women share
in such varied activities as threshing, winnowing, load carry-
ing, and in the socialization of children. Family cooperation
in most matters is the Burusho norm. Although there is no
formal prohibition against the performance of certain tasks
by either gender, heavier work tends to be done by males (e.g.,
wall construction, plowing and irrigation), while other tasks
are assumed by females (e.g., child rearing, care of vegetable
patches, and the management of the household food supply).

Land Tenure. The majority of Hunza families are free-
holders. Land remains in these families from generation to
generation. Taxes are not levied against a landowner during
his lifetime or upon his death. In antiquity, the mirs owned
parcels of village land and these were farmed by means of
forced labor. In this century, reforms have led to the leasing
of this land to tenant farmers who pay a small fixed fee to the
mir once the land begins to produce its yield.

Kinship, Marriage and Family

Kinship. The Burusho population contains four major
clans and several minor ones. The major clans are centered
on the city of Baltit while the minor clans are dispersed in
other settlements. Mixed marriages (i.e., between the
Burusho and other ethnic groups) are rare. Patrilineal de-
scent is the norm. Hawaiian-type kin terms for first cousins
are used.

Marriage. The practice of child marriage does not obtain
among the Burusho. The average marital age is 16 years of age
for a female and 18 years of age for a male. The marriage of
first cousins is avoided but not prohibited. Bride-price varies
with social class. Marriages are held once each year (usually
on 21 December when snow is on the ground) and the cere-
mony is performed in the house of the bride’s father. In the-
ory, parents have complete authority in the mate selection for
their children. In practice, however, the will of the male and
female to be wed is ascertained before the marriage is ar-
ranged. A man and woman will not be wed against their will.
Divorce is allowed but is difficult to obtain. Divorce is
granted to a man only on the grounds of adultery. A wife may
not divorce her husband. She may appeal to the mir to have
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her husband divorce her. Children remain with the mother
(until they reach the age of 10) if a divorce is granted. During
this time, the husband is required to provide child support.
Widows must wait three months and seven days after the
death of a spouse before remarrying. The wait for a widower is
two months and seven days. Polygyny is not prohibited.

Domestic Unit. Small extended families (the procreated
family of one individual in the senior generation and those of
at least two in the next generation) with limited polygyny are
the norm.

Inheritance. The father of a family owns all of the family
property. He may choose to divide his property among his off-
spring before his death or it may be divided after he dies.
Upon his death, his estate is divided equally among his sons.
Sons may choose to work any land inherited together (i.e., as
a group) or they may divide it among themselves. Sons by sec-
ond wives inherit a grandson’s share. The youngest son inher-
its the family dwelling. Provision is usually made so that the
eldest son inherits the best land. A daughter is not permitted
to inherit property. She may be allowed the use of certain
property during her lifetime. Unmarried daughters must be
cared for (including the provision of a dowry) by the estate of
a deceased father. Apricot trees (and their produce) are often
willed to daughters.

Socialization. The socialization of children is a responsi-
bility shared by both parents, with the bulk of it being as-
sumed by the mother. Siblings also share in this task. In 1934,
a public school system was donated and put into place by the
Aga Khan, thus placing part of the burden for child rearing
on teachers.

Sociopolitical Organization

Burusho society contains five classes: the Thamo (royal fam-
ily); the Uyongko/Akabirting (those who may occupy offices
of state); the Bar/Bare/Sis (land cultivators); the Shadarsho
(servants); and the Baldakuyo/Tsilgalasho (bearers of bur-
dens for the Thamo and Uyongko). The Bericho (Indian
blacksmiths and musicians), who maintain their own cus-
toms and speak their own language (Kumaki), are also an im-
portant part of Burusho social structure. Age and gender
stratification do not obtain among the Burusho.

The head of state is the mir, whose authority in all mat-
ters is absolute. He is assisted in the dispatch of his duties by
a grand vizier. Mirs are responsible for the distribution of jus-
tice as well as the maintenance of local customs and tribal fes-
tivals. A village arbob (chief) and chowkidar (sergeant at
arms) are appointed for each village. Khalifas are appointed
by the mir to preside at important occasions in the life of the
individual and the community. It has been noted that at one
time retainers to certain villagers were paid by the British gov-
ernment for occasional services and that certain officials
within a village were charged with the care of visitors.

The threat of deportation (for the purpose of engaging in
public service to the mir or for the completion of public
works) and the imposition of fines are the primary means of
maintaining social control. External relations between the
Burusho and other peoples have been stable. Intervillage ri-
valry is channeled nonviolently into polo matches. Although
the attitudes of the Burusho toward their neighbors in Nagir
are less than friendly, armed conflict is far from normal. Both

Hunza and Nagir supported the military action that led to the
annexation of the region to Pakistan.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs and Practices. The Burusho have been
Muslim for more than 300 years. They are adherents of the Is-
maili sect (headed by the Aga Khan) and have made such
modifications in religious belief and practice as to render this
system of Islamic belief practicable within their social and en-
vironmental setting. No systematized eschatological system
exists among the Burusho. It is generally believed that at
some point in the future the living and the dead will be re-
united. Bitaiyo (male and female prognosticators) foretell the
future by inhaling the smoke of burning juniper twigs. No
professional priesthood exists among the Burusho. The mir
appoints several literate men as khalifas to officiate at burials,
weddings, and naming ceremonies. These individuals do not
perform these duties on a full-time basis. Religious ceremony
plays little part in the daily life of the Burusho. Ritual prayer
and fasting are practiced by some. While little is known of
pre-Islamic religious practices, it is believed that at one time
sacrifice was offered to the boyo (divinities thought to occupy
a place above the fort at Hini). The communal wedding cere-
mony held on 21 December is also an important part of the
Burusho ritual cycle.

Arts, Embroidery and wood carving may be noted as exam-
ples of Burusho visual art. Dancing and music (both being
important components of Burusho ceremonial life) are at-
tested. The same can be said of dramatic art, performances
being sponsored on certain special occasions. Burusho oral
literature contains folklore (indigenous and borrowed), anec-
dotes, and songs.

Medicine. A variety of natural substances (roots, herbs, and
berries) is used for medicinal purposes. Access to scientific med-
icine is also available. The belief is still held by some Burusho
that supernaturals play a major role in the cause of human ill-
ness. Indigenous medical practitioners are lacking.
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Castes, Hindu

The caste system is a form of hierarchical, kin-based social or-
ganization of great antiquity found in South Asian societies.
The term, from the Portuguese casta, is frequently contrasted
with such other social categories as race, class, tribe, and eth-
nic group. In India, caste—together with the village commu-
nity and the extended family—forms the main element of so-
cial structure. This system consists of hierarchically arranged,
in-marrying groups that were traditionally associated with a
specific occupational specialization. Interrelations between
castes arose out of the need of one caste for the goods or serv-
ices of another. These relations are governed by codes of pur-
ity and pollution.

The word caste itself is homologous with any of three dif-
ferent indigenous terms. Vama, which was an ancient, all-
India classification system consisting of a fourfold division of
society, perhaps arose out of a blending of the nomadic war-
rior culture of Aryans with the settled urban, agrarian culture
of the Indus Valley. The religious text Rig Veda spells out and
justifies this stratification system, putting the Brahman or
priest at the top, followed by the Kshatriya or warrior, Vaisya
or landowner and trader, and Shudra or artisan and servant,
in that order. Later a fifth varna of Untouchables developed,
called Panchama, to accommodate intercaste offspring. The
word caste may also be coterminous with the word jati, which
is a hereditary occupational unit. Hindu texts say that jatis, of
which there are several thousand, emerged out of intermar-
riages between varnas. Modern theory holds that jatis devel-
oped as other social groups like tribes or those practicing a
new craft or occupational skill became integrated into the
classic varna system. This process continues today as groups
on the fringes of Hindu society become part of it by claiming
a jati designation. Lastly, caste may refer to gotra, which is an
exogamous descent group within a jati. It may be anchored
territorially, and its members may hold property in common.

The caste system rests on the following principles. (1)
Endogamy. The strictest rule of caste is marriage within the
jati. Arranged marriage at adolescence ensures this. (2) Com-
mensality. Caste members are restricted to eating and drink-
ing only with their own kind. (3) Hereditary membership.
One is born into the caste of one’s parents. (4) Occupational
specialization. Each caste has a fixed and traditional occupa-
tion. This makes it an economic as well as a social system.
This aspect of caste is the one that has been affected most by
modemization and Westernization. (5) Hierarchy. Castes are
arranged in some kind of order, each caste being superior or
inferior to another. Since not all castes are found in every vil-
lage or every part of South Asia, and which one is superior to
which others varies from region to region, hierarchy is the dy-
namic element of caste.

Underpinning the entire system are notions of purity and
pollution. Words for these two ideas occur in every Indian
language. Each term has a certain amount of semantic fluid-
ity. Pure means “clean, spiritually meritorious, holy”; impure
means “unclean, defiled,” and even “sinful.” The structural
distance between castes is measured in terms of purity and
pollution; higher castes are pure in their occupation, diet, and
life-style. Caste rules govern intercaste relations, determining
the social and physical distance that people of different castes

have to maintain from each other and their rights and obliga-
tions toward others. An equally important feature of caste
rank is the notion of serving and being served, of giving and
receiving. Castes may be ranked by the balance between the
intercaste transactions in which one caste is a giver and those
in which it is a receiver of goods, services, gifts, or purely spir-
itual merit. The seeming contradiction between the power
and position of the Brahman versus that of the king or the po-
litically and economically dominant caste can be resolved in
light of the transactional aspect of caste, which creates varied
realms of differentiation and ranking.

Individuals accept their position in the caste system be-
cause of the dual concepts of karma and dharma. It is one’s
karma or actions in a previous life that determine one’s caste
position in this lifetime. The only way to ensure a better posi-
tion in society next time is to follow one’s dharma or caste
duty. So closely are notions of salvation in Hinduism tied to
caste duty that a Hindu without a caste is a contradiction in
terms.

Although an individual’s caste is fixed by his or her birth,
the position of a caste within the system is changeable. A
caste as a whole may accumulate wealth that would allow it to
give up manual labor and adopt a “cleaner profession,”
thereby raising their comparative purity. Today the process of
“Sanskritization,” in which a lower caste or a tribal commu-
nity imitates high-caste behavior, is an attempt to move up
the caste hierarchy. The most common changes are switching
to a vegetarian diet and holding public prayers using high-
caste forms and Brahman priests. In daily life secularization
and Western education lead to an undervaluing of caste iden-
tity on the one hand and a compartmentalization of the self
on the other. The latter phenomenon occurs when an indi-
vidual varies his behavior according to the context (e.g., at
work he adopts a secular self without observing caste taboos,
but at home he is a caste Hindu).

Caste becomes a potent force in a modern democratic
political system when it becomes a caste block whose mem-
bers can affect the outcome of elections. At local levels this
can lead to a monopoly of power by one caste, but no caste is
large enough or united enough to do so at a national level.
Another modern trend is to be found among migrants from
rural parts who tend to settle close to each other in the city,
forming a caste neighborhood. Often they form caste associa-
tions for civic and religious purposes (e.g., celebrating Inde-
pendence Day or performing religious recitals). In addition
they may petition for government benefits, set up student
hostels, commission the writing of a caste history, or in other
ways promote the welfare of their group. In recent times some
high castes have resented the privileges now flowing to low
castes and have even taken the matter into their own hands in
intercommunal strife.

See also Bengali; Brahman; Kshatriya; Sudra; Untoucha-
bles; Vaisya
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Chakma

ETHNONYM: Changma

Orientation

Identification. The Chakma speak a dialect of Bengali or
Bangla, live in southeastern Bangladesh, and are predomi-
nantly of the Buddhist faith. Although they are generally
known in the anthropological literature as Chakma—and are
officially so termed in Bangladesh—they usually call them-
selves Changma.

Location. Bangladesh is located between 20° 34’ and 26°
38’ N and 88° 01' and 92° 41’ E. Chakma (and another
eleven ethnic minority peoples) occupy three hilly districts of
Bangladesh—Rangamati, Bandarban, and Khagrachhari.
This hill region is cut by a number of streams, canals, ponds,
lakes, and eastern rivers; it covers a total area of about 13,000
square kilometers. Some Chakma also live in India.

Demography. According to the 1981 census the total
Chakma population in Bangladesh was 212,577, making
them the largest tribal group in Bangladesh. In 1971 a further
54,378 Chakma were enumerated in neighboring Indian ter-
ritory. They constitute 50 percent of the total tribal popula-
tion of the southeastern hill region, although there are also
many Bengali-speaking (nontribal or originally plains) people
in the region who migrated there at various times in the past.
As a result, Chakma now constitute less than 30 percent of
the total population of that region. In 1964, this region lost
its officially designated tribal status, and as a result many peo-
ple from the plains migrated there.

Linguistic Affiliaton. The Chakma speak a dialect of
Bangla (Bengali), which they write in the standard Bangla
script. (This is the mother tongue of almost 99 percent of the
total population in Bangladesh—i.e., of some 110 million
people.) However, it seems likely that the Chakma once
spoke an Arakanese (Tibeto-Burman) language, which they
later abandoned in favor of the Indo-European tongue of
their Bengali neighbors. The Chakma writer Biraj Mohan
Dewan gives a figure of 80 percent for the Bangla-derived
Chakma vocabulary.

History and Cultural Relations

Scholars differ on the origin and history of Chakma. One
popular view among the Chakma is that their ancestors once

lived in Champoknagar, although opinions differ as to its lo-
cation. [t is also guessed that the Chakma derived their name
from Champoknagar. According to oral history the Chakma
left Champoknagar for Arakan in Burma where they lived for
about 100 years. They had to leave Arakan for Bangladesh in
or around sixteenth century, when Bangladesh was governed
by Muslim rulers, before the arrival of the British. Even if we
do not believe the story of their origin in Champoknagar, we
have reason to believe the Chakma lived in Arakan before
they migrated to Bangladesh. They were then nomadic shift-
ing cultivators. On their arrival in Bangladesh the Chakma
chiefs made a business contract with the Muslim rulers,
promising to pay revenue or tax in cotton. In return they were
allowed to live in the hill region and engage in trade with the
larger society. By the late eighteenth century, British authori-
ties had established themselves in the southeastern districts
of Bangladesh. The British formally recognized a definite ter-
ritory of the Chakma raja (the paramount chief). In 1776,
Sherdoulat Khan became the Chakma raja. He fought unsuc-
cessfully against the British. Further fighting between the
Chakma and the British took place between 1783 and 1785.
In 1787, Raja Janbux Khan, son of Sherdoulat Khan, made a
peace treaty with the British government, promising to pay
the latter 500 maunds of cotton. The British recognized the
office of Chakma raja throughout the rest of their rule. Differ-
ent Chakma rajas maintained good relations with the author-
ities of central administration and the Chakma increasingly
came in contact with the Bengali people and culture.

Settlements

Traditionally the Chakma build their houses about 1.8 me-
ters above the ground on wooden and bamboo piles. With the
increasing scarcity of bamboo and wood, they have started to
build houses directly on the ground in the Bengali style. The
Chakma have a settled village life. A family may build a house
on a separate plot of land. A few families also build houses on
the same plot of land. These units (clusters of houses) are
known as bari (homestead). A number of bari constitute a
hamlet (para or adam). A number of hamlets make up a gram
or village. This is also known as a mouza, a “revenue village.”
Most houses are built on the slopes of the hills, usually near
streams or canals.

Bamboo is widely used in making houses. The pillars are
made of bamboo (or wood); the platform (above the ground)
and walls are also of bamboo. The roof is made with bamboo
and hemp. A very few Chakma have started using tin for mak-
ing roofs.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The economy is
based on agriculture. Chakma farmers utilize three different
microenvironments: flat lands, which can be irrigated,
slightly higher lands, which are not usually irrigated; and rela-
tively steep highlands. Each microenvironment is utilized for
the cultivation of specific crops. In the irrigated lowlands, the
Chakma grow wet rice. Here plowing is done with a single
metal-blade wooden plow drawn by bullocks or water buffalo.
The Chakma who learned plow agriculture from Bengalis in
the mid-nineteenth century grow wet rice twice a year on the
same land. The crop is harvested by hand with the help of
sickles. On slightly higher lands the Chakma cultivate a vari-
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ety of crops. These include root crops such as taro, ginger,
and turmeric, some vegetable crops, and pulses, chilies, garlic,
and onions. In the hills, they cultivate mainly dry paddy, ses-
ame, and cotton. These crops are grown by the traditional
method of shifting cultivation. Men select land for swiddens
in December-January; clear off the trees and bush in
February-March; burn this debris by April when dry; and
start sowing after a heavy rainfall, usually in April-May. They
fence their swidden fields to protect crops from pigs, cattle,
goats, and buffalo and begin to harvest crops in October,
continuing into November.

Because of increasing population pressure, shifting culti-
vation is gradually being limited. The government also dis-
courages swidden agriculture. Instead it has been trying to
motivate the Chakma and other hill peoples to grow fruits
such as pineapples, bananas, and jackfruit on the hills. Many
Chakma have started doing so. Silviculture (i.e., planting of
timber and rubber trees) is also becoming popular.

Hunting, fishing, and collecting of different edible leaves
and roots are also part of their economy. Around their
houses, the villagers grow vegetables. Domestic animals in-
clude pigs, fowl, ducks, cattle, goats and water buffalo.

Industrial Arts. The Chakma weave their own cloths and
make bamboo baskets of various types.

Trade. Surplus products are brought to the markets. Some
Chakma supply products to the nontribal businessmen who
buy cheap, store, and then sell dear; or they supply the cities
for a higher price.

ivision of Labor. Traditionally the Chakma women
cook, tend babies, clean house, fetch water, weave, and wash
cloths. The men assist them in tending babies and fetching
water from the canals or from waterfalls. The women also do
all agricultural work side by side with the men, except for
plowing and cutting big trees for shifting cultivation. They
also buy and sell in the marketplace.

Land Tenure. There was no private ownership in land
even in the early twentieth century. The Chakma were at lib-
erty to choose any hill land for swiddens or flat land (between
the hills) for wet rice cultivation. The Chakma and other hill
peoples are now required to take grants of land from the gov-
ernment and to pay a land tax to the government. The
Chakma raja traditionally received a small portion of tax on
swidden land.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The paribar (family) is the
basic kinship unit in Chakma society. Beyond the paribar and
bari (homestead), multihousehold compounds are the next
widest unit, the members of which may form work groups and
help each other in other activities. Next are the hamlets, com-
prised of a number of bari. They form work groups for eco-
nomic activities requiring travel, such as swidden cultivation,
fishing, collecting, etc. Hamlet people are organized and led
by a leader called the karbari. The village is the next larger
group who arrange a few rituals together. Descent among the
Chakma is patrilineal. When a woman marries, she leaves her
own family and is incorporated into that of her husband.
Property is inherited in the male line. Despite the patrilineal-

ity, some recognition is given to maternal kin. For example,
an individual's mother’s family will participate in his or her
cremation ceremony.

Kinship Terminology. The patrilineal nature of the
Chakma kinship system is partially reflected in the kinship
terminology. Thus, different terms are used to address a fa-
ther's brother and a mother’s brother and to address a fa-
ther’s sister and a mother’s sister. On the other hand, in the
grandparental generation the distinction between paternal
and maternal kin disappears, with all grandfathers being
called aju and all grandmothers nanu. In the first descending
generation, there is again no distinction between patrilineal
and other types of kin. Thus father’s brother’s children, fa-
ther’s sister’s children, mother’s brother’s children, and
mother’s sister’s children are all termed da (male) and di
(female).

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Polygynous marriages are permissible among
the Chakma, although they are less common today than in
the past. Marriages are usually arranged by the parents, but
opinions of potential spouses are considered. If a boy and girl
love each other and want to marry, the parents usually give
their consent provided the rules of marriage allow them to do
0. Chakma rules of exogamy forbid marriage between people
belonging to the same gutti (or gusthi). This gutti may be de-
fined as a patrilineage whose members traditionally traced
descent from a common ancestor within seven generations.
However, early in the present century a Chakma prince,
Ramony Mohon Roy, took for his wife a woman related to
him within five generations, both being descendants of the
same great-grandfather. Following this example, it has now
become common for marriages to be allowed with anyone not
patrilineally related within four generations. The gutti seems
to have been redefined accordingly. In more recent times,
Chakma still say that marriage should not take place within
the gutti, and yet it sometimes happens that second cousins
(the descendants of the same great-grandfather) are permit-
ted to marry. Virilocal residence after marriage is the norm
and people do not look favorably upon uxorilocal residence;
however, rare instances of uxorilocal residence have been
teported.

Domestic Unit. The family (paribar) usually comprises a
husband and wife, together with their unmarried children.
However, there are instances of married sons with their wives
and children living together with their parents in one paribar.
Usually all members of the paribar occupy a single ghar or
house. However, if a paribar expands to the point where it is
impossible or uncomfortable for all members to live under the
same roof, one or two annexes may be added at the side of the
main building. But even when the paribar members live under
separate roofs, they continue to cook and eat together.

Inheritance. Property is divided equally among the sons.
The daughters usually do not inherit. Usually a younger son
who cares for his parents in their old age receives the home-
stead in addition to his share.

Socialization. Infants and children are raised by both par-
ents and siblings. In a three-generation family, grandparents
also take active roles in socializing and enculturating the chil-
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dren. They are taught Buddhist ideology at an early age. Re-
spect for elders is stressed.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social Organization. Chakma society is hierarchically or-

ganized on the basis of age, sex, occupation, power, religion,
wealth, and education. An older person is invariably re-
spected by a younger person. The husband is more powerful
than the wife in the family; and a man is afforded more status
outside the family. Power is unequally distributed in Chakma
society (see below). The society is also hierarchically or-
ganized on the basis of religious knowledge and practice as
follows: monks, novices, religiously devoted laymen, and
commoners. Educated petsons who are engaged in nonagri-
cultural work are especially respected. Wealth also influences
behavior in different aspects of social life.

Political Organization. The entire hill region of south-
eastern Bangladesh (which is divided into the three political
and administrative districts of Rangamati, Khagrachhari, and
Bandarban) is also divided into three circles, each having its
own indigenous name: Mong Circle, Chakma Circle, and
Bohmang Circle. Each circle, with a multiethnic population,
is headed by a raja or indigenous chief, who is responsible for
the collection of revenue and for regulating the internal af-
fairs of villages within his circle. The Chakma Circle is
headed by a Chakma raja (the Mong and Bohmong circles by
Marma rajas). Unlike the situation in the other two circles,
Chakma Circle's chieftaincy is strictly hereditary.

Each circle is subdivided into numerous mouza or “reve-
nue villages” (also known as gram, or “villages”), each under
a headman. He is appointed by the district commissioner on
the basis of the recommendation of the local circle chief. The
post of headman is not in theory hereditary, but in practice
usually it is. The headman has, among other things, to collect
revenue and maintain peace and discipline within his mouza.
Finally, each mouza comprises about five to ten para (also
called adam). These are hamlets, each with its own karbari or
hamlet chief. He is appointed by the circle chief, in consulta-
tion with the concerned headman. The post of karbari also is
usually hereditary, but not necessarily so. Each hamlet com-
prises a number of clusters of households. The head of a
household or family is usually a senior male member, the hus-
band or father.

In addition to these traditional political arrangements
(circle, village, and hamlet, each having a chief or head), the
local government system (imposed by the central govern-
ment) has been in operation since 1960. For the convenience
of administration, Bangladesh is split into four divisions,
each under a divisional commissioner. Each one is further
subdivided into zila, or districts. The administrative head of a
zila is called a deputy commissioner. Each zila consists of sev-
eral upazila or subdistricts, headed by an elected upazila
chairman (elected by the people). He is assisted by a govern-
ment officer known as upazila nirbahi, the officer who is the
chief executive there. Each upazila consists of several union
parishad or councils. An elected Chairman heads a union
parishad. Several gram make up a union parishad. This ad-
ministrative setup is also found in the districts of the hill re-
gion. The Chakma and other ethnic minority hill people are
increasingly accepting this local governmental system be-

cause the government undertakes development projects
through this structure.

Social Control. Traditionally the village headman would
settle disputes. If contending parties were not satisfied with
the arbitration, they might make an appeal to the Chakma
raja, the circle chief. Traditionally he was the highest author-
ity to settle all disputes. Today they can move to the govern-
ment courts if they are not satisfied with the raja’s judgments.
Although Chakma were usually expected to get their disputes
settled either by the headman or raja, they are now at liberty
to go to these courts. In recent times, depending on the na-
ture and seriousness of disputes, the Chakma are increasingly
doing this rather than settling disputes locally.

Conflict. In the past, the Chakma fought against the Brit-
ish imperial government several times but failed. In recent
times (since 1975), they have become aware of their rights,
They do not like the influx of the nontribal population in the
hill region, and they consider it an important cause of their
growing economic hardships. Therefore, since 1975, some
Chakma (and a few from other tribes) have fought to banish
nontribal people from the hill region. The government is try-
ing to negotiate with the Chakma and other tribal elites to
settle this matter. It has already given some political, eco-
nomic, and administrative powers to elected representatives
of the Chakma and other hill people. These representatives
(who are mostly hill men) are trying to negotiate with the
Chakma (and other) agitators on behalf of the government.
Many development projects have also been undertaken by the
government in the hill region, so that the economic condition
of the Chakma and other ethnic peoples might improve
gradually.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Chakma are Buddhists. There is a
Buddhist temple (kaang) in almost every Chakma village.
They give gifts to the temple and attend the different Bud-
dhist festivals. The Chakma follow Theravada Buddhism,
their official and formal religion. Buddhism dominates their
life. Indeed, it is now a unifying force in the southeastern hill
region of Bangladesh, as Buddhism is the common religion of
Chakma, Marma, Chak, and Tanchangya. These ethnic
groups celebrate together at one annual Buddhist festival
called Kathin Chibar Dan, in which they make yarn (from
cotton), give it color, dry the yarn, weave cloth (for monks),
and formally present this cloth (after sewing) to the monks in
a function. The Chakma also believe in many spirit beings,
including a few Hindu goddesses. Some of these are malevo-
lent while others are benevolent. They try to propitiate malev-
olent spirits through the exorcists and spirit doctors (baidyo).
They also believe in guardian spirits that protect them. The
malevolent spirits are believed to cause diseases and destroy
crops.

Religious Practitioners. Many Chakma go to the temples
to listen to the sermons of the monks and novices. They also
give food to the monks, novices, and the Buddha’s altar. The
monks read sermons and participate in life-cycle rituals, but
they do not take part in village government affairs. In addi-
tion to the monks, exorcists and baidyo are believed to medi-
ate between humans and the world of spirits through incanta-
tions, charms, possession, and sympathetic actions.
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Arts. The Chakma are noted for two arts, music and weav-
ing. The bamboo flute is popular among young men, and girls
play on another kind of flute. Songs and epic poems are sung.
Weaving is an essential accomplishment of women. They
make complex tapestries on a back-strap loom called a ben.
They do their own spinning and dyeing.

Ceremonies. Chakma observe both Buddhist and non-
Buddhist ceremonies. They observe the days of birth, enlight-
enment, and death of the Buddha; they observe Kathin
Chibar Dan and other Buddhist occasions. Villagers also
unite to propitiate the malevolent spirits. Individual Chakma
households may also arrange rituals to counteract illness and
crop damage.

Medicine. Illness is attributed to fright, spirit possession,
or an imbalance of elements in the body. Most Chakma will
still call in a village baidyo.

Death and Afterlife. The dead body is burnt; kin and af-
fines mourn for a week, and then they arrange satdinna to
pray for peace for the departed soul. The Buddhist monk
leads the cremation and satdinna.

See also Bangali
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Chenchu

ETHNONYM: Jungle people

The Chenchus of Andhra Pradesh (formerly Hydera-
bad) inhabit the hilly country north of the Kistna River,
which forms the most northerly extension of the Nallamalai
Hills and is generally known as the Amrabad Plateau. It lies
between 16° and 16°30’ N and 78°30’ and 79°15” E. The

whole of the plateau belongs to the Mahbubnagar District,
but a few scattered Chenchus live on the other side of the
Dindi River in the district of Nalgonda. In the north the pla-
teau rises steeply about 200 meters over the plains and in the
south and east drops precipitously into the valley of the
Kistna River. The Amrabad Plateau falls naturally into two
definite parts: the lower ledge to the northeast, with an eleva-
tion of about 600 meters, that slopes eastwards to the Dindi
River; and the higher ranges to the southwest, averaging 700
meters. On the lower ledge, where there are large cultivated
areas, lie Amrabad, Manamur, and other villages inhabited by
Chenchus and others. The higher ranges are a pure forest
area and are almost exclusively inhabited by Chenchus. In
1971 there were 24,415 Chenchus.

The Amrabad Plateau has three seasons: the hot season,
which lasts from the middle of February to the end of May, with
temperatures rising to 39° C; the rainy season, early in June
until the end of September; and the winter from October to
February. The upper plateau is a dense forest jungle of bamboo
and climbers, with heavy rainfall in the rainy season but an arid
sun-baked land in the hot weather. There is a great variety of an-
imals, such as bears, panthers, hyenas, wild cats, tigers, antelope,
monkey, peacocks, jungle fowl, and snakes. In 1941 the upper
plateau was declared a game sanctuary.

The economic system of the Chenchus is primarily one
of hunting and gathering. The Chenchus depend on nature
for nine-tenths of their food supply. Traditionally Chenchus
roamed the jungles, living under trees and in rock shelters.
The common food was honey, the roots of trees, plants, and
the flesh of animals caught in hunting. A typical day was
spent in gathering the fruits and roots to be eaten that day.
Gathering may be done in small groups but is still today a sol-
itary activity without cooperation from others. Hunting is
also a solitary rather than cooperative effort that rarely pro-
duces much game. Hunting is done with bow and arrow, oc-
casionally with a gun. No trapping or snaring is done. Very
few things are cultivated—mostly tobacco, corn, and some
millet—and little provision is made for “a rainy day” (i.e.,
there is no storing of grain). There is division of labor be-
tween the sexes: men hunt, gather honey, and make baskets;
women prepare most of the food. Gathering is done by both
sexes although the men may go further afield, even spending
two to three days away from the community. A few buffalo
cows may be kept in a village for milk but are not eaten.

Recently (ca. 1943) most Chenchus lived in houses of
bamboo and thatch. A part of the population remains depen-
dent on food collected in the forest (1943). This forces them
to follow the train of the seasons and at certain times of the
year to leave the villages for places with more water and in-
creased probabilities for collection of edible plants. Perma-
nent village sites are occupied for ten to fifteen years unless
disease ravages a community and many deaths occur. The size
varies from three to thirteen houses, with an average number
of six or seven. The permanent house (gada illu) is solidly
built with a circular wattle wall and conical thatched roof and
bamboo roof beams. Temporary dwellings may be low grass
huts or shelters constructed of leafy branches.

The principal units of social organization are the clan,
the local group, and the family. There is a pronounced lack of
tribal feeling with few traditions. The tribe practice clan exog-
amy. The clans are patrilineal. There are four principal clan
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groups on the upper plateau: (1) Menlur and Daserolu; (2)
Sigarlu and Urtalu; (3) Tokal, Nallapoteru, and Katraj; and
(4) Nimal, Eravalu, and Pulsaru. Villages are usually mixed
clans. Individuals may join at will any local group with which
they have relations; however, they always remain “linked” to
their home village where their parents lived and where they
grew up. There they are coheirs to the land, whereas a man
living in his wife’s village is only a “guest.” The family consists
of the husband, wife, and unmarried children. The husband
and wife are partners with equal rights and property jointly
owned. There is a concurrence of patrilocal and matrilocal
marriage. In the kin group there is a spirit of cooperation and
mutual loyalty that is not seen at the tribe and clan levels.

The Chenchus speak a dialect of Telugu interspersed
with a number of Urdu words, as do most people of Andhra
Pradesh. Increasing exposure to the plains peoples has led the
Chenchus to adopt the cult of various deities of the Telugu’s
Hindu religion.
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Chin

ETHNONYMS: ’kKxou and related words; Mizo (same as
Lushai), Zo, Zomi. Also regional and dialect group names:
Chinbok, Chinbon, Dai, Kuku, Lai (same as Haka), Laizo
(same as Falam), Mara (same as Lakher), Ngala (same as
Matu), n’Men, etc.

Orrientation

Identification. The Chin live in the mountains of the
Myanmar (Burma)-India border and in neighboring areas of
Myanmar and India. “Chin” is an English version of the Bur-
mese name for these people (cognate with a southern Chin
word, 'kKxang, “a people”) who call themselves Zo (or related
words), meaning “marginal people.” “Chin” applies strictly to
the inhabitants of Myanmar’s Chin State. On the Indian side
of the border the major related people are the Mizo, or
Lushai, of Mizoram State. The Kuki and Hmar are their rela-
tives in Manipur State. The Plains Chin, or Asho, live in
Myanmar proper just east of Chin State.

Location. The Chin live between 92° and 95° E, and 20°
and 26° N. For the most part this is high mountain country
(the highest peak is 3,000 meters) with almost no land level
enough for plow cultivation; villages are found at elevations
between about 1,000 and 2,000 meters. This region is not
drained by any major or navigable rivers. It has a monsoon
climate, with a marked wet and dry season. Annual rainfall is
locally as much as 230 centimeters or more a year. In the hot

season (March to June) the temperature can reach about
32° C, while in the cold season (November-February), after
the monsoon rains, early-morning temperatures at the higher
elevations can sink to a few degrees of frost.

Demography. There have been no useful censuses of the
Burma Chin in a couple of decades, but reasonable projec-
tions from the figures of the 1950s indicate a population
there of perhaps 200,000, while the population of India’s
Mizoram State is roughly half a million. Qutside these two
major areas the Chin-related population amounts to no more
than a few tens of thousands. The population is unevenly dis-
tributed, but a crude estimate of average population density is
at most 80 persons per square kilometer. There are few towns
of any size. The largest is Aizawl, capital of Mizoram State,
with a population exceeding 100,000. Owing to the absence
of flat lands and ready communications with major plains
areas in India and Myanmar (Burma), the number of non-
Chin peoples living in the region is negligible.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Chin languages belong to the
Kuki-Chin Subgroup of the Kuki-Naga Group of the Tibeto-
Burman Family. They are all tonal, monosyllabic languages,
and until the late nineteenth century, when Christian mis-
sionaries developed Roman alphabets for at least the major
Chin languages (including Mizo), none of them was written.
There are excellent grammars and dictionaries of such major
languages as Mizo, Lai (Haka) Chin, Laizo (Falam) Chin,
Tedim (Northern) Chin, and n'Men (Southern) Chin.

History and Cultural Relations

Our earliest notice of Chin is in stone inscriptions in Burma
of the twelfth century, which refer to Chin living in or adja-
cent to the middle Chindwin River of northwestern Burma.
In the next century the Chindwin Plain and the tributary
Kabaw-Kale Valley were conquered and settled by the Shan
{a Tai-speaking people of the region), and from then on more
and more of the Chin were pushed up into the mountains (no
doubt displacing their close relatives already living there). By
the seventeenth century these pressures increased owing to
the Burmese wars with the Kale Shan and with Manipur. This
brought about major population movements within the
mountain region, and the present distribution of peoples in
the mountains goes back mainly to the eighteenth century.
The Kuki are remnants of people who were pushed out from
the main Chin areas of occupation by the ancestors of the
Mizo, and who then took refuge under the protection of the
maharajas of Manipur. The Chin and Mizo peoples were in-
dependent of any major state until the imperial era when, in
the late nineteenth century, they were brought under British
rule: the Mizo in the Lushai Hills Frontier District of India,
the Chin in the Chin Hills of Burma. With the achievement
of independence for India and Burma in the late 1940s, these
districts became respectively the Union Territory of Mizoram
(Mizoram State within the Indian Union since the late
1980s) and the Chin Special Division, now Chin State, of
the Union of Burma, now Myanmar. However, in spite of
their traditional freedom from any semblance of outside rule
or administration before the colonial period, these peoples
were dependent upon the plains civilizations of India and
Burma. They got all the iron for their tools and weapons from
the plains, which they reforged locally, and they looked to the
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plains as the source for luxury goods (preeminently brass-
ware, some elaborate woven goods, and gold and silver) and
for their ideals about more luxurious social and cultural life.
Their name, Zo, reflects this sense of their relative depriva-
tion, and their origin tales also expand on this theme, pur-
porting to explain why the Burman or Assamese “elder
brother” of their original ancestor came to have all those
amenities and the Chin so few. The Chin peoples got what
they needed from the plains partly through trading the pro-
duce of their forests and partly by raiding border settlements
in the plains. It was this habit of raiding plains settlements
(for goods, slaves, and human heads—especially Lushai raids
on the tea plantations of Cachar and Assam) that caused the
British, in the late nineteenth century, to occupy the Chin
and Lushai territories.

Settlements

With the exception of a few administrative towns—such as
Aizawl, the Mizoram capital; Haka, capital of Chin State;
Falam, Tedim, Matupi, and Mindat in Chin State; and the
various district administrative towns in Mizoram State—the
Chin peoples live in agricultural villages ranging in size from a
few dozen to several hundred houses. There are more towns
and fewer very small villages in Mizoram now because from
1964 until well into the 1980s Mizoram was insurgent terri-
tory in which the Indian government instituted massive reset-
tlement and village consolidation. Now, as traditionally, the
average household has about five persons in it. Villages tend
to be situated well up on the hillsides, though some are placed
nearer the small streams lower down. Village location has al-
ways been a compromise between the need for defensibility
and the need for access to water. Houses and villages are ori-
ented according to the possibilities provided by the convo-
luted slopes. Houses are built on pilings, though in some
places one end or the uphill side rests directly on the ground.
Traditional houses are built of hand-hewn planks for the
most part, though the poorer ones have at least their walls
and floors made of split bamboo. The roof is generally
thatched with grass, but in parts of northern Chin State there
are some slate roofs. Nowadays corrugated iron or aluminum
sheeting is used when possible. The traditional floor plan is of
one main interior room—or at most two—with its central
hearth, a front veranda open in front but covered by a roof
gable, and frequently a shallow rear compartment for washing
and various sorts of storage, which may have also a latrine
hole in its floor. The major limitation on the size of a village is
the accessibility of agricultural land. These people are exclu-
sively shifting cultivators: they clear and cultivate a hill slope
for one to five years or so, then leave that slope to fallow and
clear another forested slope in their territory. The longer a
hillside is farmed, the longer it must lie fallow until fit for use
again (twenty and more years in some cases), and it is not
thought manageable to have to walk more than 12 kilometers
or so to one’s fields, so that a village’s territory extends not
much above 10 kilometers from the settlement periphery. An
average household can and must cultivate a field of 2 hectares
or so. Traditionally, when the population of a village outgrew
its effective ability to get access to farm tracts it would move
as a whole, or some smaller groups would break off and move
away from the parent settlement. Villages might also move
because of vulnerability to raids from powerful neighbors, be-

cause of such inauspicious events as epidemics, or simply
because a better site was found elsewhere. Since the imperial
period villages have been forced to remain stationary, and the
increasing pressure of population on the land has resulted in
deforestation, erosion, and depleted fertility, as fields have
had to be used more years in a row and the fallow periods
have been reduced substantially. Fertility also depends upon
the ash resulting from the felling and burning of forest on a
new hill slope. Thus, the lengthening of the periods of use
and the shortening of the fallow periods have combined to
lessen the ability of forest to regenerate. Overuse and reduced
forest recovery also have led to heavy growth of tough grasses
replacing forest growth during fallow periods, and this too has
set a severe limit on the system of shifting cultivation as the
population has grown.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The Chin are
nonpioneer shifting cultivators. Where soil and climate per-
mit, they grow dry hill rice as their chief staple, and elsewhere,
chiefly at the higher elevations in Chin State, the grain staple
is one or another kind of millet, maize, or even grain sorghum,
though the latter grain is mainly used only for the brewing of
the coarser variety of country beer (zu). Cultivation is entirely
by hand, and the tools involved are mainly the all-purpose
bush knife, the axe, the hoe (an essentially adze-hafted imple-
ment about 45 centimeters long), and, in places where rice is
grown, a small harvesting knife. Grown amidst the staple are
a variety of vegetable crops, mainly melons, pumpkins, and,
most important, various kinds of peas and beans, on whose
nitrogen-fixing properties the longer-term shifting-cultiva-
tion cycles of central Chin State depend crucially. Cotton is
also widely grown, though nowadays less so because commer-
cial cloth has rapidly displaced the traditional blankets and
clothes locally woven on the back-strap tension loom. The
traditional native dyes were wild vegetable dyes such as in-
digo. In the southern areas a kind of flax was also grown for
weaving cloth (chiefly for women’s skirts). Various vegetable
condiments are also commonly grown, such as chili peppers,
ginger, turmeric (also used to make dye) and rozelle (Hibiscus
sabdariffa); the Mizo in particular grow and eat a great deal of
mustard greens, and nowadays all sorts of European vegeta-
bles are grown, especially cabbages and potatoes. Fruits, such
as shaddocks, citrons, and guavas, and such sweet crops as
sugarcane were traditionally unimportant. Today there is
some commercial growing of apples, oranges, tea, and coffee;
other commercial crops are also grown experimentally, but
the chief hindrance to such developments is the fact that the
plains markets in which they might be sold are still difficult of
access. Tobacco has long been grown in all villages: it was tra-
ditionally smoked green (cured by being buried in hot sand),
in clay pipes (later in hand-made cigarettes) by men, and in
small bamboo water pipes with clay bowls by women. The
nicotine-charged water produced by the latter is decanted
into small gourd containers or other vessels kept' about the
person and is widely used as a stimulant, being held in the
mouth and then spat out.

Livestock such as pigs and fowl (less commonly goats,
cows, and the occasional water buffalo and horses) may be
penned within or beneath the house; most notable is the
gayal (Bos frontalis), a semidomesticated bovid forest browser
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bred for meat and for ritual sacrifice, which constitutes a
major form of traditional wealth. Dogs are common village
scavengers along with pigs, and some dogs are used in hunt-
ing. Little game remains today, but formerly all sorts of game
were hunted including black and brown bears, all kinds of
deer (preeminently barking deer, also known as muntjac),
mountain goats, gaur (Bos gaurus), various jungle cats large
and small, and even, from time to time, elephants and rhinoc-
eroses, though these have long since gone from the hills. The
Bengal tiger was rarely hunted because, as in many Southeast
Asian societies, its spirit was (and still is) thought related to
the human soul (the “wer-tiger” idea) and therefore had to be
treated in much the same way as a severed human head—that
is, it required expensive and ritually dangerous ceremonies.

Industrial Arts. The traditional manufactures, other than
the reforged iron tools and weapons made with the open-
hearth double-bamboo pistols bellows, were mainly things
like bamboo and cane mats and baskets of all sorts and red-
fired utility pottery; and the ubiquitous weaving of blankets,
loincloths, and women’s skirts and blouses. Some of the
weaving employed silk-thread embroidery and single-damask
weave, and the most elaborate forms were traditionally called
vaai {civilized), suggesting that anything that fine must have
come originally from the plains. These things could have
been made by anyone, but certain persons had more than or-
dinary skill and only some villages were endowed with potting
clays, so such persons and villages became part-time special-
ists in this work and traded their wares (bartering for grain or
other kinds of goods) in surrounding villages. There were
smiths who made the traditional silver-amalgam (later alumi-
num) jewelry—such as the bracelets, belts, earrings, rings,
and necklaces hung with imported beads and silver rupee
coins—as well as brass hairpins and other items, but those ar-
tisans were even fewer in number than the ones mentioned
above. Indeed, the trade in the latter items was akin to the
long-distance trade in heirloom goods, such as the great
gongs from Myanmar (Burma), brass vessels from India, and
other sorts of items that signified at least a nominal claim
upon the goods of the vaai plains country.

Trade. All of these mote expensive items constituted the
basis of the prestige economy of these hills and passed not
only by sale but by circulation of myriad ceremonial payments
and fines (especially marriage-prices, blood-money payments,
and compensation payments for defamation of status). Pres-
tige goods and gayals—especially important for their use in
sacrifices associated with the “merit feasts” by which social
rank was attained or validated—were the traditional wealth
of these people. Furthermore, the display or announcement
of the entire array of what one currently owned or had owned
in life—symbolically indicated on carved memorial posts
erected for prestigious dead—was the definitive sign of one’s
social and ceremonial rank. More specifically, the possession
of a supposedly unique object from the outside world, likely
to possess a unique “personal” name of its own, was especially
important. The idea behind the prestige economy is that
prosperity in this world depends upon the sacrificial exchange
of goods with inhabitants of the Land of the Dead, and only if
one had conducted feasts of merit would one and one's
descendants have wealth and well-being. Thus, too, the con-
tinuity of lineage between the dead and the living was impor-
tant; it was especially important for anyone to be memorial-

ized after his or her death. Memorial service was done not
only by the display of wealth and by its figuration on memor-
ial posts and stones but also in the composition of songs (va
hia) commemorating a man’s greatness on the occasion of
one of his feasts. So greatly were wealth and possessions tied
up with a person’s social position that among the most hei-
nous traditional offences in this society were theft, bastardy,
and the supposed possession of “evil eye” (hnam, the uncon-
scious and heritable ability to cause harm by looking envi-
ously upon another’s prosperity, or even someone’s consump-
tion of a good meal). All these situations meant that property
had failed to pass by means of expected formal exchanges: it
had passed instead by arbitrary expropriation, or through a
child born out of wedlock without benefit of marriage-price,
or by misfortune caused by murderous envy of possessions to
which one had no legitimate claim.

Division of Labor. The few classes of part-time craft spe-
cialist are mentioned above. Women do more of the domestic
tasks and all the traditional weaving. They are also almost ex-
clusively the spirit mediums because male spirit familiars
choose them. Men alone cut down the forests and work as
smiths. There appear to be no female hunters or warriors ex-
cept in legends, probably because no woman can hold in her
own name a feast of celebration for the killing of a major ani-
mal, or a feast of celebration of a human trophy head or that
of a tiger. (In all of these cases the point is to tame the angry
spirit of the deceased animal or person and send it to serve
one and one’s forebears in the Land of the Dead.) A woman
can, however, hold a domestic feast of merit in the name of
her deceased husband, in which domestic animals are simi-
larly sacrificed on behalf of the Land of the Dead. Neverthe-
less, only men can be village priests, who are mostly ap-
pointed by chiefs and headmen because they have memorized
the required chants and formulas and know the ritual se-
quences. Priests serve as masters of ceremony at the feasts of
merit and celebration and at the various kinds of rite of
placation—both cyclical and sporadic—addressed to the var-
ious spirit owners of the face of the land, great and small. Al-
most all other tasks and activities can be undertaken by either
sex; there have even been historical instances of important
female chiefs, who attained office through being widowed.
There are few if any exploitable natural resources in these
hills and virtually no modern industry, at least nothing made
for export. Aside from the salaries of teachers and govern-
ment servants of all sorts and the incomes of merchants and
shopkeepers, the main source of money is the wages of Chin
who work on the outside—preeminently in Myanmar, in the
armed forces.

Land Tenure. This aspect of Chin culture is highly varia-
ble. A village has complete ownership of its tract, and even
the right to hunt in it must be requested from the village;
however, it is possible to rent lands in another village's tract
on an individual or a communal basis. Village tract bound-
aries are precisely indicated by landmarks. Frequently a given
hillside tract, or even the whole village tract, will be owned by
a chief or other hereditary aristocrat. The right of a chief to
the dues and services of his villagers in fact derives from his
ownership of the land, while the ultimate ownership by a vil-
lage of its land as a whole derives from the heritable pact
made by the ancestral founders of the village with the spirit
owners of the land. The paramount right is ownership, since
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it is to some extent at least conveyable in marriage-prices or
by sale, and yet it is far from an absolute paramount right. For
instance, it is arguable whether conveyance of ownership
through marriage payments or sale can ever be outright alien-
ations rather than mere long-term mortgagings. At least in
the Haka (Lai) area of central Chin State, individual house-
holds and persons can have heritable, even conveyable rights
(within village limits, perhaps) over individual cultivation
plots in one or more cultivation tracts, for which the owner
owes payments to the chiefly paramount owner that are in the
nature of both tax and rent. Yet should these payments not be
made, the field owner technically cannot be evicted—though
he may be exiled, physically assaulted, or even killed, because
the failure of payment is a rejection of constituted authority.
Fruit trees, honeybee hives, and other exploitable items on
the land may also be individually owned and conveyed.
House sites are owned subject to the right of residence in the
village at the pleasure of constituted village authority. Nowa-
days much of the land has passed into true private ownership,
especially where modern commercial crops or a patch of irri-
gated rice are grown, more so perhaps on the Indian side of
the border than in Myanmar. But in both countries there are
legal restrictions on the right of nonnative inhabitants to own
land in the Chin-Lushai country.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Descent is agnatic, with epony-
mous clans and lineages that tend to segment frequently: in
general one finds maximal lineages and major and minor seg-
ments, the minor segment often being coextensive with the
household. Often only the minimal lineage segment is strictly
exogamous—and the rapidity of segmentation can often
override even that proscription, so that marriage between
even half-siblings is in parts of Chin State not necessarily
penalized—though at least the legal fiction that clans are
themselves exogamous is commonly maintained. Postnuptial
residence is usually virilocal, and it is viripatrilocal in the case
of the son who will inherit his parent’s house. Daughters al-
ways marry out of the household and noninheriting sons
marry neolocally. Although polygyny is allowed, it is generally
confined to aristocrats who can afford a plurality of wives or
who need more than one wife to manage their households
and farms or who need to make various politically motivated
marriage alliances. More commonly, one wife is thought to be
quite enough, and it is the rare strong character who will have
several wives in a single establishment—for the Chin believe
that if the wives hate one another, their fights will make the
husband’s life miserable, and if they agree with one another,
they’ll combine against him. Besides, love matches occur fre-
quently, and often they will override the common parental ar-
rangements for marriages of state that engage couples from
infancy. (For example, a girl may simply camp on the veranda
of a young man who is too shy to ask for her hand.) Chin men
often love their wives, and if a man refers to his wife as inn
chung (the “inside of [the speaker’s] house”), he is certainly
fond of her and probably faithful to her. Also, marriage alli-
ances are usually avoided because the ensuing obligations
often cause men to be dominated by their wives or by the
brothers of their wives.

Kinship Terminology. The terminology is bifurcate-
merging, with an Omaha cousin terminology, consistent with

asymmetric alliance marriage. The men of all generations in
wife-taking lineages are classed with grandfathers, but in the
wife-taking lineages only those agnatically descended from
the original union linking the lineages are classed with grand-
children. Members of lineages other than one’s own, who are
not either wife givers or wife takers, are classed with one’s own
lineage agnates according to sex and generation. There are
separate terms for younger siblings of the same sex as the
speaker and for younger siblings of the opposite sex.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. With the exception mainly of the Mizo
(Lushai), the Chin peoples practice asymmetrical alliance
marriage. There is no obligation to marry into a lineage to
which one is already allied; indeed, save in the demographi-
cally relict Kuki groups of Manipur, diversification of mar-
riage connections is a leading strategic principle. But it is pro-
scribed under severe penalties—occasionally amounting to
temporary exile from the community—to reverse the direc-
tion of marriage alliance (e.g., to marry a woman from a wife-
taking lineage). With the Mizo the rapidity of segmentation
means that affinal alliances lapse almost as soon as they are
formed, and so there can be no question of their reversal.
Also, inasmuch as wife givers are at least ritually dominant
over wife takers, it is often necessary to cement and renew an
alliance by further marriages, both because a particular wife-
giving lineage may provide a useful umbrella of wealth and
power and because this lineage may be unwilling to let a prof-
itable alliance lapse (which it will after three or four genera-
tions); also, it may insist on imposing more wives with a view
to taking in more marriage dues. Divorce, if the woman is said
to be at fault, is cause for an attempt to recover all or much of
the bride-price, either from her natal family or, if she has run
off with another, from her seducer. Divorce of a woman for no
good cause is difficult because it constitutes an implicit of-
fense against the wife givers.

Inheritance. Houses, land, and other major property, as
well as succession to office (priestly or chiefly), pass from fa-
ther to son. Sometimes they pass by primogeniture, some-
times by ultimogeniture, and sometimes by a combination of
the two (e.g., house and household goods to the younger son,
office and movable estate to the older). These matters vary
even from lineage to lineage. Certain classes of property that
a woman brings from her natal household to her marriage
(chiefly valuable jewelry and the like) pass to one of her
daughters upon either the marriage of the daughter or the
death of the mother. Even noninheriting sons have some
right to expect their father to settle on them a portion of his
estate while he is still alive, when those sons are about to es-
tablish households of their own. It is commonly thought that
a noninheriting son of a chief or other powerful man is likely
to become socially disaffected, footloose, volatile, and unreli-
able, and this sort of person is called, in Lai Chin, mihraw-
khrawlh, “one who is constantly looking for the main
chance.”

Socialization. Both parents take care of infants, as do elder
siblings of either sex; it is not rare to see even a distinguished
chief with a baby in a blanket on his back or a child crawling
all over him, and a child carrying a baby carrying an even
smaller infant is not an unknown sight. Mothers slap and
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scold children even to age of about 10 or 12, but the power of
the father, at least over sons, is his power to withhold support
and settlement. Young boys are encouraged to throw tan-
trums so that they may grow up a bit wild and willful. Chil-
dren are weaned when the demands of the next infant are too
great, or by 18 months of age. While there is a tendency for
tensions between fathers and sons to arise as sons come of
age and need financial independence, the emotional bonds
between parents and children in general are often deep and
lasting, and those between daughters and their mothers are
especially poignant: if a woman becomes drunk she often
weeps, and it is said then that she is “thinking of her mother.”

Sociopolitical Organization

Northern and Central Chin and Mizo have hereditary head-
manship or chieftainship and the associated distinction
between commoner and chiefly clans and lineages. The
Southern Chin (including those of Matupi) have neither in-
stitution. In the former groups some villages have a single par-
amount headman or chief, while others are ruled by a council
of aristocratic chiefs, each of whom may have his own net-
work of followers either locally or in the form of subordinate
chiefs and headmen of client villages. It is a mistake to sup-
pose that villages ruled by these councils are “democratic.”
What distinguishes a mere headman from a chief is that only
the latter can have other village heads under his jurisdiction,
and not every chief is the head of a whole village. The dues
owed headmen are mentioned above in connection with land
tenure and derive as a right from the exclusive heritable con-
nection between the village founder and his successors and
the ultimate spirit owners of the village lands. These dues
consist mainly of tax/rent for the right to cultivate land and a
hindquarter of any large-sized wild or domestic animal killed
in the territory. Furthermore, a headman, chief, or major
landowning aristocrat can demand various sorts of services
from his client households, such as farm work, house build-
ing, and assistance at feasts, rites, and ceremonies. Headmen
or chiefs also could demand public work and sentry/warrior/
messenger service from the young men. Acting in council
with their peer household heads in the village, these leaders
also constitute a formal court for adjudicating legal cases and
levying fines. All these rights and offices have been abolished
in recent decades. Formerly it was usual for the young people
of the village, especially the young men, to be organized as a
cadre for such service purposes, and in those circumstances
they tended to reside, from before their teens until marriage
or beyond, in a ceremonial bachelors’ house (the Lai and
Lushai word zawlbuk is its best-known name). This institu-
tion had disappeared before the middle of this century. When
it still existed, either the young women visited the youths in
the bachelors’ house at night, or the young men roamed the
village and spent the night courting at the houses of young
women. Today, the power of a chief, in the strict sense, de-
rives from either the threat or exercise of force or from the
fact that satellite villages may have split off from the mother
village where the chief resides. The chief’s ability to demand
gifts and assistance in warfare from client villages is enforced
by threat of reprisal and by the fact that the chief will com-
monly make himself wife giver to his client headmen who are
not of his own lineage. Through marriage gifts and payments
he is also likely to acquire landholdings in the satellite vil-

lages. Rank differences are complicated. On the one hand,
there is the principle that rank is hereditary by clans, but, on
the other hand, it is jurally recognized that wealth can effect-
ually raise the rank of a lineage segment. With wealth, one
can give the necessary series of feasts of merit and celebra-
tion, with the object of persuading other born aristocrats to
attend and acknowledge one’s claims; there are always aristo-
crats who have fallen upon hard times, who are willing to ac-
cept inflated amounts for the ceremonial attendance pay-
ments and inflated bride-prices for their daughters in
marriage to a born commoner. Such complicated marriage
maneuvers, made possible by wealth, are necessary in order to
elevate one’s rank, for only a man whose major wife is of aris-
tocratic lineage can give the higher feasts. All of this forms
the basis of a naturally inflationary cycle of the prestige econ-
omy. These processes and rank ambiguities are supported by
the tendency for lineages to segment rapidly, so that an up-
wardly mobile lineage segment can readily dissociate itself
from its lineage fellows. Still, to be an aristocrat by clan mem-
bership gives one a better claim to the rank and better ritual
privileges, and it is not uncommon for members of commoner
clans to insist that for them the very idea of clan membership
is meaningless. Chin society also used to include slaves. Some
slaves were war captives, while others chose slavery as a way
out of debt or as protection from revenge feuds. Slavery was
strictly hereditary only through females. A female slave was
considered a member of her aristocratic owner’s household,
with the interesting consequence that her marriage-price was
often greater than that of a commoner girl, though it was
never equal to that of an aristocrat’s daughter even by a com-
moner minor wife. The Southern Chin had only small-scale
feasts of merit, which secured only nonhereditary ritual pres-
tige to the giver’s household.

Social Control. There are five main sources of control: (1)
the ideology that sees all social relations as defined by ritual-
ized exchanges of property, which binds people to one an-
other in the expectation of making property claims on each
other; (2) the threat of force (feuding and revenge are com-
mon) and the associated need of mutual cooperation for de-
fense; (3) the power of hereditary headmen to monopolize rit-
ual access to the spirit world, directly and through appointed
or hereditary village priests, without which the spirits would
make life intolerable; (4) fear that one’s bad reputation and
actions will preclude one’s going to the Land of the Dead
after death; and (5) the closely related ideology of mutual
assistance within the community.

Conflict. Many of the causes of feuds have already been
mentioned. The most common causes of warfare between
villages, however, were the following three: disputes over
women; disputes over land rights (not uncommonly having to
do with access to the very few and essential salt wells in the
whole region and to trade routes within and to outside re-
gions); and disputes over property, usually property claims
stemming from marriage alliances and tributary relations. It
was not unusual to take human heads in raids on other vil-
lages, and this headhunting constituted something of an in-
dependent motivation for warfare, since one’s prosperity de-
pended upon one’s ability to aggrandize one’s own forebears
in the Land of the Dead and for that purpose one needed to
ensure them a regular supply of slaves. This object was
achieved by taking heads and celebrating them, which tamed
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the resulting dangerous spirits and made it possible to send
them as servants to the Land of the Dead. The Southern
Chin never practiced headhunting.

Religion and Expressive Culture
Religious Beliefs. The Chin-Lushai traditional pantheon

is complicated. There is generally a somewhat remote creator
god, sometimes with a female counterpart. Some say his
realm is coextensive with the Land of the Dead. He is revered
as a remote father figure, but his power consists only of a
vague ability to protect one against ultimate adversity. It is in
the light of these characteristics that the traditional high god
served as a sort of model to which the Christian God of the
missionaries was rather readily assimilated. The Chin believe
the universe to be populated as well by all sorts of spirits;
some of them being great and deitylike; some of them residing
in other “worlds,” such as the afterworld; some of them hav-
ing dominion over domains large or small, locally or else-
where; and some of them appearing as wandering ghosts, de-
mons, and less personifiable beings. Some of the most
fearsome of the last group are the ghosts of those who die by
accident or violence, for they are angry and vengeful (e.g., the
ghosts of women who have died in childbirth and cannot be
made to leave for the Land of the Dead). The cosmos is basi-
cally divided into two parts, the sky world (including the
Land of the Dead) and the earth, but since the relations be-
tween the two are an asymmetrical dependency, there are two
routes between them: one upward and one through the “un-
derworld”—the latter ambivalently associated with death and
also with prosperity, owing to the fact that crops grow out of
the ground. Because of this ambiguity, Chin origin tales often
say that the first people came at one and the same time out of
some hole or cave and from the sky world.

Religious Practitioners. Mediums, generally women, who
go into trances and find out which spirits are demanding what
from whom, and for what offense, and who may also find out
where the soul of an ill or deranged person has wandered,
have been mentioned earlier. The village priests and reciters
who serve at private feasts and communal sacrifices have also
been mentioned. They tend to be chiefly appointees, though
one kind has to be from a commoner lineage.

Ceremonies. Feasts and celebrations occur irregularly,
whenever someone finds it possible or necessary to give one:
for instance, when one has killed a major game animal or
when one wishes to make a more elaborate house. Some vil-
lage rites take place once in every year or once every few years,
depending upon the arrangement with the spirit in question.
Other such rites are held when some plague or calamity seems
to demand it and a medium or a diviner has identified what is
to be done. There are all manner of private curing rituals, and
these are held by whomever knows how, not by professionals;
they tend to involve sacrifices to intruding spirits, soul recall-
ing, and the leaving of miniature images of wealth outside the
village for the spirits. There are few definite seasonal calen-
drical ceremonies, but village rites must be held before clear-
ing, planting, and harvesting. All sorts of means (such as ob-
serving cracks in heated eggshells, the bile ducts in pig livers,
or how a dying fowl crosses its legs) are used for divining the
source of troubles and the auspiciousness of plans.

Arts. With minor exceptions, all Chin art is nonrepresen-
tative, and many Chin used to find it hard even to recognize a
drawn or painted human figure, though photographs were
clear enough to them. Floral-geometric decoration is found in
the weaving and in the memorial posts mentioned earlier.
Some of the design figures conventionally stand for things—
for example, for various kinds of possessions belonging to a
person being commemorated—but none is iconic.

Disease and Curing.  The first recourse in the treatment of
diseases and even of wounds is the use of mediums who ar-
range for the placation of the spirits responsible, who might
otherwise prevent recovery. Alongside this there is a wide va-
riety of quite idiosyncratic treatment, chiefly of an herbal na-
ture, which is mainly passed on from mothers to daughters
and daughters-in-law.

Death and Afterlife. The dead are buried, and in the
Southern Chin hills there is secondary reburial of the bones
in a small jar. In general the blanket-wrapped corpse is in-
terred in a stone-lined chamber in one side of a vertical pit.
Those who have died a violent death and who therefore are
likely to have become dangerous ghosts are buried in a sepa-
rate gravesite, remote from the village and surrounding trails.
The range of memorial constructions is considerable, but
among them should be mentioned—in addition to the com-
memorative posts—the stone platforms in and around the
village, on which people can rest and on which, some say,
the spirit of the deceased may sometimes come and rest; and
the clusters of miniature houses on tall stilts, in which peri-
odic offerings of food and miniature furnishings are placed
for the spirit of the deceased. An interesting feature of the
stone platforms (in the case of deceased males), behind
which the memorial posts are raised, is the line of small
stones that may also be present, each representing either a
human victim of the deceased or, equivalently, another man’s
wife seduced by the deceased. Modern memorial stones have
written on them lists of the deceased’s possessions in life,
often in astonishing detail, down to the odd enameled tin cup
or pair of woolen socks.
See also Mizo
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F. K. LEHMAN (MARK-PA)

Chinese of South Asia

ETHNONYMS: Chini, Indian Chinese

This article refers not to Chinese soldiers, who for more
than thirty years have patrolled the Tibetan border that forms
the northern limit of South Asia, but rather to ethnic Chi-
nese who have lived mainly in major South Asian cities for a
century or more. In 1982 there were 700 Chinese in Ban-
gladesh, 110,000 in India, 3,600 in Pakistan, and 3,000 in Sri
Lanka. There are also 700,000 Chinese in Myanmar
(Burma), who usually are classified as Chinese of Southeast
Asia (rather than of South Asia). In all South Asian nations
the Chinese population has increased since 1955, although,
except in Myanmar, they are a small minority. Calcutta,
Bombay, Madras, Delhi, and Colombo each have sizable pop-
ulations, with most of the Chinese providing specialized eco-
nomic services such as running shoe shops and restaurants; in
Calcutta Chinese-owned tanneries are also important. Even
a town the size of Ootacamund (population 100,000) has
two long-resident Chinese business families.

A few Buddhist pilgrims, most notably Fa Hien (fl. ap.
399-414), came to India from China in very early times; and
early in the fifteenth century a few thousand came to the
coast of Kerala, to Calicut, with the Ming expeditions; but it
was only after 1865 that Chinese came in significant num-
bers. They worked as tea plantation laborers, carpenters, road
builders, tradesmen, and seamen’s launderers; also a few were
convicts.

Those who migrated to South Asia came mainly from the
southeastern provinces of Guangdong, Hunan, Jiangxi, and
Fujian, speaking either Cantonese or Hakka (a minority lan-
guage of that region). They tended to settle in the seaports of
South Asia, and they have remained in some cases for five or
six generations.

Although most of the Chinese businessmen speak En-
glish and another local language, they speak a Chinese lan-
guage in the home and only very rarely marry a non-Chinese
spouse. Most marriages are arranged in the traditional Chi-
nese manner.
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PAUL HOCKINGS

Chitpavan Brahman

ETHNONYM: Konkanastha

Orientation

Identification. “Chitpavan,” sometimes spelled “Chitta-
pavan,” may mean either “pure from the pyre” or “pure in
heart.” Another name for this Brahman caste of the Marathi-
speaking area of western India is “Konkanastha,” which
means “being of the Konkan,” the coastal strip between the
Arabian Sea and the Western Ghats (mountains) south of
the city of Bombay. The “pure from the pyre” meaning of
Chitpavan is a reference to an origin myth claiming that the
caste was created by the god Parashuram from bodies of ship-
wrecked sailors, purified on the pyre, restored to life, and
taught Brahman rites. This myth is found in the “Sahyadri
Khanda” of the Skanda Purana, a chapter probably compiled
by a Deshastha Brahman, one of the “original” Brahmans of
the Marathi-speaking area, and hence not always flattering to
Chitpavans. Members of the caste are generally very fair,
often have aquiline noses, and frequently possess gray, blue,
or green eyes. At various times it has been speculated that
they were originally Turks, Iranians, Egyptians, Greeks, Jews,
Berbers, or people from farther south or north in India.

Location. The original home of the Chitpavans was
around the city of Chiplun in Ratnagiri District, the northern
part of the Konkan, and some derive the name “Chitpavan”
from “Chiplun.” In the eighteenth century members of the
caste moved throughout the Desh area (the Marathi-
speaking heartland, inland from the coastal mountains) and
in British times to all the cities of the Marathi-speaking area,
especially Pune, Sangli, and Wai, and beyond. Since Indian
independence in 1947, many have migrated abroad.

Demography. No census records on castes other than
Untouchables have been kept since 1931. Maureen Patterson
estimates that there are now around 250,000 Chitpavans,
roughly 13 percent of the Brahmans of the state of Maharash-
tra, less than 1 percent of that area’s population.

Linguistic Affiliation. Marathi is spoken by all people na-
tive to Maharashtra; it is an Indo-European language con-
taining elements from the Dravidian Language Family. Until
recently, there was a “Chitpavani bhasa,” a distinctive nasal-
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ity in many Chitpavans’ speech. The last traces may be seen
in the popular didactic book of short sketches by Sane Guruji
(1899-1950), Shyamchi Ai (Shyam’s Mother), published in
1933 and still read for enjoyment, moral tales, and its cultural
importance.

History and Cultural Relations

From the beginning of the eighteenth century to the contem-
porary period, Chitpavans have played a part in the history of
India far beyond their numbers. Unheard of before the late
seventeenth century, the Chitpavans began their rise to fame
with the appointment of Balaji Vishwanath Bhat as peshwa
(prime minister) to Shahu, the grandson of the founder of
the Maratha Kingdom, Shivaji. Balaji raised the office of the
peshwa to de facto rule of the Maratha Empire, and from
1713 until their defeat by the British in 1818, the peshwas
ruled one of the last large independent kingdoms in India.
During this period, Chitpavans from the Konkan joined the
military and administrative ranks of the Maratha Empire in
large numbers. Chitpavans served not only in the cities of the
Marathi-speaking area but also in the other kingdoms of
the Maratha expansion: Gwalior, Baroda, Indore. Even after
the British victory over the peshwa, one of the important
Chitpavan administrative families, that of the Patwardhans,
was left to rule seven small princely states in southern
Maratha territory. The peshwa himself was exiled to the north
lest he form a nucleus of rebellion, and the British ruled what
then became part of Bombay Presidency. Nana Saheb, the
heir of the peshwa, became from his exile near Kanpur
(Cawnpore) one of the important figures in the 1857 rebel-
lion against the British.

Under British rule, the Chitpavans quickly took to Eng-
lish education, and most of the famous names of Maratha
history from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are
from this caste: the early reformer and essayist Hari Gopal
Deshmukh (Lokahitawadi) (1823-1892); reformers and na-
tionalists on an all-India scale Mahadeo Govind Ranade
(1842-1901) and Gopal Krishna Gokhale (1866-1915),
whom Gandhi called one of his gurus; the most famous
Maharashtrian woman of the nineteenth century, educator
and Christian convert Pandita Ramabai (1858-1922); the
radical patriot Bal Gangadhar (Lokamanya) Tilak (1856-
1920); the Hindu revivalist Vinayak Damodar Savarkar
(1893-1966); orientalists Pandurang Vaman Kane (1880-
1972) and Ramchandra Narayan Dandekar (b. 1909); econ-
omist D. R. Gadgil (1901-1971); Mahatma Gandhi’s “spiri-
tual successor,” Vinoba Bhave (1895-1982); anthropologist
Iravati Karve (1905-1970); cricketer D. B. Deodhar (b.
1891); and many others. Even Maharashtra’s “terrorists”
were Chitpavan, from the nineteenth-century rebel Wasudeo
Balwant Phadke, through the Chapekar brothers in the
1890s, to Nathuram Vinayak Godse, Gandhi's assassin in
1948. The nationalist activities of the Chitpavans, both radi-
cal and moderate, caused considerable hatred and fear on the
part of some Britons, and there are many references to the ar-
rogant and “untrustworthy” Chitpavans in the Raj literature.
Maharashtrians today are justifiably proud of the many con-
tributions to Indian nationalism made by Chitpavans.

With the rise of Gandhi after 1920, the Maharashtra
area ceased to be a main center of Indian political life, and

such Chitpavan political figures as Tilak’s successor, N. C.
Kelkar, had little power on the national scene. The non-
Brahman political movement brought the large caste of the
Marathas to the fore, and it is claimed that Chitpavan N. R.
Gadgil brought the non-Brahman leadership into the Indian
National Congress to strengthen that chief nationalist group.
The non-Brahmans then dominated by sheer numbers and a
newfound sense of their importance in the previously
Brahman-dominated political arena. By the time of Indian
independence, no Brahman was important in the Congress
party. Later Chitpavan political skill was exerted on the Left
and on the Right, not in the moderate Indian National Con-
gress. Important Socialists are S. M. Joshi (b. 1904), N. G.
Goray (b. 1907), and currently Madhu Limaye (b. 1922), al-
though these have not been as well known on the national
stage as were Tilak, Gokhale, or Ranade.

Chitpavans dominated the Marathi-speaking area ad-
ministratively, culturally, economically, and education-
ally—in fact, in every field except ritual religion—since their
first appearance in western India in the late seventeenth cen-
tury until the decades just before Indian independence. This
dominance eventually resulted in a strong anti-Brahman feel-
ing that surfaced violently after the death of Gandhi in 1948
at the hands of a Chitpavan Brahman. Rioting and destruc-
tion in Bombay, Nagpur, and a belt from Pune to Kolhapur
drove Chitpavans (and often other Brahmans) to large cities,
out of government service, and into still more new pursuits.
Most Chitpavan families now have at least one member work-
ing in professional life in Europe or the United States.

Economy

The occupation of the Chitpavans in their original territory
of the Konkan was farming, with some income from perform-
ing ritual among their own caste. However, they often were
the khots of a Konkani village, a position combining the head-
manship and the financial work of the village. In other areas
of Maharashtra, Brahmans were the village accountants, but
the head of the village was of a Maratha caste. The combina-
tion of the two responsibilities put power into the hands of a
single head, and there were many efforts to reform the khoti
system in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Chit-
pavans rarely took up agricultural work after their migration,
nor did they become ritual priests except within their own
caste. Many, however, became teachers and recognized San-
skrit scholars. Some of the best known Brahman scholars in
the sacred city of Varanasi were Chitpavan migrants. From
the nineteenth century on they have entered the professions
in large numbers. The early entrance of the Chitpavans into
new occupations and pursuits caused the Ratnagiri District
Gazetteer of the late nineteenth century to describe them as
“a very frugal, pushing, active, intelligent, well-taught, astute,
self-confident and overbearing class [following] almost all
callings and generally with success.” A 1920 census list of
their occupations reads: government service, lawyers, engi-
neers, doctors, bankers, priests, writers, landowners, and
“husbandmen” (farmers). One of the first Maharashtrian in-
dustrialists was Vishnu Ramchandra Velankar (b. 1890),
founder of Gajanan Weaving Mills. Recently Chitpavans
have entered high-tech industry and business.
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Kinship, Marriage and Family

The Chitpavan caste contains fourteen gotras (kin groups
based on a mythical ancestor), which play a role chiefly in de-
termining marriage patterns. One may not marry within one’s
gotra or with someone from an “unfriendly” gotra. OQutside
marriage, the most important unit is the household family,
and in addition to that the kula, an exogamous clan usually
based on a family name, is important. A most unusual feature
of the caste are family histories, called kula-vrittantas in
Marathi, each based on a clan name such as Limaye, Karan-
dikar, Bapat, etc. Originally 60 (according to the Sahyadri
Khanda—see above), there are now about 400 last names.
Since 1914, fifty-five books covering the histories of forty-
seven kulas (and involving in total 80 surnames) have been
published, offering an unusual opportunity to study changes
in occupation and location, the nature of household gods,
the marriage patterns, etc. of these Chitpavan families. It is
perhaps significant that no genealogy in the kula-vrittantas
traces ancestors to a time before the Chitpavans appeared in
the historical records around 1700.

In contrast to most Maharashtrian and south Indian
castes, a Chitpavan may not marry his maternal uncle’s
daughter, and cross-cousin marriages are not usually allowed.
Chitpavans have been freer than other Brahman castes to
marry outside their caste, and many have married into other
high-caste groups; occasionally Chitpavan men have married
Western women.

Sociopolitical Organization

Chitpavans have had no caste panchayat as many other castes
have had, but social control was firm, if informal. The re-
former Justice Mahadeo Govind Ranade was made to per-
form penance after a nineteenth-century tea party in a Chris-
tian home, and D. K. Karve (1858-1962), founder of a
widows’ home and later the first women’s university in India,
was ostracized for marrying a widow in the late nineteenth
century. Chitpavans have been fighters in the front ranks of
reform as well as defenders of traditionalism.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Although there is an image of Para-
shuram in the temple at Chiplun, this does not seem to have
become a pilgrimage center for Chitpavans. Most Chitpavans
belong to the Smarta sect of Hinduism, and they consider
themselves either Rigvedis of the Ashvalayana Shaka or
Yajurvedis of the Taittiriya Shaka. Each family has a special
god or goddess {or both), called a kuladaivata or kula-
swami(ni), which are ritually important at the household
level. The majority of these gods are Shaiva, associated with
villages in the Konkan, and the goddess or devi is often Jogai
or Jogeshvari or a Konkani goddess. The temple of Jogeshvari
is one of the main goddess temples in the older part of the city
of Pune (Poona), the capital of the peshwas during the
Maratha period. The peshwas also had a special relationship
with the elephant-headed god Ganesh, “the remover of ob-
stacles,” and in the late nineteenth century the nationalist
Bal Gangadhar Tilak raised household Ganesh worship to a
neighborhood function, complete with “booths” for public

worship and patriotic themes. The Ganesh or Ganpati festi-
val still has special importance in Pune and other Maharash-
trian cities.

Ceremonies. Although Chitpavans were known as San-
skrit scholars and teachers and strict observers of religious
rights, Deshastha Brahmans, the traditional ritual priests of
the Marathi-speaking area, considered them ritually inferior.
The Chitpavans never adopted the role of ritualist, except
within their own caste. However, they were orthodox in many
ways. Suttee, or the immolation of the widow on the pyre of
her husband, was a valued ceremony among Chitpavans until
it was outlawed in 1830, but it was given up totally at that
time. Marriage and funeral rites for Chitpavan Brahmans re-
semble those for other Brahmans, but there is a special mod-
ern Chitpavan twist to the funeral experience. The elements
of the funeral include: water from the Ganges being poured as
a last oblation on the dying Brahman's head; the carrying of
the corpse to the cremation grounds on a bamboo pyre; the
bringing of fire to the grounds in a special earthen pot; the
lighting of the fire by the oldest son; and the thirteen days of
mourning followed by a feast for neighbors and family. All
this is the subject of a very popular, darkly comedic play by a
Chitpavan, Satish Alekar’s Mahanirvana, translated in Eng-
lish as “The Dread Departure.” A practice that is especially
important to Chitpavan and other Brahman women is the
Mahalakshmi puja, which occurs during the festival of Nav-
ratri (“nine nights”). It is a special celebration for the first five
years of married life. During this festival, women join in a rit-
ual of blowing into earthen pots, which induces hyperventila-
tion, possession by a goddess, and at times a generally hilari-
ous party atmosphere.

Arts. While Chitpavans have no particular traditional art
or craft, they have been enormously important in bringing
modernity to Maharashtrian culture. Vishnushastri Chip-
lunkar (1850-1882) is called the father of modern Marathi
prose. Vishnu Narayan Bhatkande (1860-1936) systema-
tized classical music, established schools for the teaching of
music, and facilitated the continuance of Hindustani music
under modern systems of patronage. Govind Ballal Deval
(1855-1916) was a popular early dramatist, creating plays on
social reform themes. Hari Narayan Apte (1864-1919) is
considered the father of the modern Marathi novel, and
many of the most famous writers in Marathi have come from
the Chitpavan caste.

See also Maratha
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ELEANOR ZELLIOT

Cochin Jew

ETHNONYMS: Cochinis, Malabar (“Black”) Jews, Paradesi
(“Foreign” or “White”) Jews

Orientation

Identification. The Cochin Jews are one of the smallest
Jewish communities in the world. They hail from the Malabar
Coast in India and traditionally were divided into two caste-
like subgroups: “White” and “Black” Jews. Today only thirty
Cochin Jews remain in Cochin. The community has mostly
been transplanted to Israel, where they continue to retain
unique religious customs derived from their origins in Cochin
while having integrated successfully into Israeli society.

Location. In India the Cochin Jews lived in several towns
along the Malabar Coast in Kerala: Attencammonal, Chen-
otta, Ernakulam, Mallah, Parur, Chenemangalam, and
Cochin. Today some Cochin individuals remain in Parur and
Chenemangalam, and a small community of thirty people live
in “Jews Town” in Cochin. In Israel the Cochin Jews live pri-
marily in agricultural settlements such as Nevatim and
Mesillat Zion. A minority also live in the towns with small
concentrations in Ramat Eliahu, Ashdod, and Jerusalem.

Demography. When the traveler Benjamin of Tudela vis-
ited India in about 1170, he reported there were about 1,000
Jews in the south. In 1686 Moses Pereira de Paiva listed 465
Malabar Jews. In 1781 the Dutch governor A. Moens re-
corded 422 families or about 2,000 persons. In 1948, 2,500
Jews were living on the Malabar coast. In 1953, 2,400 emi-
grated to Israel, leaving behind only about 100 “White” Jews
on the Malabar Coast. Today, there are only about 250
“White” Jews in existence and as a result of exogamy they are
becoming extinct; conversely, the “Black” Jews in Israel are
increasing in numbers.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Cochin Jews, like their neigh-
bors, speak Malayalam, a Dravidian language. In Israel they
also speak modern Hebrew.

History and Cultural Relations

The settlement of Jews on the Malabar Coast is ancient. One
theory holds that the ancestors of today’s Cochin Jews ar-
rived in south India among King Solomon’s merchants who
brought back ivory, monkeys, and parrots for his temple;
Sanskrit- and Tamil-derived words appear in 1 Kings. An-
other theory suggests that Cochin Jews are descendants of
captives taken to Assyria in the eighth century B.c. The most
popular and likely supposition, however, is that Jews came to
south India some time in the first century cE, after the de-
struction of Solomon’s second temple. This theory is con-
firmed by local South Indian Christian legends.

Documentary evidence of Jewish settlement on the
southern Indian coast can be found in the famous Cochin
Jewish copperplates in the ancient Tamil script (vattezuthu).
These copperplates are the source of numerous arguments,
both among scholars as to their date and meaning and among
the Cochin Jews themselves as to which particular castelike
subgroup of Cochin Jews are their true owners. Until re-
cently, the Jewish copperplates were dated 345 a.p,, but con-
temporary scholars agree upon the date 1000 ap. In that year,
during the reign of Bhaskara Ravi Varman (962-1020 ckt),
the Jews were granted seventy-two privileges. Among these
were: the right to use a day lamp; the right to use a decorative
cloth to walk on; the right to erect a palanquin; the right to
blow a trumpet; and the right to be exempt from and to col-
lect particular taxes. The privileges were bestowed upon the
Cochin Jewish leader Joseph Rabban, “proprietor of the
‘Anjuvannam,’” his male and female issues, nephews and
sons-in-law.”

The meaning of the word “Anjuvannam” is also the sub-
ject of controversy. The theory that the word refers to a king-
dom or a place has been superseded by newer theories that it
was an artisan class, a trade center, or a specifically Jewish
guild.

From the eighteenth century on, emissaries from the
Holy Land began to visit their Cochin Jewish brethren. Indi-
rectly, they helped Cochin Jewry to align with world Jewry and
finally, as part of the “ingathering of the exiles,” to request a
return to Zion.

In 1949, the first Cochin Jews—seventeen families in
all—sold their property. Urged on by religious fervor and de-
teriorating economic conditions in postindependence India,
community elders wrote to David Ben-Gurion, prime minis-
ter of the newly established State of Israel, requesting that the
whole community emigrate to Israel. In 1953-1954, 2,400
Cochin Jews, the vast majority of whom were “Black” or
Malabar Jews, went to Israel. A small number stayed behind
on the Malabar Coast; and today only a handful remain.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. In India the
Cochin Jews mainly engaged in petty trading in the towns in
which they lived on the Malabar Coast. In general, the
“White” Jews enjoyed a higher standard of living and in-
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cluded among their ranks several merchants, including inter-
national spice merchants, and professionals (lawyers, engi-
neers, teachers, and physicians).

In Israel, the Cochin Jews are largely employed in agri-
culture. The first groups of these Jews to arrive in Israel were
herded from place to place; in an early attempt to isolate
them (from fear of contagious diseases) they were taken to
outlying moshavim (agricultural settlements) such as
Nevatim in the south. Their attempts to make a success out
of Nevatim failed. By 1962, when a Jewish Agency Settlement
Studies Centre sociologist conducted a survey of the moshav,
he described the situation as one of “failure” and “economic
and social crisis” expressing itself in declining output and em-
igration from the moshav.

Trade. In the 1970s, however, Nevatim turned into a
thriving moshav, producing avocados, olives, citrus fruits, pe-
cans, cotton, potatoes, flowers, and chickens. Today,
Nevatim (with 571 Cochinis in 1982) is only one of fifteen
successful Cochini moshavim. Some of these, such as
Mesillat Zion near Beit Shemesh (174 Cochin Jews), are pop-
ulated by a majority of Cochin Jews; while others, such as
Fedia (27 Cochin Jews) and Tarom (23), are heterogeneous.

Division of Labor. In Cochin men usually had small shops
selling sundry goods. These were located on the verandas of
their houses. The women were engaged in domestic pursuits.
In Israel men have now adopted many professional or clerical
jobs.

Land Tenure. Due to lack of land on the moshav and new
aspirations on the part of the younger generation, an expand-
ing urban sector of Cochin Jews is increasingly making itself
felt. “Pockets” of Cochin Jews can be found in the Ramat
Eliahu neighborhood of Rishon Lezion and in Jerusalem,
Ashdod, and other towns, where they are employed in white-
collar and skilled occupations.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Cochin Jews observed strict
caste endogamy, only marrying other Jews. However, there
was no intermarriage between “White” and “Black” Jews.
Even within the “White” Jewish subgroup, the “White” meyu-
hasim (privileged), who claimed direct descent from ancient
Israel, did not accept their meshurarim, or manumitted slaves,
as marriage partners. Similarly, the “Black” meyuhasim did
not marry their freed slaves or proselytes. Today in Israel,
more than one in every two Cochini marriages is contracted
between Cochin Jews and other Israeli Jews.

Kinship Terminology. Cochin Jews in general tend to en-
courage cross-cousin marriage. Kinship terminology reflects
local Malayalam terminology, while in Israel dod (uncle) and
doda (aunt) refer to one’s mother’s and father’s siblings with-
out specification.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Marriage is the most important Cochini social
occasion, celebrated in India for a complete week. In Israel,
celebrations are shorter due to demands of the working week.

Domestic Unit and Socialization. The young couple set
up a new household and in Israel aim to socialize their chil-
dren to become Israelis who are proud of their Cochini heri-

tage. The average number of people in a family of Cochini or-
igin in Israel was 5.7 in 1972 and 5.2 in 1982. Today the
trend is toward smaller families.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social Organization. The “Black” Jews claim that they

were the original recipients of the copperplates, thereby prov-
ing their high status in the South Indian context. However,
the copperplates are today in the hands of the “White” Jews
in the Paradesi synagogue. The term paradesi means “for-
eigner,” and the “White” Jews are the descendants of Span-
ish, Portuguese, Iraqi, and other Jews who arrived on the
Malabar Coast from the sixteenth century on, later than the
first appearance of the copperplates.

After the “White” Jews built the Paradesi synagogue in
1568, no “Black” Jews were qualified to pray there. The
“Black” Jews, for their part, had several synagogues that no
“White” Jew would enter. To complicate matters, both
“White” and “Black” Jews were internally divided into meyu-
hasim and nonmeyuhasim (privileged and nonprivileged).

It is not entirely clear when divisions within the commu-
nity came into being. One of the earliest recorded splits was
in 1344, when some of the Jews of Cranganore moved to
Cochin, three years after the port of Cranganore was silted up
and Cochin was founded. But it was only after Vasco da
Gama’s expedition when the Portuguese ruled Kerala that
some European Jews settled in Cochin. They became the first
“White” Jews. By the time Pereira de Paiva visited Cochin in
1686 on behalf of Amsterdam Jewry, he could report that
“the ‘White Jews’ and the ‘Malabarees’ were neither intermar-
tying nor inter-dining.”

One “White” Jew who rose to prominence under the
Dutch, who had taken over in 1668, was Ezekiel Rahabi
(1694-1771). For forty-eight years he acted as the principal
merchant for the Dutch in Cochin. He had contacts all over
the East as well as in Europe, and he signed his numerous
memorandums in Hebrew.

Political Organization. The Jews' lives on the Malabar
Coast were centered on the synagogue, which corporately
owned estates in each settlement. The congregation was
known as the yogam and it administered communal affairs
collectively.

Social Control. The yogam acted as a social control device
determining the fate of its members. In extreme cases, where
social taboos were ignored, the congregation could excom-
municate a member. A famous example was the case of A. B.
Salem, a lawyer, who became the leader of the meshurarim in
his fight for equal rights for his group. Even as late as 1952,
the “White” Jews would not let his son marry a “White” Jew in
the Paradesi synagogue. When his son and new daughter-in-
law returned from their marriage in Bombay, all the women in
the ladies’ gallery of the Paradesi synagogue walked out in
protest.

Religion and Expressive Culture
Religious Beliefs. The Cochin Jews believe in one deity.

Their religious observances conform in every way with the
Jewish norms established by the halacha (Jewish legal code),
and they kept contact with mainstream Judaism through
many generations. At the same time, since they were fully in-
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tegrated into Kerala society, they were influenced by many
Hindu practices and beliefs (e.g., the emphasis upon purity of
descent, the wedding customs and canopy, and the “asceti-
cism” associated with Passover preparations). Reportedly, the
Cochin Jews have never suffered from anti-Semitism at the
hands of their Hindu neighbors.

Religious Practitioners. The Cochin Jews never had any
rabbis, but several men served as shochetim (ritual slaugh-
terers) and hazanim (cantors) both for their own communi-
ties and for another community of Indian Jews, the Bene Is-
rael in Bombay.

Ceremonies. Both the “White” and the “Black” Jews per-
form their ceremonies separately in their own synagogues and
homes. However, the ceremonies are similar and distinctly
Cochini, reflecting both local Hindu and Christian influ-
ences. Both groups build a manara, or aperion, for the wed-
ding, usually at the groom’s house. After a ritual bath the
bride receives a tali, an Indian pendant, in imitation of local
Nayar practice. The groom and bride dress in traditional wed-
ding dress. The groom enters the synagogue on a white
carpet—a custom apparently observed by “Black” and not
“White” Jews—and sits near the podium until the bride’s pro-
cession arrives. The groom himself—and not a rabbi, as in
other Jewish communities—actually announces his betrothal
and marriage to his bride.

Arts. Daily prayers were chanted according to the shingli
custom, a unique version of the standard Jewish prayers. In
addition, the Cochin Jews have a large number of folksongs
that they sing regularly. Some are sung at weddings, some are
lullabies, and some specifically recall the return to Zion. In
1984 the Cochin Jews in Israel staged a huge pageant relating
in song and dance the story of their emigration from India
and their integration into Israeli society.

Death and Afterlife. The Cochin Jews believe in an after-
life, influenced both by Jewish and Hindu beliefs. Their dead
are buried in Jewish cemeteries.

See also Bene Israel
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Coorg

/

ETHNONYMS: Coorgi, Kodara

Coorg is a tiny, isolated, mountainous district in south-
west India, bounded on the east by the high Mysore Plateau,
averaging an elevation of 1,000 meters, and on the west by a
mountainous frontier 30-50 kilometers from the western
coast. Its greatest length, north to south, is about 100 kilome-
ters, and its greatest breadth, east to west, is 65 kilometers.
The Western Ghat mountain range runs from north to south
and its many spurs strike out in all directions through the
small province, now a district of Karnataka State. The main
rivers, the Kveri and Laksmanatirtha, are shallow and
unnavigable.

The Coorg year is divided into three seasons—cold, hot,
and rainy—with a marked variation in rainfall in the various
regions. The average yearly temperature ranges from 10° to
27° C. Coorg is primarily an agricultural country with coffee
and rice being the main products. Coorg contains dense for-
ests of bamboo, sandalwood, and cardamom. Fauna includes
elephants, tigers, panthers, boars, and deer.

The early history of Coorg can be traced back to the
ninth century AD. and consists of a succession of feudal rulers
leading up to the dynasty of the Lingayat rajas beginning in
the 1600s. The last survivors of the dynasty were the brothers,
Doddavirarajendra (died 1809) and Lingarajendra (died
1820). The heir to the throne, a daughter, Devammaji, was
10 at the time of her father’s death and the throne was there-
fore usurped by an uncle. The uncle, Lingarajendra, was suc-
ceeded by his son Chikkavirarajendra (Vira Raja II) who was
poorly accepted by his subjects. This led to the eventual an-
nexation of Coorg by the British in 1834. The annexation led
to a number of economic, political, and social reforms, one of
the most prominent being the abolition of slavery.

There are three levels of territorial group; the village is
the smallest and the most important. Villages, which are mul-
ticaste, contain a number of ancestral estates, each comprised
of a main house of stone and wood and nearby servants’ huts
of mud and bamboo. The nad, consisting of several villages, is
the next larger group. In the 1931 census 94 percent of the
population of Coorg lived in such villages. Traditionally
Coorg was divided into thirty-five nads and twelve kombus,
which serve judicial purposes. Every village has a council of
elders that is presided over by a headman whose position is
hereditary.

There are two towns in Coorg: Mercara, (or Madikeri)
with a population of 7,112; and Virarajpet, with 4,106 per-
sons (as of 1931). Mercara lies in the north-central portion
of the region. Virarajpet is the most important commercial
center today. Of the total 1931 population of 163,327, 89
percent were Hindus, 8 percent Muslims, and 2 percent
Christians. The number of Kodagu speakers was listed as
72,085 in the 1971 census. The primary languages spoken in
Coorg are Kodagu, Kannada (Dravidian language), Hindi,
and English.

Coorgs consider themselves to be Kshatriyas, who con-
stitute the caste of rulers and soldiers in the traditional hier-
archy and rank below only Brahmans. Today Coorgs are some
of the prominent military leaders in India. There are more
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than forty main castes and tribes in Coorg. The caste system
is no longer rigidly adhered to. Within a village there is a great
deal of cooperation between okkas (family units), especially
during holidays or in times of disaster or mourning; however,
feuds between nads were formerly common.

The traditional nuclear unit of Coorg society is the okka
or patrilineal joint family. Only male members of an okka
have any rights in the ancestral estate; women born into the
okka leave it upon marriage. No woman may be head of an
okka. There is sexual division of labor, with men working out-
side and women inside the house. The sexes are generally seg-
regated. Since independence new laws have given women full
equality with men; however previous traditions such as ar-
ranged marriages are still the norm. The okka commonly con-
sists of two to three generations of agnatically related males,
their wives, and their children. All members of an okka are
descended from a common ancestor and the spirits of the
dead ancestors are regarded with great reverence. Each okka
has an ancestral house. This ancestral house is regarded as sa-
cred to a Coorg and has a distinctive architectural design.
Ancestor shrines (kaimada) and ancestor platforms (kara-
nava) are located near it.

For the Coorgs, the external world is divided into two
parts, the sacred and the nonsacred. The sacred includes
good sacredness as well as bad sacredness. The Kodagu term
for ritual purity is madi; the term for ritual impurity is pole.
The ritual act of mangala is important in Coorg culture.
Every mangala marks a change in the social personality of
the individual; he moves from one position in the social sys-
tem to another. The rite surrounding the mangala represents
approval by the social group of the individual’s change in so-
cial position. The mangala formerly celebrated several kinds
of events: attainment of adulthood; construction of a new
house; or marriage. Today it is performed primarily at mar-

riage. An individual example of a part of the mangala,
murta, is the salutation offered in greeting. The festivals of
village deities and the harvest festival (Huthri) are the most
important celebrations of villages. Village deities are com-
monly known by reference to the village in which they have a
shrine, and they are an all-India phenomenon. The most
common in Coorg are Bhagavati (Povvedi) and Ayyappa (or
Shasta). It is common for two or three villages to combine in
celebrating the festival of a village deity, which can last for
seven to twenty-one days.

Every stage of cultivation of the rice crop is marked by
ritual, but the most important is Huthri, which is performed
when the paddy sheaves are cut and harvested. Every family
member returns to the ancestral home for the celebrations.
The ceremony includes a purification process, the donning
of traditional dress, and a salutation and offering to the
elders.
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Dard

ETHNONYMS: none

Although this name appears in the anthropological liter-
ature, it seems that there is no discrete cultural group identifi-
able as Dards. It is true that Pliny and Ptolemy in ancient
times both referred to such a people inhabiting a tract of the
upper Indus Valley in what is today Pakistan, and in that area
people living on the left bank of the Indus were called Dards.
The Dards, based on descriptions of the Gilgit area around
1870, are described as a hunting, herding, and farming people
with: large, extended families and some polygyny; some trans-
humance; no extensive cereal agriculture; villages of from 400
to 1,000 inhabitants; patrilocal postmarital residence; and no
localized clans but lineages or sibs spreading beyond a single
community. While all of this may have been true for the in-
habitants of Gilgit, there is still some question as to whether
those labeled Dards are, in fact, a distinct cultural entity.

It is more appropriate to speak of the “Dardic branch,” a
term used by linguists to designate a small group of languages
of the Indo-Aryan Subfamily spoken in and near the north of
Pakistan. Of these, Kashmiri is the most important. There is
also a territory there known as Dardistan, which includes
Gilgit Valley, Hunza, Chitral, Yasin, Nagar, Panyal, Kohis-
tan, the Astore Valley, and part of the upper Indus Valley be-
tween Bunji and Batera.

See also Kashmiri; Kohistani
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Divehi

ETHNONYMS: Divehin, Dives, Maldivians

Orientation

Identification. Divehis are those who speak Divehi, the
language of the Republic of the Maldives. They occupy all the
Maldives and also the island of Maliku (Minicoy on the
maps) to the north, which belongs to India. The people call
themselves Divehi (from dive-si, meaning “island-er”), and
their country is Divehi Rajje (kingdom). The name “Mal-
dives” is probably from mald-div (“garland-islands” in Indian
languages), referring to the double chain of atolls that ap-
pears like a garland or necklace. The word atol is Divehi, origi-

nally spelled with one I. The country was a nexus of Indian
Ocean shipping, and it has remained mostly independent
since ancient times.

Location. The Maldives stretch from 0° 2’ Sto 7° 0’ N,
with Minicoy at 8° 2’. Longitude is about 73° E. There are
about 1,200 islands, of which 201 are permanently inhabited.
The islands are low and flat, mostly less than a kilometer long
with only 9 as long as 2 kilometers, ringing coral atolls. Total
land area is only about 280 square kilometers, and nowhere is
the land more than 2 meters above sea level. The Maldives
extend for 867 kilometers north to south and claim the sur-
rounding ocean as national territory. Maliku is the largest is-
land, 16.5 kilometers long and lying 140 kilometers north of
the Maldives proper, but it is politically cut off from other
parts of the archipelago.

Demography. As of 1991 there were 228,000 Divehis—
220,000 Maldivians and roughly 8,000 on Maliku. The first
census was in 1911 as part of the Ceylon census, and it
showed 72,237 Divehis on 217 inhabited islands. Population
was previously kept in check by epidemics, famine because of
storms that interrupted imports of food, and cerebral malaria,
but during recent decades the population has been shooting
up rapidly. The 1990 census showed a crude birthrate of 43
per 1,000 and a growth rate of 3.5 percent a year. The govern-
ment has taken little initiative on family planning because of
the momentum of Islamic tradition. Male has 57,000 people,
a quarter of all Divehis, though it is only 1.6 kilometers long
and the thin groundwater lens has become polluted, so the
government tries to curb migration there. Life expectancy is
about 62 years for males and 60 for females.

Linguistic Affiliation. Divehi is derived from the old
Sinhala of Sri Lanka, and so it is classifiable as an Indo-Aryan
language, although at the very end of the Eurasian chain of
that language stock. There is an underlying component of
Tamil-Malayalam. Since conversion to Islam, numerous Ara-
bic and Persian words have been borrowed. The bounds of
the language are clear, but the three southern atolls and
Maliku have their own dialects. The script is unique, invented
for Divehi three centuries ago from a combination of Arabic
and Indian principles of script. It suits the language well and
is easy to learn.

History and Cultural Relations

The Maldives were known to very early Indian seafarers, such
as sailed from Gujarat in the middle of the first millennium
B.C. and settled in Sri Lanka, and are mentioned in early works
such as the Buddhist Jataka tales and the Sri Lankan epics.
Early settlement was evidently from Kerala, diffused through
the Lakshadvip (Laccadive) Islands by fishermen and by the
kings of Kerala who made conquests by sea, according to
Tamil literature of the early centuries AD. The Maldives were
perhaps touched by Indonesian culture (which passed
through to Madagascar) roughly at the same time, and the is-
lands were well known to classical Greek geographers. Per-
sians began trading about the seventh century. The country
was conquered several times by Tamil and Kerala kings in
medieval centuries. The most significant settlement was by
Sinhalas from Sri Lanka, perhaps by political exiles, which
gave the Maldives their language, the old Sinhala script,
Theravada Buddhism, and Sri Lankan beliefs and foods. This
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little civilization flourished especially in the tenth to twelfth
centuries, held together by a Sinhala type of highly central-
ized kinship. On several islands there are remnants of Bud-
dhist stupas of coral stone, described by H. C. P. Bell as being
of Anuradhapura style. In the twelfth century an Arab saint
who claimed that he had power to chase away a powerful jinni
by reading the Quran convinced the king to convert the
country to Islam and made him a sultan. The national chroni-
cle records ninety-two sultans (and a few sultanas). Through
Islam, the Maldives had the advantage of trade links all over
the Indian Ocean. Ibn Battuta, the Arab chronicler, came in
1343-1344 and taught Islamic law. The Maldives were visited
by the Chinese in the ninth and fifteenth centuries. The Por-
tuguese ruled for fifteen years in the sixteenth century. The
British “protected” the country from 1887 on, but they did
not leave much of a cultural stamp, and they granted the Mal-
dives independence in 1965. So the old culture is comprised
of three main layers: the Tamil-Malayalam substratum with
its many subtle roots; old Sinhala culture and language,
which is the dominant element; and the phase of Arabic in-
fluence. But the Maldives were touched by every cultural
wind that passed over the Indian Ocean. Since independence
there has again been influence from Sti Lanka, through its
teachers brought over to set up modern education with teach-
ing of English. Unusually rapid change has occurred in
Divehi culture in the past twenty-five years.

Settlements

The 201 inhabited islands are the larger or best fishing is-
lands. Houses are made of local vegetation and thatch or
coral stones, sometimes with imported iron or tile roofs. Peo-
ple desire pleasant houses, and they often arrange them on
streets with the plots marked by stick fences. The island is the
social and administrative unit. Everybody has official registra-
tion on his or her island and cannot change it to another is-
land without twelve years’ residence. Each island comprises
an insular social community, in which its land, people, and
products are preferred to those of other islands. The islands
are grouped into nineteen administrative atolls. Male is the
only city, with some multistoried buildings of coral stone
neatly whitewashed and mostly built along the straight sandy
streets. It has a pious air, with thirty-five mosques and many
tombs. Nearby is the airport island of Hulule, with a runway
extending on the reef. Some 60 “uninhabited” islands are
now built up as profitable tourist resorts, which especially at-
tract Europeans in winter, but the government tries to mini-
mize their cultural influence.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The main tradi-
tional economic activities are trading and fishing. Bonitos
and larger tuna are a mainstay of the economy, caught by
pole-and-line or trolling-line from sailboats or motorized
wooden boats. The famous Maldives fish is prepared by boil-
ing, drying, and smoking. A man maximizes wealth by acquir-
ing fishing boats because the owner gets a larger share of fish
than the fishing crew. A boat owner might also obtain the
right from the state to lease uninhabited islands, mainly for
collecting coconuts. There are three kinds of millets grown
and taro in the south. Some homes have breadfruit, mango,
papaya, and banana trees, but few vegetables are eaten. Sea

trade has always been a vital source of income, and now there
is a modern shipping industry; profits from it and tourism ac-
crue mostly to a few prominent families in Male. Income per
capita from foreign aid is relatively high.

Industrial Arts. The most striking traditional craft is
building wooden boats, both small and large ones with lateen
sails, which can fish in the deep sea and carry goods to the
continents. Sailing long distances without benefit of maps
and charts is a remarkable traditional skill. Maldives rope
twisted from coconut coir was always in demand by foreign
navies. The islanders also make fine products such as mats
woven from local reeds and lacquer work on turned wood.
Cotton weaving, silver work, stonecutting, and brass work
have mostly died out.

Trade. For many centuries the Maldives were famous as
the main source of cowrie shells, used as money in Bengal and
Africa. Divehis are skilled in rapid counting, necessary for
handling cowries, coconuts, or fish. The traditional method
was to count by twos to 96 and mark each unit of 192 by
laying 2 coconuts on the side; they thereby could count rap-
idly to many thousands. The base number was 12, which
Clarence Maloney finds significant in Maldives history. What
is more peculiar is that Indo-Aryan words for 25, 50, 75, 100,
and 1,000 are applied respectively to 24, 48, 72, 96, and 960,
as the decimal system has been replacing the duodecimal.
Weights and measures are based on multiples of 4 and 12.
The main imports have been rice, wheat flour, cotton textiles,
kerosene, metal products, tobacco, salt, and condiments.
Now the whole country is a duty-free entrepdt, contrasting
with the controlled economies of other South Asian coun-
tries, and there is modern banking.

Division of Labor. Men fish, while women prepare and dry
the fish. Men grow millets, while women cultivate root crops.
Men conduct interisland and overseas trade, climb coconut
trees, and are the artisans in cotton, silver, lacquer, and
stonework, while women weave mats and do embroidery.
Women do the tedious job of twisting coir into small ropes,
which men then twist into thick ropes for their boats. How-
ever, these sex roles are not absolutely fixed; there are cases of
these activities being done by the other sex. Women do most
of the housework and child care, but men may also do it. Boat
crews and leaders of Islamic ritual and law, however, are all
males.

Land Tenure. All land belongs to the state, which leases
uninhabited islands or parts of islands to prominent people
for collection of produce, as part of its system of control. All
households in the Maldives, except on Male, can claim the
right to a plot of land for a house and garden in their island of
registration. In Fue Mulaku in the south, residents have the
right to cultivate as much taro land as they wish.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The Divehi kinship system in
origin is a combination of Dravidian and Arab with elements
of North Indian kinship derived from Sri Lanka. Although
these three systems are sharply at variance, they are resolved
in Divehi culture. The Dravidian system is based on preferred
cross-cousin marriage, and a male classifies all females as ei-
ther sister (unmarriageable) or female cross cousin (marriage-
able). The matrilineal variant of the Dravidian system occurs
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most clearly in the Lakshadvip Islands off the coast of Kerala,
from which Tamil-Malayalam culture would have extended
to form the cultural substratum in the Maldives. This comes
through clearly in Divehi kinship terminology, the history of
queens, remnants of girls’ menstruation ceremonies, and
other features traced out in Maloney’s reconstruction of the
culture history. Sinhala settlers too brought a form of Dra-
vidian kinship, modified by features derived from North
India. The present Divehi system is heavily influenced by Is-
lamic law, so a man can marry any cousin but not a sibling’s
daughter, a foster sister, or a stepdaughter. There are few lat-
eral kinship ties and no lineage depth except in a few promi-
nent families; some Divehis do not even recall their grandpar-
ents’ names.

Kinship Terminology. Divehi kin terms are few, of mixed
Sinhala, Arabic, and Dravidian origin. The terms “grandfa-
ther” (kifa) and “grandmother” (mama), and “father”
(bappa) and “mother” (mamma) may be applied to other kin
of their generation. The terms “elder brother” (bébe) and
“elder sister” (datta) are extended to elder cousins. Terms
one uses for one'’s juniors, as “younger sibling” (kokko),
“child” (dari), and “child-in-law” (danbi), do not distinguish
sex. As for in-laws, all males are covered by one term (liyanu,
of Malayalam origin) and females by another (fahari). In Fua
Mulaku atoll there is a word for “mother’s brother,” maber, to
whom a male may have a special relationship, a Dravidian
remnant. There are no terms or marriage rules about cousins,
any of whom can marry, as in Islam. There are hardly any rit-
ual relationships with one’s own children, and none with sib-
lings or other kin. In this sparse system, most of the special
kin relationships in the three underlying systems historically
canceled each other out, compatible with the extreme fre-
quency of divorce and remarriage.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. There is a tendency toward preferential island
endogamy, because people don’t like other islands and it is
difficult to move. The wedding ceremony consists only of the
elemental Islamic rituals. A woman does not appear at her
own wedding, but her prior consent is obtained by the katibu
who officiates. Every woman has a male guardian who signs
for her marriage, and all marriages and divorces are meticu-
lously recorded. Divorce and remarriage are remarkably com-
mon; someone might divorce and marry a neighbor, then re-
marry the original partner or another neighbor, while the
children remain nearby. Marriage and divorce are according
to Islamic law, interpreted so as to allow frequent remarriages.
A man can divorce his wife by a single pronouncement, and if
a woman wants a divorce she can behave in such a way that
she gets it. It is common to meet people who have been di-
vorced and remarried a dozen times; there are people who
have married even 80 or 90 times in life, often to previous
partners. The marriage rate in the Maldives is 34.4 per 1,000
persons per year {compared with 9.7 in United States, and
7.9 in Sri Lanka where divorce is rare). This is by far the high-
est rate of legal marriage and divorce of any country listed in
United Nations statistics. But divorce does not induce
trauma in a child, because the parent who departs the home
will be a close neighbor, and the parents might remarry. So a

child grows up with a special feeling toward all the citizens of
his or her island, who are all related and tend to form a marry-
ing unit.

Domestic Unit. The family is usually nuclear and is a fluid
unit. Often a woman owns the house, and in divorce the chil-
dren may stay with her. Descent can be classified as bilateral
and residence mostly as ambilocal or neolocal, or in a few
places duolocal. People try to build houses of several rooms
and a kitchen, with a fenced garden, and usually keep them
tidy. Old people are not automatically entitled to special re-
spect, especially if they cannot earn; they live either with a
child or alone. By law, an aged person should be supported

equally by all his grown children.
Inheritance. Islamic inheritance is observed, in which a

daughter gets half the share of a son. But some people will all
their property to one child in return for old-age support. A
woman tends to inherit the house and a man the boats. When
a woman dies, the first share of her property goes to her legal
guardian (usually her father) and then in turn to husband,
sons, and daughters. Because of the frequency of divorce,
married couples have separate ownership of all movable and
immovable property. Inheritance is settled by the Islamic
judge (qaz).

Socialization. Children are mostly raised benevolently,
with emphasis on absence of violence and control of emo-
tion. Aggressive play among children is not acceptable, and in
the society there is hardly any physical aggression, violence,
or murder. Boys may swim, play on boats, climb trees, fly
kites, or walk on stilts. Girls do not do these things, but they
play hopscotch, shell games, or “kitchens.” Children’s play is
not encouraged. On most islands there is little that is new to
explore, no new personalities, and no real schooling. Mothers
teach children to read and write Divehi, using chalk on little
slate boards, for Islamic teaching, and many islands have lit-
tle schools attached to the mosques, so almost all Divehis
become literate. Many children learn to intone Arabic letters
in order to “read” the Quran, although without any
understanding.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. In the old society there were three
ranks, mostly in Male and the large southern islands, and
though descendants of the old elite class still hold most polit-
ical power and property, they have no hereditary privileges or
titles now. Rank today is determined mostly by wealth.
Divehis comprise a single tight sociopolitical system with no
significant ethnic minorities, though there are minor cultural
differences among the atolls, particularly the three southern
atolls. The people of Maliku have been under separate admin-
istration for two centuries, and there is little outside knowl-
edge of the society because India does not allow foreigners to
visit there. India administers it along with the Lakshadvip Is-
lands and expects the people to go to school in Malayalam,
though they still speak Divehi. In the Maldives, just one
castelike group has been described. This group is the
Giravaru, Aborigines who formerly ruled Male. They lived on
an eroding island, so the government moved them to Hulule,
the airport island, from where they have again been displaced;
now they have again been partly absorbed by another island
community. They have consciously retained differences in
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dress, have claimed that unlike the other Divehis they had no
divorce or widow remarriage, and have said their ancestors
were Tamils, though they have no knowledge of such people
and have never traveled outside their atoll. They have also
claimed to be strictly endogamous. Other Divehis tradition-
ally have thought of the Giravaru as dirty, while they have
thought of other Divehis as morally corrupt.

Political Organization. The old aristocratic families from
the time of the sultanate are still dominant in Male. Since in-
dependence in 1965 the country has been called a republic. It
is governed by a president, who maintains tight authority
through the ministries of religion and law, the system of ap-
pointed atoll and island chiefs, and finances from the tourist
and shipping industries. In theory, he governs at the will of
the national assembly, the Majlis, which is just now begin-
ning to assume a modern legislative role.

Social Control. Control is through the island offices and
atoll offices, in which religious law is part of the tight state ap-
paratus. All larger islands and atoll offices have a qazi, who
performs marriages, adjudicates disputes and inheritance, ex-
amines the accused, and enforces Sharia law as interpreted by
the attorney-general. The atoll court has separate sections to
deal with religious, criminal, and political violations. The
court may punish an accused by giving an order for social boy-
cott or by banishment to some island for a year or for life.
Atoll and island headmen study Islamic religious law, and
there are a few experts trained in Egypt.

Conflict. Divehis are extremely reticent to show aggression
or to make threats, and there is hardly any murder. But there
are serious contests to seize national political power, and a
loser may be banished to an island for many years. There is a
historic tendency for the southern atolls to claim autonomy,
but this tendency is not overt now, and there is no other or-
ganized or open conflict in the society. Divehis on small is-
lands may have hardly any knowledge of the outside world,
and they often fear strangers.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. All Divehis are Sunni Muslims, of the
Shafi tradition, and will remain so because a non-Muslim
cannot marry or settle there. Every island has its mosque with
the katibu in charge, who is paid by the government. Most
men attend Friday prayers and give to charity. Women per-
haps more than men pray five times a day and read scripture.
The ethos of Islam appears to be very strong, but some feel it
tends to consist only of perfunctory fasting and prayers. Is-
lamic mysticism and Sufi ideas are officially disapproved of as
leading to emotionalism rather than to Sunni legal obser-
vance. Islam overlies an earlier religious system having many
deities and spirits—originally Hindu, Buddhist, or Jain dei-
ties and local ghosts—but people now think of them as jinnis
and deal with them by Islamic strategies. The outside world is
unknown and fearsome, and people are concerned about
strange lights on the ocean. There is a system of religious
practice called fandita, which is used to chase away jinnis and
fearsome lights, catch fish, heal disease, increase fertility, fa-
cilitate divination, make a person give up his or her spouse,
cast out a spirit, or solve any problem in life. When a new boat
is launched there is a fandita ritual combined with Arabic
prayers for its good performance. Fandita is performed at sev-

eral stages in growing a taro or millet crop. Black magic is also
known, but it is prohibited by law. Fandita has many elements
similar to village religion in south India and Sri Lanka. Pre-
Muslim concepts of the evil eye and pollution have been ab-
sorbed into Islamic values. Menstrual pollution is strongly
observed.

Religious Practitioners. The katibu of an island preaches
Friday sermons, settles disputes, reports behavior deviations
to the atoll office, and also runs the island office. He is as-
sisted by a functionary to care for the mosque, make calls to
prayer, and bury the dead. Fandita practitioners were at one
time licensed by the state. Fandita men and women seldom
go into trance, which they think Islam disapproves of; their
purpose is to help others in difficult life situations. Larger is-
lands also have astrologers.

Ceremonies. Divehis know five calendrical systems: a
naksatra or zodiacal system from India; an Indian solar calen-
dar; an Arabic solar calendar; the Arabic religious calendar;
which is ten days shorter than the solar year; and now the
“English” calendar. Weather is keenly observed, along with
fishing seasons and agricultural festivals, according to the
naksatra (nakai) system. Other festivals are observed accord-
ing to their respective calendrical systems, but the new-moon
festival that came from Sri Lanka has now almost disap-
peared. Divehis are assiduous about observing the Ramzan
holiday, enforced by the state. But at night in Ramzan the
food is abundant. The two id festivals are important, and the
Prophet’s birthday is celebrated by special foods. Personal
ceremonies include giving a name about a week after birth,
circumcision of boys at age 6 or 8, symbolic circumcision of
baby girls (which may be declining), and girls’ puberty cere-
mony as a carryover from Sri Lanka and south India. Marriage
is less important as a life ceremony.

Arts. The arts are very poorly developed because of the iso-
lated and scattered population. Divehi music is mono-
rhythmic and infrequently heard; Radio Maldives tends to
play Hindi cinema songs. Dancing has been disfavored by
Islam. There is some artistry in living crafts such as lace mak-
ing, lacquer work, and mat weaving.

Medicine. Most people seek healing from fandita which
uses both mantras invoking Allah’s power and factual advice.
The diverse medical systems of India are not developed, but
there are a few practitioners of the Islamic system of Unani.
There is a government hospital in Male providing scientific
medicine, and donors have funded the beginning of a health-
care system.

Death and Afterlife. The death ritual is important. The
katibu is informed and a conch shell is blown. Then the body
is washed, tied, and shrouded as specified in Islam and laid in
a coffin or in a leaf box. The grave is dug by family members
or friends, and then the corpse is laid in with the face toward
Mecca, while passages from the Quran are read. Death is not
greeted with much emotion, and questions about life after
death are not of much concern.
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Europeans in South Asia

ETHNONYMS: Ferangi (from “Franks”), Sahib (fem.:
Memsahib; child: Chhota Sahib)

While the impact of Europe on the South Asian subcon-
tinent has been immeasurable and dates back long before
Vasco da Gama’s exploratory visit in 1498, the number of Eu-
ropeans resident in the area now is merely a few tens of thou-
sands. (They move about so much that a close estimate is dif-
ficult.) But even in the heyday of British imperialism there
were only about 167,000 Europeans in all of South Asia
(1931 census).

Leaving aside from this discussion the Anglo-Indians
and Luso-Indians of the South Asian mainland, and the
Burghers of Sri Lanka, who are all in fact local people of part-
European ancestry, we can identify the following categories of
Europeans as being resident in South Asia today.

(1) Diplomats and journalists. Found only in the capital
cities and other consular posts.

(2) Development workers, etc. Technical specialists from
the World Health Organization, other United Nations agen-
cies, the U.S. Peace Corps, etc. are regularly encountered in
most South Asian countries. Students of anthropology, lin-
guistics, and some other subjects may be found almost any-
where, though never in great numbers. Some tea and coffee
plantations in India still have European managers and indeed
are owned by British companies.

Ottovar, Annagrethe, and Nils Finn Munch-Petersen
(1980). Maldiverneget gsamfund i det Indiske Ocean (The
Maldivian Island community in the Indian Ocean). Copen-
hagen: Kunstindustrimuseet.
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(3) Retired British residents. A small number of very eld-
erly people who retired in India or Sri Lanka at about the time
of independence are still there. (Most, however, left the sub-
continent to retire in Britain, the Channel Islands, Cyprus, or
Australia.)

(4) Christian missionaries. While the South Asian
churches are essentially self-governing, several hundred Euro-
pean and American missionaries and Catholic priests and
nuns may still be encountered in the region. They are still of
some importance in education, as well as in funneling West-
ern aid to their parishioners.

(5) Religious seekers. At any given time there are some
thousands of Australian, European, or American people, usu-
ally fairly young, who are wandering around India, Nepal, and
elsewhere in search of religious enlightenment within the
broad tradition of Hindu spirituality. Some of these people
have been loosely classed as “hippies.” French people are par-
ticularly attracted to Pondicherry and the nearby religious
center of Auroville, while others have been especially at-
tracted to specific ashrams, to Rishikesh and other Hima-
layan sites, or to the Theosophical Center in Madras City.

(6) Tourists. The region has an enormous tourist poten-
tial, which has been slowly developed since independence,
and in 1991 India, Sri Lanka, Nepal, and the Maldives have a
thriving tourist industry. Unlike the religious seekers men-
tioned above, who may stay for many months, ordinary West-
ern tourists usually visit for just two or three weeks. The great
majority of these tourists are from western Europe and
Australasia. (Many of India’s tourists, on the other hand, are
non-Europeans from other South Asian countries.)
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The British Impact

The cultural and political impact of the British over the past
two centuries in South Asia has been vast and extremely per-
vasive. Numerous histories of the “British period” testify to
this, and it is an influence referred to in the Introduction to
this volume. Space does not permit even a brief review of the
administrative, legal, religious, educational, public health,
military, agricultural, industrial, sporting, and communica-
tional developments that occurred during the period of Brit-
ish administration of most of the subcontinent.

We may instead highlight the contribution of Europeans
from India to the arts. Best known of course is the literary
contribution of Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936), one of two
Indian-born writers to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature
(the other was Rabindranath Tagore). Of numerous profes-
sional artists to work in India, the most outstanding was the
Anglo-German painter John Zoffany, who worked there from
1783 to 1790. The artistic impact of the British on Indian ar-
chitecture was vast, and well documented: witness only the
official buildings of New Delhi. Less recognized during the
present century has been the impact of this relatively small
ethnic group on the British film industry. Julie Christie,
Vivien Leigh, Margaret Lockwood, Merle Oberon, and sev-
eral other actors, as well as the director Lindsay Anderson,
were all born and at least partly brought up in British India.
One might wonder whether the ubiquity of school plays and
amateur dramatic societies in that era had something to do
with these careers.

See also Anglo-Indian; French of India; Indian
Christian
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French of India

ETHNONYMS: French Tamils, Pondichériens, Pondicherry
(name of town and territory)

There were 12,864 French nationals residing in India in
1988. Nearly all are in the Union Territory of Pondicherry in
southeastern India (11,726 in 1988), with much smaller
numbers in Karaikal (695 individuals), Mahé (50), Yanam
{(46), and 342 elsewhere in India. (These were coastal pock-
ets belonging to the former French Empire.) While legally
still citizens of France and resident aliens in India, they are
ethnically Indian, about 90 percent being ethnic Tamils. Al-
most unaccountably, they vote in the French constituency of
Nice. They form a small minority, accounting for less than 3
percent of the present population of Pondicherry.

The French in India are an artifact of the French pres-
ence there, which began in 1673 with the establishment of
French India and continued until 1962 when the French ter-
ritory was formally transferred to India. The French presence
was always small and minor compared with the British pres-
ence and the French in India were generally ignored. Today,
the majority of these French are Hindus or Christians of local
or mixed family origin, and less than 50 percent of them
speak French. At the same time, however, French is taught in
schools attended by French Indian children and adult French
classes are well attended, reflecting an interest in maintaining
ties and an allegiance to France or in finding jobs with French
companies. The French Indians are the wealthiest group in
Pondicherry (aside from those running the Aurobindo
Ashram), deriving much of their income from pension (some
20 percent are retirees), social security, welfare, and other
programs of the French government. They are also entitled to
emigrate to France, although few do so and the French gov-
ernment does not encourage the practice.

See also Europeans in South Asia; Tamil
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Garia

ETHNONYM: Assamese Muslims

Assam is an Indian state located between 26° and 28° N
and 90° and 94° E. Muslim Assamese speakers number 2 mil-
lion out of a total Muslim population of about 5 million in
Assam. Although the basic values of the Assamese Muslims
are Islamic, they share some Hindu customs and practices,
which are contradictory to Islamic conventions. While inter-
marriage with Hindus is rare, many Assamese Muslims iden-
tify more strongly with other Assamese who are Hindu than
with other Muslims. Their identity is inexorably connected
with the Asamiya language and the region of Assam. Asamiya
(Asambe, Asami), the native language of the Assamese, is
derived from Sanskrit and is the official language of Assam
State. There are two important dialects, eastern and western,
which are very different in linguistic structure from each
other. The language is rich in borrowed vocabulary from
Hindi, Persian, Arabic, English, Portuguese, and regional
tribal languages. The language uses the Bengali script.

The Asamiya-speaking Muslims of Assam developed
their culture through continuous contact between Islam and
native regional cultures. They have many cultural traits in
common with Assamese Hindus and are less orthodox than
other Indian Muslims. Assam first came into contact with
Islam in 1206, when Muhammad bin Bakhtar led a military
expedition to Tibet through the region. In 1532 Turbak in-
vaded Assam with a Muslim army and was defeated by the
king of the Ahoms. Those taken prisoner were settled in the
region and married Assamese women, losing all their Islamic
culture within a few generations and adopting local customs.
In the 1630s, the Muslim saint Shah Milan, also known as
Azan Fagir, opened the way for Islamic missionaries, by win-
ning the patronage of the Ahom rulers. Between 1910 and
1931, thousands of Bengali Muslim peasants from eastern
Bengal, now Bangladesh, settled in the riverine tracts of the
plains. Their descendants today have adopted the Asamiya
language and identify themselves as Assamese. In the last
forty years, thousands more Bengali Muslims have migrated
to Assam, settling there as rice farmers. Many local non-
Muslims resent them because they have kept their language
and customs. Many more Indian Muslims have immigrated
from other regions, especially Bihar and eastern Uttar Pra-
desh. Most of them are urban nonfarmers.

Agrarian Assamese Muslims inhabit clustered hamlets
and villages surrounded by their fields. Hindu and Muslim
Assamese generally live separately; some do live together,
however, keeping their separate identities but sharing some
common institutions. Approximately 70 percent of Assamese
Muslims are farmers by occupation. The principal crop of the
region is paddy (rice) of several different local varieties.
Other important crops include, maize, wheat, oilseeds such as
mustard, jute, and sugarcane, and various seasonal vegeta-
bles. Many farmers also engage in small commerce, trade, and
work as wage laborers. The Marias are traditionally brass
workers. Most urban Muslims pursue varied occupations in-
cluding the professions. :

Assamese Muslims combine many Islamic and Hindu
customs. Assamese Muslim families are patriarchal and patri-

lineal. Women are allowed to inherit one-eighth of their fa-
ther’s property. The kinship terminology is very similar to the
Hindu. Avoidance relations between father-in-law and
daughter-in-law and between husband’s elder brother and
younger brother’s wife are practiced among both Muslims
and Hindus. Marriage among Assamese Muslims entails two
separate events: the ring ceremony, which is followed by the
actual marriage. After the negotiations are fixed, the future
groom’s parents and kin visit the bride’s home. The entou-
rage brings a gold ring, silk clothes, and sweets as gifts. The
marriage ceremony is consummated with the reciting of
verses from the Quran by a Muslim cleric. Cross-cousin mar-
riage is not encouraged.

Components of the Hindu caste system are present
among Assamese Muslims. They are divided into a three-tier
system: the Sayyids, who hold the highest status and claim to
be descendants of the prophet Mohammed; the Sheikhs,
composed of the local peoples, who are second in social sta-
tus; the Marias, who hold the third social slot and are the de-
scendants of the Muslim soldiers captured in the Muslim in-
vasion of 1532.

The vast majority of Assamese Muslims are Sunni of the
Hanafi juridical rite; however, they observe many local Hindu
rites that put them at odds with Islamic practice. For exam-
ple, many are attracted to the Vaishnavite philosophy
preached in Assam by the sixteenth-century philosopher
Sankaradeva.

See also Muslim; Sayyid; Sheikh
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JAY DIMAGGIO

Garo

ETHNONYM: Achik

Orientation

Identification. The Garos living in the East and West
Garo Hills districts of Meghalaya in northeastern India speak
the Garo dialect. They are one of the best-known matrilineal
groups in India. Here the Garos are not just another aborigi-
nal tribe—they are the major aboriginal tribe. Others are the
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Hajong, the Koch, the Rabha, the Dalau, and the Banais who
reside on the adjacent plains of the neighboring district.
There remains an obscurity about the origin of the word
“Garo.” They are known as “Garos” to outsiders; but the
Garos always designate themselves as “Achik” (hill men).
The Garos are divided into nine subtribes: the Awe, Chisak,
Matchi-Dual, Matabeng, Ambeng, Ruga-Chibox, Gara-Gan-
ching, Atong, and the Megam. These are geographic sub-
tribes, but they are also dialectal and subcultural groups. Ac-
cording to their beliefs and religion, the Garos are divided
into the “Songsarek” (those who follow indigenous beliefs
and practices) and the Christians.

Location. The two Garo Hills districts are situated be-
tween 25°9’ and 26°1’ N and 89°49’ and 91°2’ E, covering an
area of 8,000 square kilometers. The districts border Bangla-
desh on the south and west and Assam on the north. Hills
cover most of the district, with some adjacent fringes of plains
bordering the monsoon area, producing thick vegetation on
the hills. There are a number of hilly streams and rivers; ex-
cept for the Simsang River, which forms a wide floodplain,
none is navigable.

Demography. According to the census of India for 1971,
Garos numbered 342,474. Christian Garos were 54.3 percent
of the total Garo population; now they may be more than 60
percent of the total Garo population.

Linguistic Affiliation. According to Sir George Grierson’s
classification in The Linguistic Survey of India, Garo belongs
to the Bodo Subsection of the Bodo-Naga Section, under the
Assam-Burma Group of the Sino-Tibetan or Tibeto-Burman
Language Family.

History and Cultural Relations

There remains no record of when the Garos migrated and set-
tled in their present habitat. Their traditional lore, as re-
corded by A. Playfair, indicates that they migrated to the area
from Tibet. There is evidence that the area was inhabited by
stone-using peoples—Paleolithic and Neolithic groups—in
the past. After settling in the hills, Garos initially had no
close and constant contact with the inhabitants of the ad-
joining plains. In 1775-1776 the Zamindars of Mechpara
and Karaibari (at present in the Goalpara and Dhuburi dis-
tricts of Assam) led expeditions into the Garo hills. The first
contact with British colonialists was in 1788, and the area
was brought under British administrative control in the year

1873.

Settlements

The population in a Garo village may range from 20 to 1,000
persons. The population density tends to decrease as one
moves toward the interior areas from the urban areas of the
districts. Villages are scattered and distant from one another
in the interior areas. These villages are generally situated on
the top of hillocks. The houses are built, together with grana-
ries, firewood sheds, and pigsties, on piles around the slope of
the hillock, using locally available bamboo, wood, grass, etc.
The approach to the rectangular house is always built facing
the leveled surface of the top, while the rear part of the house
remains horizontal to the slope. Nowadays new pile-type
buildings using wood and iron as major components are being
made in some traditional villages also. In addition, buildings

similar to those of the neighboring plains are constructed.
The villages may remain distant from agricultural fields
(jhum). In order to guard a crop (during agricultural seasons)
from damage by wild animals, the people build temporary
watchtowers (borang) in trees in the field. Men’s dormitories
exist in some villages. They act as places for meeting and rec-
reation for the bachelors.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Traditionally,
the Garos living in the hills subsist by slash-and-burn cultiva-
tion. The iron hoe, chopper, and wooden digging stick are es-
sential appliances. Human hands continue to be the principal
tool. Very often in some ateas a plot allotted to a family re-
mains underused because of an insufficient number of work-
ers and the low level of technology. To survive the erratic na-
ture of the monsoons, mixed crops—both wet and dry
varieties—are planted. A shifting cultivator plants a wide as-
sortment of crops consisting of rice (mainly dry varieties),
millet, maize, and many root crops, vegetables, etc. In addi-
tion to these cotton, ginger, and chili peppers are commonly
raised as cash crops. All crops are harvested in October. At
present the available strips of low and flat land lying between
the hillocks or hills are used for permanent wet cultivation.
The variety of crops cultivated is like that of the neighboring
plains peoples. Such lands are owned individually. Additional
production from such plots places the villagers in a better
economic condition. The expansion of the modern economy
and the steady increase of population are causing constant
pressure on traditionally owned plots. The same plot is used
almost continuously in some areas, thus leading to a decline
in annual production. This trend is evident from the 1981
census report, which estimated that about 50 percent of the
Garo people are now solely dependent on shifting cultivation
and the rest use a part of a jhum plot permanently for growing
areca nuts, oranges, tea (on a small scale), pineapples, etc. In
this changing situation a producer may not always be a con-
sumer; and reciprocity and cooperation do not exist as domi-
nant forces in the socioeconomic life of this population.

Industrial Arts. Each family in a traditional context acts
as a self-contained economic unit. Modernization has
brought some changes in the socioeconomic sphere of this
population. The Garos residing in the hills did not weave
cloth a few decades back; they used to procure thick cloth
known as kancha from the plains Garos. Now that the loom
has been introduced in the hill areas, they weave dokmande (a
kind of cloth) for commercial purposes as well as for their per-
sonal use. Previously each family used to make pottery for its
own domestic use, but nowadays the art is confined to a few
families only who either sell it or barter it.

Trade. A few centuries ago the Garos were famous for
headhunting. That practice constrained the neighboring pop-
ulation of the plains from entering the hills. But people must
exchange their produce to meet their requirements, and both
hill and plains Garos needed such trade. Hence some trade
started at border points on a very limited scale. Over time,
these contacts grew into organized hutta (weekly markets)
under the initiative of the Zamindars, who were subjects of
the Muslim ruler. Initially cotton was sold outright or ex-
changed for pigs, cattle, goats, tobacco, and metallic tools. In
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the beginning silent barter was possible because each party
understood from long involvement the respective values of
their goods. This process has continued to the present, with
increasing involvement of traders from neighboring areas,
and has now become fully monetized. Cotton, ginger, and
dried chilies produced by the Garos are sold to the traders.
The Garos in turn purchase pottery, metallic tools, and other
industrial goods such as cloth from the traders.

Division of Labor.  The division of labor between members
of the household is as follows: the males are responsible for
clearing jungle and setting fire to the debris for shifting culti-
vation, while women are responsible for planting, weeding,
and harvesting. During the peak of the agricultural opera-
tions the men sometimes help the women. Construction and
repair of the house are male duties. Men make baskets, while
women carty crops from the field and firewood from jungle.
Women look after the kitchen and prepare beer, and men
serve the beer to guests. Women rear the children and keep
the domestic animals. Both men and women sell firewood
and vegetables in the market.

Land Tenure. Land for shifting cultivation is owned by
the clan. Each village has a traditionally demarcated area of
its own termed adok. This area is subdivided into plots that
are used for cultivation in a cyclic order. The plots are distrib-
uted to the families. Allotment of the general plots is done by
common consensus of the village elders, but the flat area for
permanent wet cultivation is owned by individuals.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent.  The Garos reckon their kinship
through the mother. Individuals measure the degree of their
relationship to one another by the distance of their matrilin-
eages. For men, children of their sisters or sisters’ daughters
are very important kin. For women, children of their sisters’
daughters are equivalent to those of their own daughters.

Kinship Terminology. The kinship terms used by the
Garos form a set, which is broad enough so that each Garo
can be assigned a term. The terms are arranged in a system
that classifies the kin. This classification is based on nine
principles, as follows: (1) sex, (2) generation, (3) relative age,
(4) moiety membership, (5) collaterality, (6) inheritance,
(7) type of wife, (8) intimacy of relationship, (9) speaker’s sex.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Descent is matrilineal, residence uxorilocal.
The mother’s brother’s daughter type of cross-cousin mar-
riage is the most widely accepted and prevalent among the
people. It is a rigid custom that a man must marry a woman
from the opposite chatchi (moiety). The rule of chatchi
exogamy stipulates that a man’s mother’s father will be in the
opposite chatchi and a man’s wife's potential husbands will
be in his own chatchi. After marriage a man keeps up his rela-
tion with his machong (clan). His relation with reference to
his wife's machong is designated as gachi. Marriage estab-
lishes a permanent relation between two machong, known as
akim. After marriage, a male moves to the residence of his
wife. In the case of a nokrom (husband of the heiress of prop-
erty), marriage does not create a new household but rather
adds a new lease on life to an old household. Even after the
death or divorce of a spouse the akim relation continues. It is

the responsibility of the deceased’s machong to provide a re-
placement spouse to the surviving partner.

Domestic Unit. The household is the primary production
and consumption unit. A Garo household comprises parents,
unmarried sons and daughters, a married daughter (heiress),
and her husband and their children. In principle a married
granddaughter and her children should be included, but in re-
ality grandparents rarely survive to see their grandchildren
married. Some households may—for short periods only—
include distant relatives or nonrelated persons for various
reasons.

Inheritance. Property among the Garos is inherited in the
female line. One of the daughters is selected by the parents to
be the heiress. If the couple have no female child, a girl be-
longing to the machong of the wife (preferably the daughter
of her sister, whether real or classificatory) is adopted to be an
heiress. She is not considered to be the absolute owner of the
property. Decision about the disposal of property is taken by
her husband, who is considered to be the household authority
(nokni skotong). After the death of the father-in-law responsi-
bility transfers to the son-in-law. If a dead man is survived by
a widow, she stays in the family of her daughter and is some-
times referred to as an additional wife (jik) of her daughter’s

husband.
Socialization.  Children start helping their mother to look

after the infants when their mother is busy with work. Today
there are different educational institutions—namely, the mis-
sion schools and other Indian establishments—that act as
major agents of education.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. In Garo society the most important
social group is the machong (clan). A machong is an exoga-
mous matrilineal descent group wherein a Garo is automati-
cally assigned by birth to the unilineal group of his mother. A
chatchi (moiety) is divided into many machong. Each mar-
ried couple chooses one daughter—or, if they have none,
they adopt a close relative of the mother—to be heiress
(nokna dongipika mechik) of the family. Her husband tradi-
tionally is selected from the lineage group of the father and is
accepted as the nokrom of the house. He resides with his wife
in her parents’ house. He has to take on the responsibility of
looking after his parents-in-law during their old age, and his
wife inherits the property.

Political Organization. Traditionally, the Garos were not
a politically organized society, and even today there exists no
clear-cut political structure. Chieftainship involves religious
functions only.

Social Control.  The kinship system, the kinship bond, and
the related value system act as an effective means of social
control. Formerly the bachelors’ dormitories were important
agents of social control.

Conflict. Among the Garos most disputes arise over the is-
sues of property, inheritance, and domestic quarrels within
the family. Such problems are to a large extent settled by the
mahari (lineage) of the offended and the offender. A new sit-
uation develops when someone’s cattle cause damage to an-
other’s crops. In such a situation the nokma (village head-
man) acts as an intermediary only. If he fails to settle the
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dispute, the matter can go before the civil court of the district
council.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. There are two faiths prevalent among
the Garos: native and Christian. People who follow the tradi-
tional faith are known as Songsarek. Difference in religion
has not brought any split in the population. The traditional
world of the Garos includes a number of spirits who behave
like human beings but have no shape. They are Saljong, the
spirit of the sun and fertility; Gaera, the spirit of strength and
the thunderbolt; Susume, the spirit of wealth. Propitiation for
each is followed by the sacrifice of an animal and an offering
of beer. A Christian Garo is supposed to avoid such practices.
Ogres and biting spirits (mite) also occur.

Religious Practitioners. A Garo religious practitioner is
known as kamal. The word is used to mean “specialist”; thus a
midwife may be a kamal. A kamal derives neither special priv-
ilege nor prestige from his or her service to the society.

Ceremonies. All traditional annual festivals were con-
nected with the different stages of shifting cultivation: Agal-
maka, Maimua, Rongchugala, Ahaia, Wangala, etc. Wangala
is considered to be the national festival among the Garos,
taking place October-December. When a member of a family
becomes Christian, he refuses to participate in Songsarek
festivals.

Arts. The Garos used to make the following items: carved
wooden shields (spee); baskets of different types; different va-
rieties of drums—gambil, kram, and nakik; pipes (adil) made
of buffalo horn; flutes of bamboo; gonogina (Jew’s harp) made
of bamboo.

Medicine. They use a variety of herbal medicines for all
sorts of ailments, and they claim to have herbal medicine for
birth control also.

Death and Afterlife. They believe that after death human
beings and animals turn into spirits known as memang
(“ghosts”). These memang are considered counterparts of
human beings.
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Gond

ETHNONYM: Koi

Orientation

Identification. The Gonds are an important and numer-
ous tribe, residing at the present time mainly in Gondavana,
“the Land of the Gonds,” the easternmost districts of
Madhya Pradesh, formerly the Central Provinces of India.
They were first called “Gonds” (hill men) by the Mogul rul-
ers. They call themselves Koi or Koitiir; the meaning of the
latter name is unclear.

Location. While the Gond live mainly in Madhya Pradesh,
important clusters live also in the adjoining districts to the
north, west, and south of Gondavana. Many of these subsec-
tions have assumed different tribal names so that their iden-
tity with the Gond tribe is not always clear.

Demography. The latest available Census figures are from
1971, when there were 4,728,796 Gonds—one of the largest
tribal groups on earth. In fact, the number of Gonds is really
much higher, since many Gond communities have been fully
accepted into the Hindu caste system, have adopted another
name, and have completely abandoned their original tribal
ways of life. While some Gond subsections thus have been
lost to the tribe, some communities of different origin may
have been incorporated into the Gond tribe. The Bisonhorn
Marias of Bastar may be such a tribe.

Linguistic Affiliation. If the Gonds ever had a language of
their own, they have lost it completely. Half of the Gonds
speak a Dravidian language called Gondi at present, which is
more akin to Teluga than to Karmada. In the southern parts
of Gondavana the Gonds speak a language called Parsi or
Parji (Persian), also of the Dravidian family. In the northern
regions the Gonds often speak the local language, a dialect of
Hindi or Marathi.
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History and Cultural Relations

The racial history of the Gonds is unknown. From their phys-
ical appearance it is obvious that they differ from the Aryan
and Dravidian speakers settled in the country. According to
B. S. Guha, they are Proto-Australoids by race like the
Oraons and Maler of Chota Nagpur Plateau. It is unknown
when and by which route they arrived in this part of India. At
one time they must have been settled in the hills between
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, because their dialect, Gondi, is
closely related to the languages of those regions. R. V. Russell
and Hira Lal maintain that only between the ninth and thir-
teenth centuries AD. did the Gonds come and settle in pres-
ent-day Gondavana. They became progressive and wealthy
farmers and were gradually transformed into Ragbansi Raj-
puts. When the ruling Rajput dynasties in these regions de-
clined, Gonds established themselves as rulers at four cen-
ters. The zenith of their might was from the sixteenth to
eighteenth centuries. Then the Marathas under a Bhonsle
ruler of Nagpur overran their country and completely dispos-
sessed them of their power except in the hill fastnesses, which
held out against all invaders.

Settlements

The Gonds invariably live in villages. But in each village the
Gonds live in a hamlet of their own. The hamlet is not a
closed cluster of huts, for the Gonds’ homesteads are spread
over a large area within the hamlet. Each homestead houses a
family, often a joint family consisting of the families of the
married sons living with their parents. In the plains where the
Gonds are more Sanskritized, or influenced by high Hindu
culture, some have adopted Hindu ways and begun to live in
closed villages, yet apart from the other castes and tribes.

Economy

All Gonds are in some way or other engaged in agriculture or
work in the forest. They would not dream of accepting any
other occupation. Originally they must have been nomadic
hunters and food gatherers and then switched to shifting cul-
tivation, retaining, however, their close connection with the
forest. Shifting cultivation is not merely one type of agricul-
ture but a complex cultural form, a way of life. It requires no
draft animals and allows the cultivators more leisure time for
work in the forest, hunting, fishing, and the collection of jun-
gle produce. However, most Gonds have been forced to aban-
don shifting cultivation by the government because it is
harmful to the forest, and some Gond sections had already
voluntarily changed over to plow cultivation and even to ter-
race cultivation. They prospered economically and acquired a
high social standing.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The Gonds have a pronounced
patrilineal and patriarchal clan system. They call it gotra or
kur. A Gond clan comprises a group of persons who believe
that they are descendants in the male line from a common
ancestor. While a male can never change his clan, a woman
on marriage is taken into the clan of her husband. The Gonds
practice clan exogamy, considering intermarriage within a
clan to be incest. They believe the gods would punish such a
sin with a skin disease, worms in a wound, or leprosy. Offend-

ers against the law of exogamy are excluded from the tribal
community and can only be readmitted after separation.
Many of the Gond clans bear animal or plant names, which
suggests a totemic origin of the clans, and some Gond clans
still observe totemic taboos. But generally, except for the ob-
servance of exogamy, the clan system has no important func-
tion. In the Mandla District at least, eighteen clans have been
combined into a phratry. The combination of the clans varies
locally, but the number—eighteen—is always retained. The
phratry too observes exogamy, but with the payment of a fine
the marriage prohibition can be waived.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. A normal marriage among the Gonds is the mo-
nogamous union of a man and a woman based on mutual
choice, sanctioned by the ceremonial exchange of vows, with

_the approval of the tribal council, witnessed by the relatives of

the partners and the village community, and cencluded with
a festive wedding dinner. Although the Gonds have liberal
views on premarital sex, they are strict in the observance of
married fidelity. They believe that adultery is punished by the
ancestral spirits that can cause crop failure or an epidemic
among humans and cattle. A Gond wedding is solemnized
with many significant ceremonies. The essential wedding rite
consists of the groom walking with his bride seven times
around a wedding post erected in the center of the wedding
booth. Marriage is obligatory. Originally Gond boys and girls
married on reaching physical maturity. Nowadays the Gonds
increasingly follow the example of the rural Hindu popula-
tion and parents arrange the marriage when children are still
young. The father of the groom has to pay a bride-price, the
amount of which depends on the position and wealth of the
two families. Cross-cousin marriages are much preferred, so
much so that a youth has to pay a fine if he refuses to marry
an available cross cousin. A Gond can have more than one
wife, polygyny being restricted only by the capability of the
man to support a number of wives. The Gonds practice the
sororate and the levirate. Widow marriage is forbidden only
among the Sanskritized Gonds. Gonds who are too poor to
pay the bride-price and the wedding expenses contract a serv-
ice marriage. Families with no sons prefer such a marriage ar-
rangement. Other more irregular forms of marriage among
the Gonds are the elopement of an unmarried girl with a boy
or the capture of a girl and her forced marriage to her captor.
Marriage by capture was in the past a popular form of mar-
riage among the Gonds. The marriage must later be legalized
by the relatives and village councils of the partners. The
Gonds permit divorce and easily resort to it for various rea-
sons. For instance, a man may obtain a divorce if his wife is
barren, quarrelsome, or negligent in doing her assigned work.
Likewise, a woman may elope with another man if her hus-
band is a bad provider, a drunkard, or a wife beater, or if he is
habitually unfaithful. A divorce requires the legal sanction of
the tribal council of the village.

Domestic Unit. Gond marriages are as a rule happy and
lasting if the husband is able to provide a frugal livelihood for
wife and children and if the wife is competent in her house-
hold tasks and field work. Gond men and women are affec-
tionate toward children and enjoy having large families.
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Inheritance. Property, primarily land, descends patrilin-
eally to the sons equally (unless one son should move else-
where, in which case he forfeits his rights). Daughters inherit
next to nothing from their fathers. A widow usually remains
in the house, which is inherited by her youngest son (ultimo-
geniture). If not too old, the widow may be remarried to a
close relative of her deceased husband.

Socialization. The ambition of every Gond woman is to
bear a son. Barrenness in a woman is considered a curse. Preg-
nancy and birth are surrounded with protective rites against
magic spells and evil influences. Children are generally wel-
come and treated with affection. Although sons are preferred,
daughters are welcome too. Children grow up without much
restriction, but the community teaches them correct behav-
ior. Children are early invited to take over some tasks, first
playfully, then in earnest. Boys spontaneously seem to prefer
male company, while girls seem to gravitate naturally toward
other females. The change to adulthood is gradual; there is
no initiation ceremony. The first menstruation of a girl is not
specially celebrated, but she does learn in advance what pro-
hibitions she has to observe. Only three Gond sections in the
south have youth dormitories, and only the Murias use the
dormitory for the education of youth in married and civic life.
The other Gond sections have no dormitory system.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Since the Gonds are spread over a
wide area, there are many local subsections that have no so-
cial contact with each other. The more Sanskritized these sec-
tions are, the higher is the social rank they claim. But the
highest rank is given to the descendants of the Gond rajas
and their retainers, the Raj-Gonds and Katholias. Among
these two sections we find the greatest number of Gonds with
substantial landholdings. Other Gond sections outside of
Gondavana are the Kisans, in the south of Bihar and in the
neighboring districts of Orissa. The Gonds reached even the
hills along the southern bank of the Ganges. There they are
known as Majwars or Majhis (headmen). Akin to the Gonds
are a number of other tribes, such as the Bhattras, Koyas,
Konda Kapus, Konda Deras, and Halbas. The Khonds of
Orissa, another important tribe, also may originally have

been Gonds.

Political Organization. The entire Gond tribe was never a
political unit. Tribal solidarity does not extend beyond the
confines of a subsection. The basic political unit is the Gond
village community. It is a democratic organization in which
the headman and other officials are chosen by the villagers.
Each village has its council, with officials like the headman,
the priest, the village watchman, and four or five elders. More
important affairs are discussed and decided upon by all the
men of the community. A village has also its servant castes,
such as the Ahir (cowherds), Agaria (blacksmiths), Dhulia
(drummers), and Pardhan (bards and singers). At the towns
of Garha-Mandla, Kharla, Deogarh, and Chanda, the leading
headmen managed to rise to the rank of rulers (rajas) and to
establish dynasties that lasted for centuries. But the very fact
that these rajas surrounded themselves with Hindu officials
and eagerly adopted Hindu or Mogul methods of administra-
tion proves that royalty was alien to tribal democracy. In the
present political situation the Gonds are, despite their num-

bers, politically powerless, which is partly because of this tri-
bal disunity but also because of their comparative lack of edu-
cation and drive, and their great poverty. Those few Gonds
who are members of the legislative assemblies or even the na-
tional parliament (Lok Sabha) are either alienated from their
tribal culture or easily manipulated by other politicians.

Conflict and Social Control. In settling disputes the court
of first instance is the village council (panch), which is pre-
sided over by the headman. Usually it strives to restore har-
mony between the litigants rather than to implement cus-
tomary law. A settlement commonly involves a fine, or ex-
communication in varying degrees. Those who offend against
the rule of clan exogamy incur supernatural sanctions.

Religion and Expressive Culture
Religious Beliefs. The religion of the Gonds does not dif-

fer much from that of the numerous other tribes in central
India. Like them, the Gonds believe in a high god whom they
call either by his Hindu name, “Bhagwan,” or by his tribal
name, “Bara Deo,” the “Great God.” But he is an otiose deity
and is rarely worshiped, though his name is often invoked. He
is a personal god—eternal, just, merciful, maker of the fertile
earth and of man—though the universe is conceived as coex-
isting with him. In the Gond belief system, besides this high
god there also exist a great number of male and female deities
and spirits that personify various natural features. Every hill,
river, lake, tree, and rock is inhabited by a spirit. The earth,
water, and air are ruled by deities that must be venerated and
appeased with sacrifices and offerings. These deities and spir-
its may be benevolent, but often they are capricious, malevo-
lent, and prone to harming human beings, especially individ-
uals who have made themselves vulnerable by breaking a rule
of the tribal code. The deities and spirits, especially the ances-
tor spirits, watch over the strict observance of the tribal rules
and punish offenders.

Religious Practitioners. Gonds distinguish between
priests and magicians. The village priest is appointed by the
village council; however, his appointment is often hereditary.
His responsibility is to perform all the sacrifices held at cer-
tain feasts for the village community for which he receives a
special remuneration. Sacrifices and religious ceremonies on
family occasions are usually performed by the head of the
family. The diviners and magicians, on the other hand, are
unofficial charismatic intermediaries between the supernat-
ural world and human beings. The Gonds, like the other tri-
bals of central India, believe that most diseases and misfor-
tunes are caused by the machinations of evil spirits and
offended deities. It is the task of the soothsayers and diviners
to find out which supernatural agencies have caused the pres-
ent sickness or misfortune and how they can be appeased. If
soothsayers and diviners cannot help, magicians and sha-
mans must be employed. Magicians believe that by magic for-
mulas and devices they can force a particular deity or spirit to
carry out their commands. Shamans are persons who easily
fall into trances and are then believed to be possessed by dei-
ties or spirits that prophesy through their mouths. These fre-
quent ecstasies do not seem to have any detrimental mental
or physical effects on the shamans, who may be male or fe-
male. Magic may be “white” or “black™ it is white if it coun-
teracts black magic or effects a cure when a sickness has been
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caused by black magic. Gonds also believe in the evil eye and
in witchcraft. A witch is usually a woman who by her evil
power brings sickness and death to people in the neighbor-
hood. When discovered, she is publicly disgraced and ex-
pelled from the village or even killed.

Ceremonies. The Gonds celebrate many feasts connected
mainly with the agricultural seasons and with life-cycle events
(birth, marriage, sickness, and death). On all festive occa-
sions sacrifices and offerings are performed either by the offi-
cial village priest, by the soothsayers and magicians, or by the
head of the family that is celebrating an event. All these sacri-
fices are accompanied by appropriate ceremonies of symbolic
significance. The offerings and sacrifices can be either animal
or vegetable; it depends on the type of deity being addressed.
Female deities generally demand that blood be spilled; the
victims are usually chickens or goats, sometimes male buffalo,
and, occasionally in the past, human beings. Vegetable offer-
ings include fruits (especially coconuts), flowers, colored
powder, and strings.

Arts. Like most tribals, the Gonds are accomplished arti-
sans and can manufacture almost all the implements they re-
quire for their work on the farm and in the forest, all furniture
in house and kitchen, and all of their ornaments and decora-
tions. They are artistically gifted: they paint their house walls
with artistic designs, and they carve memorial pillars in wood
and stone for their dead. They have invented various original
dances and are passionate dancers. They are good musicians
on the drum, the flute, and other instruments. They are good
singers, though the melodies of their songs sometimes sound
monotonous and may not be of their own invention. They are
inventive in composing new songs, folktales, legends, and
myths and in retelling them dramatically. They have com-
posed a great epic celebrating the origins and exploits of a cul-
ture hero named Lingo.

Medicine. The Gonds are fully aware that certain diseases
have a natural cause, and they know many jungle medicines
to cure such diseases. But when these remedies remain inef-
fective, they resort to magical devices.

Death and Afterlife. After death an adult Gond man or
woman is cremated; children are buried without much cere-
mony. Ceremonies are performed at the funeral to prevent
the soul of the deceased from finding its way back to its house
and village. The Gonds believe in an afterlife. They believe
each human being has two souls, the life spirit and the
shadow. The shadow must be prevented from returning to its
home, or it will harm the surviving relatives. The life spirit
goes to Bhagwan to be judged and rewarded by reincarnation
into a higher form or punished in a pool of biting worms; after
a while the soul is reborn and begins a new life. Others believe
that the soul joins the other ancestors of the clan, especially
after a stone memorial has been erected. Still others believe
that the soul is absorbed in Bhagwan or Bara Deo. The belief
in the survival of the ancestral spirits is, however, quite
strong. These ancestor spirits watch over the moral behavior
of the living Gond and punish offenders of tribal law. Thus
they act as strict guardians of the Gond community.
See also Agaria; Ahir; Baiga; Kond; Koya
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STEPHEN FUCHS

Grasia

ETHNONYMS: Bhil-Grasia Bhomia, Dungri-Grasia, Gara,
Garasia, Girisia

Orientation

The term “Grasia” refers to the Rajput and other landholders
in sections of Gujarat and Rajasth, where they hold lands
given to them as garas (landlords) by the chieftains for main-
tenance. It is said that the term “Grasia” is derived from the
native term for “landlords.” The Grasias are the principal in-
habitants of the Bhakkar section of Pakistani Punjab, and
also of parts of Kachchh District, in Gujarat. Sir John
Malcolm noted that the term “Girasias” denotes “chiefs who
were driven from their possessions by invaders and estab-
lished and maintained their claim to a share of the revenue
upon the ground of their power to disturb or prevent its col-
lection.” The word can be derived from the Sanskrit giras,
which signifies “mouthful,” and in the past it was used meta-
phorically to designate the small share of the produce of the
country that these plunderers claimed. The Grasias are said
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to have come from Mewar many centuries ago, “and as they
still have their internal ‘Gots’ or circles of affinity (such as
Parmars, Chouhan, Rathoi, etc.) upon the model of a regular
clan, we may perhaps assume that they are the descendants of
Rajputs by Bhil women,” according to P. C. Dave.

In Maharashtra State the Grasias are on the list of
Scheduled Tribes as “Dungri-Grasias.” The Grasias speak a
dialect of their own that is close to Bhili, with Bhili being
closely related to Guijarati.

Settlements

Grasia houses are found on the slopes of hills with their fields
extending out in front. The houses usually each have one
room and an open veranda with walls of mud or split bamboo
plastered with mud. The roofs are covered with handmade
flat tiles made by the Grasias themselves. Sometimes, though,
the houses of the poor may have grass thatching covering the
roofs.

A special shed for the cattle is often constructed on the
side of or opposite to the house, and often fodder is stored on
the roofs of these sheds. To shelter guests, a special shed with
a tiled roof is built opposite the house of the headman.

Economy

Grasias are generally vegetarian but have been known occa-
sionally to enjoy nonvegetarian foods. Maize is the food sta-
ple, which is grown by every Grasia who has land for cultiva-
tion. It is prepared by cooking the coarse maize flour with
buttermilk and adding some salt to it. Sometimes breads of
maize flour are also prepared. When little wheat and maize are
available the Grasias use inferior grain like kuro (Italian mil-
let?) as a substitute, and when necessary jungle roots and tu-
bers are used.

Men primarily do the work that requires the most physi-
cal strength, such as plowing and other agricultural work, pre-
paring fences for the fields, construction of houses, felling of
trees, and some household work such as churning of the
curds for butter. Women do the cooking, tend to the cattle
and milk the cows, buffalo, and goats, bring drinking water,
grind grain, etc., and look after the children. There are no so-
cial stigmas attached to either men’s or women’s work.
Women veil their faces in the presence of elder male relations
of their husbands, but they are generally free to move about in
society like men and are not considered inferior to men. Girls
share a similar freedom with boys. Once they are grown up
they have the freedom to choose their own husbands. The
largest sign of female social oppression is that women aren’t

allowed to own property on their own, not even if it was left to
them by their father.

Kinship, Marriage and Family

Only extreme circumstances such as abject poverty, debilitat-
ing disease, etc. keep Grasia men and women from marrying,
as the Grasias believe marriage is a necessity for all. Boys
marry between the ages of 18 and 24, and girls between 14
and 18. The selection of a mate usually is without ritual and
involves selecting a spouse and then living together without
any marriage ceremony. This arrangement may vary in some
areas because of Hindu influence. The only restrictions are
that the bride-price must be paid and that the marriage can-

not be between cousins. Divorce often occurs if the boy does
not like the girl. It is easy and freely permitted.

The terms natra, or nata, refer to widow remarriage,
which is quite common and which involves the handing out
of bread and jaggery to relatives, and the man making a pay-
ment of money to the widow’s father and providing the neces-
sary marriage clothes to the widow.

Polygyny occurs but polyandry is unknown, although
most Grasia men marry only once. Because of the social
structure that exists it is not necessary for him to marry for
companionship or even for help in cultivation, as the average
holding of a Grasia is small and he is able to do all agricul-
tural work even if he has a small family. The main reasons for
a man to take more than one wife are either that his first wife

cannot bear children or that she has only female children.

Sociopolitical Organization

The Grasias work within a joint-family system where the sons
stay with the family up to the time their children become
adults. Only on rare occasions do the sons live separately
from their parents due to domestic quarrels. Separation usu-
ally occurs, however, after the father’s death. Only unmarried
sisters and minor unmarried brothers continue to live with
the family of one of the older brothers.

Religion

The Grasias basically worship the Hindu gods and respect the
cow and are thus almost Hinduized, even though they tend to

hold onto their original belief in spirits and fear ghosts, spirits
of the dead, and black magic.
See also Bhil
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LeSHON KIMBLE

Gujar

ETHNONYMS: Gujareta, Gujjar, Gujjara

The Gujars are a historical caste who have lent their
name to the Gujarat District and the town of Gujaranwala in
the Punjab, the peninsula and state of Gujarat, and the area
known as Gujargash in Gwalior. They numbered 56,000 per-
sons in 1911, of which the majority belonged to the Hoshan-
gabad and Nimar districts. (In 1971 there were 20,634 Gujars
enumerated in Himachal Pradesh alone.) In those provinces
the caste is principally found in the Narmada Valley. The
caste is broadly divided along religious and geographic lines
into the Muslim Gujars (who also share many Hindu customs
with their Hindu Gujar brethren and are thus not fully ac-
cepted into the Muslim majority) in northern India and Paki-



Gujarati 89

stan and the Hindu population in the central regions of
India. Gujars speak Guijari, a dialect of Rajasthani, an Indic
language of the Indo-Iranian Sector of the Indo-European
Family. In Himachal Pradesh the language is mixed with
Western Pahari. Gujars write in the Urdu script.

The origins of the Gujars are unknown; however, several
theories place them either as a branch of the White Huns
who overran India in the fifth and sixth centuries or as a
branch of the Kushan division of the Yueh-Chi tribe, which
controlled much of northwestern India during the early cen-
turies of the Christian era. In the past the Gujars were consid-
ered marauders and vagrants. Today they are law-abiding pas-
toralists and cultivators. Many Gujars were converted to
Islam at various times and in different places, beginning with
the attack of Mahmud of Ghazni on Somnath in Gujarat in
1026. The Gujars of Oudh and Meerut date their conversion
to the time of Timur in 1398, when he sacked Delhi and forci-
bly converted them. By 1525, when Babur invaded, he discov-
ered that the Gujar in the northern Punjab had already been
converted. Until the 1700s the conversions continued under
the Mogul ruler Aurangzeb, who converted the Gujar of
Himachal Pradesh at the point of a sword. The Pathans and
Baluchi drove the Gujar converts from their land, forcing
them into a nomadic existence.

The Gujars are divided into Hindu and Muslim septs,
with the latter being Sunni converts retaining some of their
Hindu practices. Most keep copies of the Quran in their
homes; however, like Hindus they worship a family deity.
Brahman priests are consulted to determine a lucky time for
the first bath for the mother after a baby is born. Id-al-Zuha
(Id-al-Adha) and Id-al-Fitr are their two most important fes-
tivals. Gujar Muslims observe some of the Hindu festivals,
such as Holi and Naz Panchmi. They bury their dead accord-
ing to Muslim custom; however, they make fire offerings and
upturn a pitcher of water near the grave as Hindus tradition-
ally do. Gujars make offerings to the dead on Fridays, like
Hindus, but instead of feeding Brahmans, Gujars follow the
Muslim tradition of feeding beggars in the anticipation that
the charity will reach their ancestors.

The Hindu Gujars are a successful sedentary cultivating
group. The Muslim Guijars are a pastoral people, whose living
depends on the raising of buffalo, which involves a semi-
nomadic life-style constantly in search of pastoral land. There
is little interest in secular education, which has made them
vulnerable to the rapidly changing world around them.

The Gujar divide themselves into hundreds of exoga-
mous clans, the names of which are derived from the names
of founders or from places of their early settlement. Muslim
Gujars count descent patrilineally, and marriage is patrilocal
with consanguine marriage sought; marriage is usually ar-
ranged by parents. The payment of a bride-price by the
groom’s family is commonly made in cash or buffalo. A less
costly arrangement is the exchange of daughters and sons in
marriage. Some still conduct their marriages as Hindus. Oth-
ers consult a Brahman priest to determine a lucky day for be-
trothal, but the mullah conducts the marriage ceremony. Di-
vorce and remarriage are accepted. A woman may leave her
husband and live with another man, who is obligated to pay
compensation to the ex-husband.
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JAY DiMAGGIO

Gujarati

ETHNONYMS: none

Orientation

Identification. Gujaratis are the inhabitants of Guijarat,
one of the federal states of the Indian Republic.

Location. Gujarat covers 195,984 square kilometers and is
situated on the west coast of India between 20°6' N to 24°42’
N and 68°10’ E to 74°28’ E. Geopolitically and cultural-
ly Gujarat can be divided into five regions: (1) north Gujarat,
the mainland between Mount Abu and the Mahi River;
(2) south Gujarat, the mainland between the Mahi and
Damanaganga rivers; (3) the Saurashtrian Peninsula;
(4) Kachchh; and (5) a hilly eastern belt consisting of the
outliers of the Aravalli system, the Vindhyas, the Satpuras,
and the Sahyadris. The state lies in the monsoon area with a
monsoon climate. The rainfall period is confined to four
months from the middle of June to the middle of October.
The amount of annual rainfall varies considerably in different
parts of the state. The southernmost area receives annual
rainfall as high as 200 centimeters. The rainfall in central Gu-
jarat is between 70 and 90 centimeters; and Kachchh and the
western part of Saurashtra receive less than 40 centimeters.
The maximum temperature in the year occurs in May, when it
is as high as 40° C in north Gujarat, Saurashtra, and
Kachchh. January is the coldest month of the year, when the
temperature does not exceed 30° C.

Demography. At the time of the 1981 census, the popula-
tion of Gujarat was 34 million. The population density aver-
ages 174 persons per square kilometer; it is highest in central
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Gujarat and lowest in Kachchh. The population is growing at
the rate of 2.7 percent per year. Gujarati-speaking people
constitute 91 percent of the population of Gujarat, which
also includes 1.5 percent Kachchh-speaking people. There
are three main religious groups in Gujarat: Hindus (89.5 per-
cent), Muslims (8.5 percent) and Jains (1 percent). A major-
ity of the Muslims speak Gujarati, though there is a small
Muslim section that speaks Urdu. Around 14 percent of the
Gujarati population are tribals who predominantly live in the
eastern hilly belt. Sixty-nine percent of the population live in
rural areas and 31 percent live in urban areas. Ahmadabad,
Surat, Vadodara, and Rajkot are large cities.

Linguistic Affiliation. Gujarati is considered by linguists
to be a member of the outer circle of Indo-Aryan languages: it
is partly Prakritic and partly Sanskritic in origin. A number of
Arabic, Persian, Urdu, and European—particularly Portu-
guese and English—words have become part of the language.
There are several dialects. Important among them, based on
region, are Kathiawadi, Kachchh, Pattani, Charotari, and
Surati. There are also caste- or community-based dialects,
such as Nagari, Anavla or Bhathala, Patidari, Kharwa,
Musalmani, Parsi, etc. Different tribal groups have their own
dialects that bear a close affinity to Gujarati. The distinctive
Gujarati script has thirty-four consonants and eleven vowels.

History and Cultural Relations

The territory was known as “Gurjara Bhoomi,” “Gurjara
Desh,” “Gurjaratta,” or “Gurjar Mandal”—meaning abode of
the Gurjar people—between the fifth and ninth centuries A.D.
The name of the area known as “Gujarat” was recognized
from the tenth century during the Solanki period, when Mul-
raja laid the foundation of his kingdom with its capital at An-
hilwad Patan. During British rule the area was divided into a
number of native states and estates and British administra-
tive districts, which were a part of the Bombay presidency.
After independence in 1947, the native states merged into
the Indian Union. A group of states formed Saurashtra State;
the mainland Gujarat became a part of Bombay State and
Kachchh was centrally administered. But as a result of further
reorganization of the states in 1956, Saurashtra and Kachchh
were dissolved as separate states and became a part of
Bombay State. Then, because of demands for a separate lin-
guistic state, Gujarat, Saurashtra, and Kachchh formed the
separate state of Gujarat in 1960.

Settlements

Among 18,114 villages, 8 percent are small with a population
of less than 200 persons; and 49 (0.2 percent) are large with
more than 10,000 people in each. The settlément pattern of
each village is either clustered or dispersed. Clustered villages
are divided into subclusters consisting of a group of families
belonging to the same caste or community. The dominant
caste resides in the center, and traditionally Untouchable
castes live on the periphery of the village. In the dispersed
pattern mainly found among tribals, each family—nuclear or
joint—lives on its own farm. A temple or public platform
under a large tree is a central place where males from upper
and middle castes meet and spend their spare time. Today,
most of the middle-sized and big villages have primary
schools, one or two shops, grazing land, and a cremation

ground. There are 255 towns or urban agglomerations. All
but eleven of these towns have a population under 100,000.
Many of them are expanded villages where caste or commu-
nity clusters form neighborhood localities. Two styles of
housing are common in urban and rural Gujarat. The first is
the sturdy modern kind made of brick and concrete, with
more than two rooms and a separate kitchen. The second is a
tenement of mud, stone, and wood. The roofs are of locally
made tiles or thatch. (Numerical data from 1981 census.)

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Despite rapid
industrial development, agriculture occupies a prominent
place in the economy of the state. It contributes an average of
35 to 40 percent of the state’s domestic products. Sixty-two
percent of the workers engaged in agriculture are either culti-
vators or laborers. Although agriculture is not fully mecha-
nized, use of tractors has increased considerably in recent
years. The major food crops are bajri, jowar, rice, and wheat.
Cotton, groundnut, tobacco, and sugarcane are major com-
mercial crops: they occupy about 40 percent of the total culti-
vated area of the state. Cattle, buffalo, sheep, goats, chickens,
horses, camels, monkeys, donkeys, and pigs are the main do-
mestic animals. Bullocks are used for agriculture, cows and
buffalo for milk. A cooperative dairy industry has developed.

Industrial Arts.  Artisans in rural areas are engaged in pot-
tery, silver- and brass-ornament making, embroidery, hand-
loom construction and furniture making. Despite govern-
ment support, these crafts are rapidly disappearing. Gujarat is
one of the most highly industrialized states in India. The
major industries are textiles, plastics, chemicals, and engi-
neering. In terms of income generated from manufacturing,
Gujarat ranks second in the country.

Trade. Trade is a primary occupation of Gujaratis. The
Hindu and Jain Banias are the trading castes. In this century
the Patidars have emerged as entrepreneurs. In addition, the
Parsis and Muslim Bohras are also traders. Gujarat has been
well connected by trade routes within the continent and also
with other countries. Historically, the Gujaratis possessed a
remarkable spirit of enterprise that led them in search of
wealth to Java and Cambodia during the sixth and seventh
centuries AD. and to Siam, China, Sri Lanka, and Japan at
about the end of the seventh century Ab. Some Gujaratis emi-
grated to Africa in the last century, and from there they have
moved to Europe and the United States.

Division of Labor. Except among the tribals, work is
clearly divided between men and women. Gujaratis continue
to believe that “a woman’s place is in the home”: a woman’s
main tasks are cooking, washing, other household work, and
child rearing. However, among the poor, women also partici-
pate in economic activities, engaging in cultivation and agri-
cultural labor.

Land Tenure. With the introduction of various land re-
forms in the 1950s, land was given to the tillers. Intermediary
tenures were legally abolished. Nevertheless, concealed ten-
ancy continues. Land distribution is uneven. According to
the 1976-1977 agriculture census, the average size of hold-
ings for the state was 3.71 hectares. Nearly 46 percent of the
cultivators have less than 2 hectares of land, which holdings
constitute only 13 percent of the total area holdings; but only



6 percent of cultivators hold 10 hectares or more of land,
which altogether constitutes nearly 25 percent of the total
holdings. The Patidars and the Brahmans are rich peasants.
The Kolis, the Scheduled Castes (or “SC,” viewed as “Un-
touchables”), the tribals, and the Muslims are poor peasants
and agricultural laborers.

Kinship, Marriage and Family

Kin Groups and Descent.
patrilineal.

Marriage. Among the Hindu Gujaratis, marriage is a sac-
rament. It is arranged by parents. Certain castes (jatis) follow
the principle of endogamy in which a man must marry not
only within his jati but also within his subjati, which is di-
vided into ekdas and gols (i.e., circles). However, among cer-
tain castes exogamy restricts the circle within which marriage
can be arranged. It forbids the members of a particular group
in a caste, usually believed to be descended from a common
ancestor or associated with a particular locality, to marry any-
one who is a member of the same group. Another custom
among the Rajputs, Patidars, and Brahmans is hypergamy,
which forbids a woman of a particular group to marry a man
of a group lower than her own in social standing and compels
her to marry into a group of equal or superior rank.

Domestic Unit. The family is generally considered to be
the parents, married as well as unmarried sons, and widowed
sisters. The joint family is a norm particularly among the trad-
ing and landed castes and also among the Muslims in rural
areas. In the traditional joint family, three generations live to-
gether, All the family members eat from one kitchen and cul-
tivate land jointly. Even if the kitchens become separate, co-
operative farming continues in many cases. A joint family
may have more than thirty members, although such cases are
exceptional. A typical joint family has from eight to twelve
members in rural areas and six to eight members in urban
areas. Joint families are becoming less common. The head of
the family—the father or grandfather—exercises authority
over all family members. Women and even married sons have
no independence and can do little without first obtaining
consent or approval from the head. This situation is now
changing.

Inheritance. Among the Hindus, consanguinity is the
guiding principle for determining the right of inheritance.
The following are heirs in order of precedence: sons, sons’
sons, sons’ grandsons, the widow of the deceased, daughters,
daughters’ sons, mother, father, brothers, brothers’ sons.
Alhough inheritance is based on patrilineal principles, two
women—the widow and the daughter—are very high on the
scale of priority.

Socialization. Infants and children are raised by the
mother and grandparents, though the role of the father in
bringing up the children has recently increased. A gitl is not
closely looked after and she is involved in household chores
from a very young age, whereas a boy is protected and
indulged.

Descent is agnatic and

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization.  Gujaratis are divided into a number
of social groups. The Hindus who constitute the largest group
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are divided into a number of jatis, which have a hierarchical
order based on the principles of purity and pollution. The
Brahmans are in the highest position, while the Scheduled
Castes occupy the lowest position in the hierarchy. The SCs
constitute 7 percent of the population, and they are scattered
throughout the state. The Brahmans constitute nearly 4 per-
cent. The other upper castes are the Vanias (traditionally
traders) and Rajputs (traditionally warriors). They and some
other upper castes together represent 8 percent of the total
population. The Patidars, who belong to the middle strata of
the caste hierarchy and were earlier known as the Kanbis,
constitute around 12 percent of the population. Comprising
about 24 percent of the population, the Kolis form the largest
caste cluster among the Gujaratis and are distributed
throughout the state. Broadly they can be divided into Kolis
of the coastal and mainland belts. The latter prefer to be
identified as Kshatriyas. The other low castes, such as the
Bhois, Machhis, Kharvas, etc., together constitute about 7
percent of the Gujaratis. The Scheduled Tribes, generally
known as the Adivasis, constitute 14 percent of the popula-
tion and are mainly in the eastern belt. There are several tri-
bal groups, some of the major ones being the Bhils, Dhodiyas,
Gamits, and Chaudharis. The jatis have traditional pan-
chayats, which are councils consisting of elders that regulate
social customs and resolve conflicts. The importance of such
panchayats in conflict resolution has declined over the last
four decades.

Political Organization. Guijarat is one among twenty-one
federal states of the Indian republic. It is governed by repre-
sentatives elected by universal adult franchise who constitute
a vidhan sabha (legislative assembly). A majority party forms
the government. The head of the state is the governor, ap-
pointed by the president of India. The state government has
very wide powers for maintaining law and order, levying taxes,
and carrying out development work. It also shares resources
with the union government. Gandhinagar is the capital city
of the state. The state is divided into 19 districts, which are
further subdivided into 184 talukas. Local self-government by
elected representatives functions at village, taluka, and dis-
trict level and also in towns and cities. The local government
performs functions related to public amenities, education,
and development. It raises resources by levying taxes and in-
come from property and also receives aid grants from the state
government. Industrial investment is strongly encouraged.

Social Control. Gujarat today has the usual institutions of
a state police force and a hierarchy of law courts, ranging from
the submagistrate’s court to the state supreme court. In all
courts the central writ is the Indian Penal Code. But in addi-
tion to these institutions, which were first developed under
the British administration of the old Bombay Presidency,
there is also an indigenous system of caste and village coun-
cils. The caste council is found in any village or small town
where the numbers of any one caste or caste bloc are suffi-
cient to warrant it. This council consists of the male heads of
the most prominent families in the caste, and its function is
to maintain equanimity with other castes by seeing that tradi-
tional patterns of behavior (the caste’s dharma) are followed.
Fines and minor physical punishment may be handed down
to those who offend against these patterns. Public humilia-
tion, such as a beating with sandals, is a usual punishment.
There is also a village council (gram panchayat) which is



92 Gujarati

headed by the village headman (patel) and contains leading
representatives of each of the caste groups. Its function is
partly to conduct formal community affairs, such as season-
al festivals, and partly to resolve intercaste disputes and
offenses.

Conflict. Because there has been little labor unrest in re-
cent times, Gujarat has become a relatively prosperous state.
Public life has however been marred by several riots led by
upper-caste students, in protest against the govemnment pol-

icy of reserving places in the colleges for Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Guijarati Hindus are divided into a large number of religious
sects. There are two broad categories: those who worship one
or a combination of some of the great Vedic deities or of the
Puranic accretions to the orthodox pantheon; and those who
deny the regular deities and prohibit idol worship. The former
are the Shaivites, Shaktas or Devi Bhaktas, Vaishnavites, and
the followers of minor deities. The latter belong to the Arya
Samaj, Kabir Panthi, and other such fairly modern sects.
These sects are not mutually exclusive.

Religious Beliefs. A Gujarati Hindu attaches the greatest
importance to bathing. He or she observes fasts once a week
and every eleventh day in a fortnight. A Gujarati Hindu be-
lieves in Heaven, Hell, and the transmigration of the soul.
One hopes to better one’s position in this and the life to
come by one’s devotion to God, by dan (charity), and by daya
(mercy toward fellow human beings and cows, etc.). Gujarati
Jains, though few in number, occupy an important place in
Gujarati society and the economy. Jainism rejects the author-
ity of the Vedas and the spiritual supremacy of the Brahmans.
The highest goal of Jainism is nirvana or moksha, the setting
free of the individual from the sanskara, the cycle of birth and
death. The Jains are divided into two sects, Digambaris and
Svetambaris. The cow is worshiped and considered sacred by
Hindus. Besides worshiping various idols, an average Hindu
worships animals, trees, fire, etc. and believes in bhuts (pos-
sessing spirits). Belief in omens is also common. Hindus be-
lieve that the result of every undertaking is foreshadowed by
certain signs and hints.

Religious Practitioners.  The life-cycle ceremonies are per-
formed by Brahmans. Wandering holy men, however, are re-
vered irrespective of their caste, religion, or origin. Gujaratis
also patronize men who have a reputation for being able to rid

the individual of bhuts.

Ceremonies. Ceremonies are performed at birth, mar-
riage, and death when relatives are invited for feasts. Among
the important festivals are: Diwali, the festival of lamps;
Hindu new year's day, which is the next day after Diwali;
Utran or Sankrant, a festival of the harvest; and Navratra, a
festival of the “nine nights” involving a folk dance called
Garba.

Arts. Ras and Garba are important folk dances performed
by both males and females. Melas, fairs either at pilgrimage
places or on the bank of a river during certain festivals, attract
a large crowd where people dance, sing, and watch bullfights
or cockfights. Bhavai is a popular folk drama, generally per-
formed in open spaces in villages and towns. Wood and stone
sculptures decorating temples, palaces, and private buildings

are well known. Paintings called sathia and rangoli, done by
using powdered chalk, are made by women at the threshold of
their houses for festivals and other ceremonies. The calico
printing of Gujarat is famous. Tattooing is common among
certain castes in Saurashtra and north Gujarat.

Medicine. Traditionally, disease was believed to be caused
by an imbalance of elements in the body, as well as by several
supernatural causes such as the displeasure of a god or god-
dess or spirit possession. Although home remedies and con-
coctions of local herbs are still used, modern medicine has
been increasingly accepted and used.

Death and Afterlife. Normally a corpse is not kept more
than twelve hours. It is taken in a procession mainly of males
to the cremation ground. There the body is laid upon the pyre
with its head to the north. The chief mourner lights the pyre.
The period of mourning varies from a fortnight to a year ac-
cording to the age of the deceased and the closeness of the re-
lationship. A caste dinner is given on the twelfth and thir-
teenth days afterward as a part of the death rites. Certain
religious rituals are performed and Brahmans are given gifts
according to what the mourners can afford.

See also Bhil; Bohra; Grasia; Jain; Kanbi; Khoja; Koli;
Parsi
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Gurkha

ETHNONYM: Gurkhali

“Gurkha” is not the name of an ethnic group but rather
the name given those Nepalese nationals who serve in the
British army. Gurkhas are drawn from a number of Nepalese
ethnic groups including the Gurung (who contribute the
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greatest percentage of their population of all the groups),
Magar, Tamang, Sunwar, Limbu, and Rai. Gurkhas claim de-
scent from the warlike Rajputs of Chittaur, in Rajasthan, say-
ing they were driven thence to the Nepalese hills by the Mus-
lim invasions. The Gurkha military tradition can be traced
back to the sixteenth century when the kingdom of Gorkha
was conquered by the first kings of the Shah Thakuri dynasty.
By the end of the eighteenth century the Gurkha Kingdom,
as it was then known, had expanded control over much of
what is now Nepal and had begun pushing north into China
and Tibet. Expansion south into India was resisted by the Brit-
ish (who were expanding northward), but in 1815 the Nepa-
lese were defeated. The British were impressed by the Gurkhas
and obtained permission to recruit them for the British-Indian
Army. The recruits were organized into ethnic regiments and
participated with distinction (on the government side) in the
Indian Mutiny of 1857-58, the Second Afghan War (1878~
1880), and the Boxer Rebellion (1900). By 1908 the 12,000
Gurkhas were organized into ten regiments as the Gurkha
Brigade. During World War I and World War II the number
of Nepalese military volunteers increased to more than
200,000 and additional units were formed. In 1947 the
Gurkha Brigade was disbanded and since then various
Gurkha units have served with the British army, the Indian
army, the Nepal army, and the United Nations peacekeeping
forces. Today, they are mainly used in the Crown Colony of
Hong Kong (which will revert to China in 1997). With Brit-
ain’s integration into Europe, Gurkhas are being phased out
of the British army.

Gurkha veterans play a significant social and economic
role in Nepalese society. They enjoy high status and are often
elected community leaders, and the income from their pen-
sions provides a steady source of cash for their families and
communities. Nepalese working in India as watchmen are
also sometimes referred to as Gurkha.

See also Gurung; Limbu; Magar; Nepali; Rai; Sunwar;
Tamang
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Gurung

ETHNONYMS: none

Orientation

Identification. The Gurungs are a people inhabiting the
foothills of the Himalayas in central Nepal. Their origins are
uncertain, though linguistic evidence suggests that their an-
cestors may have migrated from Tibet about 2,000 years ago.

Location. The majority of Gurung villages are located on
mountain slopes at elevations between 1,050 and 2,100 me-
ters in the foothills of the Annapurna and Lamjung Himalaya
and Himalchuli in Nepal at 28°0’ to 28°30’ N and 83°30’ to
84°30’ E. Toward the Himalayan range, there are wide gorges
with tall craggy ridges rising above them. These are dotted
with villages, set high on the mountainsides. Often there will
be jungle above a village and below it a cascade of terraced
fields. Winters are cold and dry, though it seldom freezes.
Monsoon rains come from the south in summer. Tempera-
tures range from about 0° to 32° C. “Gurung country” is situ-
ated between two distinct ecological zones, the alpine moun-
tain highlands and the low subtropical valleys. Likewise it
exists between two great cultural and social traditions, Ti-
betan Buddhism to the north and Indian Hinduism to the

south.

Demography. The 1981 Nepal census reported 174,464
Gurung speakers in Nepal, making up 1.2 percent of the
country’s total population. These figures reflect a smaller
number of Gurungs than actually exist, since they indicate
only those who named Gurung as their mother tongue and
not all Gurungs speak the language. The census shows
Gurungs to be most numerous in the districts of Lamjung,
Syangja, Kaski, Gorkha, Tanahu, Parbat, and Manang in
Gandaki Zone, central Nepal.

Linguistic Affiliation. Gurung belongs to the Tibeto-
Burman Language Family and resembles other languages of
peoples of the middle hills of Nepal, such as Thakali and
Tamang. It has a tonal structure and no written form. Most
Gurungs are bilingual and tend to be fluent from childhood
in Nepali, the Sanskritic language that is the lingua franca of

the nation.

History and Cultural Relations

Gurung legends describe a “Ghale Raja,” a king who ruled the
Gurungs in ancient times. He was overthrown by the Nepali
raja of a neighboring principality about the fifteenth century
AD. By the sixteenth century, Khasa kings of the Shah family
had conquered most of the principalities that make up pres-
ent-day Nepal. Gurungs acted as mercenaries in Khasa ar-
mies, including those of Prithvi Narayan Shah, the ancestor
of the present king of Nepal, who completed unification of
the kingdom of Nepal when he conquered the Kathmandu
Valley in 1769. Because of their service, Gurungs enjoyed rel-
atively high status in the new kingdom. They continued to act
as mercenaries, and in the nineteenth century the Nepalese
government signed a treaty allowing the British army to re-
cruit them and other hill peoples into the Gurkha regiments,
in which they continue to serve. Beyond ancient legend and
documented relations with the nation-state (such as military
service), little is known about the history of Gurungs.

The Gurungs are neither geographically isolated from
other groups nor unaware of the social conventions and cul-
tural values of the peoples around them. They are involved in
trading relations with members of neighboring ethnic groups,
including Thakalis and Tibetans, and high-caste Hindu mer-
chants who travel through the villages selling household
goods. Gurungs also have ongoing patron-client relationships
with members of blacksmith and tailor service castes who live
in hamlets attached to Gurung villages. Although interethnic
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marriage is strongly disapproved of, friendly social intercourse
with members of other ethnic groups is usual, and bonds of
ritual friendship (nyel) are forged between Gurungs and
members of equal-status ethnic groups.

Settlements

Gurung villages are built high on ridges and consist of closely
clustered groups of whitewashed houses with slate roofs.
Houses of lineage members tend to be built alongside one an-
other. While most Gurungs remain in rural villages, since the
mid-1970s many more prosperous Gurung families have cho-
sen to move to Pokhara, the nearest urban center, because of
the greater comfort of urban living and improved access to
educational facilities and medical care.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The main occu-
pation of Gurungs is subsistence agriculture. Millet, wheat,
barley, maize, potatoes, soybeans, and rice are grown. Some
households also maintain vegetable gardens. Goats, chick-
ens, water buffalo, and oxen are kept within the villages.
Sheep and water buffalo are still grazed on high-altitude pas-
tures, but deforestation has caused a reduction of fodder and
thus in the last fifty years pastoralism has become a less sig-
nificant economic activity. The rugged terrain on which
Gurungs farm does not allow much agricultural surplus. The
most important source of cash income for Gurungs is service
in the Gurkha regiments of the British and Indian armies.

Industrial Arts. Weaving is a common activity during the
slack agricultural season. Women weave carrying cloths and
woolen blankets, and men weave carrying baskets, winnowing
baskets, and storage baskets.

Trade. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, Gurungs
played an important part in the salt trade with Tibet. This re-
lationship was discontinued for political reasons in the mid-
twentieth century. At present, some urban Gurungs engage in
trade with India and others are prominent in contracting and
transportation businesses around Pokhara.

Division of Labor. There is little formal division of labor
among Gurungs. Men may not weave cloth and women may
not weave bamboo or plow. Women generally look after the
house, cook, and care for the physical needs of children. Men
and women engage in most agricultural activities, as well as
chopping wood for fuel and gathering fodder for livestock.
Livestock in high-altitude pastures is most often tended by
men. Metalwork, tailoring, and carpentry are performed by
non-Gurung service castes who live in hamlets attached to
Gurung villages.

Land Tenure. While forest and grazing land are commu-
nally owned, agricultural land is held privately. Rights to land
are equally distributed among sons.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. Lineages in Gurung society in-
volve localized agnatic groups linked by a known ancestor.
Each lineage is part of a clan. Clan affiliation cuts across lo-
cality and acts as a more generalized organizing principle in
Gurung society. Descent in terms of rights to lineage re-
sources and clan affiliation is patrilineal, but descent through

the mother’s line influences marriage possibilities and pro-
hibitions.

Kinship Terminology. The Gurungs have a wide array of
kin terms, which are highly differentiated and precise. Birth
order and relative age are important matrices in the structure
of Gurung kinship. Kin terms are used for nearly everyone
with whom Gurungs interact; unrelated persons are assigned
a fictive term.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Marriage and childbearing are important to the
assumption of full adult status for Gurungs. Marriages are ar-
ranged when daughters are in their mid- to late teens and
sons in their late teens to twenties. In previous generations
the age at marriage for girls was earlier, from about 9 to 13.
Among Gurungs, cross-cousin marriage is preferred. The cat-
egory of cross cousin is broad, including a large number of
classificatory relatives. Residence is patrilocal, with a prefer-
ence for village exogamy. Divorce can be initiated by either
the man or the woman. Bride-wealth in the form of gold jew-
elry is given to the bride at marriage. If the husband initiates a
divorce without due complaint, such as adultery, the wife has
the right to keep the bride-wealth. However, if the wife causes
or initiates the divorce she is required to return the Lride-
wealth to her husband.

Domestic Unit. Among Gurungs, the domestic unit
changes over time. A household will begin as a nuclear family,
and, as sons reach adulthood and marry, their brides come
into the parental home and remain there while their first one
or two children are small. The domestic unit is then an ex.
tended family for a period of five to ten years. As the son’s
children grow, he will build a separate residence, usually next
to that of his parents.

Inheritance. Resources are distributed equally among
sons in Gurung society. If there is no son, a daughter can in-
herit, and the son-in-law will come to reside in the household
of his parents-in-law. The patrimony may be divided prior to
the death of the father. In that case, the father can reserve a
small portion. Although it runs contrary to Gurung custom,
Nepalese law specifies that unmarried adult daughters should
inherit a share of family property.

Socialization.  Children are taught to be obedient and re-
spectful of elders. They learn by imitation and the active en-
couragement of the older children, who often care for smaller
ones. Corporal punishment is occasionally used, and unruly
children may be isolated briefly. More often children are
coaxed toward good behavior and instructed through stories
about possible social and supernatural consequences of bad
behavior.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Gurung society is organized into two
tiers or subgroups called the “Char Jat” or “four clans” and
the “Sora Jat” or “sixteen clans.” The subgroups are endoga-
mous and within subgroups each clan is exogamous. The
Char Jat group has traditionally claimed superior status to the
Sora Jat group. Clans within each subgroup intermarry and
otherwise treat one another as equals.
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Political Organization. Until 1962 the Gurung villages
were governed by hereditary clan leaders and village head-
men. In 1962 the national government instituted an electoral
system whereby villages are grouped together in units of five,
called panchayats, and divided into neighborhoods or wards
from which local councillors are elected. The electorate also
chooses a pradhan panche and uper pradhan (like a mayor and

vice mayor, respectively) to lead the panchayat.

Social Control. Gossip and fear of witch attack are com-
mon means of social control. The local council is able to levy
fines against panchayat residents, and for serious crimes gov-
ernment police may be called in.

Conflict. Disputes are often resolved by elders trusted by
the parties involved. If this does not provide a solution then
they may be brought before the village council or, as a last re-
sort, to the district court.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Gurungs practice a form of Tibetan
Buddhism strongly influenced by the pre-Buddhist religion of
Tibet, and they also observe major Hindu festivals, such as
Dasain. They believe in some tenets of Buddhism and Hindu-
ism, such as karma, yet they have a set of beliefs about an af-
terlife in the Land of the Ancestors and in local deities that
are peculiarly Gurung. Gurungs believe their locale to be in-
habited by supernatural forest creatures and by a variety of
formless wraiths and spitits. Some of these exist in and of
themselves, while others are believed to be the spirits of hu-
mans who have died violent deaths. Gurungs believe in the
major Hindu deities and in the Buddha and bodhisattvas.
Particular villages have their own deities, which are felt to be
especially powerful in their immediate surroundings.

Religious Practitioners.  Practitioners of the pre-Buddhist
Gurung religion, called panju and klihbri, are active in the
performance of exorcisms and mortuary rites. Buddhist lamas
are also important in funerary rituals, as well as performing
purification rites for infants and some seasonal agricultural
rituals. Wealthier Gurungs occasionally call lamas in to per-
form house-blessing ceremonies. Brahman priests are sum-
moned to cast horoscopes and perform divinations at times of

misfortune. Dammis from the local service castes are believed
to be particularly potent exorcists and are often called in
cases of illness.

Arts. Gurungs make nothing that they would identify as
art. The goods that they produce, such as baskets and blan-
kets, are useful and tend to be of a conventional plain design.
The artistry of Gurungs is expressed in their folk music and
dance and especially in the evanescent form of song ex-
changes between young men and women.

Medicine. Gurungs often employ exorcists as well as sci-
entific drugs when suffering from an illness. Scientific medi-
cine is highly valued, but it is costly and is not easily available
in rural areas. Herbs and plants are also used in treating ill-
ness and injury.

Death and Afterlife. Death is of central symbolic impor-
tance for Gurungs. The funerary ritual (pae) is the main cere-
monial occasion in Gurung society, involving two nights and
three days of ritual activity. It is attended by kin, villagers, and
a large number of people who come for the conviviality and
spectacle. Buddhist lamas and the panju and klihbri priests of
the pre-Buddhist religion may officiate at the pae. Death is
believed to involve the dissolution of elements that make up
the body, so that the earth element returns to earth, air to air,
fire to fire, and water to water. This process leaves the plah or
souls (nine for men and seven for women), which must be
sent through the performance of the pae to the Land of the
Ancestors. There life continues much as it does in the present

world, and from there the spirit can take other rebirths.
See also Gurkha; Nepali
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Hijra

ETHNONYM: Eunuch

Orientation

Identification. Hijras are a social group, part religious cult
and part caste, who live mainly in north India. They are cul-
turally defined either as “neither men nor women” or as men
who become women by adopting women'’s dress and behav-
ior. Hijras are devotees of Buhuchara Mata, a version of the
Indian mother goddess. Through their identification with the
goddess, ratified by an emasculation ritual, hijras are believed
to be vehicles of the goddess’s power. Although culturally de-
fined as celibate, hijras do engage in widespread prostitution
in which their sexual-erotic role is as women with men. Their
traditional way of earning a living is by collecting alms, receiv-
ing payments for blessing newborn males, and serving at the
temple of their goddess. Hijras are generally called eunuchs,
and sexual impotence is central to the definition of a hijra
and a major criterion for initiation into the group.

Location. Most hijras live in the cities of north India,
where they have more opportunities to engage in their tradi-
tional occupations. Hijras are also found in rural areas in the
north, as well as cities in south India where they work mainly
as prostitutes.

Demography. The census of India does not list hijras sep-
arately; they are usually counted as men, but upon request
they may be counted as women. It is thus impossible to say
with certainty how many hijras there are in India. Large cities
like Bombay or Delhi may have 5,000 hijras living in twenty
or thirty localities; the national estimate may be as high as
50,000.

Linguistic Affiliation.  Hijras speak the language of the re-
gions of India in which they were born and lived before join-
ing the community. There is no separate hijra language, al-
though there is a feminized intonation and use of slang that
characterizes their talk. Hijras come from all over India and
those from south India who move to the north learn Hindi as
well as the regional languages.

History and Cultural Relations

The history and cultural relations of the hijras are rooted
both in ancient Hinduism, where eunuchs are mentioned in a
variety of texts, including the epic Mahabharata, and in Islam,
where eunuchs served in the harems of the Mogul rulers. The
ritual participation of hijras in life-cycle ceremonies has a
clearly Hindu origin, though they may perform for Muslims as
well. Many aspects of hijra social organization are taken from
Islam, and many of the most important hijra leaders have
been and are Muslim. However, hijras differ from traditional
Muslim eunuchs, who did not dress as women and were sexu-
ally inactive. Nor were Muslim court eunuchs endowed with
the powers to bless and to curse that hijras derive from their
ambiguous sexuality and connection with the mother god-
dess. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Hindu and
Muslim hijras did not live together, but in contemporary
India they often do. Another historical connection of the
hijras appears to be with the Magna Mata cults in ancient

Greece, whose devotees also dressed in women's clothing and
sometimes castrated themselves.

Economy

Like every caste in India, hijras are primarily associated with a
few traditional occupations, foremost among them being ritua-
lized performances at childbirth and marriage. The hijras’ per-
formance consists of dancing and singing, accompanied by a
two-sided drum, and the blessing of the child or the married
couple in the name of the mother goddess. In return for these
blessings the hijras receive badhai, traditional gifts in cash and
goods, always including some sweets, cloth, and grains. Hijras
also beg in the streets for alms from passersby and from shops;
these activities are regulated on a daily rotational basis by the
elders of the hijra community. Although prostitution is consid-
ered deviant within the hijra community, as it is in India gener-
ally, many hijras earn a living from it. Prostitution is carried out
within a hijra household, under the supervision of a house
manager or “madam,” who will collect part or all of the
prostitute’s earnings in return for shelter, food, a small allow-
ance, and protection from the police and rowdy customers. Al-
though many young hijra prostitutes feel that they are ex-
ploited by their “madams,” few live or work on their own.
Because of their historical role as performers, hijras sometimes
dance in nonritual roles, such as at stag parties, for college
functions, or in films. A small number of hijras also serve the
goddess Bahuchara at her major temple in Gujarat, blessing
visitors to the temple and telling them the stories of the god-
dess in exchange for a few coins. Hijras can also be found as
household servants and cooks, and in some cities in India they
run public bathhouses. Hijras complain that in contemporary
India their opportunity to earmn a living by the respectable
means of performing at marriages and births has declined, due
to smaller families, less elaborate life-cycle ceremonies, and a
general decline in the respect for traditional ritual specialists.
Hijras have effectively maintained economic predominance, if
not total monopoly, over their ritual role. Defined by the larger
society as emasculated men, they have clearly seen that it is in
their interest to preserve this definition of their role. They do
this by making loud and public gestures to denounce the
“frauds” and “fakes” who imitate them. They thus reinforce in
the public mind their own sole right to their traditional occu-
pations. When hijras find other female impersonators attempt-
ing to perform where it is their right to do so, they chase them
away, using physical force if necessary. Hijra claims to exclusive
entitlement to perform at life-cycle rituals, to collect alms in
certain territories, and even to own land communally receive
historical support in the edicts of some Indian states that offi-
cially granted them these rights.

Hijras have also been successful in controlling their audi-
ences in their own economic interest. Hijras identify with re-
nouncers (sannyasis) and, like them, hijras have abandoned
their family and caste identities in order to join their religious
community. Like sannyasis, then, hijras transcend networks
of social obligation. They occupy the lowest end of the Indian
social hierarchy and, having no ordinary social position to
maintain within that hierarchy, hijras are freed from the re-
straints of ordinary behavior. They know that their shame-
lessness makes ordinary people reluctant to provoke them or
to resist their demands for money and hence they trade on
the fear and anxiety people have about them to coerce com-
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pliance. A culturally widespread belief in India is that hijras
have the power to curse people with sterility and bad fortune,
most dramatically by lifting their skirts and exposing their
mutilated genitals. The fear and anxiety this belief provokes
are sufficient to compel most people to give in to their de-
mands or at least to negotiate with them.

Kinship and Social Organization

Kinship and Descent.  The major principle of social organi-
zation among the hijras is the relation between gurus (teach-
ers) and their chelas (disciples). This relationship is modeled
both on the Hindu joint family and on the relationship of spir-
itual leader and disciple in Hinduism. The guru or senior per-
son in the relationship is alternately conceived of as a father, a
mother, or a husband, while the chela is regarded as a depen-
dent. The guru, like an elder in a family, is expected to take
care of the chela’s material needs and the chela is expected to
show respect and obedience to the guru and give the guru “her”
earnings. Through the relationship of guru and chela, the
chelas of a guru are like sisters. Every hijra joins the community
under the sponsorship of a guru, who is ideally her guru for life.
Hijras express the view that a hijra could no more live without
a guru than an ordinary person could live without a mother.
Gurus also provide the umbrella under which hijras earn a liv-
ing, as economic territories among hijras all come under the
control of a particular guru and are off-limits to the chelas of
any other guru without explicit permission. Changing gurus,
which involves a small ritual and an escalating fee, is possible,
though frowned upon. In addition to the guru-chela relation-
ship, there are other fictive kinship relations of which the guru
is the center: a guru’s “sisters” are called aunt, and guru’s guru
is called “grandmother” (mother’s mother). A guru passes
down her wealth and possessions to one or more of her chelas,
usually the senior chela. Gurus and chelas belong to the same
“house,” a nonlocalized symbolic descent group similar to a
clan. The hijra community is divided into approximately seven
of these named houses (with some variation according to re-
gion). The heads of these houses within a particular city or
geographical region form a council of elders, or jamat. This
group makes important decisions for the community, is pres-
ent at the initiation of new members, and resolves whatever
disputes arise within the community. Hijra houses are not
ranked and there are no meaningful cultural or social distinc-
tions among them, but each house has its own origin story and
certain rules of behavior special to itself. When a hijra dies, it is
the members of her house who arrange the funeral. In addition
to the regional groupings of hijras there is also a loose national
organization, which mainly meets on the anniversary of the
death of an important hijra guru.

Domestic Unit. The most relevant group in daily life is the
hijra household. These are communally organized, and usually
contain five to fifteen people, under the direction of a guru or
house manager. Hijra households are structured around a core
of relatively permanent members, plus visitors or short-term
guests, often hijras from another city, who stay for variable pe-
riods of time. Every hijra in the household must contribute to
its economic well-being by working and in return is given the
basic necessities of life and perhaps a few luxuries. Older hijras
who are no longer able or do not wish to work outside the
house do domestic chores. Members of a household may have
different gurus and belong to different houses.

Social Control. The hijra community has developed effec-
tive mechanisms of social control over its members, mainly
through the near monopoly hijra elders have over the oppor-
tunities for work. When a hijra joins the community, she pays
a “fee” which gives her the right to earn a living in the particu-
lar territory “owned” by her guru. Any hijra who is thrown out
of the community by her guru forfeits her right to work as part
of the group. Since all hijra performances are arranged by a
guru, a hijra without a guru will not be invited to perform, nor
can she beg for alms in any place already assigned to another
hijra group. A hijra suspended from the community may at-
tempt to form her own work group, but this is difficult as it re-
quires finding an area not claimed by another hijra group.
Hijras use both verbal and physical abuse to protect their tet-
ritories and suspension severely inhibits one’s ability to earn.
Normally, suspension is the result only of severe misbehavior,
such as attacking one’s guru. For lesser offenses hijras may be
warned, fined, or have their hair cut by the jamat. The most
important norm in a hijra household is honesty with respect
to property. With so much geographic mobility among hijras
it is necessary that individuals be trustworthy. Quarreling and
dishonesty are disruptive to a household and ultimately to its
economic success. Furthermore, as ritual performers, hijras
sometimes enter the houses of their audiences; therefore,
maintaining a reputation for honesty is necessary for their
profession. Because the hijra household is both an economic
and a domestic group, pressures to conform are great. Serious
conflicts are inhibited by the geographical mobility permitted
within the community. Any hijra who cannot get along in one
household can move to another for a while; a person who gets
a reputation for quarrelsomeness, however, will be unwel-
come at any hijra house. The national network of hijras can
work as a blacklist as well as an outlet for diffusing the disrup-
tive effects of conflict.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The power of the hijras as a sexually am-
biguous category can only be understood in the religious con-
text of Hinduism. In Hindu mythology, ritual, and art, the
power of the combined man/woman, or androgyne, is a fre-
quent and significant theme. Bahuchara Mata, the main ob-
ject of hijra veneration, is specifically associated with trans-
vestism and transgenderism. All hijra households contain a
shrine to the goddess that is used in daily prayer. Hijras also
identify with Shiva, a central, sexually ambivalent figure in
Hinduism, who combines in himself, as do the hijras, both
eroticism and asceticism. One of the most popular forms of
Shiva is Ardhanarisvara, or half-man/half-woman, which rep-
resents Shiva united with his shakti (female creative power).
The hijras identify with this form of Shiva and often worship
at Shiva temples. The religious meaning of the hijra role is ex-
pressed in stories linking hijras with the major figures of the
Hindu Great Tradition, such as Arjuna (who lives for a year
as a eunuch in the epic, the Mahabharata), Shiva, Buhuchara
Mata (the mother goddess), and Krishna, all of whom are as-
sociated with sexual ambivalence.

Ceremonies. The central ceremony of hijra life—and the
one that defines them as a group—is the emasculation opera-
tion in which all or part of the male genitals are removed.
This operation is viewed as a rebirth; the new hijra created by
it is called a nirvan. For the hijras, emasculation completes
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the transformation from impotent male to potent hijra.
Emasculation links the hijras to both Shiva and the mother
goddess and sanctions their performances at births and wed-
dings, in which they are regarded as vehicles of the goddess’s
creative power. Bahuchara has a special connection with the
hijras as emasculated, impotent men. Hijras believe that any
impotent man who resists a call from the goddess to emascu-
late himself will be born impotent for seven future births.
Emasculation increases the identification of the hijras with
their goddess, and it is in her name that the operation is rit-
ually performed. A hijra, called a “midwife,” performs the op-
eration after receiving sanction from the goddess. The ritual
of the surgery and many of the postoperative restrictions in-
volving special diet and seclusion imitate those of a woman
who has just given birth. At the end of the forty-day isolation
period, the nirvan is dressed as a bride, is taken in procession
to a body of water and subsequently to a ritual involving fer-
tility symbolism relating to marriage and childbirth, becomes
a hijra, and is then invested with the power of the goddess. In
the hijra emasculation ritual, we have a culmination of the
paradoxes and contradictions characteristic of Hinduism: im-
potent, emasculated man, transformed by female generative
power into creative ascetics, becomes able to bless others with
fertility and fortune.

Art and Performance. Hijras are performers at points in
the life cycle related to reproduction, and thus much of their
expressive culture employs fertility symbolism. Hijra perfor-
mances are burlesques of female behavior. Much of the com-
edy of their performances derives from the incongruities be-
tween their behavior and that of ordinary women, restrained
by norms of propriety. Hijras use coarse speech and gestures
and make sexual innuendos, teasing the male children pres-
ent and also making fun of various family members and fam-
ily relationships. There are some songs and comedic routines
that are a traditional part of hijra performances, most notably
one in which a hijra acts as a pregnant woman commenting
on the difficulties at each state of the pregnancy. In all the
performances blessing the newborn male, the hijras inspect
the infant’s genitals. It is believed that any child born a her-
maphrodite will be claimed by the hijras for their own. In ad-
dition to traditional elements hijra performances also include
popular songs and dances from current favorite films.
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Hill Pandaram

ETHNONYMS: Malai Pandaram, Malapantaram

Orientation

Identification. The Malapantaram (hereafter anglicized as
the Hill Pandaram) are a Scheduled Tribe of the state of
Kerala in south India and inhabit the forested hills of the
Western Ghats between Lake Periyar and the town of Ten-
mali, about 9° N. Although they share the name “Pandaram”
with a caste community of Tamil Nadu, there appear to be no
links between the two communities. Mala (mountain) refers
to their long association with the hill forests, the Western
Ghats, which form the backbone of peninsular India and
range from 600 to 2,400 meters. A nomadic foraging commu-
nity, the Hill Pandaram loosely identify themselves with the
forest and refer to all outsiders, whether local caste communi-
ties or forest laborers, as nattukaran (country people).

Location. Centered on the Pandalam Hills, the Hill Pan-
daram primarily occupy the forest ranges of Ranni, Koni, and
Achencoil. The Ghats are subject to two monsoon seasons;
the southwest monsoon, falling between June and August,
being responsible for the bulk of the rain. Rainfall is variable,
averaging between 125 and 200 centimeters annually, precip-
itation being high at higher elevations around Sabarimala
and Devarmala. The forest type ranges from tropical ever-
green to moist deciduous. The foothills of the Ghats and the
valleys of the major river systems—Achencoil, Pamba, and
Azbutta—are cultivated and heavily populated by caste com-
munities who moved into the Ghats during the past century.

Demography. A small community, the Hill Pandaram
numbered 1,569 individuals in 1971, and had a population
density of 1 to 2 persons per square kilometer.

Linguistic Affiliation. Living in the hills that separate the
states of Kerala and Tamil Nadu, the Hill Pandaram also lie
between two main language groups of south India—Tamil
and Malayalam. They speak a dialect of one or the other of
these languages, and divergences from standard Tamil or Ma-
layalam seem to be mainly matters of intonation and articula-
tion. Their dialect generally is not understood by people from
the plains, and although there is no evidence available it is
possible that their language may still contain elements of a
proto-Dravidian language. Few Hill Pandaram are literate.

History and Cultural Relations

Although the Hill Pandaram live within the forest environ-
ment and have little day-to-day contact with other communi-
ties, they do have a long history of contact with wider Indian
society. As with the other forest communities of south India,
such as the Paliyan, Kadar, Kannikar, and Mala Ulladan, the
Hill Pandaram have never been an isolated community; from
earliest times they appear to have had regular and important
trade contacts with the neighboring agriculturalists, either
through silent barter or, since the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, through mercantile trade. Early Tamil poets indicate
that tribal communities inhabited the forests of the Western
Ghats during the Sangam period (around the second century
BC); and these communities had important trade contacts
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with their neighbors and came under the political jurisdiction
of the early Tamil kingdoms or local petty chieftains, who
taxed forest products such as cardamom, bamboo, ivory,
honey, and wax. The importance of this trade at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century is highlighted in the writings
of the Abbé Dubois and in the economic survey of the former
Travancore State made at that time by two British officials,
Ward and Conner. Forest trade still serves to link the Hill
Pandaram to the wider Hindu society.

Settlements

The Hill Pandaram have two types of residential grouping—
settlements and forest camps—although about 25 percent of
Hill Pandaram families live a completely nomadic existence
and are not associated with any settlement. A typical settle-
ment consists of about ten huts, widely separated from each
other, each housing a family who live there on a semiper-
manent basis. The huts are simple, rectangular constructions
with split-bamboo screens and grass-thatched roofs; many are
little more than roofed shelters. Around the hut sites fruit-
bearing trees such as mango and tamarind, cassava and small
cultivations may be found. The settlements are often some
distance from village communities (with their multicaste
populations) and have no communal focus like religious
shrines. Settlements are inhabited only on an intermittent
basis. The second type of residential grouping is the forest
camp, consisting of two to six temporary leaf shelters, each
made from a framework of bamboo that is supported on a sin-
gle upright pole and covered by palm leaves. These leaf shel-
ters have a conical appearance and are formed over a fireplace
consisting of three stones that were found on the site. Rec-
tangular lean-tos may also be constructed using two upright
poles. Settlements are scattered throughout the forest ranges
except in the interior forest, which is largely uninhabited
apart from nomadic camps of the Hill Pandaram. The major-
ity of the Hill Pandaram are nomadic and the usual length of
stay at a particular camping site (or a rock shelter, which is
frequently used) is from two to sixteen days, with seven or
eight days being the average, although specific families may
reside in a particular locality for about six to eight weeks. No-
madic movements, in the sense of shifting camp, usually vary
over distances from a half-kilometer to 6 kilometers, though
in daily foraging activities the Hill Pandaram may range over
several kilometers.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Although the
Hill Pandaram occasionally engage in paid labor for the for-
est department, and a small minority of families are settled
agriculturalists on the forest perimeter, the majority are no-
madic hunter-gatherers, who combine food gathering with
the collection of minor forest produce. The main staple con-
sists of various kinds of yam collected by means of digging
sticks, together with the nuts of a forest cycad, kalinga
(Cycas cincinalis). Such staples are supplemented with palm
flour, and cassava and rice are obtained through trade. The
hunting of small animals, particularly monkeys, squirrels,
and monitor lizards, is important. These animals are ob-
tained either during foraging activities or in a hunting party

consisting of two men or a man and a young boy, using old
muzzle-loading guns. Dogs, an aid to hunting, are the only
domestic animals.

Trade. The collection of minor forest produce is an impor-
tant aspect of economic life and the principal items traded are
honey, wax, dammar (a resin), turmeric, ginger, cardamom,
incha bark (Acacia intsia, one variety of which is a soap sub-
stitute, the other a fish poison), various medicinal plants, oil-
bearing seeds, and bark materials used for tanning purposes.
The trade of these products is organized through a contrac-
tual mercantile system, a particular forest range being leased
by the Forest Department to a contractor, who is normally a
wealthy merchant living in the plains area, often a Muslim or
a high-caste Hindu. Through the contractor the Hill Pan-
daram obtain their basic subsistence requirements: salt, con-
diments, cloth, cooking pots, and tins for collecting honey.
All the material possessions of the community are obtained
through such trade—even the two items that are crucial to
their collecting economy, billhooks and axes. As the contrac-
tual system exploited the Hill Pandaram, who rarely got the
full market value for the forest commodities they collected,
moves have been made in recent years to replace it by a forest
cooperative system administered by forestry officials under
the auspices of the government’s Tribal Welfare Department.

ivision of Labor. Although women are the principal
gatherers of yams, while the hunting of the larger mammals
and the collection of honey are the prerogatives of men, the
division of labor is not a rigid one. Men may cook and care for
children, while women frequently go hunting for smaller ani-
mals, an activity that tends to be a collective enterprise in-
volving a family aided by a dog. Collection of forest produce
tends to be done by both sexes.

Land Tenure. Each Hill Pandaram family (or individual)
is associated with a particular forest tract, but there is little or
no assertion of territorial rights or rights over particular forest
products either by individuals or families. The forest is held to
be the common property of the whole community. No com-
plaint is expressed at the increasing encroachment on the for-
est by low-country men who gather dammar or other forest
products, or at increasing incidences of poaching by them.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent.  Unlike the caste communities
of Kerala, the Hill Pandaram have no unilineal descent sys-
tem or ideology and there are no recognized corporate group-
ings above the level of the family. The settlements are in no
sense stable or corporate units, but like the forest camps they
are residential aggregates that may be described as “transient
corporations.” The basic kinship unit is the conjugal family,
consisting of a cohabiting couple and their young children. A
forest camp consists of a temporary grouping of one to four
such families, each family constituting a unit. There is a per-
vasive emphasis on sexual egalitarianism and women some-
times form independent commensal units, though these al-
ways are part of a wider camp aggregate. Many encampments
consist only of a single family, and such families may reside as
separate and isolated units for long periods.

Kinship Terminology. The kinship terminology of the
Hill Pandaram is of the Dravidian type common throughout
south India, though there is much vagueness and variability
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in usage. Apart from conjugal ties and close “affinal” relation-
ships (which in contrast to the “kin” links have warmth and
intimacy), kinship ties are not “load”-bearing in the sense of
implying structured role obligations.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Both polyandrous and polygynous marriages
have been recorded, but most marriages are monogamous.
Cross-cousin marriage is the norm and marriages emerge al-
most spontaneously from preexisting kinship patterns, as
camp aggregates center on affinally related men. There is lit-
tle or no marriage ceremony and there is no formal arrange-
ment of marriage partners, although young men tend to es-
tablish prior ties with prospective parents-in-law. Marriages
are brittle and most older Hill Pandaram have experienced a
series of conjugal partnerships during their lifetime. A cohab-
iting couple forms an independent household on marriage,
but the couple may continue as a unit in the camp aggregate
of either set of parents.

Domestic Unit. The conjugal family is the basic economic
unit. Members of a family may live in separate leaf shelters
(though spouses share the same leaf shelter) and may form
foraging parties with other members of a camp aggregate, but
all food gathered by an individual belongs to his or her own
immediate family, who share a simple hearth. Only meat, to-
bacco, and the proceeds of honey-gathering expeditions are
shared between the families constituting a camp aggregate.

Inheritance. As the Hill Pandaram possess no land and
have few material possessions, little emphasis is placed on
inheritance.

Socialization. The Hill Pandaram put a normative stress
on individual autonomy and self-sufficiency, and from their
earliest years children are expected to assert independence.
Children collect forest produce for trade and will often spend
long periods away from their parents.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization. Organized as a foraging community,
living in small camp aggregates of two to three families scat-
tered over a wide area, the Hill Pandaram exhibit no wider
structures of sociopolitical organization. There are no ritual
congregations, microcastes, nor any other communal associa-
tions or corporate groupings above the level of the conjugal
family. A lack of wider formal organization is coupled with a
pervasive stress on egalitarianism, self-sufficiency, and the
autonomy of the individual. Some individuals in the settle-
ments are recognized as muttukani (headmen) but their role
is not institutionalized, for they are essentially a part of the
system of control introduced by administrative agencies of
the Forestry and Welfare Departments to facilitate efficient
communication with the community.

Social Control. The Hill Pandaram have no formal insti-
tutions for the settlement of disputes, though individual men
and women often act as informal mediators or conciliators.
Social control is maintained to an important degree by a
value system that puts a premium on the avoidance of aggres-
sion and conflict; like other foragers, the Hill Pandaram tend
to avoid conflict by separation and by flight.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Although nominally Hindu, Hill Pandaram religion is dis-
tinct from that of the neighboring agriculturalists in being
un-iconic (i.e., venerating not images of deities, but the
crests of mountains) and focused on the contact, through
possession rites, of localized mala devi (hill spirits). Hill Pan-
daram may occasionally make ritual offerings at village tem-
ples, particularly those associated with the gods Aiyappan
and Murugan at the time of the Onam festival (December) or
at local shrines established in forest areas by Tamil laborers;
but otherwise they have little contact with the formal rituals
of Hinduism.

Religious Beliefs. The spiritual agencies recognized by the
Hill Pandaram fall into two categories: the ancestral ghosts or
shades (chavu) and the hill spirits (mala devi). The hill spirits
are supernaturals associated with particular hill or rock preci-
pices, and in the community as a whole these spirits are legion,
with a hill deity for about every 8 square kilometers of forest.
Although localized spirits, the hill spirits are not “family spir-
its” for they may have devotees living some distance from the
particular locality. The ancestral shades, on the other hand,
are linked to particular families, but like the hill spirits their in-
fluence is mainly beneficent, giving protection against misfor-
tune and proffering advice in times of need. One class of spir-
its, however, is essentially malevolent. These are the arukula,
the spirits of persons who have died accidentally through fall-
ing from a tree or being killed by a wild animal.

Religious Practitioners. Certain men and women have the
ability to induce a trancelike state and in this way to contact
the spirits. They are known as tullukara (possession dancers,
from tullu, “to jump”), and at times of misfortune they are
called upon by relatives or friends to give help and support.

Ceremonies. The Hill Pandaram have no temples or
shrines and thus make no formal ritual offerings to the spirits,
leading local villagers to suggest that they have no religion.
Nor do they ritualize the life-cycle events of birth, puberty,
and death to any great degree. The important religious cere-
mony is the possession seance, in which the tullukara goes
into a trance state induced by rthythmic drumming and sing-
ing and incarnates one or more of the hill spirits or an ances-
tral shade. During the seance the cause of the misfortune is
ascertained (usually the breaking of a taboo associated with
the menstrual period) and the help of the supemnatural is
sought to alleviate the sickness or misfortune.

Arts. In contrast with other Indian communities the Hill
Pandaram have few art forms. Nevertheless, their singing is
highly developed, and their songs are varied and elaborate
and include historical themes.

Medicine. All minor ailments are dealt with through her-
bal remedies, since the Hill Pandaram have a deep though
unstructured knowledge of medicinal plants. More serious
complaints are handled through the possession rites.
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Hill Tribes

ETHNONYM: Scheduled Tribes

This inexact term was long applied by British and
American travelers and colonial authorities to the indige-
nous inhabitants of upland areas in South and Southeast
Asia (and sometimes in other parts of the world). Although
it would seem clear enough what a “hill tribe” is, the term
finds little favor among modern anthropologists. First of all,
it seems to have tones of racial inferiority; thus the term has
never been applied, for example, to the Highland clans of
Scotland, even though they do fit the usual mold of hill
tribes. Second, Western writers have been inconsistent in
their identification of hill tribes, usually defining them as
somehow in opposition to other social categories. In the In-
dian subcontinent tribes or hill tribes have long been de-
picted as distinct from castes; in Southeast Asia they have
often been presented as distinct from rice-cultivating peas-
ants in the plains and alluvial valleys. The Nilgiri Hills of
south India, to take a specific example, are home to several
small, more or less indigenous groups, most notably the
Todas, Kotas, Kurumbas, and Badagas (all dealt with else-
where in this volume). British writers and administrators
there during the nineteenth century always identified the
Todas, Kotas, and Kurumbas as hill tribes or aboriginal
tribes; whereas the Badagas, who had come up to the Nilgiri
Hills from the Mysore Plains a few centuries before, were
usually written about, even in legislation, as being some-
thing other than hill tribes. Yet they had lived within a few
miles of the Kotas and Todas for centuries, and they were at
a very similar level of economic development to the Kotas.
The Nilgiri case leads to the conclusion that hill tribes are
simply the indigenous communities that live above an eleva-
tion of 1,000 meters.

In traditional societies like those of India and Thailand

one can still find discrete cultural units conventionally called
tribes. These tend to be endogamous social units, occupying a
distinguishable rural territory, bearing a tribal name and a dis-
tinct material culture, and often speaking their own language.
But the same features characterize many dominant castes in
South Asia as well (e.g., the Rajputs).

In this region the old categories will not simply disappear
as anthropologists develop more useful ways of categorizing
human societies. This is because the legal formulation in
India soon after independence of two broad social categories,
Scheduled Tribes and Scheduled Castes, has by now touched
hundreds of millions of people who thereby have become eli-
gible for special treatment by various branches of the govern-
ment, in an effort to ameliorate the socioeconomic backward-
ness of these groupings. So valued have these government
benefits become that the Indian authorities today find them-
selves unable to abandon the granting of special benefits, two
generations after they were first instituted. There are even
groups like the Badagas, who were never called hill tribes nor
treated as Scheduled Tribes, who nonetheless today are clam-
oring for classification as Scheduled Tribes for the most obvi-
ous of reasons. The Badagas actually became a Scheduled
Tribe in 1991.

Although many of the earlier accounts depicted hill
tribes as “animists,” or believers in spirit entities who did not
follow one of the great South Asian religions (e.g., the Hill
Pandaram), subsequent research has described hill tribes that
are Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim, and even Christian (the
Mizos, Garos). Along with these differences in belief, the
hill tribes show a great variety of economic adaptations: while
agriculture is preeminent among most, there are some who
are pastoralists (such as the Todas), some who are artisans
(Kotas), and some who are itinerant peddlers, magicians, and
entertainers.

More than 500 named tribes can still be recognized in
the countries of South Asia. Details about tribal demography
are elusive. Most national censuses have not attempted (or at
least have not published) a detailed tribe-by-tribe enumera-
tion since gaining their independence. One has to go back to
the British census of undivided India in 1931 to find the last
set of reliable figures on individual tribes and castes through-
out the entire region. But at that time, sixty years ago, the
total population of the subcontinent was less than 400 mil-
lion, compared with more than one billion today. Presumably
the tribes have increased proportionately.

The future of the South Asian hill tribes is an uncertain
one: while very few groups show any signs of dying out, most
are in the process of rapid cultural and economic change
that will eventually alter them, or their social boundaries,
beyond recognition. Whether the government of India con-
tinues its special benefits for Scheduled Tribes into the in-
definite future is one very big factor. Another is the aliena-
tion of “tribal” land——its seizure by immigrant settlers or
timber merchants—which has long been reported in many
hill areas, perhaps most notably in Andhra Pradesh. In gen-
eral virtually all hill tribes are now changing greatly through
the impact of Hinduism or Christian missionaries, as well as
the effects of modernization, secularization, and sometimes
industrialization. These factors, among others, are tending

toward a weakening of tribal languages and tribal identity.
See also Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes
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Hindu

ETHNONYMS: Hindoo, Gentoo (eighteenth-nineteenth
centuries)

While Hinduism is undoubtedly one of the world’s major
religions, whether gauged in terms of its ethical and meta-
physical complexities or simply in terms of the numbers of ad-
herents (estimated at 760 million in 1991), it defies easy de-
scription. It had no founding figure, like Jesus; it has no one
sacred book, like the Quran, but many; it has no central doc-
trines; worship can be conducted anywhere; there is no prin-
cipal spiritual leader, like a pope; and there is no hierarchy of
priests analogous to a church. The very words “Hindu” and
“Hinduism” are foreign terms with no ready translation into
Indian languages.

“Hindu” is the Persian term that referred to the Indus
River and surrounding country (Greek “Sindou,” modern
“Sindh”). As applied to people by the early Muslim invaders,
it simply meant “Indian.” Perhaps it was only in the nine-
teenth century that Europeans and educated Indians began
to apply the word specifically to adherents of a particular,
dominant South Asian religion.

Despite the great diversity in forms of Hindu worship,

the hundreds of diverse sects, and the vast number of deities
worshiped (conventionally 330 million), there are certain
philosophical principles that are generally acknowledged by
Hindus. In brief, there are four aims of living and four stages
of life. The aims of living (and their Sanskrit-derived names)
are: (1) artha, material prosperity; (2) kama, satisfaction of
desires; (3) dharma, performing the duties of one’s station in
life; and (4) moksha, obtaining release from the cycle of re-
births to which every soul is subject. These aims are thought
to apply to everybody, from Brahman to Untouchable. So too
are the four stages of life, which are studentship, becoming a
householder, retiring to the forest to meditate, and finally,
becoming a mendicant (sannyasi).

Hinduism is more a “way of life,” a cultural form, than it
is a “faith,” for its ethical and metaphysical principles per-
vade most acts of daily life: taking food, performing other
bodily functions, walking around, conducting any business
enterprise, farming, arranging marriages, bringing up chil-
dren, preparing for the future, etc. These are just some of the
things with which nearly everyone will be involved, yet all of
them are tinged with religious rules. A “good Hindu” (not
really an Indian concept) is one who strives to do his or her
duty toward a person’s family and caste traditions (dharma)
and who shows devotion to certain gods. Regular atten-
dance at temple is not required, nor is worship of a specific
deity or study of a particular scripture; there are no rules
about prayer being obligatory at certain hours or on certain
days. It is almost true that one could follow any religious
practice and, if an Indian, be considered a Hindu. Thus it
should come as no surprise that many Hindus consider the
Buddha and even Jesus Christ to be incarnations (avatars)
of Vishnu, one of the three principal deities of Hinduism
(the others being Shiva and Brahma). No doubt in historic
times Hinduism absorbed local tribal deities into its large
pantheon, by making them avatars or simply relatives (wife,
son, daughter) of already established deities.

In summary, we may say that a Hindu is a South Asian
person who recognizes a multiplicity of gods (though he or
she may only be devoted to one); who practices either mo-
nogamous or polygynous marriage; who lives in some form of
nuclear or extended patrilineal family; and who believes he or
she has one soul, though it will normally be reincarnated after
death.

Because of emigration beyond South Asia during the
past century, Hindus are today to be found in considerable
numbers in Canada, the United States, Trinidad, Jamaica,
Surinam, and Guyana; in the United Kingdom and the Neth-
erlands; in South Africa, Kenya, Tanzania, Réunion, Mauri-
tius, and South Yemen; and in Myanmar (Burma), Malaysia,
Singapore, Brunei, Hongkong, Australia, and Fiji. Over the
past two decades many thousands of Hindu men and women
have gone to take up menial jobs in the Persian Gulf nations,
though they will probably not be allowed to become citizens
of those (Islamic) nations. More than a thousand years ago
Hindus also migrated to some parts of Indonesia, where they
are still identifiable today on the islands of Java, Bali, and
Lombok. There are also identifiable Hindus associated with
the Thai royal court, especially Brahmans. In most of the
above-mentioned countries there are at least a few Hindu
temples.
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Indian Christian

ETHNONYMS: none

Indian Christians are believers in the divinity of Jesus
Christ. Despite the persisting idea in South Asia that Chris-
tianity is the “white man’s religion,” it has a massive following
today in the subcontinent. Still, it is very much a minority
faith, accounting for nearly 8 percent of the Sri Lankan popu-
lation but less than 3 percent in each of the other South
Asian countries. In 1991 India had an estimated 21 million
Christians, and the other South Asian countries together had
another 3 million.

The idea that Christianity was introduced by the colo-
nial powers—Roman Catholicism by the Portuguese and
then Anglicanism by the English—is not strictly true. Kerala
and some other parts of the west coast had certainly been
evangelized by Nestorian missionaries since the sixth century,
and many in south India believe that the apostle Thomas
came to Tamil Nadu and was martyred and buried in what is
now Madras city. These early religious connections were with
Syria (cf. Syrian Christians). The Portuguese brought Portu-
guese and Italian priests with them, and in 1557 Goa, their
major Indian colony, became an archbishopric. With the
founding of the East India Company in 1600 the English in-
troduced the Anglican faith, and as time passed other Protes-
tant sects appeared. The years 1850-1900 were the high
point of Protestant mission activity in South Asia, with min-
isters from America and virtually every country in Europe
vying for converts, especially among the Untouchables, tri-
bals, and downtrodden slum dwellers. In some areas they
were dramatically successful at gaining converts: the Mizos of
northeastern India are nearly all Christians today, thanks to
the somewhat obscure Welsh Baptist mission. At the other
end of the country, though, the Badagas are 97 percent
Hindu after seventy years of concerted effort by the Basel
Evangelical mission, followed by another seventy years of
other missionary activity. The Roman Catholic missionaries
have not fared any better among the Badagas; but elsewhere
there are large Catholic congregations in many towns and cit-
ies. By the Congregation de Propaganda Fide (1622) the
Catholic church encouraged the training of Indian priests,
and also brought in large numbers of European Jesuits in a su-
pervisory capacity.

The year 1947 marked a landmark in Protestant church
history, not just because this was the year of independence for
both India and Pakistan but also because it was the year when
the Church of South India came into being—the first unified
Protestant church anywhere. It of course absorbed the former

Zaehner, R. C. (1962). Hinduism. London: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.
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Anglican, Methodist, and several other sectarian institutions.
In 1970 there followed a unified Protestant Church of North
India and a Protestant Church of Pakistan.

These churches, both Protestant and Catholic, are now
entirely in the hands of South Asian bishops and archbish-
ops, with very few of the former European missionaries re-
maining. In Sri Lanka and south India, the greatest growths
have recently been seen among the Roman Catholics, not
primarily because of new conversions but rather because of a
calculated avoidance of family planning. In Nepal Christian
and Muslim missionary activity is prohibited by law.

The history of Christianity in South Asia has indeed
been a checkered one, but it has been an important instru-
ment of Westernization. The first printing presses and the
first modern colleges were introduced by European missionat-
ies. By the middle of the nineteenth century these people
were making important contributions to the general social
uplift of the country (and not only for Christian converts) by
their promotion of rural and urban schooling, adult literacy,
female education, colleges, hospitals and clinics, and modern
urban careers. As a result the Christian population has
wielded a disproportionate influence in modern Indian and
Sri Lankan life. Little conversion is still taking place.

Indian Christians today tend to be urban, are always mo-
nogamous, and form nuclear families upon marriage (which
takes place in a church). They usually follow Westernized
professions, becoming teachers, nurses, bank clerks, and civil
servants.

See also Europeans in South Asia; Syrian Christian of
Kerala
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Irula

ETHNONYMS: Erilagaru, Iraligar, Irulan, Kasaba, Kasava,
Kasuba, Ten Vanniya, Vana Palli, Villaya

Orientation

Identification. Most Irula inhabit the state of Tamil
Nady, India. Although they form a Scheduled Tribe, the Irula
are in many ways similar to their nearby Hindu caste neigh-
bors. They have pantheistic and animistic tendencies of their
own, but prolonged contact with more orthodox Hinduism
has also had its indelible impact.

Location. Most Irula live in the northern districts of Tamil
Nadu, where the majority are found in the Changalpattu,
North Arcot, and South Arcot districts not far from Madras
City. While the Irula in general merit additional fieldwork, it
is only the Nilgiri Irula who are considered here. They live in
the Nilgiri District in extreme northwestern Tamil Nadu, in
the adjacent Coimbatore District, and in parts of Karnataka
and Kerala states. Tamil Nadu is the southeasternmost state
of India. It is thus a region within the tropics that is subject to
westerly monsoonal rainfall, lasting mainly from mid-June
through August, and to reverse monsoonal rainfall, which is
heaviest from September into November. Some Nilgiri Irula
occupy higher and cooler slopes, and others occupy plains
that by April are hot and dry.

Demography. After the Malayali (who actually are not
the speakers of Malayalam in Kerala) numbered at 159,426,
the Irula at 89,025 formed the second-largest Tamil Nadu
tribe in the 1971 census of India. There were over 12,000
Irula in the Coimbatore District. As the Nilgiri District had
some 5,200 Irula in 1971, only about 6 percent lived there. By
1971, there were altogether 106,939 Irula in south India.

Linguistic Affiliation. Depending on the criteria used, the
Irula have been identified as speakers of a distinct Irula lan-
guage or speakers of a dialect of Tamil. In addition, Mala-
yalam has influenced Irula speech in Kerala, and Kannada

has influenced the speech of a subgroup of Irula, called
Kasaba, in Karnataka.

History and Cultural Relations

Many of the lowland Nilgiri Irula live near impressive mega-
lithic sites, so the question of whether they could possibly be
descendants of inhabitants living in ancient times naturally
arises. Particularly among the hoe-using Irula of the Nilgiri
slopes, there are farming practices that may represent neo-
lithic survivals. Our earliest description of the Nilgiri Irula in
English, by Francis Buchanan who visited them in 1800,
briefly provides an overview of how the Irula then survived.
The descendants of these Irula ultimately were to be affected
profoundly by the spread of plantation agriculture (mainly
tea and coffee) by the British. Many lowland Irula, having
more frequent contacts with urban centers, probably have
long been a part of the lowland cultural continuum and
changing civilization. The Irula are best understood as being
primarily either lowlanders with many lowland ties or up-
landers with both upland and lowland ties. The lowlanders,
users of the plow and even cultivators of wet rice, often live

with the members of other castes involved in similar agricul-
tural pursuits. Because the upland Irula formerly lived on the
forested outer slopes of the Nilgiris, they did not develop ties
as close as those that existed between the upland Badaga,
Kota, and Toda. However, they often lived with or close to
the Kurumba (powerful magicians and doctors, in both the
Alu and Palu groups), and they still do. After plantations
spread over formerly forested outer slopes, most of the upland
Irula became plantation laborers with ties to a plantation in-
frastructure. Many uplanders thus came to lead a dual exis-
tence: plantation laborers by day and Irula hamlet dwellers by
night. Today, an efficient bus service enables lowlanders to
travel more easily to lowland urban centers. While some up-
landers may occasionally walk the long distances down and
up that are necessary to visit lowland urban centers, it is gen-
erally far easier for an uplander to travel to a nearby upland
urban center. Yet kinship and ritual ties still keep the upland
and lowland Irula in close contact with each other.

Settlements

The Irula tend to place their houses together in hamlets or
villages called mottas. After the British moved to end shifting
(kottukadu or kumri) agriculture, starting at the time of the
land settlements in the 1880s, it became increasingly difficult
for the Irula to farm in this way. However, to the limited de-
gree that some still manage to follow this practice in the wild-
est areas, there may be as a result scattered single houses next
to temporary plots. Kasaba who live in a wildlife sanctuary are
also likely to reside in separate houses. In hamlets, often with
less than fifty people, there are separate houses, houses
aligned into rows, or a combination of the two patterns. The
alignment of houses was traditional, but the practice was re-
inforced when plantation managers had “coolie lines,”
houses built in rows for their laborers. Houses provided by the
government also tend to be aligned. A courtyard fronting a
house is the most common adjunct, and houses within a
hamlet are invariably next to one or more courtyards. Some
traditional Irula hamlets of the outer Nilgiri slopes might still
have separate “pollution huts” or special rooms for women
delivering infants, for women in the postpartum stage, or for
women who are menstruating. In the traditional way, too,
there is a tendency toward a proliferation of small huts to
serve separate functions, and these huts are constructed next
to courtyards. Apart from the common firewood storage huts
and chicken, goat, or sheep huts, there may also be a separate
hut just for drums. In these hamlets there is typically an ab-
sence of temples. In each of the main villages of Hallimoyar,
Kallampalayam, and Thengumarahada, located on the low-
land northeast of the Nilgiri massif and close to the Moyar
River, there are over 100 Irula. Because caste people (of
which the Badaga and Okkaliga are prominent) live with the
Irula and because each of these settlements has considerable
governmental investment, the Irula tend to be like their
neighbors. Pollution huts or rooms and special purpose huts
are thus usually absent, and temples are present. Because all
the Irula still have a drive toward gardening, garden plants are
usually planted in and adjacent to Irula settlements. Even a
separate house next to a temporary millet field is thus likely to
have some garden plants growing nearby. Jackfruit and
mango trees typically gain a firm foothold in and close to per-
manent settlements, and the drought-resistant neem (Mar-
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gosa) and tamarind are often present within lowland settle-
ments. The lowland Irula who herd cattle for others, typically
in drier areas with thorn forest, are associated with a distinc-
tive settlement pattern in which a large cattle enclosure is sur-
rounded by a thorny wall of piled branches. The Irula also
have burial grounds with ancestral temples, called koppa
manais, in which stones associated with the departed spirits
of the dead are housed. Each patriclan has a burial place and
a koppa manai, but the two are not necessarily together (for
example, while Samban people are only buried at Kallampa-
layam, there are Samban koppa manais at Hallimoyar and
Kunjappanai). Although a burial ground is usually close to a
settlement, it can be farther away. As in many other parts of
Asia and into the Pacific Basin, the sacredness of a burial
ground is often associated with the pagoda tree (the Polyne-
sian frangipani). Largely because many of the Irula are
landless laborers, most of them live in one-roomed houses.
Nevertheless, Irula plantation laborers inhabiting the Nilgiri
slopes still occupy bipartite houses with the sacred cooking
area formally separated (typically not with a wall but with a
shallow earthen platform) from the living and sleeping areas.
The Kasaba to the north of the Nilgiri massif, who herd cattle
for others (Badagas included), occupy tripartite structures
with living quarters for humans to one side of a room with an
open front, and a calf room to the other side. The open front
of the center room facilitates the watching of the enclosed
cattle at night, and it is most useful when predators or wild el-
ephants come near. While traditional Irula houses are made
of wattle and daub, with thatched roofs (or in some instances
banana sheaths for walling and roofing), more Irula are living
in houses with walls of stone or brick and roofs with tiles, es-
pecially if the government has provided financial assistance.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The earliest re-
ports indicate that the hoe-using Irula of the eastern Nilgiri
slopes obtained one crop of millet in a year from shifted plots,
involving a growing period that coincided with the westerly
monsoon. They then depended upon garden produce, gath-
ered edibles, and hunting for survival once the harvested
grain had been consumed. That these Irula were probably
named after a yam species is indicative of how important
yams were to them when they turned to gathering. Several
wild yam species were available. Irula are still well known for
the gathering and supply of honey to their neighbors. Despite
sculptured representations of bows and arrows in some Nilgiri
dolmens at higher elevation, it is noteworthy that the Irula
seem always to have used nets and spears when they hunted.
Our record of at least eighty species of plants growing in Irula
gardens testifies to the past and continuing significance of
gardens to all the Irula. That at least twenty-five of the identi-
fied plants had a New World origin also proves the willing-
ness of the Irula to incorporate introduced species into their
economy. The continued cultivation of finger millet (Eleusine
corocana), Italian millet (Setaria italica), and little millet
(Panicum sumatrense) and no dry rice by the Irula on the
higher slopes may in itself represent a Neolithic survival, be-
cause the cultivation of dry rice has in Southeast Asia widely
replaced the earlier cultivation of the Italian and little millets
from China. The Irula still commonly grow these two species
of millet together and then harvest the Italian millet when the

little millet is far from maturation. Very small sickles are used
for harvesting individual grain heads. When finger millet
(grown apart from the other two) is to be harvested, the
plants are visited periodically to permit the removal of grain
as it ripens. Another economic pursuit that may have contin-
ued from Neolithic times, during which cattle rearing was
widespread in southern India, is the manner by which low-
land Irula in forested areas keep cattle for their neighbors
(Kuruvas included). The few Irula who still manage to prac-
tice shifting agriculture set fire in April or May to the vegeta-
tion they have cut, so the cultivation of millet will then take
place during the westerly monsoon. The barnyard millet
(Echinochloa), bullrush millet (Pennisetum), common millet
(Panicum miliaceum) and sorghum millet (Sorghum), all of
the lowland, renowned for their drought resistance, and thus
typically grown on dry fields, are cultivated with the aid of
plows and mainly in the season of the westerly monsoon.
Now with the cooperation of the Forest Department, the
Irula gather forest produce (including medicinal plants) for
sale. Since most Irula of the Nilgiri slopes currently work as
plantation laborers, plantation managements starting with
those in the time of the British Raj had to provide periodic re-
lease time for those Irula who needed to perform their own
agricultural chores. The Gandhian quest to improve the lives
of members of the Scheduled Tribes is demonstrated by the
manner in which the government has enabled Irula of the
eastern Nilgiri slopes to establish coffee and tea gardens of
their own, and at Kunjappanai the Silk Board of the govern-
ment of Tamil Nadu is now providing financial assistance to
enable silkworm farming among the Irula. From 1974 the
government gave small plots to Irula on the eastern slopes,
and the Cooperative Land Development Bank (an agency of
the Tamil Nadu government) at the nearest town (Kotagiri)
was by 1979 helping to finance the growing of coffee and tea
in nurseries, so that the Irula could have their own commer-
cialized gardens. While a few Irula who wisely managed their
granted lands and loans prospered, many did not manage
their endeavors well and the return payment on loans at a low
rate was eventually ended in many instances by a special bill
passed in Madras by the Tamil Nadu government. It is pri-
marily the cooperation of the government, with the Forest
Department of Tamil Nadu playing an important role, that
has enabled more lowland Irula to become involved in the an-
nual cultivation of irrigated rice. Hallimoyar, Kallampalayam,
and Thengumarahada (with its Cooperative Society), in
which the Irula live close to the members of several castes,
have irrigation networks. One rice crop started in March is
harvested in June, and the second crop started in July is ready
in December. In 1978 a newly constructed rice mill became
operational at Thengumarahada. Irula living to the south of
the Nilgiri massif are also involved in wet rice cultivation.
There, apart from irrigation water from surface flow (Coo-
noor River is the most important), subsurface water is now
being obtained with electric pumps. The main rice crop is
grown from June into January or February, and the growing of
short-maturation rice enables the production of a second
crop from February to May. As lowland population increases,
the majority of the lowland Irula (who own no land) are in-
creasingly beset by the problem of obtaining work wherever
possible. Some are employed in the irrigated areca groves near
Mettupalaiyam, reputed to form the largest human-made
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forest of its kind in the world. Post-World War Il dam proj-
ects, including that of Bhavani Sagar, created temporary work
for others. Many Irula have entered the general job market in
the Coimbatore-Mettupalaiyam-Ootacamund region and are
employed in a wide array of jobs in the public and private sec-
tors. Such jobs include positions in air force and army camps,
nationalized banks, the income tax office, the Post and Tele-
graph Department, the Railway Department, the Sugarcane
Breeding Institute and Pankaja Mill, both in Coimbatore
(the only mill that employs Irulas, out of twenty surveyed),
the cordite factory at Aruvankadu, and the Hindustan Photo-
Film industry near Ootacamund. The Irula have cattle, chick-
ens, dogs, goats, and sheep, and a few of them may keep buf-
falo, pigeons, or pigs. Pigs, dogs, and chickens serve as
scavengers in some lowland hamlets. Jungle fowl, Nilgiri lan-
gurs, parrots, peacocks, quail, and assorted squirrels appear to
be the most commonly tamed wild creatures.

Industrial Arts. The Irula make their own drums and wind
instruments for their musical enjoyment. The Kota of the
upper Nilgiris generally no longer supply music as they once
traditionally did, so the Irula are now frequently employed as
musicians at Badaga and Toda funerals.

Trade. A kind of bartering trade has persisted for genera-
tions between the Kina-t Kota of the upper Nilgiris and the
nearby Irula. The Kota obtain honey, brooms, winnowers and
baskets made of bamboo and banana sheath strips, punk used
to light fires (Kota priests may not use matches to light fires)
and resin incense from the Irula in return for iron field and
garden implements made by Kota blacksmiths.

Division of Labor. Women still perform all the house-
hold-related tasks. While males perform those agricultural
tasks requiring more strength, such as plowing or hoeing the
earth in preparation for the sowing of grain, women also per-
form many agricultural tasks. Males typically do the sowing,
and women often do the most boring of tasks such as weed-
ing, reaping, and the carrying of loads of harvested garden
produce or grain. Both males and females are hired for a host
of laboring tasks. Because infant care thus becomes a prob-
lem, it is not unusual for women to take their infants to work-
places. Older children not attending school are often taken
care of by the elderly in extended families.

Land Tenure. Members of the Thengumarahada Cooper-
ative Society cultivate allotted amounts of land. A few of the
Irula own title to land, sometimes in the form of patta (land
ownership) documents. Gaudas and Chettiars in particular
have taken over Irula land through loan manipulation, and
some thereby now also have Irulas working for them. Many
Irula lease land from landowners.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The Irula form an endogamous
caste with twelve exogamous patriclans (in Sanskrit gotras, in
Tamil kulams)—Devanan (or Thevanan or Devala), Kal-
katti, Koduvan (or Kodugar), Kuppan (or Koppilingam),
Kurunagan, Ollaga, Peratha, Porigan, Pungan (or Poong-
karu), Samban (or Chamban), Uppigan (or Uppali), and
Vellagai (or Vellai)—and a clan represented by the thudai
tree (Ilex denticulata). Nevertheless, because members of a
patriclan cannot marry members in one or more “brother” pa-
triclans, there are exogamous patriclan units among the Irula.

The overall size of these units varies from one area to another.
Thus, the Irula kinship system is similar to the one that domi-
nates in southern India. In addition, the Irula have a system
whereby each patriclan is affiliated with a friendship patriclan
whose members help when an event, typically a rite of pas-
sage, requires cooperative effort. The ideal marriage among
the Irula is of a female with her father’s sister’s son (i.e., a
male with the mother’s brother’s daughter). Also in conform-
ity with the acceptable Dravidian norm, an Irula male should
not marry the mother’s sister’s daughter. An Irula male may
also marry his elder or younger sister’s daughter, but this prac-
tice exhibits a departure from the Dravidian system, in which
a male cannot marry his younger sister's daughter (the Irula
do not differentiate between the two sisters).

Kinship Terminology. All near relatives are spoken of in
terms of being older or younger in age than the person con-
cerned, and generation thus plays a secondary role.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Monogamous marriage is the rule, but a few po-
lygamous marriages occur. Polyandry is extremely rare. Soro-
rate and levirate remarriages are not the norm. By choice and
consent, however, Irula men may occasionally marry sisters of
their deceased wives. The old traditional marriage, started by
parents negotiating and the young man then going to the
young woman'’s village with a load of firewood to live with her
on a trial basis for a few days, has almost disappeared. Nowa-
days the young man’s parents go to the prospective bride's
house, after they are certain that she is in a marriageable clan.
The bride-price, now usually the standardized amount of Rs
101 and 50 paisa, is paid in the presence of elders from both
sides and the facilitator (jatthi). Then the date for the mar-
riage is jointly agreed to. The groom’s sister will serve as the
bridesmaid, and the bride’s brother will serve as the best man.
The bride is brought by her relatives and the groom’s party to
the groom’s house on the wedding day. In the house or within
a temporary shelter (pandal) erected near the house, the
groom in the most pertinent act of the marriage ceremony
and in conformity with the widespread practice in southern
India, ties a necklace (tali, provided by his maternal uncle)
around the bride’s neck. A feast is then provided by the
groom’s people. Millet would in past times have been served,
but it is now fashionable to serve rice with curry. The groom
afterward bows to the feet of guests to receive their blessing
and is followed in this act by his wife. Along with their bless-
ing, the guests give money (typically Rs 1, 2, or 5) to the cou-
ple. All later go to the bride’s house, and there is then an-
other feast (again, with rice and curry), which runs into the
night. All feasting is accompanied by the dancing of males
and females (usually in separate groups but in one circle).
The consumption of intoxicating beverages is also liable to
take place. The establishment of a separate patrilocal house-
hold after marriage is the norm. Conforming with the wide-
spread practice in southern India, the wife usually returns to
her paternal home in her seventh month of pregnancy and re-
mains there until after her infant is delivered. While a wom-
an’s inability to bear a child is not considered grounds for di-
vorce, an Irula man may marry another woman if his first wife
cannot conceive. He then is married to both women. The
usual grounds for divorce are unfaithfulness or a husband’s
lack of provision for his wife. When a marriage is troubled, a



Irula 107

member of the Samban patriclan will try to keep it intact, ora
member of the Koduvan patriclan will help if a member of the
Samban clan is involved. If three attempts at reconciliation
do not work, a divorce is granted. The village headman and a
group of males forming a council (panchayat) simply issue
their consent for divorce. The bride-price and any gift jewelry
must be returned to the husband’s family. Then the hus-
band’s mother or husband’s brother’s wife smears some cas-
tor oil backward from the forehead of the wife along the part
of her hair. After the tali is removed from her and returned to
the husband, they are divorced. The children from the mar-
riage will remain with the father.

Domestic Unit. The typical family whose members are
served food from the same hearth averages four to five people,
but it may reach a size of seven to nine people. Because the in-
stitution of the extended family still remains vital, those rela-
tives beyond the nuclear family may assume residence, espe-
cially if they are left destitute in infancy or old age. If the wife
dies, it is the responsibility of the husband to care for the chil-
dren. He may remarry. While the constitution of India now
enables a woman to remarry if her husband dies, an Irula
widow seldom will. The brothers of a deceased husband are
expected to care for the widow. The brothers of the widow
may also care for her, if those of her deceased husband give
their consent.

Inheritance. It is unfortunate that Irula tribal pattas are
not more restricted by the government. Quite apart from their
being taken over by unscrupulous outsiders, they also are
divided equally among the sons upon the father’s death.
Purchased land units are similarly divided among the male
descendants.

Socialization. Much of the infant and child rearing is done
by adult females, including those among the elderly extended
family members who might be present. Older siblings of both
sexes play an important role in the care of their younger
brothers and sisters. Government has now provided day and
residential schools for the formal training of Irula children,
and the related socialization process provides the main means
for introducing the Irula into broader civilization. Unfortu-
nately, most [rula have thus far abandoned the formal educa-
tional institutions in the lower stages.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization, In the tribal manner, the Irula main-
tain an open and free society. Each hamlet or village has a
headman (gaundan or muppan) whose role is not to control
from above but to help in the solving of problems and to act
as a mediator among his people and between them and gov-
ernment officials or non-Irula neighbors. Following the an-
cient Indian tradition of the panchayat (the hamlet or village
council), the headman can call a varying group of males to-
gether to help him. As Samban patriclan members (or
Koduvan patriclan members, if a Samban person is involved)
traditionally have acted as mediators for the Irula, a headman
can also turn to one of them for counsel. There is also a local
go-between person (bandari) who assists the headman. Any
decision of a council is considered to be binding (kattu
manam) on an individual or family. Each friendship patriclan
in a hamlet or village is headed by a facilitator (jatti) who
plays the vital role of organizing any cooperative effort. A

local priest (pujari) is also present to take care of religious
matters. Lastly, a Kurumba helps during ceremonial occa-
sions. South of the Nilgiri massif, such an individual (a Palu
Kurumba) also serves to protect the Irula from Muduga
sorcery.

Political Organization. In the period of the British Raj,
the lowest political division was a village unit with one or
more villages and several hamlets. Along with several ap-
pointed officials, such as the maniagar who was the represen-
tative to the Crown and the tahsildar who kept the land rec-
ords (and therefore the basis for taxation), there was a formal
group of males who formed the village panchayat. The mem-
bers of the panchayat then managed the affairs of the village.
After independence, the village units were kept and the
panchayat was envisioned as the grass-roots organization that
would guarantee representation by the people. Its members
were to be elected. Unfortunately, primarily because the Irula
are so lacking in education, they are poorly represented in the
larger panchayats. Also envisioned in the Indian constitution
was the establishment of land units called blocks, each with a
block development officer, in which economic development
would be promoted with governmental assistance. Although
some. Irula—lowland Irula in particular—have benefited, in-
cluding those living in Hallimoyar, Kallampalayam, and
Thengumarahada, the general lack of Irula representation
among block development officers has too frequently pre-
cluded Irula from obtaining the type of aid that would en-
hance them economically.

Social Control. The Irula as tribals place a premium upon
the avoidance of conflict. They are in many ways rigidly con-
trolled by their caste and patriclan standing. The possibility
of being made an outcaste for unacceptable behavior nor-
mally causes members to abide by the mores. Even though
they may have few actual contacts with officialdom, the Irula
are subject to all the rules and regulations of the central and
state governments.

Conflict. The Irula, beset by circumstances forcing change
upon them from the outside world, are liable to come into
conflict with their neighbors. Our best retrospective example
of this is offered by the hamlet of Koppayur, on an eastern
slope of the Nilgiris. The British managers on the nearby Kil-
kotagiri tea estate enabled the Irula to continue living at Kop-
payur and to cultivate the adjacent land. Irula worked on the
estate and were considered to be dependable laborers who
periodically needed time off for their own agricultural pur-
suits. Even after independence, the continued British man-
agement enabled the Irula at Koppayur to live in the same
way until at least 1963. By 1978 the British had left. Because
the Irula and their fields at Koppayur then occupied land in
forest reserve, they began to be evicted. (By contrast, in the
early 1800s, the Irula had usufruct use of all the surrounding
land.) They were supposed to occupy a steep slope not far
away. Under Indian management at the Kilkotagiri tea estate,
coffee had already been planted right up to the Irula hamlet
and over land once used by the Irula for the cultivation of mil-
let. Originally, the dismal prospect of the move was alleviated
by some possibility of government aid enabling 20.5 hectares
of land to be opened to coffee and tea gardening near the new
hamlet, but by 1988 this brighter prospect for the Irula had
long since been extinguished. There were then fifteen Irula
families living in the limited space (about % hectare) covered
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by the new hamlet. The original hamlet, however, still had
seven occupied houses. The only landowners are headmen
Balan (1.6 hectares) and Masanan (3.6 hectares). Garden
jackfruit and bananas are the main produce. The nearby an-
cestral temple, the koppa manai after which Koppayur is
named, no longer has a roof, and the burial ground is choked
by weeds. In that the estate management now restricts the ac-
cess of the Irula to their hamlet, there is even more cause for
ill will. The management considers the Irula to be a menace,
because they stand accused of stealing coffee and selling it.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Irula are pantheists who make pro-
vision for the presence of spirits in humans and objects. In
addition, a recurrent theme in their religious belief is the sig-
nificance of the male and female principles as symbols of the
ongoing creative process. It is rare for an Indian tribal people
to be Vaishnavites, but the Irula, like the Beda of Karnataka,
are ostensibly worshipers of Vishnu. They have thus gained
fame for their temple dedicated to Ranga (also known as
Vishnu) on the top of Rangaswami Betta. This is a peak that
crowns the eastern Nilgiri slopes and that can be seen from
many Irula hamlets and villages. In addition, the Irula seem
to have a propensity for the worship of the god Muneshwar
and the goddess Mari, both of whom are considered to be
Hindu deities. Curiously, however, the Irula of Kallampa-
layam store their gilt image of Mari and the accompanying rit-
ual paraphernalia in a rock shelter close by. They do this be-
cause they believe that the objects are too sacred to store in
any structure made by humans. This practice perhaps may be
prompted by a need to make Mari a part of the universal spirit
that is everywhere. By dint of the accompanying bloody sacri-
fice, Mari is also related to earth and the fertility of plants
springing from it. As Mari is the common goddess of small-
pox in Tamil Nadu, the Irula have also worshiped her in that
capacity. Like their Hindu neighbors, the Irula now watch
nighttime performances of excerpts from the Mahabharata or
the Ramayana acted into the early hours of the morning.
There are benign and protective ancestral patriclan spirits
and family ancestral spirits that may be petitioned for assist-
ance; such a petition is called a toga. There are also roaming
evil spirits (pe), and it is possible for one to possess a human.
A virgin female demon (kannipe) must be treated with great
care by any priest, and near Garkiyur there is a temple into
which an Irula priest entices a kannipe for a month’s stay
{October to November) each year. She is enticed to come
with a welcome song on one day, vegetarian food offering on
another, and the sacrificial offering of meat from a sambar
(an Asian deer) that must be hunted down on the third day.
Because the Irula visit the temples of their Hindu neighbors,
go on pilgrimages to Sabarimala in Kerala, and worship dei-
ties in the same manner as the Hindus, there is clear evidence
that the Irula participate in polytheistic Hinduism.

Religious Practitioners. The Kalkatti (stone-offering) pa-
triclan traditionally supplies priests, and the priests who serve
on Rangaswami Betta come from a family that resides in Kal-
lampalayam. The fact that a tribal Irula serves as priest to
Ranga, which is a seeming departure from orthodoxy, is legiti-
mized by a folktale in which an officiating Iyengar Brahman
priest is convinced that an Irula should serve instead. The
deity images and the ritual paraphernalia used in the recently

constructed temple on Rangaswami Betta reveal a mixture of
Shaivite and Vaishnavite imagery and symbolism. It thus
seems probable that the officiating Irula priest is simultane-
ously and dualistically catering to Ranga and Krishna worship
for Hindus and male principle worship for Irulas. The low-
land Ranga temple at Karamadai offers interesting compari-
sons. In a folktale somewhat similar to one told about a stone
associated with Ranga at Rangaswami Betta, a cow drops her
milk on a stone in an anthill. When the cowherd discovers
what is happening, he in a rage strikes the stone with a knife.
He is amazed when blood comes from the stone. In a dream
shortly thereafter, the god Ranga appears and asks to be wor-
shiped with the stone as an image at the same place. The
stone, a linga, became the centerpiece of worship in the tem-
ple that was eventually built on the site. But one of the most
fascinating aspects of this temple is a belief that officiating
Irula priests there were eventually replaced, ironically, by
Iyengar Brahman priests.

Ceremonies. In January the Mattu Pongal festival (one of
the main Hindu festivals held in Tamil Nadu), paying special
homage to cows, is generally observed by the Irula. They also
attend the annual festival at Karamadai, near Coimbatore,
which takes place in the Tamil month of Masi (March-
April). The annual one-week festival honoring Mari at Kal-
lampalaiyam, with chicken, goat, and sheep sacrifices, cli-
maxes on the full moon day of the Tamil month of Adi, on or
close to 15 August. An Irula priest, wearing the “thread of the
twice-born” (a loop of sacred thread hung over the right
shoulder), officiates on the top of Rangaswami Betta on every
Saturday for two months starting in mid-August. Shortly be-
fore the start of this period, the image of Ranga is carried be-
tween the Irula settlements and is the focus of worship at
each nighttime halting place.

Arts. Irula women are tattooed and enjoy wearing jewelry,
including earrings, nose rings and toe rings. Although the
Irula do some doodlings on the walls of their houses, for ex-
ample, there is a lack of any formal decorative art among
them. They do however have a distinctive dance form called
arakkole atam.

Medicine. Irula hamlets have a few members with an intri-
cate knowledge of the medicinal values of plant species, so
lowlanders in particular seek the counsel of Irula herbalists.
Irula living near the Marudamalai temple, near Coimbatore,
sell herbal cures to visiting Hindu pilgrims. A hospital
founded by the late Dr. S. Narasimhan (who also founded the
Adivasi Welfare Association) at Karikkiyur, the nearby dis-
pensary at Kunjappanai, and a field hospital at Arayur on the
Nilgiri massif have played a significant role in meeting the
medical needs of the Irula. The Irula are also increasingly tak-
ing advantage of the widespread medical facilities provided by
the government, including a mobile medical unit (first associ-
ated with the famous Toda nurse Evam Piljain). There is a
dispensary with a midwife at Thengumarahada.

Death and Afterlife. When a death occurs, the relatives
are informed by a Kurumba. Upon arriving at the place of the
deceased, the heads of males are shaved by the jatti. Both
males and females dance to music and about the cot upon
which the deceased rests. After all those who should attend
have arrived, the corpse is carried to the burial ground. Mem-
bers of the deceased’s brother-in-law’s patriclan bear the
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prime responsibility for digging the grave, but the Kurumba
present also assists. When all is ready, the body is placed in
the grave so that it faces toward the north. The local Irula
priest (pujari) then gazes at a lamp and goes into a trance. A
member of the bereaved family asks him if the death was nat-
ural or the result of sorcery. If natural, the grave is filled in
right away. If sorcery was the cause of death, elaborate ritual
used to be performed; today, however, the priest says a simple
and hasty prayer to ease any torment of the spirit and to en-
able it to depart peaceably. All the mourners then leave. A
highlight in the ending of the seven days of ritual pollution
among the close relatives of the deceased is the distribution
of new clothing by the Kurumba to these relatives. As soon as
possible after the funeral, preferably within a month, a stone
(often waterworn and from a stream bed, but sometimes
sculpted by non-Irulas) is placed in the ancestral temple to
give the deceased a place to stay. Because of the belief that,
without a stone, the spirit of the deceased wanders around
and may become troublesome if it does so for too long, the
time issue is understandable. After pouring a little oil on the
stone as part of a prayer ritual and leaving food and drink for
the spirit of the departed, the relatives leave. Once a year, all
those who had a relative who died within the year participate
in a final ceremony. Each family purchases a new cloth and
rice gruel is prepared. At the nearby river or stream, the gruel
is poured over the cloths, which are then set adrift. In addi-
tion to honoring the spirits of those who died within the year,
the Irula thereby honor all the ancestral spirits of the related
patriclans. After group feasting, dancing continues into the
night.
See also Badaga; Kota; Kurumbas
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Jain

ETHNONYMS: none

Possibly the oldest ascetic religious tradition on Earth,
Jainism is followed today by about 3.5 million people, especially
in Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat, Maharashtra, and
Karnataka. Along with Buddhism, Jainism was one of several re-
nunciatory movements—the Sramana schools—that grew up in
moderm-day Bihar and southem Nepal in the sixth century Bc.
The other Sramana movements (including Buddhism) gradu-
ally died out in India, leaving Jainism as the only one with an
unbroken succession of Indian followers down to the present
day. The Sramana schools, including Jainism, reacted against
the contemporary form of Hinduism (known as Brahmanism)
and posited that worldly life is inherently unhappy—an endless
cycle of death and rebirth—and that liberation from it is
achieved not through sacrifices or propitiating the gods but
through inner meditation and discipline. Thus while Jains in
India today share many social practices with their Hindu neigh-
bors (indeed, several castes have both Hindu and Jain mem-
bers), their religious tradition is in many ways philosophically
closer to Buddhism, though distinctly more rigid in its asceti-
cism than Buddhism has been.

The “founder” of Jainism is taken by modern scholars to
be Mahavira (“great hero”), otherwise known as Vardhamana
(c. 599-527 Bc); but there is evidence that Jain practices
were in existence for some time before him. The Jain texts
speak of a succession of prophets (tirthankaras) stretching
back into mythological time, of whom Mahavira was the
twenty-fourth and last. The tirthankaras are distinguished by
the fact that they are thought to have achieved liberation of
their souls through meditation and austerities and then
preached the message of salvation before finally leaving their
mortal bodies. Jains today worship all twenty-four tirthan-
karas, not in the sense of asking them for boons or favors, but
in memory of the path they taught. One of the most popular
of the Jain texts is the Kalpa Sutra, at least part of which is ca-
nonical and may date back to the fourth century B.c, and
which describes, among other things, the lives of all twenty-
four tirthankaras.

The essential principle of Jain philosophy is that all liv-
ing things, even the tiniest insects, have an immortal soul
(jiva), which continues to be reincarnated as it is bound and
constrained by karma—a form of matter that is attracted to
the soul through good and bad desires in this and in past
lives. Thus to free the soul one must perform austerities to
strip away the karma-matter and cultivate in oneself a detach-
ment or desirelessness that will not attract further karma. The
principle means to this end is the practice of ahimsa, the lack
of desire to cause harm to any living thing. From this princi-
ple arises the most characteristic features of Jain life: insis-
tence on a strict vegetarian diet, filtering drinking water, run-
ning animal shelters and hospitals, never lying or causing hurt
to others, temporarily or permanently wearing a gauze mask
to prevent insects from entering the body, and sweeping the
ground in front of one’s every step.

For some Jains, their devotion to ahimsa leads them to
be ordained as monks and nuns who live the life of wandering
ascetics. Most Jains today, however, are laity, living worldly
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lives but seeking to adhere to the principle of ahimsa in as
many ways as possible. The laity support the wandering
ascetics, providing them with food and shelter; the ascetics in
turn provide religious and moral guidance. Lay Jains include
some of India’s leading industrialists, jewelers, and bankers,
concentrated particularly in the cities of Bombay, Ahme-
dabad, and Delhi. Because so many are businesspeople, the
Jains are one of the few religious groups (along with the Parsis
and Jews) who are more numerous in cities than in rural
areas. Throughout western India Jains are to be found in
every urban center, however small, working as merchants,
traders, wholesalers, and moneylenders.

As so often happens in religious sects, the Jains are no
strangers to schism. The most basic and widely known split
within their community of believers, dating back to the fourth
century B.C., separates the “sky-clad” (Digambaras) from the
“white-clad” (Svetambaras); the names refer to the fact that
the highest order of Digambara monks go naked to announce
their complete indifference to their bodies, while Svetambara
monks and nuns always wear simple white clothing. These
two sects differ in their attitudes toward scripture, their views
of the universe, and their attitudes toward women (the Dig-
ambaras believe that no woman has ever achieved liberation).
Another major sectarian division, found particularly among
the Svetambaras and dating back to fifteenth-century Gu-
jarat, rejects all forms of idolatry. While murti-pujaka (idol-
worshiping) lay and ascetic Svetambaras build and visit tem-
ples in which idols of the tirthankaras are installed, the
Svetambara Sthanakavasi sect—like certain Protestant
Christian sects—holds that such forms of worship may mis-
lead the believer into thinking that idols, famous temples,
and the like are sources of some mysterious power. Instead lay
and ascetic Sthanakavasis prefer to meditate in bare halls.

Today, lay Jains—mostly of Gujarati origin—are to be
found in east Africa, Great Britain, and North America,
where they have migrated over the last century in search of
business and trading opportunities. Temples have been estab-
lished in several of these countries and the Jains are making
themselves felt as a distinctive presence within the wider
South Asian migrant community overseas.

See also Bania
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Jat

ETHNONYMS: Jat, Jat

Orientation
Identification and Location.  Primarily endogamous com-

munities calling themselves and known as Jat live predomi-
nantly in large parts of northern and northwestern India and
in southern and eastern Pakistan, as sedentary farmers and/or
mobile pastoralists. In certain areas they tend to call them-
selves Baluch, Pathan, or Rajput, rather than Jat. Most of
these communities are integrated as a caste into the locally
prevalent caste system. In the past three decades increasing
population pressure on land has led to large-scale emigration
of the peasant Jat, especially from India, to North America,
the United Kingdom, Malaysia, and more recently the Mid-
dle East. Some maintain that the sedentary farming Jat and
the nomadic pastoral Jat are of entirely different origins; oth-
ers believe that the two groups are of the same stock but that
they developed different life-styles over the centuries. Neither
the farmers nor the pastoralists are, however, to be confused
with other distinct communities of peripatetic peddlers, arti-
sans, and entertainers designated in Afghanistan by the blan-
ket terms “Jat” or Jat; the latter terms are considered pejora-
tive, and they are rejected as ethnonyms by these peripatetic
communities. In Pakistan also, among the Baluchi- and
Pashto-speaking populations, the terms were, and to a certain
extent still are, used to indicate contempt and lower social
status.

Demography. No reliable figures are available for recent
years. In 1931 the population of all sedentary and farming Jat
was estimated at 8,377,819; in the early 1960s 8,000,000 was
the estimate for Pakistan alone. Today the entire Jat popula-
tion consists of several million more than that.

Linguistic Affiliation.  All Jat speak languages and dialects
that are closely connected with other locally spoken lan-
guages of the Indo-Iranian Group. Three alphabets are used,
depending primarily on religion but partly on locality: the
Arabic-derived Urdu one is used by Muslims, while Sikhs and
Hindus use the Gurmukhi (Punjabi) and the Devanagari
(Hindi) scripts, respectively.
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History and Cultural Relations

Little is known about the early history of the Jat, although
several theories were advanced by various scholars over the
last 100 years. While some authors argue that they are de-
scendants of the first Indo-Aryans, others suggest that they
are of Indo-Scythian stock and entered India toward the be-
ginning of the Christian era. These authors also point to
some cultural similarities between the Jat and certain other
major communities of the area, such as the Gujar, the Ahir,
and the Rajput, about whose origins similar theories have
been suggested. In fact, among both Muslims and Sikhs the
Jat and the Rajput castes enjoy almost equal status—partly
because of the basic egalitarian ideology enjoined by both re-
ligions, but mainly because of the similar political and eco-
nomic power held by both communities. Also Hindu Jat con-
sider the Gujar and Ahir as allied castes; except for the rule of
caste endogamy, there are no caste restrictions between these
three communities. In other scholarly debates about the ori-
gins of the Jat, attempts have been made to identify them
with the Jarttika, referred to in the Hindu epic the
Mahabharata. Some still maintain that the people Arab histo-
rians referred to as the Zutt, and who were taken as prisoners
in the eighth century from Sindh in present-day southern Pa-
kistan to southern Iraq, were actually buffalo-herding Jat, or
were at least known as such in their place of origin. In the sev-
enteenth century a (Hindu) kingdom was established in the
area of Bharatpur and Dholpur (Rajasthan) in northern
India; it was the outcome of many centuries of rebellion
against the Mogul Empire, and it lasted till 1826, when it was
defeated by the forces of the British East India Company.
Farther north, in the Punjab, in the early years of the eight-
eenth century, Jat (mainly Sikh) organized peasant uprisings
against the predominantly Muslim landed gentry; subse-
quently, with the invasion of the area—first by the Persian
King Nadir Shah and then by the Afghan Ahmad Shah
Abdali—they controlled a major part of the area through
close-knit bands of armed marauders operating under the
leadership of the landowning chiefs of well-defined territor-
ies. Because of their martial traditions, the Jat, together with
certain other communities, were classified by British adminis-
trators of imperial India as a “martial race,” and this term had
certain long-lasting effects. One was their large-scale recruit-
ment into the British-Indian army, and to this day a very large
number of Jat are soldiers in the Indian army. Many Sikh Jat
in the Indian part of Punjab are involved in the current move-
ment for the creation of an autonomous Khalistan.

Settlements

The Jat as a whole are predominantly rural. Depending on
whether they are sedentary or nomadic, the Jat of various re-
gions live in permanent villages or temporary camps. Over the
last 200 years there has been increasing sedentarization of no-
madic Jat; this trend began in the last decades of the eight-
eenth century when many pastoralists settled in the central
Punjab under the auspices of Sikh rule there, and it contin-
ued over a very large area with the expansion of irrigation in
British imperial times. With the consequent expansion of cul-
tivation all these pastoralists are facing increasing difficulties
in finding grazing lands for their herds. The buffalo breeders
face the maximum difficulties in this respect, since their ani-

mals need to be grazed in areas with plentiful water, and these
are precisely the areas in which agriculture has expanded
most. They still live in the moist region of the Indus Delta,
but many have had to settle permanently. Formerly the camel
breeders migrated over larger areas, but increasingly they are
restricted to the delta region of the Indus River, the desert
areas of the Thar and the Thal, and the semideserts stretch-
ing west of the Indus to Makran and Baluchistan. The camel
drivers were, at least a few decades ago, fairly widespread in
most parts of Sindh and the western Punjab, and Kachchh.
While in some less densely populated areas each Jat clan has a
compact geographic area of its own, elsewhere several clans
may inhabit the same village. Most Jat peasants live in flat-
roofed houses made of baked or unbaked bricks in large com-
pact villages, with few open spaces within the inhabited area;
all villages have cattle sheds, village commons, and wells or
ponds. Depending on the region and the precise community,
Jat nomadic pastoralists use a variety of huts, mostly made of
reed mats and wood, that are fairly easy to dismantle. The
reed mats are woven by the women.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The mainstay of
sedentary Jat economy is and has always been agriculture, and
there are several proverbs and sayings in local languages that
emphasize both the skill and industry of the Jat peasant, as
well as the traditional attachment of this community to the
soil. Cereals such as wheat, maize, and types of millet, as well
as pulses and the cash crop sugarcane, are grown by Jat culti-
vators; in certain areas they increasingly grow fruits and vege-
tables also. In most areas of India where the Jat farmers live
cultivation is now fairly mechanized, but in some areas the
plow is drawn by oxen and harvesting is done by hand. Most
crops are grown both for subsistence and for commerce. In
addition to land the peasant Jat own water buffalo and cows
for milk; male buffalo are often used for carrying loads. Milk
is for household consumption and is not generally sold, The
cattle are grazed on the village commons. The pastoral Jat
consist of three distinct groups of water buffalo breeders,
camel breeders, and camel drivers {often known as Mir-]Jat,
rather than simply Jat). The buffalo breeders sell their herd
animals for slaughter or as draft animals, especially for the
Persian wheel; they also sell excess butterfat but never sell
milk. The camel breeders do sell milk, but their main income
is from the sale of young male camels, which are much in de-
mand for purposes of transport. The camel drivers hire them-
selves out with their trained animals, either working for a fee
or for a share of the profit. In many areas where former pas-
tureland has come under the plow, due to irrigation facilities,
they are obliged to ask local farmers for the rights to graze
their herds on their lands; in return they often have to give
their labor during the harvest. The women of the pastoral Jat
of the north also sell mats and ropes made from the leaves of
dwarf palms. The army has been a major source of income for
the peasant Jat since the late nineteenth century, and in re-
cent decades many Sikh Jat are in the motorized transport
business. Remittances from Jat immigrants in North America
and elsewhere also contribute much to the income of a very
large proportion of the population.

Industrial Arts and Division of Labor. Among the agri-
cultural Jat, traditionally only the men work in the fields,
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while the women are entirely responsible for the household.
In recent times more prosperous families hire non-Jat, pri-
marily landless labor from other regions, as farmhands, partly
as full-time workers but especially as part-time workers in
peak seasons. Among the buffalo-breeding nomads, the men
graze and milk their animals, and they sell these animals and
their butterfat. Their women prepare milk products and do all
the housework—cooking, cleaning, fetching water and fuel,
rearing the children, sewing and embroidering all textiles for
household use, and weaving the reed mats for their huts.
Among the camel breeders all work connected with the ani-
mals is carried out by the men—grazing the herds, milking,
shearing, spinning and weaving the camel’s wool into coarse
blankets and bags, and selling animals. Household work is
done by the women, and encompasses the same tasks as
among the buffalo breeders. No food products are made from
camel’s milk, and in the months when the milk is plentiful
enough to provide sole subsistence, little or no cooking is
done.

Land Tenure. The landowners of a village stand collec-
tively for the entire land of the village, but within the village
each individual head of household has discrete rights within
the various lineage segments. Generally, all landowners in a
village are descended from a common ancestor who founded
the village; his ownership of all the village lands is never for-
gotten, and by this token all individuated rights are successive
restrictions of more general rights, applicable at all levels of
genealogical segmentation. Common land is that which has
not been brought under cultivation.

Kinship, Marriage, and Family

Kin Groups and Descent.  All Jat are divided into several
large, usually dispersed clans, whose localized segments are
often geographically compact, but among peasants they are
sometimes equally dispersed, due to the population pressure
on land. Most clans are de facto maximal lineages, which are
further segmented; among Jat peasants this segmentation
takes place at four broad levels. The minimal lineage is com-
posed of a group of households, which had formed a single
household two or three generations previously; they may still
share a common courtyard and have joint rights to a well.

Marriage. While among Muslim Jat the practice of ex-
change marriage takes place at various levels of lineage organ-
ization, among Hindu and Sikh Jat no such exchange mar-
riages are allowed, and the rule of exogamy is such that a man
may not marry a woman who has any of her four grandpar-
ental clans in common with his. Polygyny is allowed though
not common, and the custom of adelphic polyandry, or the
sexual access by an unmarried man to his brother’s wife—
which was often practiced by at least non-Muslim peasant Jat,
in order to prevent further fragmentation of land—has de-
clined in recent decades. Among all Jat, widow remarriage is
permitted; either levirate is required or a widow is not allowed
to remarry outside the maximal lineage, especially when she
has children by her late husband. The practice of female in-
fanticide, also known among the peasants, has dropped
sharply. A woman's relationship with her husband’s kin is or-
ganized according to a basic pattern of avoidance with seniors
and of joking with those younger than the husband. Brothers
share a common duty toward their sisters and their children.

Domestic Unit. Most Jat peasant households consist of
lineal joint families, with the parents and one married son;
many units are nuclear and some are collateral-joint, with two
married brothers and their offspring living together. Among
nomadic Jat the nuclear family and the lineal joint family are
the most common domestic units.

Inheritance. Among those with land, all sons inherit
equal shares in terms of both quantity and quality. Formerly,
a man’s wives shared equally on behalf of their sons, irrespec-
tive of the number of sons each had. Although in theory in-
heritance of land follows a strictly agnatic principle and
daughters and sisters do not inherit, daughters’ sons have
been observed de facto to be among the inheritors in many
cases.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social and Political Organization.  All Jat are divided into

patriclans; among the sedentary communities, each of these
has a hereditary headman. By and large, the villages in which
Jat farmers live, together with non-Jat, are under the jurisdic-
tion of a clan council, and this council, of which every clan
headman is a member, is the decision-making unit at the
community level. Traditionally in these villages Jat farmers
were integrated as patrons into the patron-client system prev-
alent in the area. Their clients were members of various serv-
ice castes; however, this system has largely broken down
today. Wealthy Jat landowners have entered local, regional,
and even national politics since the beginning of this century,
and in many areas they are still active as influential represen-
tatives of farmers and rural folk in general. Among the pasto-
ral Jat of the Indus Delta, the clans are organized on the hier-
archical principle of age, with the oldest man of the oldest
lineage being at the head of the pyramid, followed by the
eldest men of the younger lineages. Institutionalized author-

ity over this entire group rests not with a Jat but with a
Karmati-Baluch.

Conflict. A frequent source of conflict within the minimal
lineage is land; such conflicts often take place between ag-
natic collaterals, since their lands usually border each other.
Factional conflict is fairly common at a broader level.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs and Ceremonies. A Jat can be Hindu,
Muslim, or Sikh, and in 1931 over 50 percent of the entire
Sikh population was constituted by Jat. Many ceremonies, es-
pecially those accompanying the rites of passage, are common
to all Jat, irrespective of religious denomination. Among
Hindu Jat there are in addition numerous local or more
widely prevalent religious beliefs and observances. These in-
clude knowledge of certain but by no means all major mytho-
logical figures (gods and goddesses) of the Sanskritic tradi-
tion and the celebration of several festivals, both seasonal
and annual, both of the all-Indian Hindu Great Tradition
and of the localized Little Tradition. The Muslim Jat popula-
tions have a strong tradition of venerating a large number of
local saints (pir). Although most are officially Sunni, they
have a large number of Shia traditions, and one group of Jat
are Ismaelis. Till recently Sikh Jat, though very conscious of
their distinct religious identity, were not very meticulous in
their observance of the precepts of Sikhism. Most of them
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still observe Hindu marriage rites and till recently followed
Hindu funeral customs; the majority also employed Brah-
mans as family priests. In most villages inhabited by Sikh Jat
there is the shrine of a Sikh martyr of old that acts as an an-
cestral focus for the minimal lineage. Various supernatural
beings play a role in Jat life and are common to most Jat irre-
spective of creed; belief in many of them is widespread in the
region as a whole.

Arts. The women of the nomadic Jat are very skilled in
needlework and embroider various textiles using threads of
many colors in the delta region but mainly black and red in
the north; tiny pieces of mirror are also used to decorate these
textiles.

Death and Afterlife. Jat hold conflicting views on life
after death. Some believe in the traditional Hindu concept of
rebirth, others believe in going to Hell or Heaven, but many
believe that there is no existence after death and that there is
no form of life besides the present one on Earth.

See also Ahir; Baluchi; Gujar; Pathan; Punjabi; Rajput;
Sikh
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APARNA RAO

Jatav

ETHNONYMS: Jadav, Jatava, Jatua; also known as Chamar,
Harijan, Scheduled Caste, Untouchable

Orientation

Identification. The Jatavs are an endogamous caste of the
Chamar, or leather worker, category of castes in India. Be-
cause of the polluting occupation of leather worker they rank
among the Untouchable castes close to the bottom of India’s
caste hierarchy. Some say the name “Jatav” is detived from
the word jat (camel driver), while others say it is derived from
“Jat,” the name of a non-Untouchable farming caste. Many
Jatavs themselves say it is derived from the term “Yadav,” the
lineage of Lord Krishna. They are also known as a Scheduled
Caste because, as Untouchables, they are included on a
schedule of castes eligible for government aid. Mahatma
Gandhi gave to Untouchables the name “Harijans” or “chil-
dren of god,” but Jatavs reject the term and its connotations
of Untouchable childlikeness and upper-caste paternalism.

Location. Jatavs live mostly in the states of Uttar Pradesh,
Rajasthan, Haryana, and Punjab, as well as in the Union Ter-
ritory of Delhi in northwest India. This is a semiarid area with
rainfall mostly in the monsoon season of June to August and
lesser rains in January-February. Temperatures range from
5.9° C in January-February to 41.5° C in May-June.

Demography. Jatavs are not listed separately in the census
of India but along with other Chamars. In the four states
mentioned above Chamars numbered 27,868,146, about 9.9
percent of the those states’ population (1981).

Linguistic Affiliation. Jatavs speak related languages of
the Indo-Aryan Family of languages including Hindi, Rajas-
thani, and Braj Bhasha, all using the Devanagari script, as
well as Punjabi using the Gurmukhi script. Chamars in other
parts of India speak other languages of the Indo-Aryan Fam-
ily and languages of the unrelated Dravidian Family, such as
Tamil and Telugu.

History and Cultural Relations

Origins of the Jatavs, as well as most other Chamar and Un-
touchable castes, are mythical. Some say the Jatavs are the
product of marriage of upper-caste Jats with Chamar women.
Jatavs themselves deny such origins. In preindependent India
they claimed upper-caste Kshatriya or warrior origin. In post-
independent India many have claimed to be descendants of
India’s ancient Buddhists. This claim is in part a rejection of
Untouchable status and in part an assertion of a political
identity of equality rejecting the caste system.

Settlements

In villages, where 90 percent of India’s Untouchables live,
Jatavs live in hamlets separate from non-Untouchable castes,
while in cities they live in segregated neighborhoods. In larger
settlements in cities these may be broken down into subsec-
tions with separate leadership. Houses are densely grouped in
a nucleated pattern. Housing style is of two types: kacca and
pakka. Kacca homes are generally one room made of mud,
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sometimes mixed with a special clay for strength, or of un-
baked mud bricks. Roofs are flat, although some have sloping
thatched roofs to protect against rain. Kacca homes are
painted with a mixture of slightly antiseptic cow dung and
mud. Pakka homes, mostly found in cities, are of baked brick
and cement, the better ones with walls, floors, and flat roofs
also coated with cement. Pakka homes frequently have more
than one room, a small interior courtyard where cooking is
done, and a second story.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Jatavs, and all
other Chamars in India, are traditionally leather workers, tan-
ners, and shoemakers. Nevertheless, in villages they are pri-
marily agricultural laborers hereditarily attached to landown-
ers (jajmans) for whom they work, often upon demand.
Payment was traditionally in shares of grain, food, and items
of clothing. In recent years increased payment in cash has
weakened the obligations of landowners toward them and
progressively reduced them to wage laborers. Population in-
crease, the use of mechanical devices such as tractors, and
land reform measures have caused further unemployment
and destitution. Many migrate to cities where Jatavs are
skilled shoemakers. A number of the educated younger gene-
ration have found jobs in government service where a certain
percentage of jobs are reserved for Scheduled Castes. Differ-
ences based on class and education have begun to appear
among, but not yet to divide, them. Those who can afford it
may keep a cow or water buffalo for milk.

Industrial Arts. In addition to being skilled leather work-
ers and shoemakers, Jatavs are also skilled masons and build-
ing contractors.

Trade. Shoes are manufactured, often on a putting-out
system in which individual workers are given raw materials
to make shoes in their homes, sold to wholesalers in a mar-
ket. A few Jatavs in cities own large factories. Shoes are sup-
plied to the domestic and a growing foreign market. How-
ever, since they do not control the wholesale and
distributive networks, Jatavs do not reap the major profits of
their craft.

ivision of Labor.  Division of labor by sex is strict. Males
alone make shoes, plow and do heavy work in the fields, and
freely move outside of the hamlet or neighborhood to shop in
a market or attend caste councils and other public functions.
Married women wear a veil (ghunghat) before their husband’s
elder male kinsmen and in his village or neighborhood; the
women draw water, cook, and care for the home. They may
also work at harvest time in the fields and separate scraps of
leather.

Land Tenure. On the whole, Jatavs, like most Chamars,
were until recently unable to own land in villages. In some vil-
lages a house tax is paid to the landowner. In cities, however,
many have been able to purchase land for homes and
factories.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent.  Kin groups are formed patrilin-
eally. The smallest coresidential unit is the nuclear or ex-
tended family (parivar, ghar). Extended families are most

often composed of parent(s), married sons and their wives,
and grandchildren. Otherwise they are composed of married
brothers, their wives, and their children. Minimal pa-
trilineages (kutumb) of nonresidential brothers and cousins
are expected to support one another in conflicts. The maxi-
mal lineage (khandan) consists of all male descendants of a
known or fictive ancestor. The “brotherhood” (biradari) con-
sists of all members of the caste (jati). All members of the
same neighborhood or village are real or fictive kin in an
exogamous bhaiband. Descent is formally patrilineal, al-
though the mother’s role in procreation is acknowledged.

Kinship Terminology. Hawaiian-type cousin terms are
used, while the first ascending generation uses bifurcate-
collateral terms reflecting the lower status of girl-giving af-
finals (nice rishtedar) and the higher status of girl-receiving
affinals (unce rishtedar). Affinals (rishtedar) are distinguished
from agnates (natedar). Kin terms are fictively extended to all

in a bhaiband.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Most marriages are monogamous, but a very few
polygamous marriages still occur. Parents arrange most mar-
riages, although a few educated today may be allowed some
say in the match. Totemically named categories (gotras) exist
but their exogamic function is not strictly observed. Marriage
is exogamous for the khandan but endogamous for the caste.
As a practical rule, marriages are not allowed with anyone
having a remembered relationship through both paternal and
maternal patrilineages. Members of the village or city neigh-
borhood are fictive kin for whom marriage is also exogamous.
Also forbidden is giving girls to lower-ranked families, vil-
lages, or neighborhoods from which girls have previously
been taken. A dowry must be offered to the boy’s family on
behalf of the girl. Divorce is possible at the instigation of ei-
ther party, but it is infrequent and must be approved by the
caste council. Widows, widowers, and divorced persons may
remarry, but women may not remarry in a formal wedding cer-
emony (shadi). The ideal is patrilocal residence in the ex-
tended family of the husband; the reality is often a majority of
nuclear families.

Domestic Unit. Those who live in the same house share
living space, cooking, and expenses. When an extended fam-
ily disintegrates-——usually because of conflicts between broth-
ers or their wives—separate living, cooking, and expense ar-
rangements are made in the house if it is large enough;
otherwise, new living quarters are sought. Sons are expected
to care for aged parents who are unable to work.

Inheritance. Property is divided equally among sons;
daughters because of the dowry customarily receive nothing.
Inheriting brothers are expected to provide dowry for unmar-
ried sisters. Eldest sons may succeed to any offices, such as

headman, held by their fathers.

Socialization. Parents raise children affectionately, and
elder siblings, usually sisters, are caretakers for younger sib-
lings. Boys, however, are preferred and tend to receive better
care and attention than girls. At around the age of 6 same-
sexed parents become stricter disciplinarians. Children are
not separated from most adult activities and easily move into
adult occupations in early teens. Emphasis is on socialization
for dependence upon the family, and boys are socialized espe-
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cially to be dependent upon the mother, who may in turn be-
come dependent upon them in old age.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social Organization. In India’s villages the caste system is

an organic division of labor, each caste having a traditionally
assigned and distinct occupation and duty. Because Jatavs, as
Chamars, do the polluting and polluted tasks of removing
dead cattle from the village and of working with leather, they
are ranked as Untouchables at the bottom of the system. Tra-
ditionally, their major occupation in the village was agricul-
tural and other menial labor for landowners. In cities, where
the traditional interdependencies of the caste system are vir-
tually nonexistent, Jatavs are more like a distinct and de-
spised ethnic group.

Political Organization. In preindependent India Jatavs
gained considerable political expertise by forming associa-
tions and by developing a literate cadre of leaders. They tried
to change their position in the caste system through “Sanskri-
tization,” the emulation of upper-caste behavior. Jatavs
claimed Kshatriya or warrior-class origin and rank, and they
organized caste associations to reform caste behavior and
lobby for their claims. After independence India legally abol-
ished the practice of untouchability, established the universal
franchise, and developed the policy of “protective discrimina-
tion.” That policy reserves electoral constituencies for Sched-
uled Caste candidates according to their percentages of pop-
ulation in the nation and the states; it does likewise for jobs in
the national and state civil services; and it offers educational
benefits to them. Jatavs have taken advantage of that policy
and turned to active participation in India’s parliamentary
system of government. At times they have elected members of
their caste to various state and national legislatures. In vil-
lages they have been less successful at influencing local politi-
cal institutions and capturing funds meant for developmental
projects. A major influence upon Jatavs was the Untouchable
leader Dr. B. R. Ambedkar (d. 1956) who encouraged Un-
touchables to fight for their rights, and, as first minister for
law in India, provided a powerful role model. Through their
political efforts his statue and picture may be found in public
parks and bus stations, symbolically asserting their quest for
equal citizenship in the nation.

Social Control. Everyday control and leadership of local
communities was traditionally in the hands of hereditary
headmen (chaudhari). Serious cases of conflict, breaches of
caste rules, and other caste-related problems were decided by
councils of adult men (panchayat) in each locality. In the
past, higher-level councils existed for more serious cases or
for appeals. The council system and the powers of hereditary
headmen have gradually eroded, especially in cities where the
courts and the more educated and politically involved leaders
and businessmen have become more prominent and in-
fluential.

Conflict. Conflicts arise within and between families and
individuals over money, children, inheritance claims, drink-
ing, insults, and the like. In recent years conflicts, both in cit-
ies and villages, have taken a political turn as Jatavs, and
other Untouchables, have tried to assert their rights. Non-
Untouchable castes have reacted negatively. Serious riots be-
tween Jatavs and upper castes have occurred in cities, such as

Agra, and dangerous conflicts have also occurred in villages.
Jatavs feel that the pace of change is much too slow, while
upper castes have rejected it as too fast, unjustified, and con-
trary to orthodox Hindu teaching.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. In general, Jatavs and other Chamars
are Hindus. They reject, however, the Hindu teaching that
makes them Untouchables, as well as the Brahman priests
who wrote the sacred texts so defining them. Most major
Hindu festivals, particularly Holi, are observed, as are major
life-cycle ceremonies. In postindependent India Jatavs may
enter major Hindu temples and visit pilgrimage spots. Some
Chamars are devotees of the Chamar saint Ravi Das. A num-
ber of Jatavs have followed Dr. Ambedkar and converted to
Buddhism as a rejection of the caste system and as an asser-
tion of the equality of all individuals. Buddhism for them is a
political ideology in religious form. Ambedkar himself has
been apotheosized as a bodhisattva; his birthday is the major
public Jatav festival. Belief is in the major deities of Hindu-
ism, especially in their localized forms. The Buddha and Dr.
Ambedkar have become part of the pantheon. Ghosts of
those who died before their time (bhut) and other spirits are
believed to be able to possess or harm living people; fear of
the evil eye is also widespread.

Religious Practitioners. Brahman priests traditionally
have not served Jatavs and other Untouchables. Instead local
headmen have officiated at rituals. Shamans (bhagat), who
are sometimes Jatavs, have been known to be consulted in
cases of spirit possession and other illnesses.

Ceremonies. Life-cycle ceremonies at birth, first hair cut-
ting, marriage, and death are the major public ceremonies.
Marriage is the most important ritual as it involves public
feasts, the honor of the girl’s family, cooperation of neighbors
and specific kin, and gift giving over years to the families of
married daughters. Death rituals also require participation of
agnates and male neighbors to cremate the corpse immedi-
ately and of women to keen ritually. Very small children are
buried. Memorial feasts or meals for the dead are given over a
period of a year.

Arts. The verbal arts, particularly the composition of vari-
ous forms of poetry, are cultivated, as is the skill in singing
various forms of song.

Medicine. Folk remedies are used and practitioners of
Ayurvedic, Unani, and homeopathic medicines are con-
sulted. Modern medicines and physicians are used when

affordable.

Death and Afterlife. Belief in transmigration of souls is
widespread, and some believe in an afterlife in Heaven
(Svarg) or Hell (Narak). A son to perform the funeral obse-
quies is essential. The dead soul lingers after death but passes

on after a number of days.
See also Neo-Buddhist; Untouchables
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Kalasha

ETHNONYM: Kalash Kafir

The Kalasha are a tribe of about 4,000, found in the Chi-
tral District in North-West Frontier Province, on the western
edge of Pakistan. They are unique among the tribes of the
Hindu Kush in one respect: to this day they have resisted con-
version to Islam. (Pakistan is 98 percent Muslim.) Instead
they practice a form of Hinduism.

The Kalasha economy is based on agriculture, which is
mainly women's work, and transhumant animal husbandry,
which takes the men and their flocks to the lower pastures for
winter and then to high mountain pastures in summer. The
people grow maize, wheat, and millets on small irrigated
fields. Goats are not only the main animal herded, they are
also sacred: they are considered the gift of the gods, which
men must protect against the pollution of females and de-
monic possession. Women have relative social freedom, as
compared with the Muslim women of Pakistan, and there is
certainly no purdah. There are many cases of marriage by
elopement, involving already-married women. Much feuding
and negotiation have to take place to resolve disputes over
women.

During the 1950s several Kalasha villages were forcibly
converted to Islam on grounds of the supposed “immorality”
of the women. Since then other forms of antagonism have
grown up between Kalasha and the surrounding Muslims. Re-
cently the situation has somewhat improved through the
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building of schools in some valleys, which Kalasha children
can attend. In the late 1970s some roads were also built into
the area. As a result there has been an increase in tourism and
timber exploitation, which have not really benefited the
Kalasha thus far.
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Kanarese

ETHNONYMS: Canarese, Kannadiga

These are some 66 percent of the inhabitants of
Karnataka, in south-central India, who speak the Kannada
language. In 1991 they numbered about 31 million speakers
(four percent of the national population). The Kannada lan-
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guage belongs to the Dravidian family. It has an ancient,
mainly devotional, literature, stretching back to the ninth
century AD. The Kannada script, though similar to that of
Telugu, is only used for writing Kannada and the closely re-
lated languages Tulu and Kodagu, both of which are spoken
in the western parts of Karnataka.

The great majority of Kanarese (85.9 percent) are Hin-
dus, but 11.1 percent of the state’s population is Muslim and
2.1 percent Christian. There are also two important sects
present: Jains and Lingayats. The Jains are a monastic sect
often considered beyond the pale of Hinduism. The Lin-
gayats are a Shaivite reformist sect of Hinduism, founded in
the twelfth century Ap, and having a strong monotheistic
tendency.

Most of the Karnataka state was from 1578 to 1947 the
kingdom of Mysore, ruled by a maharaja based in Mysore
City. Even before this kingdom there had been culturally bril-
liant Hindu kingdoms in the same area, as the temple art of
the Hoysalas (1007-1336 ap) and the city polity of the
Vijayanagar Empire (1336-1565) clearly attest. During the
eighteenth century the Muslim adventurer Haidar Ali and his
son Tipu Sultan fought four wars against the British, which
culminated in Tipu's death in 1799; but after that the British
never ruled Mysore directly, preferring to prop up the Hindu
house of Mysore. It had a relatively efficient state administra-
tion and was one of the largest princely states in South Asia.
As a result, in the twentieth century Karnataka has become
one of the most prosperous and modemnized Indian states.

Although its economy is still largely rural, the state in-
cludes the great city of Bangalore, one of the two major indus-
trial centers in South India. Universities, technical colleges,
and high-technology industries all abound in the Bangalore
area. Aircraft, silk, and motorcycles are three of the best-
known products. The important cultivated crops of the state
are millet, rice, sorghum, tobacco, sugarcane, cotton, pota-
toes, onions, turmeric, cardamom, and chilies. The major
plantation crops are coffee and coconuts, but there is some
tea and rubber; and there are still extensive forests in the
west. Gold is the major mineral product.

See also Coorg; Jain; Lingayat; Okkaliga
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Kanbi

ETHNONYMS: Patel, Patidar

Orientation

The Kanbi are a large endogamous caste living in the Kheda
District of Gujarat State, India. They are the most numerous
of the high castes (e.g., Brahman, Bania, and Patidar) in this
district. The name “Kanbi” is said to be derived from katumbi
(householder). In 1931 the caste name was changed from
Kanbi to Patidar in recognition of an elevation in overall
caste status. The information in this summary has been
drawn from David F. Pocock’s 1972 study of the Patidar in
Gujarat. The Kanbi call their homeland Charotar (the pleas-
ant land). The area is a flat alluvial plain of some 65 square
kilometers within the Kheda District of Gujarat. In 1971 the
Kheda District had a total population of slightly under 2 mil-
lion. The lingua franca of this region is Gujarati, an Indo-

Aryan language.

History and Cultural Relations

In the nineteenth century, the Leva Kanbi (one of the two
large divisions of the Kanbi) were appointed by the Moguls
and Marathas as revenue-collection officers. Some of these
Kanbi had attained patidari rights (i.e., ownership of cultiva-
ble strips of land, known as pati, that could be sublet for
profit). Generally when revenue was being collected, an as-
sessment was chatged to a particular village. This assessment
was divided according to the lineal divisions of the village,
each of which paid a certain proportion of the fee. Senior
members of divisions kept some land that was owned jointly
by members of the division. The remainder was sublet as pati.
Two classes of individuals rented these lands: tenants at will
and hereditary tenants. Many of these hereditary tenants also
had patidari rights. By the middle of the nineteenth century,
some twenty-seven Kanbi villages had attained considerable
wealth; of these, fifteen had an aristocracy of large landown-
ers with developing interests in foreign commerce. These were
considered to be Patidar; the remainder were considered to be
Kanbi. These villages retained their wealth well into the twen-
tieth century; they benefited extensively from British efforts
to increase productivity in land yield through cultivation. In
addition, twentieth-century foreign trade with east Africa
brought an increase in revenue that was invested in land and
property development in the Kheda District.
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Settlements

Castes are assigned respective living areas within a typical
Kanbi village, each of which has individual access to agricul-
tural fields. Villages do not adhere to an established urban
plan. A village square (containing temples, shrines, and of-
fices for government officials) is located near the village en-
trance. A talav (tank) containing the water supply is located
near the square. A typical house is constructed of mud, wood,
and thatch. The home of a more affluent landowner is simi-
larly constructed, but a superior grade of wood is used. Brick
and iron are also used in the construction of homes for

wealthy Kanbi.

Economy

Some Kanbi own land as shareholders while others work as
tenant farmers. Agriculture is the major subsistence activity.
Crops grown include several varieties of millet (including
spiked millet), pigeon peas, rice, cluster beans, sesame, cas-
tor, chilies, and spices. Other vegetables are purchased from
vendors locally and beyond the village confines. Cotton and
tobacco are also cultivated. The more wealthy Kanbi supple-
ment their income through investment, trade, industry, and
commercial activities. The Kanbi have a cash economy and
produce few implements. Wealthy Kanbi families engage in a
variety of professional, industrial, and trade-related activities
(foreign and domestic). In exchange for services rendered by
several servant and specialized castes, the Kanbi settle their
accounts in cash or by means of barter (e.g., with grain). Oc-
cupational specialization obtains in Kanbi villages. Special-
ized castes (e.g., Brahmans, barbers, washers, potters, carpen-
ters, tailors, and shopkeepers) provide important services.
Men work agricultural fields and women prepare meals, han-
dle household chores, and care for domestic animals.

Kinship

The village, village division, and natal group are the most
basic social units in Kanbi society. In leading Kanbi villages,
the Kanbi are descendants of one man (a founding ancestor);
in some villages, a minority lineage that predates the found-
ing ancestor may also exist. In large villages, the descendants
of a common ancestor build a compound (chok or khadaki)
together. In wealthy villages, all members of the compound
are agnatically related. At one time, these compounds may
have served as home to several generations. By 1972, they
housed little more than joint families of two generations’
depth. Secession (and lineal segmentation) may take place;
however, this is a rare occurrence. Compounds of this sort are
not usually found in smaller Kanbi villages. The bhayat (small
division consisting of four or five generations) also figures
prominently in Kanbi social structure. It is the closest group
of mutual cooperation outside the family. Patrilineal descent
is the Kanbi norm.

Marriage and Family

Monogamous unions are normative. Extramarital liaisons of
male and female spouses are not unusual. Hypergamy is prac-
ticed and ekuda (marriage circles) exist whose members must
intermarry. The father of the bride is ceremonially and finan-
cially the inferior party in marital negotiations and is required
to pay an exorbitant fee in order to secure a son-in-law of suit-

able social standing. Postmarital residence is patrilocal. The
joint family, consisting of either a couple together with their
children or a large group extending five or more generations,
is the basic domestic unit. Male children inherit the parental
estate. During his lifetime, a father is the manager of the an-
cestral estate, but no part of this estate may be encumbered
without the consent of his sons. By birth they are entitled to
be coparceners with their father. If the ancestral estate re-
mains undivided after the death of the father, the eldest son
becomes its manager and all family members have a right to
maintenance from its proceeds. The responsibility for the
raising of children is assumed largely by the mother, but it is
shared to some extent by all members of the joint family.

Sociopolitical Organization

Gujarati society is rigidly stratified. The Kanbi are the most
influential caste (below the Brahmans) in the Kheda District.
Within the caste, social inequities obtain. These are based
chiefly on wealth. In addition, the marital obligations en-
forced by the ekuda serve as the foundation for yet another
level of social distinction within Kanbi culture. Regulations
governing the nature and extent of social relations internally
and between castes provide the basis upon which social con-
trol is maintained.

Religion and Expressive Culture

The Kanbi are adherents of Hinduism. Brahmans function in
a sacerdotal capacity for the Kanbi family. They function as
marriage priests and also officiate at ceremonies marking the
beginning of the new year, etc. The nature of Kanbi religious
ceremonies remains a mystery. It has been suggested by some
that the origin of these rites is Vedic. Others believe them to
be of syncretic origin. The confusion is due in part to the fact
that the Kanbi are not served by a single Brahman caste.
Whatever the case may be, it is likely that these ceremonies
do contain a Brahmanic core to which additional elements

have been added.
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Kanjar

ETHNONYMS: Guguwala, Jallad, Kanjari, Khanabiadosh

Orientation

Identification. Kanjar are an ancient, widely dispersed,
and endogamous population of nomadic artisans and enter-
tainers spread throughout Southwest Asia. They are widely
known as singers, dancers, musicians, operators of carnival-
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type rides, and prostitutes; they are best known for the small
terra-cotta toys they manufacture and hawk door-to-door
through sedentary rural and urban communities.

Location. Small nomadic groups of Kanjar are found
throughout Pakistan and north India; they are most concen-
trated in the fertile and more densely populated areas of the
Indus River valley and the Punjab. In 1947 the international
boundary separating Pakistan from India divided the Punjab
region between the two nations. Disputes between the two
nations about irrigation resources and religious conflicts
among Muslims, Hindus, and Sikhs keep tensions high on
the frontier and prohibit free movement of nomadic peoples
along traditional travel routes. Traditionally, Kanjar used to
travel a circuit from Rawalpindi and Lahore in Pakistan to
Amritsar and Delhi in India. This region lies in a warm tem-
perate zone, generally arid, with hot summers and cool to cold
winters. On the whole, rainfall is low. The five rivers feeding
the Punjab and extensive systems of irrigation canals have
sustained the development of relatively dense networks of
agriculture-based villages and the growth of small towns and
metropolitan centers. The human population of these com-
munities forms the economic niche exploited by Kanjar.

Demography. There are about 5,000 Kanjar in Pakistan
and considerably more in north India. Unfortunately there is
no accurate demographic or other census information on
Kanjar in either nation. Small groups of one to three families
travel extensively through rural areas following the wheat and
rice harvests. Weddings and other festive occasions follow
harvest activities in village areas and Kanjar capitalize on
these patterns of seasonal wealth. During fallow and growing
seasons they move into urban areas. By combining entertain-
ment and handicraft skills with much spatial mobility the
Kanjar exploit a peripatetics’ niche—a constant demand for
goods and/or services that local communities cannot inter-
nally generate or support on a full-time basis.

Linguistic Affiliation. Kanjar are fluent in several lan-
guages and many regional dialects of Hindi, Urdu, Punjabi,
and Sindhi. Their own language, Kanijari, has affinities with
Indo-Aryan Prakrits and Romani. Linguistically, and in their
cultural habits, contemporary Kanjar may share a common
ancestry with Rom (Gypsies) and other populations of Ro-
mani speakers throughout the world.

History and Cultural Relations

Ancient historical accounts indicate that nomadic groups like
the Kanjar were firmly embedded throughout the fabric of sed-
entary social systems in South Asia by the late Vedic period
(circa 1000-700 B.c.). Ongoing ethnoarchaeological research
suggests that groups similar to or identical with contemporary
Kanjar may have been responsible for the manufacture and dis-
tribution of terra-cotta figurines found throughout the ruins of
the Harappan Civilization in the Indus Valley (circa 3000-1500
B.C)). Kanjar figure in local traditions and folklore and practically
all villages and urban centers are visited by them at least twice
each year. The nature of their peripatetic subsistence activities
and ethnic pride govern Kanjar relations with client communi-
ties. Females peregrinate through narrow village lanes and urban
streets calling out Gugu ghoray lay lao, “Come and take the
toys.” Responding to this beckoning refrain, children rush to

parents for a few annas (coins), measures of rice or wheat,

and/or items of cast-off clothing to exchange for some of the
terra-cotta toys being offered for sale. Some will hold back cash
or barter items knowing the Kanjar may also have carnival-type
rides or jhula (small merry-go-rounds and Ferris wheels) in their
tent camps pitched in nearby fields or vacant lots. Adults antici-
pate a late afternoon or evening of music and dancing. Kanjar
men surreptitiously smile while wives look scornfully at their
husbands, knowing that Kanjar women also have sexual favors
for sale. Senior females from client households with daughters
about to marry will seek out older Kanjar women to come and
quietly sing and joke before the bride-to-be about the wedding
night, sexual intercourse, and relations with males, as part of the
girl's enculturation into adulthood. Beyond these formalized
roles and transactions, Kanjar relations with the membership of
host communities are those of professional strangers. They have
no bonds of kinship, they have not belonged to the community
from the beginning, and they desire no contracts that might
bind them in the future. They simply import goods and services
that do not, and cannot, stem from the client community itself.
Because relations with clients are confined to formalized trans-
actions in structured settings, clients know very little about
Kanjar life and cultural habits. Conversely, Kanjar constantly
learn and understand a great deal about the roles and patterns
of social structure and organization governing everyday activities
in the communities and regions of their peregrinations. This
knowledge is used and constantly updated in order to maintain
timely and sensitive entertainment routines and to determine
economic or political conditions affecting their travel routes and
tenure in an area. Also by restricting their interactions with cli-
ents to public settings, Kanjar protect the sanctity of the private
domains of their family and group activities. This strategy inhib-
its collection of accurate information about themselves that
government, police, social service agencies, and others might be
able to use in order to curtail their economic activities, group
flexibility, and/or freedom of movement. In the larger seden-
tary world, Kanjar are often classified under the culturally nebu-
lous term “Khanabadosh.” An ancient Persian term adopted
into Hindi/Urdu, Khanabadosh literally means “house-on-
shoulder.” It carries a negative semantic connotation and is sim-
ilar in use to the English construct “Gypsy” or nomad. They are
also inappropriately labeled as a caste (zat) of terra-cotta toy
makers (Guguwala).

Settlements

Kanjar own no land or permanent shelters. They survive by
traveling from community to community through diverse re-
gions, transporting their physical possessions on mule-drawn
carts (rehra) or donkeys. The woven reed or munj grass (sirki)
walls of their tents are ideal for their peripatetic activities and
contrast sharply with the mud and/or brick shelters of client
settlements and the barrel-vaulted, patchwork cloth tents of
other populations of nomadic artisans and entertainers. Tent
walls are made by weaving and binding strands of sirki or split
bamboo into long, flexible mats about 2 meters wide and up
to 9 meters in length. This mat is wound around a rectangular
frame of vertical poles or sticks to form a continuous wall that
is rolled open to provide an entrance. Cloth or smaller grass-
mat ceilings are supported by one or two ridgepoles secured to
comner posts. The living area may be varied by adjusting the
distance between corner posts. Each family maintains a sepa-
rate tent and one seldom finds more than three tents travel-
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ing or camped together. In rural areas tent camps are pitched
along canal banks and railway lines and in fallow or newly
harvested fields around villages. In urban settings camps are
located in vacant lots or undeveloped commercial sites. Be-
cause they are almost identical, Kanjar tents are frequently
confused with tents belonging to the Changar. Changar are a
totally different community of nomadic artisans who weave
bamboo, reeds, and grass into mats, baskets, brooms, toys,
and the like. While Kanjar are capable of manufacturing their
own tents, it is common to contract with Changar to build or
repair their tents.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Income-pro-
ducing activities fall into three basic domains: (1) sale of
gugu (terra-cotta toys); (2) entertainment routines including
sale of jhula (carnival rides), singing, dancing, music-making
activities, and prostitution; and (3) some begging strategies.
Some families keep and train fighting dogs and roosters; how-
ever, income from wagers on animal fighting is not reliable. In
rural areas Kanjar bargain for measures of wheat, rice, and
other cereals as payment for their goods and services. In
urban settings they are more inclined to accept cash, though
even there many will negotiate for sugar, flour, and cast-off
clothing as remuneration. Prostitutes demand cash. Occa-
sionally, females will offer sexual favors in order to avoid ha-
rassment from local police or other authorities. Earnings in
soft commodities are accumulated and transported until suf-
ficient quantities justify visits to regional markets where the
goods are sold for cash. Income not needed for immediate
subsistence requirements is converted into silver and gold.
Rice, chappatis (flat bread made from unleavened dough),
dried lentils (dal), produce such as onions, potatoes, and
chilies, occasional fresh meat, tea with milk and sugar, and
yogurt comprise their basic diet. Enough of these items are
usually earned daily; cash outlays for food generally are re-
stricted to purchases of cooking oil, spices, tea, and luxury
items such as fresh fruit and sweets. Family pack animals and
goats are grazed in rural areas; however, in more crowded
urban areas fodder is often purchased with cash. Seasonal in-
come is influenced by local conditions in the diverse commu-
nities Kanjar service. Resourceful families may accumulate
considerable wealth.

Industrial Arts. While the sale of terra-cotta toys accounts
for only 24 percent of family income, the manufacture and
hawking of gugu-ghoray give Kanjar their primary identity.
Clay deposits are common throughout the Indus Valley and
Punjab, and Kanjar are adept at finding local deposits of this
raw material wherever they camp. Males generally dig up the
clay; however, the entire group traveling together participate
in making the clay figurines. Stylized yet consistent across the
entire Kanjar population, the clay figurines represent dogs,
sheep, goats, camels, cows, buffalo, birds, and elephants as
well as miniature household items such as fireplaces, pots,
plates, spoons, and bells. Hand-molded from damp clay, fig-
urines are sun-dried before surface firing under grass, dried
manure, and straw. Depending on local demand, families
usually make gugu twice weekly. Surface firing ensures fragil-
ity and a relatively constant demand for these popular toys.

Trade. Kanjar avoid local markets and craft centers, pre-
ferring to hawk their wares and services door-to-door. In re-
cent years the growth of inexpensive and durable plastic toys
in the market has begun to affect sales of gugu-ghoray. Re-
sponse to this competition has increased the number of toys a
client may select for the same price.

Division of Labor. Kanjar females enjoy dominance over
males in practically every sphere of daily activities. With the
exception of income from jhula (carnival rides) operated ex-
clusively by males, females generate the majority of income in
both rural and urban settings. Door-to-door hawking, sing-
ing, dancing, and prostitution are exclusively female activi-
ties. Both sexes and all children beg. Daily provisioning of the
family is provided by females and children. Males and elderly
females prepare meals and tend infants. Dealings with outsid-
ers are handled by females, and internally they tend to carry
more weight when decisions are made about distribution
and/or investment of family resources. Talented males are
trained and skillful musicians; they accompany the singing
and dancing routines of their mothers, sisters, and spouses
with drums, flutes, harmoniums, cymbals, and a range of
stringed instruments. Boys share tent-maintenance, live-
stock, and child-care responsibilities with fathers. Girls ac-
company mothers in their activities outside camps and con-
centrate on learning dancing and singing skills within the
family domain.

Land Tenure. Most Kanjar avoid ownership of land or
permanent property; however, some families may invest cash
in professional entertainment establishments servicing urban
centers.

Kinship, Marriage, and Family

Kin Groups and Descent. Contrary to popular belief and
cursory historical records, Kanjar do not consider themselves
to be a caste (zat). They refer to themselves as a gam and use
this term to mean an endogamous “people” or society. Struc-
turally they are divided into biradari. Kanjar use this term to
define loosely organized, bilateral descent groups, the mem-
bers of which can trace affiliation back to a common ances-
tor(s), usually a group of siblings. In turn, the apical siblings
of each biradari are believed to be descendants of a common
but unknown ancestor. The term biradari is also, and most
commonly, used to indicate a group of families living and
traveling together, regardless of actual kin ties among them.
Biradari, as a descent group, is not an organizing principle
and is only called upon when a specific kin link is disputed or
perceived to be politically or economically profitable for a
given Ego. Kanjar are related to each other in many involuted
ways and each relationship has a distinct term. The closest
kin ties are among siblings and their mother, Ego’s father
being the husband! of his or her mother at Ego’s birth.

Marriage. All females are highly valued, both as daughters
and spouses, and the bride-price (bovar) is very dear, often
amounting to more than three years’ total earnings from the
prospective husband’s family. Kanjar prefer wadi de shadi (ex-
change marriages) between the children of siblings. Wadi de
shadi enables a family to solidify alliances and accumulate
cash for bride-price where exchange is impossible or undesir-
able. Marriages are arranged by members of the child’s natal
tent with an eye toward enhancing their own position, either
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through receipt of bride-price and/or through achievement of
a more desirable alliance with other families. Divorce may be
instigated by either spouse; however, reconciliation is always
sought because otherwise bride-price must be returned. Dis-
putes about marital tensions and bride-price are common
sources of conflict.

Domestic Unit. The same term (puki) is used for tent and
for the basic social unit of Kanjar society. Puki connotes the
commensal group of a female, her spouse, and their unmar-
ried children. Marriage creates a new tent and residence is ei-
ther neolocal or with siblings or parental siblings traveling in
other groups. Each tent is economically independent.

Inheritance. All material and animal resources are owned
corporately by the tent or family unit. When a member dies,
his or her portion of the tent’s resources is equally divided
among surviving members. Individual debts also become the
responsibility of the bereaved tent if not settled before death.

Socialization. There is no separate world for children and
adults and Kanjar believe that children learn best through a
combination of example and specific training. Broadly speak-
ing, males are enculturated to be cooperative and supportive,
whereas females are encouraged to be more aggressive, self-
reliant, and independent. Exceptionally attractive and tal-
ented girls are raised with expectation that they will be sold
into professional entertainment establishments. Musically
talented boys may be encouraged to leave their tents and
work independently as professional musicians.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social Organization. Where each tent is an independent

economic unit, families usually form temporary alliances with
other tents forming a dera. Déra typically consist of two to
four tents with a balance among skilled performers and jhula
(carnival rides). While economic considerations are always a
mediating factor, most déra include tents involved in engage-
ment or marriage negotiations.

Political Organization. While females tend to dominate,
both tents and déra are acephalous. Decisions affecting the
group are reached through consensus, deference wisely being
paid to older and/or more experienced individuals.

Social Control.  Kanjar recognize that the independence of
tents and freedom (azadi) to move are the most important
forms of social control. Tents unwilling to abide with déra
consensus are encouraged to or simply move away in order to
avoid serious conflict or violence. Among Kanjar, loss of mo-
bility is loss of social control.

Conflict. Tension and disputes arise from bickering be-
tween spouses or entertainers working together about share
and distribution of earnings, adultery or excessive sexual jok-
ing, disagreements about travel routes and tenure in an area,
and bride-price negotiations, as well as individual transgres-
sions such as drunkenness, excessive abuse, theft, physical at-
tacks, serious injury, and murder. When group pressure and
negotiated compromises fail, Kanjar have a formal legal sys-
tem for hearing and resolving serious disputes. Since they
lack institutions or formal roles for enforcing group sanc-
tions, settlement of disputes ultimately devolves on the con-
flicting parties, their families, and their allies.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. As nomads Kanjar are familiar with a
broad spectrum of religious beliefs and practices among the
communities they service, and they don any sacred mantle
that momentarily meets their practical needs. While they are
essentially agnostic, they do protect themselves from spirits

(jinn) by wearing amulets (tabiz) purchased from holy men
(fakirs).

Arts. As professional artisans and highly skilled entertain-
ers, their everyday subsistence activities are a form of expres-
sive and creative art.

Medicine. Kanjar seek treatment from homeopathic prac-
titioners, druggists or pharmacists, and fakirs (holy men) for
serious illness. Chronic malaria is endemic and most suffer
from seasonal bouts with typhoid and cholera. Greater energy
and resources are spent on sick females than on sick males,
especially as infants and young children. Males are constantly
reminded that “roti (bread) for your stomach” comes largely
from the females in their lives.

Death and Afterlife. Kanjar are stoic about death and ac-
cept it as fate and a normal aspect of life. Individuals prefer to
die in the company of family and siblings; however, they real-
ize that their peripatetic life-style often prohibits dispersed
kin from being present. Ideally, parents and/or siblings wash
the body, wrap it in a new white cloth, sprinkle it with scented
water, and bury it on its side facing east toward warmth and
the rising sun. Burial takes place as soon as possible—the
next day during the hot season, and after two or three days in
winter, thus in cooler weather allowing any siblings who
might be in the same area time to travel and be involved in
the burial process. The body is considered polluting to fe-
males and therefore males prepare it for burial. Kanjar gener-
ally fear incapacitating diseases or long final illnesses more
than the actual death itself. While a family will carry a sick in-
dividual on their carts and/or stop traveling when an individ-
ual becomes extremely ill or crippled, Kanjar fear loss of mo-
bility more than death. Among Kanjar, freedom and mobility
represent life.
See also Peripatetics; Qalandar
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JOSEPH C. BERLAND

Kashmiri

ETHNONYMS: none

The Kashmiris are the Hindu and Muslim inhabitants of
India’s most northerly state, Jammu and Kashmir, and of that
fragment of land that is controlled by Pakistan and called
Azad Kashmir (Gilgit, Baltistan, and four other districts, all
thinly populated). The entire area is one of beautiful moun-
tain ranges, high grazing valleys, and a large, central agricul-
tural valley called the Vale of Kashmir, where Srinigar, the
Indian state capital, is located. In point of fact some three-
quarters of Kashmir, including most of Azad Kashmir and all
of the Aksai Chin sector held by China, is permanently under
snow and glaciers because of the extreme elevation.

The whole state has a major tourist potential, but for
some years this has not been realized because of the continu-
ing political and religious strife. This seemingly intractable
situation arose from the fact that the majority of the Kashmiri
population (77.1 percent in 1941) was Muslim, while the for-
mer maharaja of Kashmir and 20.1 percent (in 1941) of the
population were Hindus. After Indian independence, India
laid claim to the state (Pandit Nehru's homeland) and soon
developed better communications with this region than Paki-
stan was able to develop with its own sector, Azad Kashmir.
The Indo-Pakistan wars of 1948, 1965, and 1971 were largely
fought over the issue of who should control Kashmir (al-
though in 1971 Bangladesh was also a central issue), and
today (1991) the political turmoil and “states of emergency”
continue, prompted both by Pakistani shipments of arms
across the border to sympathizers and by the agitation of
Kashmiri Muslims who would prefer to live under the Islamic
rule of Pakistan rather than the secular but sometimes repres-
sive rule of India. Although involved in the issue from the be-
ginning, the United Nations has been powerless to resolve it.
Until this problem is resolved, the economic growth of the
area will remain almost at a standstill.

The area is very large. Excluding that sizable part that is
controlled either by Pakistan or by China at the present time,
the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir covers 222,236
square kilometers, most of it mountainous. It has a popula-
tion estimated (in 1991) at 7.5 million. Although divided by
religion and politics, the Kashmiris are united in one sense by
their common language, Kashmiri. This is an Indo-Aryan
tongue, written with a form of the Perso-Arabic script. It is
the major language of the Dardic Subgroup, and it has a liter-
ature reaching back to the fourteenth-century poetess Lal
Ded. Although the culture is predominantly Muslim today,
prior to the Turkic incursions of the eleventh and twelfth cen-
turies Kashmir was an important Buddhist territory, as some

of its temple ruins testify. Later, under the Moguls, music, po-
etry, architecture, and garden design flourished there. The
Hindus, though not very numerous, have been quite influen-
tial in the state, especially as landowners. The term “Kash-
miri” is applied particularly to those who inhabit the Vale of
Kashmir, which is the most populous area, and includes over
two dozen Muslim and Hindu castes.
See also Pandit of Kashmir

PAUL HOCKINGS

Khasi

ETHNONYMS: Cassia, Cossyah, Kasia, Kassia, Kassya, Kasya,
Khasia, Khasiah, Khassia, Khassu, Khosia, Ki Khasi

Orientation

Identification and Location. The Khasi (who call them-
selves Ki Khasi) live in two districts of Meghalaya State,
India (21°10’ to 26°05’ N, 90°47’ to 92°52" E), an area of
some 16,000 square kilometers. This region is home to sev-
eral Mon-Khmer-speaking groups. The Khasi themselves
live in the upland center of this large area. The Khasi desig-
nation for the Khasi Hills section is Ka Ri Khasi and that of
the Jaintia Hills section is Ka Ri Synten. Other matrilineal
and Mon-Khmer-speaking groups found in this region in-
clude the Lyngngams (Lynngam) who occupy the western
part of the area, the Bhois who inhabit the north-central re-
gion, the Wars who occupy the district’s southern expanse,
and the Jaintia (also called Pnar or Synteng) in the south-
east of the region.

Demography. According to P. R. T. Gurdon, who first
studied the Khasi in 1901, the total population then num-
bered 176,614. Their number had risen to 463,869 by 1971.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Khasi speak a Mon-Khmer lan-
guage (belonging to the Austroasiatic Family). Khasi is be-
lieved to form a link between related languages in central
India and the Mon-Khmer languages of Southeast Asia.
While dialectal variation may be noted within different vil-
lages, the major Khasi dialects are Khasi, Jaintia, Lyngngam,
and War.

History and Cultural Relations

In the mid-sixteenth century there were twenty-five separate
Khasi chiefdoms along with the separate kingdom of Jaintia.
Before the arrival of the British, the Jaintia were vassals to a se-
ries of dominant kingdoms from the thirteenth to the eight-
eenth centuries (e.g., the Kachari, Koch, and Ahom). At the
beginning of the sixteenth century Jaintia rule was extended to
Sylhet and this marked the beginning of Brahman influence
on the Jaintia. The annexation of Sythet in 1835 (instigated by
the seizing of British subjects for human sacrifice) preceded
the subjugation of the Khasi states by some twenty or more
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years. By 1860, the British had annexed all of the Jaintia Hills
region and imposed taxes on it as a part of British India. The
Khasi states had limited cultural relations before the arrival of
the British, characterized in large part by internal warfare be-
tween villages and states and raiding and trading in the Sylhet
and Brahmaputra valleys. The incorporation of the markets at
Sylhet into the British colonial economy in 1765 marked the
beginning of Khasi subjugation. Khasi raids in the 1790s led to
the rise of British fortifications in the foothills and an eventual
embargo on Khasi-produced goods in Sylhet markets. In 1837
the construction of a road through Nongkhaw State linking
Calcutta to the Brahmaputra Valley led to the eventual cessa-
tion of Khasi-British hostilities, and by 1862 treaties between
the British and all of the Khasi states (allowing Khasi auton-
omy and freedom from British taxation) were signed. A signifi-
cant amount of cultural change (e.g., an increase in wealth, de-
cline of traditional culture, rise in educational standards, and
frequent intermarriage) occurred after the British made
Shillong the capital of Assam. In 1947 there was constituted
an autonomous tribal area responsible to Assam’s governor as
an agent of the president of India. However, the native state
system with its various functionaries remains intact, and
Khasis now have their own state, Meghalaya, in which they
predominate.

Settlements

Khasi villages are built a little below the tops of hills in small
depressions to protect against storms and high winds, with
houses built in close proximity to one another. In addition to
individual houses, family tombs and memorial stones {maw-
bynna) are located within confines or nearby. Internal divi-
sion of the village based on wealth does not obtain; rich and
poor live side by side. Sacred groves are located near the vil-
lage between the brow of the hill and the leeward side, where
the village's tutelary deity is worshiped. Pigs wander freely
through a village, and some villages (e.g., those of the high
plateau) also feature potato gardens protected by dry dikes
and hedges. Natrow streets connect houses and stone steps
lead up to individual houses. The upper portion of a Khasi vil-
lage may be as much as 100 meters higher in elevation than
the lower portion. A village site is rarely changed. The typical
Khasi house is a shell-shaped building with three rooms: the
shynghup (porch for storage); the nengpei (center room for
cooking and sitting); and the rumpei (inner room for sleep-
ing). The homes of wealthy Khasi are more modern, having
iron roofs, chimneys, glass windows, and doors. Some have
European-style homes and furniture. A marketplace is lo-
cated outside a Khasi village (close to memorial stones, by a
river or under a group of trees, depending on the region).
Within Khasi villages one may find a number of public build-
ings, Christian churches, and schools.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Cultivation is
the major Khasi subsistence activity and the family farm
(managed by a single family with or without the assistance of
outside labor) is the basic operating unit in crop production.
The Khasi are multioccupational and their economy is
market-based. Marketing societies exist to facilitate trade and
to provide aid in times of personal need. Crops are produced
for consumption and trade. There are four types of land uti-

lized for cultivation: forest; wet paddy land (hali or pynthor);
homestead land (ka 'dew kyper); and high grass land (ka ri
lum or ka i phlang). Forest land is cleared by cutting trees,
bumning them, and planting seeds with hoes in the ground
thus fertilized (jhum agriculture). Paddy land in valleys is di-
vided into compartments by banks and flooded by irrigation
channels. Proper soil consistency is obtained by using cattle
and hoes. Crops produced by the Khasi include vegetables,
pulses, sugarcane, maize, rice, potatoes, millet, pineapples,
Job’s tears, bay leaves, yams, tapioca, cotton, oranges, and
betel nuts. Other crops known in the region include turmeric,
ginger, pumpkins, gourds, eggplants, chilies, and sesame. The
Khasi also engage in other subsistence activities such as fish-
ing (by poisoning or with rod and line), bird snaring (quail,
partridge, lapwings, coots, and wild geese), hunting (deer,
wild dogs, wolves, bears, leopards, and tigers), and the raising
of goats (for sacrifice), cattle (cows and oxen for manure,
field cultivation, and dairy products), pigs, dogs, and hens
(for sacrifice), chickens and ducks (largely for eggs), and bees
(for larvae, wax, and honey).

Industrial Arts. Industrial specialization by village obtains
to some extent among the Khasi, but generally they practice a
great diversity of industrial arts. Cottage industries and in-
dustrial arts include cane and bamboo work, blacksmithing,
tailoring, handloom weaving and spinning, cocoon rearing,
lac production, stonecutting, brick making, jewelry making,
pottery making, iron smelting, and beekeeping. Manufac-
tured goods include: woven cloth, coarse cotton, randia cloth,
quilts (made of beaten and woven tree bark), hoes, plow-
shares, billhooks, axes, silver work, miscellaneous implements
of husbandry, netted bags (of pineapple fiber), pottery (made
without the use of the potter’s wheel), mats, baskets, rope
and string, gunpowder, brass cooking utensils, bows, arrows,
swords, spears, and shields.

Trade. Trade takes place between villages, with the plains
areas, and between highland and lowland areas. Barter
(though to a lesser extent now) and currency are the media of
exchange. There are local markets (village-based) in addition
to a large central market in Shillong, and a large portion of
Khasi produce is exported. Within a typical Khasi market one
may find the following for sale: bees, rice beer, rice, millet,
beans, sugarcane, fish, potatoes, oranges, lemons, mangoes,
breadfruit, pepper, bananas, cinnamon, goats, sheep, cattle
(live and slaughtered), and housing and cultivation products
(roofing grass, cut beams, bamboo poles, latticework, dried
cow manure, spades, baskets, bamboo drinking cups, gourd
bottles, wooden mortars, water pipes made of coconut, clay
pipe bowls, iron pots, and earthen dishes). Large markets, like
Shillong, contain goods from foreign markets (e.g., from
Europe).

Division of Labor. Men clear land, perform jhum agricul-
ture, handle cattle, and engage in metalworking and wood-
working. Women weave cloth, act as vendors in the market,
and are responsible in large part for the socialization of chil-
dren. Women are credited with being the growers of provi-
sions sold at market. Men also participate in market activities
by selling articles which they manufacture and produce (e.g.,
ironwork), raise (e.g., goats, sheep), or catch (e.g., birds).
They also bring provisions to women at market and exercise
some degree of control over the market by acting as account-
ants. For example, a husband may be responsible to his own
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family (by working the fields for his wife) while at the same
time keeping his sister's mercantile accounts. A woman’s
uncle, brother, or son may function in a similar capacity on
her behalf, though this is more likely to be the case if the
woman'’s business is on a large scale.

Land Tenure. There are four kinds of public land: ka ri raj
(Crown lands); ka ri lyngdoh (priestly lands); ki shong (village
lands for the production of thatching grass, firewood, etc.);
and ki "lawkyntang (sacred groves). There are two types of pri-
vate land: ri-kur (land owned by a clan) and ri-kynti (land
owned by families or acquired,; it is inherited by a woman from
her mother or is acquired by a man or a woman). Ancestral
land must always be owned by a woman. Men may cultivate
the land, but the produce must be carried to the house of the
mother who divides it among the members of her family. Usu-
ally, if a man obtains land, upon his death it is inherited by
his mother (i.e., if he is unmarried). There is, however, a pro-
vision made for a man to will land acquired after marriage to

his children.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The Khasi are a well-known in-
stance of matriliny. The maximal matrilineage among them is
the clan (called kur or jaid). The Khasi speak of a family of
great-grandchildren of one great-grandmother (thus, four
generations) as shi kpoh (one womb). Clans trace descent
from ancestresses or kiaw (grandmothers) who are called ki
lawbei-tynrai (grandmothers of the root, i.e., of the clan tree).
In some instances the actual name of the ancestress survives.
She is revered greatly and her descendants are called shi kur
(one clan). Below this division are the subclan or kpoh (as al-
ready mentioned, descendants of one great-grandmother)
and the iing (house or family), usually made up of a grand-
mother, her daughters, and her daughters’ children. Together
these are said to be shi iing (one house).

Kinship Terminology. Kinship terminology employed for
first cousins follows the Iroquois pattern.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. The Khasi are, for the most part, monogamous.
Their social organization does not favor other forms of mar-
riage; therefore, deviation from this norm is quite rare. Mar-
riage is a purely civil contract. The ceremony consists of a be-
trothal, the pouring of a libation to the clan’s first maternal
ancestor, the taking of food from the same plate, and the tak-
ing of the bride to the house of the groom’s mother where a
ring is placed on the bride’s finger by her mother-in-law.
Males are between the ages of 18 and 35 when they marry,
while women's ages range from 13 to 18. Although parentally
arranged marriages do occur, this does not appear to be the
preferred form. Young men and women are permitted consid-
erable freedom in the choice of mates and in premarital sex-
ual relations. Potential marriage partners are likely to have
been acquainted before betrothal. Once a man has selected
his desired spouse, he reports his choice to his parents. They
then secure the services of a male relative (or other male un-
related to the family) to make the arrangements with the fe-
male’s family (provided that the man’s parent’s agree with his
choice). The parents of the woman ascertain her wishes and if
she agrees to the arrangement her parents check to make cer-

tain that the man to be wed is not a member of their clan
(since Khasi clans are exogamous, marital partners may not
be from the same clan). If this is satisfactory, then omens are
taken. If the omens are favorable, then a wedding date is set,
but if the omens are negative, the wedding plans are aban-
doned. Divorce is frequent (with causes ranging from incom-
patibility to lack of offspring) and easily obtainable. This cer-
emony consists of the husband handing the wife 5 cowries or
paisa which the wife then hands back to her husband along
with 5 of her own. The husband then throws these away or
gives them to a village elder who throws them away. Accord-
ing to Gurdon, postmarital residence is matrilocal, with the
husband and wife leaving the wife’s mother’s residence after
the birth of one or two children. C. Nakane makes a further
distinction between two types of marriages, the first being
marriage to an heiress, the second marriage to a nonheiress.
The type of marriage is, for Nakane, the determining factor in
marital residence. This practice is the result of rules and regu-
lations governing inheritance and property ownership. These
rules are themselves related to the structure of the Khasi iing.
In short, postmarital residence when an heiress is involved
must be uxorilocal, while postmarital residence when a
nonbheiress is involved is neolocal. Khasi men prefer to marry
a nonheiress because it will allow them to form independent
family units somewhat immune to pressures from the wife’s
kin. A Khasi man returns to his iing upon the death of his
spouse (if she is an heiress). If she is not an heiress, he may re-
main with his children if they are not too young and if he
plans to marry his wife’s younger sister. Marriage to a de-
ceased wife's elder sister is prohibited. This is the only form of
the sororate found among the Khasi. The levirate does not
obtain in Khasi society. It has been suggested that the in-
creasing monetization of the Khasi economy and availability
of jobs for men beyond village confines may have altered
postmarital residence patterns.

Domestic Unit. Around the tumn of the century, the basic
Khasi domestic unit was a single household made up of a
grandmother, her daughters, and her daughters’ children (the
grandmother being the head of the household during her life-
time). In mid-century, Nakane distinguished between four
types of Khasi households: (1) a household comprised of wife,
husband, their children, and wife’s unmarried sisters and
brothers; (2) a household composed of nearly all the iing
members (but not including their spouses) or a larger house-
hold (including wives and husbands) that contains all descen-
dants of three or more generations from one woman (in which
case the iing corresponds to the kpoh); (3) an intermediate
type of household, between types 1 and 2, that is popular
among newly married couples before the birth of children, in
which a husband is supposed to live in the wife’s house but
often returns to his sister’s house for meals and to sleep, and in
which the husband is responsible for working his wife’s fields
and may also work those of his mother and sister; and (4) one
nuclear family unit (usually when the man marries a nonheir-
ess). According to Nakane, most Khasi households are of
types 1, 3, and 4. All three types are usually found in one vil-
lage. Type 2 was prominent at one time among the Jaintias.

Inheritance. With regard to real property, inheritance
goes to the youngest daughter of the deceased mother and
upon the youngest daughter’s death in turn to her youngest
daughter. Other daughters are entitled to a smaller share of
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the inheritance of their mother, but the largest share goes to
the youngest daughter. When the mother has no daughters,
the inheritance goes to her sister’s youngest daughter. If the
sister has no daughters, then the mother’s sisters and their fe-
male kin receive the inheritance. Men are prohibited from in-
heriting real property. All property acquired by a man before
marriage belongs to his mother. Property acquired by him
after marriage belongs to his wife and children. Of these chil-
dren, the youngest daughter will receive the largest share of
the inheritance upon the death of the man’s wife. If the man
has no daughters, then his sons receive his property upon the
death of their mother. Christian conversion has had and may
continue to have a deleterious effect on the Khasi system of
inheritance. Khasi heiresses who converted to Christianity
lost their right to inherit at one time in Khasi social history.
With the gradual acceptance of Christianity, these rights
were restored. However, there is a tendency for heiresses who
convert to Christianity to discontinue their sacerdotal func-
tions within the family. It has been suggested that this may
threaten the institution of ultimogeniture. It has also been
suggested that the availability of nonland-based employment
for males may undermine the economic basis of matrilineal
inheritance.

Socialization. Naming occurs one day after birth. Family
activities center on the performance of religious rites, man-
agement of family property, and the maintenance and protec-
tion of kin relations. Men, women, and children participate
fully in these and other labor-related activities. Women, how-
ever, are the chief agents of socialization.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social Organization. Khasi villages tend to be endoga-

mous units, each one containing a number of matrilineal
clans (kur). Members of these clans trace their descent from a
common female ancestor. Solidarity is manifest largely on
this level of social organization. There are three class-defined
lineages—nobles, commoners, and slaves. Elderly men and
men of importance wear turbans as a sign of status, and men
who have sponsored a great feast may wear silver armlets
above the elbows. Wealth can be demonstrated in a number
of ways, including the size of the mawbynna (monument) one
has constructed at the burial site of a deceased person and the
ownership of decorative gongs (wiang). In some sense, the
lyngdohship (priesthood) may also be treated as a sign of
status. The matrilineal clan is perhaps the most important
primary institution. The position of women is more promi-
nent than that of men. As member of a clan, a man will be
lost to his mother’s clan when he marries, his status shifting
from that of u kur (brother) in his clan to that of u shong ka
(begetter) in his wife’s clan. He is not allowed to participate
in the religious observances of his wife’s clan and when he
dies he is not buried in his wife's family tomb. Women also as-
sume leadership in secondary institutions (e.g., religion) as
evidenced by their management of the family cults and the
performance of its attendant rituals.

Political Organization. The Khasi state system arose orig-
inally from the voluntary association of villages or groups
thereof. The head of state is the siem (chief). He has limited
monarchical powers. He may perform certain acts without the
approval of his durbar (an executive council over which he

presides). He also possesses judicial powers. Those who sit on
the durbar are called mantris. These individuals are charged
with the actual management of the state. Some states have
officials called sirdars (village headmen) who collect labor, re-
ceive pynsuk (gratification) for the siem, and settle local
cases. In Nongstoin there is an official called a lyngskor who
acts as supervisor of a number of sirdars. In most states the
siem is the religious and secular head of state. He conducts
certain public religious ceremonies, consults oracles and acts
as judge (the durbar being the jury) in legal cases, and in
times past was the literal head of the army in battle. The siem
was chosen by popular election in Langrim, Bhoval, and
Nobosohpoh states. The British attempted to impose this
system on all Khasi states but the results of their efforts were
questionable. Little was accomplished save the confirmation
of an electoral body that itself elected the siem. Succession to
siemship is always through the female side. A new siem is
elected from a siem family (of which there is one in every
state) by an electoral body that may be composed of represen-
tatives from certain priestly and nonpriestly clans, village
headmen, and basams (market supervisors).

Social Control. Interpersonal tensions, domestic disagree-
ments, and interclan disputes account for the major part of
conflict within Khasi society. Other sources include the
swearing of false oaths, incest, revenge, conversions to other
religions, failure to maintain the family religious cults, adul-
tery, rape, arson, and sorcery. Social control is maintained by
clan, village, state, and national authorities. The traditional
means used to maintain order included exile, monetary fines,
curses, disinheritance, enforced servitude, imprisonment,
capital punishment, confinement (e.g., in the stocks), impo-
sition of fetters, and confinement to a bamboo platform
under which chilies were burnt.

Conflict. Conflict between states and regions (e.g., be-
tween the Khasi and the peoples of the plains) was prevalent
before the arrival of the British. The taking of heads (associ-
ated with the worship of the war god U Syngkai Bamon) was
also practiced by the Khasi. In their conflict with British im-
perial forces, the Khasi relied heavily on ambush and guerrilla
tactics. Little is known of traditional Khasi contacts with
other groups.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Christian missionary work among the
Khasi began in the late nineteenth century with the efforts of
the Welsh Calvinistic Methodist mission. The effects of their
endeavors and those of other Christian bodies have been con-
siderable. Today over half of all Khasis have adopted Chris-
tianity. The missionary impact may be noted on almost all lev-
els of culture. However, the core of traditional Khasi religious
beliefs remains intact. The Khasi believe in a creator god (U
Blei Nong-thaw) who is considered feminine in gender (Ka lei
Synshar). She is invoked when sacrifices are offered and during
times of trouble. The propitiation of good and evil spirits is
also part of this system, as is the worship of ancestors. The fol-
lowing major spirits are worshiped: Ulei Muluk (god of the
state); Ulei Umtang (god of drinking water and cooking
water); Ulei Longspah (god of wealth); and O Ryngkew or U
Basa Shnong (tutelary deity of the village).
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Religious Practitioners. The propitiation of the spirits is
carried out by the lyngdoh (priest) or by old men knowledge-
able in the art of necromancy. Other practitioners include the
soh-blei and soh-blah (male functionaries with limited sacer-
dotal functions), the ka soh-blei, also called ka-soh-sla or ka-
lyngdoh (female priests who must be present at the offering of
all sacrifices), and the nongkhan (diviners). The lyngdoh—
who is always appointed from a special priestly clan, who
holds his office for life, and who may be one of several within
a state—is the chief functionary of the communal cults. He
also has certain duties in conjunction with marital laws and
household exorcism. In some states, the lyngdoh subsumes
the responsibilities of siem (chief) and rules with the assis-
tance of a council of elders. The duty of performing family
ceremonies is the sole responsibility of the head of the family
or clan who usually fulfills them through the agency of the kni
(maternal uncle). Female priests must assist at all sacrifices
and, in fact, are the only functionaries in possession of full
sacerdotal authority. The lyngdoh exercises his duties as ap-
pointed agent of the ka soh-blei (female priest). It is believed
that this system is an archaic survival from a period in Khasi
history when the female priest acted as her own agent in the
offering of sacrifice. In some states (e.g., Nongkrem), there is
a high priestess who functions sacerdotally and as head of
state. She delegates temporal responsibilities to a son or
nephew who then exercises them as a siem. The adoption of
Christianity by a large segment of Khasi society has resulted
in important changes. The sacerdotal function of the young-
est daughter (responsible, in traditional Khasi culture, for
conducting burial services on behalf of her parents and for
acting as chief practitioner of the family cult) has been
threatened by Christian teaching and practice (i.e., the
youngest daughter, if a Christian, is less likely to fulfill her
priestly responsibilities to her family).

Ceremonies. Dancing and music are important parts of
Khasi ritual, and the Nongkrem Dance (part of the pom-blang
or goat-killing ceremony) is the major festival on the Khasi
calendar. It is dedicated to Ka lei Synshar, for the ruling of
the Khasi. Its purpose is to ensure substantial crop yield and
good fortune for the state. It is held in late spring (usually in
May). A number of state and communal rituals are also per-
formed, in addition to many ceremonies associated with the
human life cycle (birth, marriage, death, etc.).

Arts. Examples of decorative art include metal gongs (with
animal engravings), implements of warfare (arrows, spears,
bows, and shields), and memorial slabs {with engravings). To
a limited extent woodwork, jewelry, and other industrial man-
ufactures may be so classified. Music is an important part of
Khasi religious ceremonies (both communal and clan-
related), hunting expeditions, and athletic events (e.g., arch-
ery contests). Musical forms include extemporaneous verse
that is said to resemble, in form and content, magicoreligious
incantations. Drums, guitars, wooden pipes and flutes, metal
cymbals, and various harps are among the instruments used
in Khasi musical performance. As was mentioned previously,
dancing also accompanies most ceremonies in public and pri-
vate life. With regard to literature, a considerable body of oral
and written material exists. This includes proverbs, myths,
legends, folktales, songs, and agricultural sayings.

Medicine. In traditional Khasi medical practice magico-
religious means are used to prevent and treat sickness. The

only indigenous drugs used are chiretta (a febrifuge of the
Gentianaceae order—Swertia chirata) and wormwood. Na-
tive medical specialists are not present. Generally illness is
believed to be caused by one or more spirits as a result of a
human act of omission. Health, within this system, can be
restored only by the propitiation of the spirits or, if the spir-
its are not able to be appeased, by calling on other spirits for
assistance. Divination is done by breaking an egg and “read-
ing” the resulting signs.

Death and Afterlife. In Khasi eschatology, those who die
and have proper funeral ceremonies performed on their be-
half go to the house (or garden) of God, which is filled with
betel-palm groves. Here they enjoy a state of endless bliss.
Those who do not receive proper burial are believed to roam
the Earth in the form of animals, birds, and insects. This idea
of soul transmigration is believed to have been borrowed from
Hindu theology. Unlike Christian eschatology, that of the
Khasi is not characterized by a belief in any form of eternal
punishment after death.
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Khoja

ETHNONYMS: none

The Khojas are an ethnic group in India and Pakistan,
formerly a Hindu trading caste, founded in the fourteenth
century by a famous saint, and followers of the Agha Khan,
the spiritual leader of the Ismaili sect. They live in the Punjab,
in Sind, Kachchh, Kathiawar, and down the western coast of
India; in Zanzibar and elsewhere on the east coast of Africa;
and in scattered groups under the name of Mawalis in the
Hindu Kush region and the North-West Frontier Province of
Pakistan, in Afghanistan, in the Khanates of central Asia, in
the hilly districts of eastern Persia, and in the Persian Gulf
area. “Khoja” is the form used in India for the Persian term
“Khwajah,” meaning “a rich or respectable man; a gentleman;
an opulent merchant.”

Khojas are the major Muslim trading caste of western
India. The Khojas of the Punjab are Sunni and are largely de-
rived from the Hindu caste Khatri. The Khojas of Bombay,
however, derive largely from the Hindu Lohana caste in Sind,
and they are Shia and followers of the Agha Khan. The
Punjab Khojas do not owe allegiance to the Agha Khan, but
instead hold religious beliefs similar to those of the Bombay
Khojas. They are, like the Bombay Khojas, converted Hindus,
who are mainly engaged in commercial occupations, keep ac-
counts in Hindi, and follow Hindu customs. The Punjab
Khojas derive their origin from Haijji Saiyid Sadr al-Din, who
came in the fifteenth century as an Ismaili preacher from Ko-
rasan in eastern Persia. He presented his doctrines to the
Hindus in a form that would appeal to their own traditions.
He is thought to be the author of Das-Avatar, in which the
incarnations of Vishnu are described as leading toward Islam.
The Das-Avatar is used to the present day by the Punjabi
Khojas as well as by the Agha Khan’s Indian followers and
their offshoots in east Africa. The Punjab Khojas look to fa-
kirs of the Kadriya and Cishtiya sects and other pirs (Muslim
saints) for practical guidance because their religious beliefs
are not identical.

The Khojas of western India and their offshoots in east

Africa form a closely organized community and are in direct
touch with the Agha Khan. Their religious ideas are in origin
the same as those of the Punjabi Khojas, but their living con-
tact with the imam in the person of the Agha Khan has iso-
lated them from the influence of Muslim religious orders.

The Khojas are mainly governed by customary law. In
1847, the Bombay High Court held that the Muslim law of
succession does not apply to them and that, as under Hindu
law, their females are excluded from immediate succession.
Khojas have many observances and customs differing from
those of regular Muslims. The Chatti, a sixth-day ceremony
after birth, differs from that performed by regular Gujarat
Muslims. On that day, a bajot or wooden stool is placed near
the mother’s bed, on which the child and mother are bathed
and dressed. On the evening of the sixth day the following
items are placed on the stool: a red pen, an ink stand or blank
book, a knife, and a garland of flowers. The pen, ink, and
paper symbolize the goddess of fortune who is believed to
write down the destiny of the newborn child. Along with the
wooden stool, a chaumukh (a four-sided butter-fed dough
lamp) is also placed there and lighted, and next to it a box of
Chinese firecrackers. As each of the family relatives comes to
visit, she strews a little rice near the stool, laying her present
of gold or silver anklets and bracelets on the ground. Then
each female bends over the mother and baby and takes their
balayen or ills upon herself by passing her hands over them
and cracking their finger joints against her temples. The baby
is then laid on the ground on the strewn rice. Then the
mother rises and worships the child by bowing toward it and
the chaumukh on the stool. Then the firecrackers are ignited
and the child is laid in its mother’s lap.

The marriage, divorce, and funeral customs of the
Khojas differ from the general law and customs of Islam. The
fathers or male guardians of the marrying pair meet three or
four days before at the jama-at khana or assembly lodge with
their friends and relatives and the mukhi or another jama-at
officer. The officer registers the name of the bride and the
groom under the order of the Agha Khan. The father of the
bridegroom gives a token 5.25 rupees to the father of the
bride. The sum is received by the girl’s father and handed to
the jama-at officer as a contribution to the fund. The groom’s
friends place before the jama-at officer a copper or brass ves-
sel containing from 5 to 10 seers of sugars. After repeating the
hallowed names of the five holy persons, or the Panj-tan—the
Prophet Mohammed, Ali (the Prophet’s son-in-law), Fatima
(the Prophet’s favorite daughter and Ali’s wife), Hasan and
Husein (sons of Ali and Fatima) —the sugar tray is placed be-
fore the bride’s father as a sign of acceptance of the compact.
He tastes it, and then it is distributed among those present.

Next morning a written agreement is prepared. The
jama-at scribe begins the writing with the names of the five
holy persons and the names of the four archangels in the four
comers: Diabrail, Israfil, Azra'il, and Mikail (except that in
Bombay, this nikah ceremony used until recently to be cele-
brated by Sunni kadis [religious judges]). It is sometimes per-
formed by the Agha Khan, or, outside Bombay, by his offi-
cers; a marriage certificate in due form is issued in Gujarati
with the names of the four archangels on it.

No divorce is permitted without the jama-at’s sanction,
and the jama-at usually requires the consent of both parties.
A second wife is not allowed in the lifetime of the first with-
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out the jama-at’s sanction, which is however granted if 2,000
rupees are deposited for the first wife’s maintenance. A curi-
ous custom followed on the approach of death is that of
samarchanta or the sprinkling of holy water to the reading of
Das-Avatar.

The organization of the community is in the form of a
fiscal centralization around the sacred person of Agha
Khan, but there is complete congregational independence in
administrative matters, including even questions of excom-
munication. Every congregation has its own jama-at khana,
which is both a meetinghouse and a mosque. The officers
are sometimes appointed by the Agha Khan, but they are
often elected. The offerings for the imam are collected
through them. These comprise the fixed dasandh or tithe
and various minor dues on special occasions, either recur-
ring or occasional.

Khojas enjoy a good business reputation and are said to
have a keen sense of competition. They are described as neat,
clean, sober, thrifty, and ambitious, and enterprising, cool,
and resourceful in trade. They are great travelers by land and
sea, visiting and settling in distant countries for purposes of
trade. They have business connections with the Punjab, Sind,
Calcutta, Sri Lanka, Myanmar (Burma), Singapore, China,
and Japan; with ports of the Persian Gulf, Arabia, and east
Africa; and with England, the United States, and Australia.
Khojah youths go as apprentices in foreign Khojah firms on
salaries of 200 to 2,000 rupees a year with board and lodging.
The Khojas now enjoy powerful positions in ivory, homn, cot-
ton, hide, mother-of-pearl, grain, spice, fish maws, shark fins,
cottonseed, furniture, opium, and silk trades. They have also
gained high places in the professions as doctors, engineers,
and lawyers.

See also Bania; Bohra

Bibliography

Enthoven, Reginald E. (1921). “Kojah.” In The Tribes and
Castes of Bombay, edited by Reginald E. Enthoven. Vol. 2,
218-230. Bombay: Government Central Press.

SARWAT S. ELAHI

Kiranti

ETHNONYMS: none

The Kirantis are composed of two distinct ethnic groups,
the Rai and the Limbu, and number about 500,000 in eastern
Nepal.

See also Limbu; Rai

Bibliography
Chemijon, 1. S. (1952). Kirati Itihas. Gangtok.

Kohistani

ETHNONYMS: Dard, Duberwal, Killiwal (“villager”), Mayan,
Mayr, Patanwal

Kohistan is a mountainous area lying between the Indus
River and the Durand Line that forms the border between Af-
ghanistan and Pakistan; it stretches northward from 35° N
and the former kingdom of Swat as far as Gilgit. The Kohi-
stanis have also been called Dards because they speak four
languages of the small Dardic branch of the Indo-Aryan Sub-
family: Torwali, Gawri, Eastern and Western Kohistani (but
not Kashmiri, the most important language of this branch).
Like the Gujars, who are also found in Kohistan, the Kohi-
stanis practise transhumant pastoralism of sheep and goats;
but in the fertile valley bottoms they are also able to plow and
irrigate fields, growing maize, millet, and other crops. A few
low-lying areas produce wheat or rice; but only one crop a year
is possible. Thus Kohistanis move around seasonally between
farmlands at about 1,000 meters and summer camps all the
way up to 4,500 meters. Cattle and water buffalo are kept at
the lower elevations.

The history of this area has been as varied as the terrain.
The earliest mention of Swat can be found in the Rig Veda,
and then in Greek (327 8.c) and Chinese (ab. 519) records.
The area has successively been Buddhist, then Hindu, then
(since Ap. 1000) Muslim. To some extent individual Pakh-
tuns have been absorbed in recent times into the Kohistani
ethnic group, which perhaps numbers 50,000 today, although
cultural influence has mostly flowed from the Pakhtun to the
Kohistani.

Because the area is so diverse geographically, it tends to
be politically 