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RELIGION AND -SOCIAL STRUCTURE

P
i
I

The Méré, 1ike all high caste Hindus,‘beligve in
Hindu scripture;, wwrship Vedic gods and celebrate all Hindu
festivals. In Chapter II, I have made it clear that the'Mers
worship gods sucﬁ;ag'ﬁama,‘ﬁrishna, Shiva, Hanuman and others.
Not only this, thgy derive the origin of their lineages from
the heroes and the £1§§1§ of the epics, Ramayana and Maha-
bharata. The note on the Mer lineages given in appendlx II
will show how they link thelr genealogies to Brahma, Rama,
Krishna, and to the three divine objJects such as 4gni, Surya
and Chandra. I am concerned here not with Mer religion as
such, but only with the relation it bears to Mer sociai

structure,
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The most favoured celebration is that of Shri
Satyanarayana or Shri Vishnu. The story of Shri Satlyanarayana,
known as Satyanaraysnani Katha, centres around the account of
-a Banla @erchant who recovers hils lost property and success-
fully comes out of many calamities by worshipping and paying
offerings to this deity. The recitation or hearing of the
story leads to prosperity:"jOne occasionally comes across
people who make a vow %o céleﬁrate the stofy of Satyanarayana
with the view to come out of’é:difficulty or secure a desired
end. The religious reaqing of ngS"story is so much in vogue
all over Gujarat that whén a stﬁdéﬁt appears for an examina-

tion, his parents make a vow to celebrate it if he passes.

4 Brahmln prééides oveg.th;s ceremony and reads the
story of Shri Sat::,'anar:a}."ar'xa.~ The person celebrating the
story'inQites the near agnatic aﬁd the affinal relatives living
in the villasge to attend the functién. They alse extend ,
invitations to the members of other castes who have intimate
contacts with the family concerned. The celebration is
generally performed during dax§iﬁe in the house where the
Brahmin instals an 1magg o# ;tﬁer symbol of the delty. Thgre
is a small gathering. However, if a person is well-to-do,
he may celebrate the‘function with much pomp, and may ﬁhere-

fore invite the relatives living in other villages.

The celébratién is conéluded,by a ritual get known

as arati, which consists in waving a lamp before the deity.
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This ritual is performed by the son or the son's son of the
family. At the end of the function they distribute sweet-meats
known as prasada to the assembled devotees. It 1s also a part
of the function that, at ;hg end, the people (men, womeh and
childrén) sing bhajanas or songs in praise of god., The act of
attending this function and ‘the partaking of the prasfda (the
sweet-meat 1s supposed to have been accepted by the god in
persoﬂ and whatever is left is §aken by the devotees) 1s regard-
ed as an act bestowing merit and so the perséns. who are invited

to this function seldom miss attending.

The next favoﬁrite celgbra%ion is the public reading
of the Bhagvata Purana éhich mainly“deals with the Hindu ayth
of the creation of the universe, with the ten incarnations of
god Vishnu. Only a well;to-db fémily can afford to have such
a recitation which lasts. for séﬁenfdays,and is therefore known

as saptzha, 1lit., the réading through the Purana in a week.

If a learned Brahmin is not available in a village
itself, one is invited frbmcbutside'for,the purpese. The
Brahmin reads the Purana before the sudience and finishes his
work in seven days. fT@eimale and'tgmale‘devoteés who gather
to listen to the Purana bring with them offerings in cash and
in kind, and lighted lamps which they place before the shrine
and bow in reverence.  Those wbé attend this function regulérly
g0 on a partial or complete fast during fhe period of the
reading. Fastiné during such a périod is consldered meritori-

ous. Similarly, the act of showing reverence to sacred books,
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to Brghmin priests and offering gifts and a lamp to the books
which are being read are also regarded as the merit-conferring

acts,

. The'person observing a week of Bhagvata’Purana
recital invites his agnatic and affinal relativeé to attend
the function. The married daughters, their husbands and
their parents-in-law are the special guests. Some agnatic
and affinal relatives of one's éffines aie also exbeeted ﬁo
attend the function. These relastives, some Brahmins of the
village and the members of other castés are given a special
dinner on the last day,occasiohaily a man gives a dinner to
the entire village. I ha?e_mentioned in Chapter III, the
importance of offering axdiﬁner to the people of & village;
the act which enhances tﬁeksoiidarity of & village. On the
whole, the readiné of Bﬁagvéﬁélpprana is much longer and more
important.than reading’fhe_storyjof Satyanarayana which lasts

only a few hours.

.]ali religioﬁs occasions are generally accompanied
by a programme of bhajanas Ot'thé:SOQgS in the praiée of god.
These songsusually deai‘with the §¥ories of Remayana and Maha-
bharata, and also.sﬁeculate on suéh theological subjects as
‘the nature of 1ife and universe (jiva and jagat), knowledge
and renuhciation_(igégg and‘Va§f§gza), and devotion to god

and salvetion (bhakti anﬂ‘ﬁéksha).

The singing of 6E§i§§§§ or religious songs is a
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commonn feature in the day-to-day 1life of Mers. During my
field-work I have often attended programmes of bhajanas during
night-time in ifer houses. Further, gy few persons who are
literate and religious-minded often gather together at night
to read and interpret passages from Ramayana, Mahabharats and

Bhagvat-Gita.

They alsco worship the elephant-headed god, Ganapatil
or Ganesha, the son of Parvati (the consort of Lord shiva).
Ganesha 1s the god of learning and is also considered as the
remover of all obstacles. He is worshipped on a2ll auspicious
occasions. A weoden or a stone statue of Ganesha i1s generaily
found in every Yer house. They burn incense and light a lamp
every evening vefore the lmage of Ganesha. When a marriage 1s
to be celebrated, the priest sets up a shrine of Ganesha with
due ceremony. A lamp is 1lit aﬁd kept burning incessantly tiil
after the conclusion of the marriége. An image of Ganesha 1s
likewise established atlphe place where the caste-dinner is

cooked whether at the time of marriage or during mortuary rites.

Ishetrapala is another deity worshipped at the time
of marriage. Xshetrspala, lord of a particular stretch of
land or other area, is sald to be the brother of Rukmini, the
principal queen of Lord Krishna. %when Xrishna kidnapped
Ruknini, it was Kshetrapala who helped them and acted as guard
during the gandharva form of marriage ceremony by which they

were married lster. It is believed that at a marriage, Kshetrapala

protccts the bridal couple (or the marriage itself) from harm.
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The parents o£ a boy consider it necessary §o perform
the ceremony c¢f Randal or Ranna Devi, the principal queen of
Sun god, just before or after marriage. I have referred to
the worship of goddess Ranna Devi in Chapter I. This deity is
considered to be the giver of children and her boons bring

fertility and prosperity to the concerned couple.

The worship of the monkey zod Hanuman is common
among the Mers. 4n image of IHanuman is ususlly fouﬁd in &
temple of Rama, Laxmana and Sitaz or in that of Shiva. In évery
day life, this deity 1s worshipped when a person or a child
is affected by evil eyes. ihe very name of Hanuman is supposSed
to scare gll evil spirits from a place. The tglisman given in
the name of Hanuman is supposed to cure a patient who is affect-
ed by black maglc or evil spirits. On every Saturdny, a member
of a family goes to the temple of Ilanuman, and offers oil ané
sinddr (red lead), of which the deity is suppesed to be very

fond.

The Yers conslder it to be very esgsentlal to visit
to the famous Hindu centres of pilgrimage. The four holy
places, namely, Dwaraka in the west, Jagannathpuri in the esst,
Badrinath in the north and Rameshwara in the south are the
chief centres of pilgrimage. Among these four holy places known
to the Hindus all over India, Dwaraka, the place of Krishna's
reign, is the nearest to the Mer region, and so every Mer goes
there on pilgrimage at least once in his life-time. Desides,

they. may prefer to go to other holy places of the Hindus such
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as Hardwar-Rishikesh, Gokul-Brindavan, Kashi-Banarss and so on.
Tne rivers Ganges, Jamuna, Narmeda, etc., are considered holy,
and therefore a der pays & visit to a well-known temple situated
on the banks of these rivers. The waters of these rivers are
ritually brought to the house, and they are given to the people
of tne village. The drinking of even a single drop of the holy
weter of the Ganges is regarded as conferring such merit (punya)
to the drinker, by putting a drop in the mouth of a dying person,

his soul 1s supposed to getl moksha or salvation.

There are also local centres of pilgrimage. For
instance, the mount Girnar where the temples of the goddessas
Kalike and pmbika, and Guru Dattatreya are situated. Twc other
places are assoclated with the 1life of Xrishna. They are Triveni
Sangam near-the fsmous temple of Somanath Mahadeo and Madhavpur,
the seat ol Madhavregiji. It 1s believed that Lord Krishna
breatned his last at this Triveni Sangam, the confluence of
the rlvers Saraswatl, Verna and a small rivulst, where he was
shot by the arrow of & hunbter. And adhavpur 1s the place
where Krishna is sald to have eloped with Rukmini. 4 fair is
held at this place every year on the 9th day of the bright half

of chaitra (March-4april).

when a person or a family goes on pilgrimage %o

holy places, the members remaining keep count gt home of days

taken up in travel by marking = swastilka on the wall for each

day. When the pilgrims return, they sre formally received in
the village by a ceremony called gamagyun. Thils is a formal
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reception accorded to the pilgrims by the relatives and by
the village elders who go in procession to receive them.

The procession is accompanied by the drummers and tﬁe pipers.
A dinner 1s given to the Brahmins gnd other relatlves on this
occaslion. The pilgrims also give cash gifts (dakshing) to
the Brahmins. 8uch an act confers merit. The pesple of the
village bow tc the pilgrims and receive Irom them the sweet-
meat (prasfda) which they have brought from the holy places.
The water of the holy rivers 1s glso given to the people who
receive 1t with gratitude. 7The family of the pilgrims may
also offer a dinner to the people of the village. On such
occasions the dinner given to all the villagers pave the

way towards the solidarity of a village.

The followers of the Shaiva and the Vaishnava sects
are found among the people of almost gll the castes in Saurash-
tra. The Yers worship Shiva whose temples are found in every
Mer village. But the worship of Shakti, the consort of Shiva,
is worth noting.. The worshippers of Shaktl are known as the
Shaktas and are splii up into two sub-sects known as dakshind-
charl (followers of the Right-hand Path) and yvamamargi,
(followers of the Left-hand Path); Only a small section of
the lers are vamamirgi. This sect draws its members from all

castes including Harijasnas, and its membership 1s a secret.
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The organization of vamamargi is headed by the
nembers of Bava (feligious mendicant) sect who maintain s
few monasteries {(mathas) in the Mer region. The male and
female members of this sect assemble at night in a secret
placé (knowh %0 the members only); to take part in a ceremony.
The ceremony is popularly known és the gég, which 1s performed
on the second day (blja) of the dark half of every month;
consequently, this sect is also known as the bijamargl. This
cerenony is presided over by the priest beloﬁging Lo the Bava
’ caste. The prlest spreads grains on the pedestal or stool
and draws some magical formulaz and puts a lamp 1n the centre.
The priest represents Shiva and a woman impersonates Kali (a
form of Shakti) and there is an elaborate ritual durirg which
their sexual organs are worshipped, and offerings of toddy
and meat are put before them. when indicated by the priest,
the members present also partake of the toddy and meat, and
later copulate with members of the opposite sex. Sexual union
even with a woman of one's own llneage is not considered

incestuous on such occaslions.

4 reference may also be made here to the sect of
Ramdeo Pir which, as it is reported to me, seems to be a
modified form of Shakta worshlio. 4n important distinction
between these sects scems to be that the sect of Ramtieo Pir
forbids s member to eat meat and to drink wine. Besides the
sect of Ramdeo Pir gives priority to the worshlp of a light

known as jyot and not to that of Shakti or Kali. However, a
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person who wants to become an active member of this sect has

to approach z woman who reprgsents mata or the mother-goddess.
I shall deal with this sect in detail in the next section and
it 1s suflficient to mention here that the ceremoninls of this

sect are also kept confidential .

The ¥ers, like the other Hindus are influenced by’

the tradition of bhektim3rga (the peth of devotion), that was

revived in the 18th century by saints such as Vallabha, Chgitanys,
etc. Shri Krishna, regarded as one of the ten incarnatiocns of
Vishnu, is held in high respect both as a child and as an adult.
He is variously referred to as Thakor]i, Shrinathji, Ranchhod-
rayaji, ete. The elaborate cersmonial with which Thakorji is
worshipped by the high caste Hindus of Gujarat, is lacking

gmong the Mers. The Mers, being agriculturists, are busy in
the fields throughout the day and they do not have the leisure
which the higher csstes have. Even old men asnd women whe are
expected to psss thelr time in meditating ﬁpon the name of

god, have miscellaneous duties in the field or &t home. How~
ever, it should be noted here that, the worship of Thakorji
becomes signiflcant when we hear of a person going to pilgri-
mage %0 the seats of Yadhavarayaji and Dwarakadhish at ifadhav-

pur and Dwaraka respectively.

The inner room of the chord (village office) of a
ger village is generally a shrine either of Thakorji or
shri Ramachandraji. The Brahmin pujari who looks after this

temple opens it every morning and evening. The pujari gives
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a bath to the images of these deitles and worships them with
offerings of flowers and sweebt-meats and with Zrati (the waving
of the lamp). UYormally only a few men and children meet at

the chorg in the evenings to witness the arati. But on the
festival days such as Ramanavami (9th day of the bright half

of chaitra) Krishnasthaml (8th day of the dark hall of shravana)
etc., all the villégers visit the temples cf'their village as
well as those of some neighbouring villages. & bié village

may also have separate temples of Thakorjl and Ramchandrajil,
bui it is interesting to note that a shrine to Thakorji is
generally to be found in the inner room of the chora of a

village.

Some Hers agre devotees of another Vaishnava sect
known as Prsnamipentha. 'This sect wags founded by the salnt
Prananathaji whe lived in Pana in Bundelakhand. The main
feature of this sect is also devotion (or bhaktli) to Krishna,
but stress is laid on the love between Radha and Krishna.

The devotees, men as well as women, have to play the role of
he Copis (¥rishna's milkmalds) when they worship Krishna. A
smali section of the iers remain as the devotees of this sect.
I was tola thatvthis sect also have secret ceremonials. The
menibers of Pranamipantha do not believe in wershivping the
idol of Krishna. The women members of this sect are distingui—
shed by the white clothes which they have to put on. I was
unable to gather anything more than the few scattered facts

I have given above.
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Comparatively more fevourite sect is that of Kabir,
a saint who came from the caste of the veavers. His teachings
are full of wisdom and aim at reconclling +Ghe precepts of both

Hindus and suslims. 7This sect 1s an open sect (ughadopantha),

and 1ts functions may therefore be attended by any person.

In villages where monasteries of thls sect are found,
the priest in-charge (called Mahant Saheb) reads the life and
the teachings of Kabir. & printed picture or a statue of Kabir
Saheb (as he is popularly cslled) is worshipped by the priest,
and the arati ritual may be attended by men, women or children.
Bhajanas are also sung by the priest or by & member af'ter the
conclusion of the 3rati. fThe monasteries and the priest are
maintained from voluntary contributions made by the several

devotees,

when a true devotee or bhagat dies, it is obligatory
on the part of his family to perform the zratl to Kabir in the
nsme of the deceased. Thls ceremony is referred to as kara ni
arati to be performed after the death of a devotee, as distingu~
ished from & similar ceremony called'égggg arati, i.e., the one
performed voluntarily on happy occasions, e.g., the marriage of
a person or the birth of & son in a family. On all sucih occasions,

aratli (the waving of light) is offered to the pat (a pedestal

representing the seat) of Kablr. Such a ceremony is attended
by the agnatic and the affinal relatives of & person. 3Some times
a person performing such a ceremony may give a dimner tc his

caste-fellows or to the loecal community, but it is not obligatory.



Some Mers also follow certain Muslim saints known
as Pif, who come from the priestly\sect of the Saiyeds. é,,
Pir is supposed to have communion with god (4ll1ah) and there-
fore as possessing power by which he heals the mental or physical
maladies. The people of artisan castes, who are Hindus, also
propitiate a Muslim Pir and make a vow to carry offerings to
a Pir with a view to get rid of any illnass they may be suffer-

ing from.

& live man can also be Pir, and the story 1 give
here 1s one of such a living Pir. Hunjo Patel, one ol the
ancestors of the village Khistri, (where I stayed lor more
than two months) was a devotee of a Muslisz Pir. He was a
favourite diseiple of @his Pir, whom he used to vislt every
day. He fell ill suddenly and expired after some days. On
learning of the Patel's death, the Pir went to Patel's house
and'by his miraculous power brought the Patel back to life.
Since then, the Patel lineage of Xhistri began to respect the
Pir, end when he dled, they even allowed him to be burried on
the outskirts of the village, where hig grave is still to be

found. (3ee map 2).

T might refer here to the general behaviour of the

‘ people of a particular lineage towards different religious
sects. The people of the village Khistri belong to the Sisodia
lineage which forms a segﬁent of the major lineage called
Godhanla of the village Khambhodar. after setﬁling in this

village (Khistri) they broken up into two segments. The office
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of the hegdman goes dowﬁ-the Patelilineage and the office of
the priest to the deity ﬁachhadaabgdp goes to the Bhuva (a
medium) 1ineage; The devotion téithg Buslin Plr of the village
1s much étronger anocng the membe:é of the Patel lineage. Ilow-
ever, all the members of the Patéi 1ﬁneage worshlp Vachhada
Dada (the favourite delty of the‘méfs) and likewise, some of
the members of the Bhuvé,lineagé bélieve in the Muslim Pir.

4 father in s Kor family:wishes»yﬁat his sons become the
members of the sect of Which{hles a member, but he cannot
force any one of them to do}so; for instance, a father may
remain a member of the sectﬂgf Randeo Pir while his sons or
davghters (when grown up) méy chose to become the member of
Kabir or Prgnami sect. Even a husband cannot force his wife
to become the member of a particular sect to which he belongs.
This freedom of bellef that a member of a family enjoys is
also one of the factors that weakens the solidarity of a
lineage. 4nd, I might emphasige here that sectarian effilia-
tion cuts across not-only caste but even more important units

like lineage, joint family, etc.

Mers believe tﬁat every‘man should have a relligious
preceptor or a spiritual guide called guru. A person desirous
of being the disciple of a teacher invites the latter to his
home and offers a dinner and also gifts in cash or kihd. when
a teacher considers a person fit to be his disciple, he gives
him esoteric spiritual advice (gurupantra)g Even a yoﬁng boy
~may be allowed to become a disciple, but he is not fully
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initiated into the sect. The g___ gives private dictum to such
a young boy who is then known as kacho chélo (lit. raw disciple).
But when such a boy beqomes an gdulﬁ, the priest may give him
full initiation and accept him asa pake ch8lo (lit. complete or
full disciple). A guru may refuse to accept a person as his
disciple if the latter is gd@n&iﬁnfit.

People look down>ﬁé§n a person who has not become
a disciple of some precepﬁor or other. They'call such a person
as naguro, liﬂ. one devoid of a spirituasl guide, and 1t carries
contempt with it. .People believe that it is difficult to
attain perfect knowledge, jnfna, without a‘gggg through whom

oniy can a man.attain salvation.

A Mer boy or girl may remain celibate throughout his
or her life. - Such celibacy 15 usually due ﬁo‘religious reasons.
They permit a person to remain unmarried if ne or, she wants to
devote his or her 1ife to the service of.god or of a religious
sect. .Similarly,loccasionally g widow or widower or a divorcee
does not remarry in.order to lead a saintly life. Such persons
have occasionally establishéd sects of thelr own among the
Mers, Such a saint goes from village to village reciting
bhajanas andlcollecﬁing a bahd of discipléé who later apotheo-
sise the saint . The sect carries on the teachings Sr'such a
local saint.. For instanée, the sect of Ssian Bhagat, a Mer
from the village Maiyari of the low~-land, evaluates varioué

pious acts such as giving food and,clothihg to.ﬁhe Sadhus and
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Sanyasins, feeding cows and dogs, and scatterling grain to
birds. The maln function of the sect of Sajan Bhaggat is to

conduct free food centres known as annaksheira at the fair of

Madhavpur and Junagadh where g number of mendicants and
pilgrims are fed. The members of the sect also sing bhajanas
at such g food-centre day and night till the fair comes to

an end.

Similarly, a sect founded by a lYer woman Ramibai,
later known as Ramguru, continues to exist among Mers and
the artisan-castes. Ramguru was born in g village called
Bégasara ir the low-land, but a large number of her followers
live in the high-land where she spent the later part of her

life.

It is important to note that the priests of most

of the sects mentionecd above, come from non-Brazhmin castes.

A considerzble number of Brahmins have become members of these
various sects. In most such cases however, Brahmins maintain
their purity by not dining either with the priest or with the
other members of the sects. aAnother point to be noted is \
that most of these sccts (except the sect of Kali) forbid a
member to eat meal and to drink asleoholic drinks. T is likely
that nowadays a greater number of people are adherents of the

sect of Ramdeo Pir than of Kall because of the former's

ingistance on teetolalism.
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I should glso reproduce here, the qbservation made
by Prof. M.N. Srinivas on the characteristicé of the various
sects In Gujarat (including Saurashtra). He says, "One
important characteristic of these sects in Gujarat is thelr
tendency to cut across caéte distinctions. For instahce, the
large and influential Swaminarayan sect has followers from
Brahmin, Kanbi, Bhavsar, Charan, Darji, Ghanchi, Gola, Kachhia,
Kathi, koli, Luhar, Mali, Rajput, Salat, Sathwara, Soni and
Sutar castes. This is more or less true of the other sects as
weil. Thus in Gujarat in additlon to the tendency to the
strict gpatial delimitation focgste ties, the influence of
the numerous sects has been sdchiés to weaken the hold of
caste. This is in marked contr#s#ito gouth India where with
the exception of Lingaya%ism, théfe is no sect which ignores
caste barriers. On'theriother hand, even in Gujarat, for
purposes of marriage and‘commensélity it is caste that is the
relevant unit and not sect, when;éeyeral castes together form
a sect, That is, the ties of sec% gfe not strong enough to

, o
dissolve completely caste distinctions."

I11 ]
In Chapter II (p.63), I have given some ides of the
sect of Ramdeo Pir, while here I present a detailed égcount
of the same. This sect is popularly known as motopanth, lit.,

the Blg Sect, and it is to be noted that this sect is widely
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spread among the low caste people of lestern India. One of

the Mer devotees told me that that 1s the classic religion,

i.e., ganatana dharma, the root of all religions. FPFor, as the
[dlers Say, this sect gives paramount importance to light or
iyot which is consldered to be the essence of all the living-

beings .

In essence, the sect advocates a membertio overlook
the distinctions of caste, colour or sex. Any person who
firmly believes in the equaliity of\all persons, may become a
member of this sect. I learnt froﬁ some informants that even
#uslims and Buropeans héve been admitted as members of this

sect.

The sect of Ramdeo Pir is a secret socliety, because,
attendance at the pat ceremony where the light is worshipped,
is restricted only to its members who are known gs bhagats.
These members are ssked to take an oath not %to reveal the
secrels of the ceremony which aré performed. behind closed doors.
It is said that 1T a member discloses any infommation about the
ceremony, he becomes a victim to divine wrath and suffers from
a disease such as insanity or leprosy. So, it is a difficult

task to gather sdequate data about the ceremoniasl of the sect.

Inspite ol the fzet that this sect is considerably
popular, we do not find g monastery, or a temple to RamGeo Pir
in any Mer village. The majority of the priests (including

women) are peripatetics who go from one village to another to
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perform the ceremony as and when needed. However, sone of them
work ss ngéris (1it., temple priests) in the temples of Shiva,
Chamunda dMata (f.), and such other deities. Lvery Mer village
has an organization of this sect, and if a village has a popula-
tion of more than a thousand souls,it is likely that there may
be more than one such organizastion. pivisions of this kind
found among the members of this sect generally correspond to

the dissensions of the segments of the dominating linesge living
in g village. For instance; the vi;lage Khambhodar has two

such organizations of Ramdeo Pir, and each confains the mgmbers
of two or three minor segments of the dominant linesge. When
the pat ceremony is held by one of the organizations, the members

of the other are not invited to attend.

A person who wants to become g member of the sect
has to give a feast called parasadi (of pancakes) to the
existing members. Formerly, an individual could become a
member (bhagat), but now-a-days, they say,~the membership 1s
granted only to a couple. 4 new member has to undergo a strict
di§cipline when he enters the house where the pat ceremony is
held on his behalf. He has to bow to the jyot and to the master
of the ceremony who gijes him spiritugl advice. Latery; he is
asked to glve pleces of the sweetmeat to other members and
accept the same from them in return. The act of giving a
sweetmeat-piece to a Brahmin, and accepting one from an Untouch-
able member is considered very significants as it breaks through

the structural distance prevailing in daily life between a high
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caste member and a low caste one. The distance between the
members cof different castes is overlooked only when they meet
at the ceremony of the Jyot. Otherwise, in daily life, this
dgistinetion of the high and low is retained. TFurther, a new
member has %o pass through a test in order to be confirmed as

a true devotee of Ramdec Pir. He has to take off his clothes
and approach a woman-member known as mati who sits naked in an
inner appartment. If he controls his sexuval emotions to such
an extent that he does not have an erection, he is considered
to have come through the test successfully. If, on the contrary,
he has an erection he may be asked to abpear again before the
mats when subsequent ceremonies tske place. The test continues
till he wins self-control and 1s able to forget the woman

before him and concentrate on the jyot.

The members are divided into three categories called
vadi (1it. garden). The categorisation is made on the basis
of.ggggg, viz., the Shudras come in the moti-vadi (lit. hig
garden), the Vaishyas and the'Ksﬁétrias in ngni-vadi (lit.small

garden) and the Brahmins come in tragada-vadi (lit. thread

garden,is., the group of those who wear the thread, namely,

the yajnopavita). I have not been able to know the real ritual
function (of the people) of all these categorles but it is sgid
that the presence of the members of the moti~vadi (Untouchables)
and iragadi-vadi (Brahmins) is considered indispensible when a
new member passes through the initiétion ceremony described

earlier.
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Here, varna seems to be relevant, but, as it has been
noted earlier, caste has to be ignored while exchanging pieces
of sweet-meat. This contratiction, on the one hand, sanctions:.
the age old varna system, while on the other hand, 1t bridges up
the distance between the two extremes of the caste, i.e., the
intouchables and the Brahmins. The functional importance of
the former lies in maintalning the Brahmanical hiefarchy of
caste while the latter, probably, help achieving the vertical

solidarity of the different castes of a villaze.

The organization of thls sect is under the ccntrol
of one of its leading members who 1s called kotwal, 1lit.,
magistrate. The kotwal selects a few other assistants known
as chokidar, 1it., guards or watchmen. The main duty of the
kotw»al is to make all the arranéements for the performance of
the ceremony. DBesides, it is‘his duty to circulate the invita-
tion among the members, and for thls, he selects a code-word
called vayaka which one of the chokidars circulates strictly
aﬁong the members. If a member .is unable to attend the proposed
ceremony, he refuses to hear and take note of the vayaka; in
case he does so, he must attend the ceremony at any cost. The
house in which the ceremony is held is kept closed and it is
guarded by the members who are selected as chokidars. &
chokidar gives admission into such a house to those persons
only, who, when asked for, whispers the code-word selected for

the day.
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This ceremony is held generzlly on the second day
(bija) of the dark half of a month. And, as no light is kept
outside the house where the ceremony takes place, it is diffi-
cult to identify a person in the darkness and so a cheokidar
may also inguire of a person as to which vadi he belongs. A
member who does not answer is not admitted into the house and
one who is a non-member is invarlably caught in the cross-

examingtion by the chokidar.

The actual ceremony of worshipping the 'light' of
Ramdeo. Pir begins at mid-night and lasts for not more than an
heur. Later, the devotees spend ;he night in singing the
bhajanas. ©Some of the bhajanags sung on this occaslion narrate
the story of Ramdeo Pir snd refer to the miracles done by the
Saint during his life-time. The light or jyot is supposed to
go off automatically at five in the early morning when the
ceremohy conicludes. §g§;§g~singing g0es on interﬁittantly
through the night and in the intervals they partake of tea,

smoke bidis or pass time in chit-chat.

The ceremony of Remdeo Pir 1s celebdrated generally,
on three different occasions, (i) at the time of the Initiation
of a new member, (1i) periodically on the second day of the
dark of every month and (iii) specially, on the decision of
the member to celebrate the ceremony of—his own accord. Of-

course, this has to be done in the dark hglf of s month.
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The last type of celebration takes a popular form
and 1t affecis the lives of all the near relations of the
menber vho celebrates it. & person invites‘all his agnatic
and affinagl relatives to zitend this function when hs offers
a Teast pzraosadl to the members who take nart in the ceremony
and alsc to others who come as guests. The relatives come
from different villages zand they help in cocking and in other
matters, This celebration is compared with the auspicious
occasions such as marrizge or the celebration of Bhagavata
Purana when the relatives concerned spenéd their time in enjoy-

ing the social gathering.

Anyone of the guests who comes to altend this cere-
mony, may also take part in the pai ceremony provided he is
the member of Ramdeo Pir's organization of his own village,
€.8.y & member who comes from a village of the high-land may
take part in the pat ceremony held in a village of the low-
land, and vice versa. Thus, th¢ membership of this sect cuts
across the barriers of village as well a8 reglon. DBesides,
the villages in which there is more than one organization of
this sect, a member of .one organization is permitted to attend
the ceremony and join in the singing of the bhajanas organized
by another organizatioﬁe This he can do even though he is not
invited to partake of the feast or parasail. The solicarity’
expected among zll the followers of this sect is strengihened
on account of such a concession granted to the members of the

different organization in a village or to those of different
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villages. Here, also, lies one of the factors that brings the
people of different Mer linezges on one plateform and weakens

the solidarity of a pavticular lineage.

It is important to note that a member of this sect
is forbidden to castrate a bull ob’even ask sémeone to do so.
But, the bullocks (castrated bulls) are considered indispensl-
ble for p;oughing, and so a membe; buys a bullock at a higher
price from others but sells away at a low price, a bull he
posseszes. Another point of importance is that when a member
of this sect dies, he is not cremated but buried, and a small
plateform is raised on the’burial-ground. It is the duty of
the members of the fgmily to offer light and pancakes every

year on the death anniversary of the deceased.

IV

Zach Mer lineage worships its own lineage deity or

deities, both male and female. The names of these delties

are given in the appendix II slong with the general account of
the respective lineages. It is significant to note that female-
deitics are supposed to be more active and appear to take
greater interest in the lives of the members.of & lineage than
male~deitles. 4 lineage-deity (f.) is popularly known as aiil
or the grand-mother, and statutee in wood or steone representing

gii is seated in the house of one of the members of a lineage
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living in a village. The importance of a lineage-deity becomes
much more apparent when a member of a lincage happens to marry.
Af'ter marriage,it is obligatory on the part of the groom or
the bride to go to the seat of the zil (the lineage-deity) to
mzke obeisance and to offer giits in cash or kind. Before the
marriage party leaves the bride's villagee it is customary 1o
take the couple to the seat of the bride's lineage-deity, where
they worship the deity and pay thelr homage. Slmilarly, after
returning to the groom's village the couple visit the latter's
lineage-deity. A bride and a groom thus going to pay homage
and make offerings of cocognut, sweet-meat and lamps,entreat
each other's lineage-deities to shower kindness on them. They
also beg from her (éi;) boons of longevity, fertility and
prosperity. It is believed that the grace of the deity is
assential for the parpQMaEion of the linegge and hence she
should be duly honoured. Pisregard towards one's lineage-
deity may bring disaster to the family of a person concerned;
The deity may cause death among the members of the family or
destruction of their cettle and other property. Ususlly the
divine wrath 1s expressed by possessing one of the members of
the family, and harassing him. A person may extricate himself
frem a2 situation only through a medlium, 4 medium-man, when
called fory; ls supposed to convey 2all the complaints of the
deity to the guilty person, and advises him to apologise to
the deity. 4 deity may forgive an offender when entreated with

respect znd humility.
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In addition to the worship of their own lineage-deitles,
Mers respect also the gatis of the Charan casie. Wagbal #il is
one such deity worshipped by the members of the Charan, Barot and
Bhat castes. In faci, it is said that she is a gatl who comes
from the Charan caste; and she is considered very powerful. She
not only curseé but also glves boons.  Besides Kagbal ALL,
other female deities of the Charan caste are also worshipped.
These deities exert considerable influence upon the Mer sgeclely.
Practically every Mer village has a shrine to a Charan ali ( a
common nage for all the satis cf the Charan caste) where the
Mers gssemble on different occasions to offer naiveda (an
offering of cooked rice mixed with sugar and clarifled butter).
4 medium of this delty is consulted for a childiess couple.
She is believed to confer children and other gifts on her

devoteess

In some villages the Charan ali plays a very signi-
ficant role. when g daughter of the village, i.8., the girl
boran in the village, gets a son, it is obligatory en the part
of her conjugal family to wmake offering to this deity. A
woman, therefore, selects s sultable time and comes with her
husbvaend and her first son to her natal village To pay honsage
to this deity. Some persons from her husbgnd's agnatic
lineage take part in the lfunctlion aﬁd her parents cook sweet-

meat to fesd to the guests who come on such an errand.

The most important function of Charsn 4ii is to safe-

guard the interests of the hereditary bards of the Mers and
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those of the Charan mendicants touring round the ¥er yillages

N
during harvest, If a person injures the feelings of a bard
or insults a Charan-beggar, the latizr curses him and calls
upon Charan Ali to punish the gullly person. Thus, the

satis (gli)of the Charsn caste not only look after the welfare

of the Yer society but also expects the Mers to protect the
rights zrd the interests of the Charan gnd bardologlst castes.
Similerly, the Brahmin satis iafluence the lives of the Mers

by giving boens of prosperity and longevitye. The Brahmin and
Chéran glils bring Mers closer to prestly and bardclogist castes.
The main significence of such linkage is that the Brahmins and
the Bards receive from the Mer hosts valuable gifts, wholesoge

maintenance; and protection in distress.

v

The seats (then) of memorial stenes or palias of
prominent Mer ancestors are found on the outskirts of every
village. These memorial siones génerally belong to those
ancestors who might heve died in warfares; but some of them
also belong to those who died‘by accident or by committing
suicide. The male zncestors who are immortalized in memorial
stones are known as surapurs (lit. the perfect brave) while the
ancestresses who burnt themsslves slive after the death of their
husbands are knows as satl 3ii (lit., Sati, the grand-mother).
Such a spirit hovers around the village and particularly the
house where it was born; to protect the members and the cattle

of the family from other evil spirits. It is obligatory upon
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Plate VIII

Yinnowing the
grains:

Memorial Stones
(paiisas):

Phe members (including women)
of a family engaged in the
task of winnowing the jawar
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Mer ancestors agre saen on the
outskirts of a village. They
make offerings to these ancestors
on the new year day or Divall
(Nov. » Dec.)s DBakharla, Hay
1951.
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the members of a family to please the spirit of their ancestors
every year on the day of Divall (fha 30th day of usghving, Nov.-
Deca}. . ?be Eers, therelore, annually propitiate thelr ancestors
by &akingjcfferings of cocoanuts; cooked rice, etec., and also a
lighted lamp in an earthen pot, at the shrins. They also apply
a mixture of red lead (sindur) and oil on the stons {igures or
palifs. when a member of a family or a cow or buffalo dies, or
is very 111, it is believed that an ancestor or spirit is
annoyed because of neglect. The spirit of a dissatisiied
ancestor possesses (ghataan gzé, 11%., comes in body of) a family
member and speaks through the medium, meniloning the wrong done
by the members of the family towards the spirit. when g member
of & family is thus  harassed by a spirit, a professional medium
of the deity Vachhadz Dada is cansulte@f The mediuvm of this
deity 1s supposed %o be the most powerful one; he evokes the
splrit coneerned and asks why it harrasses the person in question.
If it did not give tho resl cause, he threatens the spirit with
punishment from the delty Vachhada Dada. Ultimately the resl
causes are known through scime other person whom the spirit

possesses and through whom it spegks.,

The moé% important thing to be notew here is that, at
the time of propitiating the spirit of an ancesiory the head of
the family invites the members of his agnatic lineage (related
to him in the range of five to six genérations). For, the
spirit and 1ts descendenis are mutuélly iinked and owe alle-
giznce to one snother. It is in the presence of these relatives

that a man has to pay offerings to the dissgbisfied spirit and
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appease its warth. I have heard people saying to the assembled
relatives, "You see, we have appeased the spirit by giving
offerings in your (relatives) presence; and if the spirit
still remains dissatisfied with whatever we have been able to
do, we are not responsible™. wWhereupon the relatives will
sympathise with the sufferers and say, "“The ancestors are always
kind, ihey would not count whether you have given rich offer-
ings or not. They care only for your love anddevotlon

s

t{owards themj; you have done your best and so you need not fear

further punishment from them."

The spirit of an ancestor or that of a lineage~deity
may possess not only the msle members, but alsc the women of
a lineage. Yie have seen that the women of a minimal lineage
ara gnown as kéroi and their husbands and children as Karolan.

The well known provers, "dev kasroing ghat chad@&", says that

thespirit of an oncestor or that of a deliy may possess the

women (married or unmarried) of a linsage.

A spirit may possess unmarried woman or the members
of her husband's family. The spirit of a woman's agnatic
ancestor, or natal lineage-deity may harass someone from her
conjugal family if she is ill-treated by the latter. This
migration of a spirit from the natal family of a woman to her

conjugal family, is codified in the proverb, "dév madhi& chale",

which says that a spirit may go with s dear one (the daughter,
ofcourse). when a woman or one-of the members of her husband's

family is possessed by the spirit of the ancestor or the deity
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of her paternal Iineage, 4t is the dubty of thc members of her
conjugal family to propitiate the spirit and if necessary, %o
found a seat (than) of the spirit in their house. The relation-
ship of the spirits of a woman's natal family and those cf her
conjugal family is supposed to be friendly. = The spirit of a
woman®s conjugal family would not interfere in the activities of
the spirit of her natal family if the cause for which the visiting
spirlt works is just. Thus, the main function of lhe spirit of

a woi:an's natal family is to protect her from the dangers whiie
she is in her conjugal family. The spirit of a woman4s natal
family 1s the strength behind'propef affinal conduct and guarantees
her wellbeing in aer conjugal family. Contrary to this the spirit
of' the groom's family does not have much to do with the bridé's

natal lineage, because marriage is patrilocal.

4 divorced woman who lives in her netal family may get
possessed by the spirit 'of her conjugal family. Here also it
is the duty of the members of her natal fémily Lo propitiate
the spirit of the affinal lineage. fnd a woman who has remarried
may be possessed either by the spirit of the natal family of
her first husband or by the spirit of her natal family. Thus
the spirits of the ancestors and the deities of a lineage are
also supposed to take an active part in protecting its members
and in strengthening the bonds of those famllies which are

united by marriage.
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VI

The shrines of the folk-deities, e.g., those of
Vachhzda Dada, Charan Aii, Khetalio 4to, Mamo, etc., are
found in every HMer village. (The reference has been made %o
Charan Ail in one of the provious sections, and the déi@y
Vachhada Dada has been Intrpduced on the pages B89 and 83). ‘The
delty Knetallo ate (@bo meaning grand-father) is the serpentegod
who 1s supposed Lo he the custodiagn of the Parm-land. In some
villages %this deity is also known as Dehintharo Dev or Sundario
2to3 and his propitiation 1s made with a view to sffect the
longevity of the new-born chlld, Hamo, 1it., motherts brother,
is the name given to a spirit which is considered to he benignant
towards the people of a vililage, Mamo 13 said to maks its
appearance before a person of simple disposition, and if the latter
1s not Trightened on sesing it, and if he is bold encugh to
converse with it, the spirit may grant him anything he wants.
The delty of smallpox, Sitala Hata is alsc propitigted inorger

that the epldemic may not spread in a village.

811 these deities, it may be noted, are rorshipved by
people of all the castes In a villaze, and their srea of influence
15 generally confined to the limits of thes village concarned.
Jowever, in individual cgses a deity of a villaze is found to be
so poverful that it is worshipped by the people of meny other
villages, nelghbouring as well as distant. The higher stagtus that

a vlllage deity acguires gmong those of other viligges, depends
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upon its abllity to remove the difficulties of its devotees.

The medium of such a deity(is also supposed to be mightier than
those of cther deities of similaf nature. The medium of

V achhada Dada of the village Khistri has s reputation for being
the perfeet mouth-plece of his dlety. Such a medium i1s able to
gersuads', the deity to help him in curing a patient. The
deity has to come to his rescue in view of the sincere.services

-

tendered in the vast by the medium concerned.

Vachhada Dada is worshipped all over Sauraéhtra as a
cure for patients of hydrophobiaj but the deity is also famous
for relieving a patient of serpent-blte. In fact, Vachhada
Dada may be called a multl-purpose deity whose mediums are able
to cure the patients of numerous disegses. | The medium of
Vachnada Dada of the village Khistri 1s supposed to be very
skilful. in curing hydrophcbia. When z person does not geb
satisfactory trestment of hydrophobla from the medium of
Vachhada Dada of his villaze, he comes to the medivm of Khisiri
inorder %o recelve a permanent cure. And if the medium of -
tnis deity in some other village has a better reputation for
curing serpent-bite , the people of Khistri may «lso go t0
consult the medium of the village concerned. In the low-land,
for instance, the medium of Vachhada Dada of the village
Chhatrava is famous for curing serpent»bite, and so, the
peovle of other villages come to consult the medium in that

connaction.

Besides, there are many other deities who are supposed

to be effective in curing only a few diseases. The delty named
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Plate IX
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March, 1953.
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Utantio Dev. (lit., the deity of whooping-cough) of the village
Khambhodar (in the high-lsnd) is the only cne of its kind, and
so, the patients suffering from the disease come from distant
villages to propitiaste the delty. The disease of whooping-cough
is generally found asmong children. This deity 1s worshipped
also for many other diseases of the children. 8imilarly, the
deity Lakkad Nath of the village Paswali (in the low-land) is
famous for restoring limbs. 4 person, whose arm or leg is
broken, goes to the deity and makes an offering of cocoanut,
etc., and a wooden grm or leg, as the case may bey Thils offering
is considercd enough to cure the patient. Such a patient may
not consult an osteopath even though he is not permanently
cured. Besides, this deity is also worshipped when diseases
breagk-out among animals. Often the fame of a deity is so great
that he attracts devotees {rom many villages including distant

ones.

The shrines of some of these deities, or, the memorial

-stones dedicated to the ancestors may be situated either on '

. the side of a roat or in somebody's fields. 1In such cases it

1s the duty of the owner of the field (in which or near which
the shrine is found) to make offerings of new gralns to the
deity durling harvest. It is fezred that il the deity remains
dissatisfied, it may cause desfruction of the fuﬁure Crops.
Similarly, vhen the shrine of a deity is situated at the place

where the boundaries of two or three villages meet, 1t becomes
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the duty of the people of such neighbouring villages to propi-
tigte the delty and make offerings at harvest. Such a deity

is called 'common deity' or sSshidro dév (m.) or sahisri devi

(f.) as the case may be. AncG, the deity has a vight (kar) to

expect offerings from thée people of these villages.

Such instances make cléar the fact that occasionally
alleciance to a deity cuts across not only villages but also
the major cleavage of Wers into low-lznd and high-land Mers.
The religious factor brings Hers‘repeatedly into a net work
of wider loyglties than those provided by kinship, linezge and

local communitye.

VII

The various falrs held in the HMer region play a very
important role in st:engthening the solidarity of the iers.
The fairs, no doubt, are motivated by religious sentiments but
they are also characterized by the secular interest of the
masses. People go to the shrines and incidentally attend the
fairs glso. The falrs are generally helc at the minor centres
of pilgrimage and they are associated with the cslendar (estil-~
vals of the Hinéus. People consider it meritorious to attend
a falr, because, on such an occasion they get an opportunity
to pay homage to a deity or adltles in a temple at which the

fair is held.
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I have attended the fair of Madhavpur several times
and have found that only a few low-caste pecple go bto the
temple of the delty dadhavraiji to make homage. Further, none
of them attend the symbblic marriage ceremony (which takes
place in the temple ouiside the town) of Madhavraijl (Krishna)

and Rukmini in whose honour the fair is held.

It may be noted that all such fairs proﬁide a meeting
place for the people of the neighbovring villages. The people
of different castes including Harijsns attend a fair. It giées
a chance for members of the same caste in differcnt villages
to come together. If a person of the Rabari caste is humiliat-
ed or insulted by a member of another caste, all the Rabaris
gathered at the falr defly the person concerned. ‘whether the
Rabaris succeed in retgliating against the wrong-Jdoer or not,

is not very significant, but the fact that they do take sides

with their own caste-folk is important.

I have sarlier referred to the fair of Hadhavpur
(in Ch. IV) held in the low-land area of the Her regicn. The
fair is prominent among all the fairs held at'different times
and plaées; because, only there do the Mers of both the divisions
come together. Madhavpur is about thirty-eight miles from the
border of the high-land and people who wish fto attend the fair
have to take the bus. On the other hand, the Mers of the
low=land who live in neighbouring villages come in bullock-carts.

The men, women and children coming to it joln the bhajana-
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mandalis (a group of the singers of the bhajanas) and see the
folk-dances and dramas called Bhaval or Ramlila staged by
amateurs. There are also other secular attractions at the

fair.

Anothner attractive feature of the feir is that it
serves as a market-place where visitors may buy many things,
both those essential for the work of agriculture and house and
articles of luxury, teiletry and even toys. The women-folk
spend a lot of time in going from shop to shop and purchasing
things after a great deal of hagyling, while the men spend
most of the time in hotels, smoking bidis and clgarettes and
drinking tea, and at times loiterlng in groups teasing ﬁhe young
women. It 1s on such occasions that young people are introduced
tc one another, and lovers meet. The love affairs cut across
the regional divisions and bring togeiher unknown families of
the high~land and low-land Ly marrisge. A young man would fina
out the whereabouts of his beloved and would send a message.to
the pareats of the girl saying that he wishes to marry her.

If the girl concerned is already married, she tells her parenis
that she wants to divorce her husband to marry the new man,
fccasionally these love affairs give rise to the stunt of hosti-
1ity between two lineage groups, but by and large the fair
nelps to bring together the Hers of Saurashira and make them

reallize they are onse.

The feir next in lmportance to that of iadhavpur

is the fair of Shivaratri held at the foot of mount Girnar
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at Junagadh. It lasts for seven days and it is attended by
the people of all castes. The Hers, as one of the participat-
ing castes in this fair, hold only a sub-ordinate position.

However, the dining centres (annakshétras) and the thajana-

mandalis arranged by the Mers of the low-land, at this fair,
attract attention of oulsiders. Junagadh is alieh land {(domi-
nated by Kolis, iuslims, Nagars, etc.) for the ilers and so

a Mer feels proud to meet here a member of his caste., 4t times
they forget their guarrels and rivalries aud help each other

in the times of difficulty. It is interesting %o note that

this falr is known as ghedhio-melo, i.e., the fair where the

Untouchables enjoy the privilege of rubbing shoulders with
caste~Hindus. The high-caste Hindus who attend this fair tske

a bath, for the fear of pollution, beiore returning home; but,
the low-caste Hindus never bother to do so. 'The latter, on

the contrary, believe that i they touch a Muslim after touching
an Untouchable they become pure. In fact, the fair is attended
mostly by the Hers of the low-land and very few high-land Mers

attend it.

dAnother impeortant fair is held at the temple of
Bileshwar Mahadev situated in the Barda Hills., It is held in
July-sugust, and it is generally attended by the Wers of the
high-land. The fair lasts for only a day, snd a considerable
number of the Rabaris, who live in the hill-area, attend it.

I could not attend this fair, and so am unable to zive details.

The festival of Holi, referred %o on p.98, is one
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of the most important calendar-festivals of the Mers. On this
day, small fairs are held at many places. 0f the minor falrs,
the one held at Godhana, 1n the high-land, is important. It
ils heldlnear the shrine of Vachheda Dada whom the people worship
on this occasion %ith rnuch pomp. The Hers of neighbouring
villages meet here and perform & series of group-dances called
dandiz-rgs, (lit., stick-dance). Besiées,lthey teke part in
some competitive games, viz., shooting at a cocoanut (called
p&jun) hung at the Lop of a tree and racing thelr horses or
bullockecarts. These competitive games provide a field for
the expression of inter-village ahd inter-lineage rivalry. A
person who 1s able to hit the target, and the horseman or the
cart-driver who proves superior to others, is aémired by all.
and it is interesting to‘note that the prestige gchieved by an
inﬁividual adds to the prestige (gam nu ngk) of the village to
which he belonss. OQccasionally these competiticns give rise

to quarrels and create rivalries which may result in blocd-shed.

Fairs are also held on the day of bhim agiaras (may-

June) at Visavada and 0dadar in the high-land, and Balej in
the low-land. On the same day Rabaris alsc celebrate puj
festival of their Mamal Mata whose prominent shrines are found

at the above mentioned villages.

At Visavada or Mul-Dwarika (lit., the original
Dwarika), the Mers of the neighbouring villages mecet and take
bath in the sea and in the holy step-well called jnanavav.

after taking a purificatory bath they visli the temple of
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Thakorji or Dwarikadhishajl; make offerings to the deity, and
give gifts in cash or kind to the religious bLeggars. Some
people also arrange a programme of bhajanas while others perform
the group-dance, dandia-rds. Youths run races. These games
also serve the purpose of establishing the superiority of a
village over the others. Inspite of the fact, that these fairs
give rise to occasional brawls, their maip contribution is in

enhancing the culturagl uvnity of the Mers.

VIII

It has been menitioned eariier in this Chapter that
the Wers propitiate Ranna Devi, the consort of god Sun, before
or after the marriage of a boy or a girl. GSimilarly, the
practice of propitiating the Sun is observed when a vioman gives
birth %Yo her first child. Such a woman has to stay at home
for six days. on the moerning of the seventh day, she takes s
bath and makes her appearsnce with her child before the Sun and
performs a rite beseeching the latter to confer longevity on
child. 4t this moment she sprinkles water, rice snd the solu-
tion of red powdér {kamku) at the Sun, and thus propitiates the
deity. In the end, she tramples upon a palr of earthan dish
(samgﬁgg) conizining cobweb and thereby marks the sct of suppres-

sing the evil spirits harmful to the life ¢f the new-born child.

Furthery, 1t is believed that on the sixth day after

the birth, the Goddess of Destiny (vidhatri) writes down the
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longevity and the kind of ‘carear the infant will have. This
writing is known as vidhatrina 1ekh, lit., the Document of
Destiny A piece of paper, a reed-stick representing a pen,
and a dish contalning the solution of the leaves of tulasi

_ plant (Ocimun ssnctun) are placed near the child's bed. The
occasion is mariédﬁby giving a luhch of sweetened rice to the
children of thealiﬁeage (r&ughiy covering four to five genera-
tions) or to all the children in the village. When a lunch

1s given to the children of the agnatic linéage, it is known
as katam chhathi and 1f it 1s given also to those of the caste-
fellows living in the village, it is known as gam chhathi. It
" should be noted that the act of giving a lunch to the children,

in general, 1s considered to be a merit-conferring act.

The first timg the infant partakes of cooked food is
marked by rituals. This.takes place on the sixth or the seventh
month of the hirth of a child and the aet of’giving cooked food
to the child is considered to be polluting (or abhadavavun) the
child. The cooked food is gemerally given to the child by
either the mother, or preferably, bwlthe elder brother or sister,
The person who, thus, feeds .the child gives it a rupee coln as
a gift. This rupee is considergd to be the possession of the
child whose individuality 1s recognized henceforward.

4 woman whose son or sons are living; is 1dentified
by a string round her right ankle. On the sixth day of the
birth of a son, the mother takes a cotton-thread on which she
puts six knots and ties it round her right ankle. This thread
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is known as chhathino doro and it is supposed to carry magical
powers which protect the son from dlsease or death. It is a
matter of honour and prestige for a woman to have this sacred
thread on; and, therefore, a woman wears it till she dies. 1In
case the thread breaks or 1s lost acéident?ﬂx,the woman concern-
ed stops as soon as the loss is discovered and resumes walking

only after she has tiedua_new thread.

<

~

A woman wears ‘an iron or copper anklet when all her
children die youngI ‘The piece of metal to be used for this
purpose should be one which has become directly or indirectly
instrumental in somebody's death. For instance, if a person
is killed by a weapon, or if a crew is drowned in a boat, the
metal that 1is usedlin the making of the iron weapon or the
boat_is supposed- to acquire magical power. Such a metal 1§j
known as gggégi §§§§g, lit.; the spoileé or the sinful metai
" and 1t is used for preparing the magical anklet. It 1s the
duty of the brothef;(real of classificatory) of the woman to

acguire such g piece for an anklet. The brother has to go in
the early morning to the blaeksmith of his village and has to
keep standing on onex;eg;till the blacksmith finishes preparing
the anklet. He, then, ééés to his sister's village and gives
her the anklet which 1s supposed to confer longevity to the
' future children of his sister. This sheds light on the signi-
ficance of the brother~sister bond and maternal uncle - nephew
(niece) bond among Mers. Besideé; a woman whose co-wife has
died has to wear in her neck a kind of amulet called shokpagalan
(1it., the feet of coewife) which 1s supposed to protect her and
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her children from the evils vhich may be caused by the spirit
of the co~wife. It shovld be noted here that co-wives are

generglly thought of as enviocus of each other and when one of

=

ther d¢ies, her spirit is supposed to harass the living one.

5

There is’another ritual which is suppoged Lo make
& barren woman fertile and alse %& prevent the repeated death
of her children. 4 woman makes a voﬁ to ths effect ithat if
siie zebts a chlld or if her children do not die young, she would
propitliate a particular deity Dy a rituasl acht known as bhonbha~

ravi. The act of bhonbharavi (1it., to measure the ground)

R i,

.

constitutes the act of going to the shrine of the delity, not
walking in an usual way, but, by lying prosirate on the ground,
repeatedly, from the point of starting. The woman concerned

keeps a stalk of Jjawar plant in her right-hand, falls prosirate
satEs & 9

>

on the ground, stretches her arm forward and makes a mari on
the ground, with the help of the stglk. She wili then stand on
the mark of the stalk and again lie prostrate, in the same
aireciian? from that point. GShe does this repeatedly till she
"reaches the shrine of the proposed deity. when such a woman
comes frem g Cifferent village, she begins to 'measure the
ground! only from the distanée from which they can see the flag
(¢hajs) of the shrine of the deity. She is also permitted to

stop ‘measuring the ground' and go {orward on foo% when the

1)

nrine is within a range of 5 hundred or two hundred agnd f£ifty

S50 a

f—

iy

eet. The priest in charge of the shrine (who may e a

medium) makes all preparations beforehand, and, when the woman
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and her party reach the shrine, he assisis them in making
the offerinzs. 4t this time, a medlum is possessed by the
deity which speaks through him of the sins commitied by the
woman or by memnbers of her conjuvgal famlly. The delty ends
up by declaring herself pleased by the observance of this

penance of bhonbharavi.

i

Sometimes the woman concerned keeps s shoe in her
mouth till she reaches the shrine of the particular deity
%o be propitiated as g gesture of humility amd repentance.
On such an oceasion, the voman concerned is accompanied by the
-membersg of hey husbend's aghatic llneaaeo But, it is likely
that sozme of the nembers of her na ta* family may also accompany

her,

1t is consivered to be an excedbtionslly suspicious
evenl if a woman gives birth %0 a son at hef first confine-
ment. On such an ceccasion, 1t becomes obligetory on the part
of her husbana's fapily to distribute a valuatary gift {;@3)
of dry dates to his affines, and to kin living in hls viliag

This act of distributing lan is known as vadasvaghenchavo and

it is made on the lirst Holi gfter the birth of the son.

Before such a lgn is distributed, the boy is taken arcund o

all the temples la the village where he 1s mads to bow to ths

£

{-h

leities and Lo put a gift of cocoannt gt sach temple or shrine.
The mother of the Loy also performs rites at the Foli and
circumambulates the loli with the boy in her lgp. 41l these

acls bring longevity to the bhoy concerned.
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Yet ancther ritual is performed by the newly deliver-
ed mother at the tank or the well of the village., This rite

onsists in making certaln oiferings to the deity of water, or

(&

<

alz Deva and 1s known as jalajavaravun (lit., toc propitiate

bl
o]

ter}y. 1% is generally performed only after the lspse of one

&
£
Chs

A

a2 quarter months following the day of the zelivery. Gene-

ally the rite hes to be performed at the conjugal village of

(51

) ]

the wonan. Bub, If her natal end ilhe conjugal fomilies live
the

in the same village guestion does not arise ‘gs to the place

:-

of Jhe ritual performance. However, under certsin circumsbtances,
the rite may also be performed ait the natal villege of the
worzgn concerned. IV 1is attended exclusively by the female

his tise some traditionsl songs appro=-

[+4
ot

relatives whe sing

&

priate to the occasion. The mother is taken in procession to
the well, or, preferably, to the tenk of the village. The
nother founds z seat of Jalas Deva and of the Saptamatrika (the
seven mother goddesses) by the site of tﬁe vwater. (These
deities are represented by stoneé eacn of which symbolises a
particular deity.) sfter making the offering cf cocoanut, rice,
etc., to these deities, the nothcr fills a plicher with water '
and lifts it on her head with the helpof two married women

and twe virgins. (The widows are forbidden to assist in such
auspicious rites.) She then walks specedily towsrds the home
carrying the pitcher on her head and the other women go 5ingln&
after her. vwhen she, thus,; reaches home, the Lwo women ant

the two girls take sway the plicher from her head and throw

the water at the trunk of a tree, preferably a pipal tree
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(Flcus religiosa). On this occasion, a lunch is given to the
children of the agnatlc lineage of her husband. The main
purpose of propitiating the deilty Jala Deva, is to bring longe-
vity and protection from evil spirits to the mother and the son
concerned. It should be emphasised that the mother of the son
may fetch water from the well or tank only if she has previously
perférmed the rite of propitiating Jala Deva. The performance
of this ritugl confers ritual purity on the mother and enables
her to assume her normal ritual status. It is after the
performance of this rite that the mother begins fetching water

from the tank or well.

It may be noted here thal a similar kind of rite
has to be performed by a bride on the dey after she enters her
husband's house. The bride goes to the well with her sisters-
in-law, real or classificatory, ana makes an offering of
arecanults to Jalz Deva and then fetches the watér and carries
it to her husband*s house. Jala Deva is rsspected and worship-
ped also when water is struck while digging a well. The digging
of the new well proceeds further only when a temporary seat of
Jala Deva is founded near the well, and the offerings of cooked

rice, light, etc., are made to the deity.

The bonds of a married girl with her natal village
are strengthened pdy an obligation she owes to one of the deities
in the village. Such a delity may be called the guardian delty.
*hen the girl has given birth to a son or a daughter, she has

to offer a miniature cradle . (ghodiun) to the prescribed deity
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in the village. 1In some villages this deity may be Charan aii
in others it may be Sundario gto. If the mother fails to make
necessary offerings to the prescribed déity, it is said that
her husband and children or the cattle in possession of her
husband may fall ill on account of the wrath of the unappeased
deity. 48 soon as such a mishap occurs, tne persons concerned
consult the medium of Vachhada Dada, and on discovering that
the guardian deity of the children is not appeased, they take

a vow to appease the deity as soon as possible.

It might also be noted that other deities of a village
also are worshipped at the time of the marriszge of a boy. when
the groom goes ;n a procession (phulékan) in his village, he
has %o visit the shrine of Vachhada Dada and make offering of
a cocoanut. Likewise, while returning after the marriage the
groom and the bride has to visit gll the temples agnd the shrines
of the (groom's) village and make offerings of cocoanuts at each
shrine or temple. Woreover, if there is a seat (dargah) of =a
Muslim Plr in the village; o cocoanut has to be offered to the
Same.

The Mers look  down upon a person who, for the first
time marries a divorced éirl. 4 person has not to perform
marriage ceremony ét this; and so he is able to avoid giving

caste-dinner, and making offering to various deities. Such a

marriage 1s known as kunvarsg ghargharanu (i.e., the bachelor's

remarriage), and the bachelor's family has to meet the stigma

by resorting to a negative ritual. This negative ritual 1s
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knoen as padagho kadhavo (1it. to remove the stigma), and it

1s perfoermed on the first day of every new year (Divali)
succeeding the 'remarrisge of the bachelor’. After finishing
the dinner at sbout seven to eight p.m., the mother or the
sister of .the boy takes a broken earthen pot contaihing cobweb,
salt, end chilli. GShe takes the pot in her hand and strikes it
with a stick and_éarries the pot outside the villgge and throws
it there. While carrying the pot and striking it with the
stick she repeatedly utters a proverb which mezns that let this
stigme (padagho) go. The performance of this rite is also
supposed to guard the married couple from the effects of the

evll eyes.

The Rers worship a deity czlled Dike aii. The word

diha 1s the corrupt form of dgshd which refers to the con-

flguration of planets which are believed to influencs the
fortunes of a person. Diha Ail is, therefore, worshipped with

a view to safeguard the good fortune of one's family. It is

on the elghth day of the dark half of shravana (August-September),
the day of shri Krishna's birth, that the worship of Diha aii
begins, and, subsequontly, 1t lasts for nine days. The person
who takes a vow to worship'Diha #ii, has to hear, for ten Gays,

a story narrating the positive boons conferred upon her devotees.
On the tenth day, thé sponsor takes a repast of gruel (rab),
etéos at gbout twelve a.m. Begére taking the repast, he lights

a lamp in the name of Diha £11 and closes all the doors ang the

windows of his house. It is significant to note here that no
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daughter (married or unmarried) of the family is sllowed into
the house till the sponsor finishes the repast. They say that
1f the daughter of the famlly happens to see the light of Diha
8ii, she carries the good fortuée of her natal family to her
conjugal family. This also suggeéts a fear that a married girl
might take greater interest in ;he wellbeing of her conjugal
family rather than that of her natal one. This fear, probably,
grises from the belief that a girl has but little interest in

the affairs of her fathert's linesge which is patrilocal.

On the death of a person, it is customary to arrange
the reading of Garuda Purana which gives the Hindu view of
life after death and advocates dharma (righteousness) ss against

sinful deecds, i.e., adharma or pap. 7The Garuda Purana is read
H 1 = .

by a Brazhmin priest for eleveh'days after the death of the
person. 7This reading tskes place in the chord of the village
where the mourners assemble. It is significant to note that the
women seldom get the chance of hearing the teachings of Garuda
Puranaj because, the women of the family as well as those who
comc as mourners do notv go to the chord, the sitting place of
the men. But, when the reading of Bhagavata Purana 1s arranged
on the death anniversary of a person, it is held near the house

of the person, and therefore atiended by men as well as women.

The custom of going on pilgrimage to holy places
is associated with the mortuary rites of ghraddha snd ghadasun
which take place on the elcventh day of the death of a person.

The pinda or the rice-balls (which are offered to appease the
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spirits of the anéestors) and the remains of a dead person are
thrown in the water of a holy river such as Ganges, Jamuna,
Warmada, Saraswati, etc. The prineipsl mourner, i.e., the son ‘
or the nearest agnatic ﬁale descendent of the deceased has Lo
perform these rites and therefore, he gets an opportunity to

make pilzrimase to a centre of pilurimage.

It should also be noted that the Mers'of_the low-land
are found to worship the foot-prints of sn ancestor of excepi-
ional merlit. When a person who has earned yrealt reputation and
wealth during his life-time, dies, they take the prints (in the
solution of red powder, kamku) of his feet in the account-book
of the family. These prints are known as gubha-pasgalan (1lit.,
lucky feet) and they are supposed to carry magical power that
protects the welfare and prosperity of the family concerned.
This is a significant feature of ancestor worship surviving

amongs the Mers.

IX

I would summarise here some §oih%s of structural
significance. The various religiops sects cut across caste
distinctions and thereby wesken the solidarity of a caste. The
seet of Ramdeo Pir provides a common platform net only to
caste Hindus but to the Untouchables also. This is probably
one of the most unususl factor dilimiting (to %the root) the
caste ties. Moreover, the sact of Ramdeo Pir, taken at the

lower lavel, seems to weaken the solidarity of a Mer lineage
3
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for the simple reason that the small orzanizations of this sect
are sometimes bascd on the segmentary division of s lineage in
a V@llage, ' o

Ancestor worship is prevalent. But the most important

thing to be noted is that the spirits of the ancestors sre supp-

]

osed to be guided by kinship bonds. Especiaglly, the spirit of
a woman'’s natal family is suprosed to protect her from difficulties,
and dangers while she is in her conjugal family. This is becguse
marriage is patrilocal znd it ié the bride who is isolated from
her natal gzroup and not the grooms.

The delty of a villace gives strength and power to
the local community, but sometimes the allegisnce to a more
influentisl deity cubs across not only village but also the major
cleavages of the Mers into lovweland and high-land Mers. Such
religious factors bring Mers repeatedly into a net-work of wider
loyalties than those provided by kinship, lineage and locsgl
community.
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