CHAPTER 11

' REGIONAL SOCIAL STRUCTURE

The Mers form two distinect ethnic groups of western
India. After the historical migration in the 5th century
A.D. from Central asia, the Mer horde 'spreaded over the
deserts of Sind and Western Rajputana.'l 'In 8ind it en-
countered the opposition of the great tribe of the Jats'2
and in Rajputana it seems. to have come in conflict with the
various Rajput groups.‘ The Mer group of Saurashtra (wh;ch
originally comes from 8ind) is explored in the present work,
fwhilé the other one which awaits study is found in the Ajmer

Merwara area in Rajputana7

4t present the Mers as such have formed parts of the
two different speech-commnunities of western India; namely the

Gujarati and the Rajasthani. From linguistic polnts of view
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these groups are not poles ébaiﬁ because the languages
Rajasthani and Gujarati ggébﬁéaref to each other in many
respects. But it seems th;£ the Mers of Saurashtra (broad-
ly speaking Gujarat) and Rejsthan are not in contact @}th

each r-other for the last many years.

I1

The Mers of Saurashtra (@nd a majority of them in

- RaJputana except some converts to Islam) are the noteworthy
‘entities of the bulk of the Hindu comaunity. They are a
group of setiled farmers who claim themselves to be Rajputs.
Their early history induces us to suppose that they are
possibly the descendents of the Kshatriyas of the aryan fold.

Prof. M. N. Srinivas's gnalysis of caste system of
the Hindus is helpful in analysing Mer social system. He
says, "Caste 1s an Institution of great complexity. It has
itsfroot deep in history, and even to-day 1t governs the lives
of 300 million Hindus in several important respects. It is
popularly understood aé the division of soclety intc g five-
fold hierarchy with the Brahmins at the head, following in
order by the Kshatrliyas, Vaishyas or traders, Shudras or
servants and labourers,xﬁﬁﬁ, lastly, the Untouchables. The
first three castes are 'twiée born' (dvija) as they alone are

entitled tc undergo the ce}eﬁoﬁy of upanagyana which constitutes
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spiritual rebirfhf . Only the twice born castes are entitled
to study the Vedas and to the performance of Vedic ritual on
certain occasions. : Caste in gbove sense is referred to as

verna and has an All-India application."l

The Mers of Saurashtra who form a part of Kshatriya

vYarna are recognlzed as a distinet jati or gnati of endoga-
mous character, having cultural, ritual and juridical auto-
nomy. - The Mer gnitl of Saurashtra, though agricultural,
. stands promingntly among others as a warrior caste. The
Mers regard Brahmins as their priests who are indispensable

for performing various rituals at marriagey deathsetc.

» , The iers as well as other Hindus respect a Brahmin,
bow tq him with hands folded at the chest. While thus
saldting’a Brahmin, a Mer says, "I touch thy feet, Maharaj"
(pag€lagién Maharaj), and the Brahmin replies, 'bless thee'
(ashirvada). An accidental meeting of a Brahmln, while
going out, ls g good omen and it foretells the success of
the work a man sets out for. 4 Mer recelves s Brghmin guest
with warmth; the acts of honouring, giving dinner (bhojana
in provision) and gifts'(dakshigg) to a Braghmin constitute
the religious duty or Dhérma, the practiée of which brings
merit or punyas The merit of Qggxg received by honouring
a Braghmin brings an hg@ourable place in heaven or gggggg for
which every Hindu c}av§5. " 5 Brahmin is honoured also

because his blessings are supposed to be instrumental in
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getting prosperity and happiness of sll kinds. Contrariwlse

a Brahmin's curse can cause misfortune.

On the birth of a son, a Brahmin may be sent to convey
the guspicious message (vadhai) to kinsmen in the neighbouring
villages. He is thus a bearer of good news and in this
respect he stands in contrast with an Untouchable (m&le) who
is asked to convey news of desath. It is through a Brahminas

that the bond of marrisge is consecrated.  The obitﬁary'(ggggi)
| ceremony performed on theﬂllth day of a deceased, is presided
over by a Brahmin; and the ritual propitiation done through
him is suppesed ig%;epermanent peace and liberty to the soul

of the departed.

Any fault of & Brahmin 1s believed to be pardonable.
It is considered a great sin to kill a Brahmin (brghmghatya)
as well as a cow (gauhatys); intentionally or unintentionally.
Mers talk about the Brahmins who stopped blood-shed by influe-
neing the parties 1in dispute; and at times they are said to
have sa&rificed their lives while rushing in, fopthwart hand
to hand Tight. If & Mgr:insults a Brahmin or wounds his
feelings out of arrogéﬁgé; the latter resorts to an act known
as tragun which co?sgiﬁuées fast unto death or self-infliction
of wounds on the b&ﬁy'and lashing of his head on a stone till
death. It is bg%oxfé the house of the offender that -a
Brahmin enacts tpé;ggéggg;‘fThe ﬁeriditary bards (bhat,

barot or vshivanchd) and Charan mendicants likewise resort

[
v



42 .

10

to tragun when necessar§. Now}@;da&s, a man who resorts to
tragun® rarely gets fulljattenti§ﬁAof the offender or the
common public. & man and his f@miiy meet with defame and
public reproach (kaji) at such(ﬁn incident; even the village
in which the incidént tékes pLaﬁefreceiVGs censure from gll
sides. The elders (panch) of the village interfere in such
matters and bring about a rgéqn?iliation. The village panch
which constitutes a reprggéhfgtive iocal body of the ker
community or the Mer castéio}ganization (i.e., ggﬁ)**has power
to punish such a gullty man. A Brahmin s well as a bard

thus receives great care and attention from the Mers.

48 a Kshatriya it is the duty of a Mer to protect a
Brahmin and g cow. Intercourse with a Brahmin lady is con-
sidered sinfulj and the breach of rule is no less than an ‘
incest. Mers take a Brahmin lady as a sister (ben karvi)
and a Brahmin too may take a Wer lady as a sister. 4 Byahmin
lady who is considered as a sister>by a Mer, receives all
protection and care even from the family members of the Mer

concerned.,

D T T W AW SN W AW G T G W S W A WD O W . WS WS Ay O W O WL WY G W g W OB MR e G M D S WA A G M e e B P e

* 'The Bhat', says Mr. 4.K. Forbes, 'had at his command
means of extorting compliance wilth his demand which were
seldom used in vain. These were the rites of traga and
dharand. Tragd consisted in sheding his own blood or
the 5?00d of some member of his family and in calling
down vengance of heaven upon the offender whose obstinity
necessltated the sacrifice. Dharna consisted in placing
around the dwelling of. the recusSant a cordon of bards who
fasted and compelled the inhabitants of the house to fast
until their demands were complied with."2

*¥ Incidently it should be made clear that the word nat refers
here generally to a caste organization. Besldes, it is used
to indicate a dinner party given to caste fellows.
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A man born in a\érahmin é;@iiy is supposed to have .
performed righteous deeds in his previous birth; The oppo-
rtunity to get birth in & Brahmin family is considered to be
a reward that s man gets for hisfgoqd getions done in previous
birth. So it is a sacréd duty;kdharmg) of a Mer to pay
respects to one born in 2 Brahmin:?amily. 4 desirous Mer
would, therefore, lead his life‘éecording to the dictates of
dharms and karma which coqgtitﬁ%é religious duty and good

actions respectively.

Though the lMers as warrior caste come next to the

- Brahmins in vsrng hierarchy, there is some confusion as to
their status in the local caste system.?&rtually; the Valshyas
or the traders hold lower position than fhe Mer Xshatriyas

but in practice the Vaishyas assume higher status. The Mers
as peasants may‘not take bath daily as the Brahmins and the
Vaishyas are supposed to do. The Mers, therefore, assume
lower status than the Vaisﬁyas in the matter of cleanliness.
Similarly the Vaishyas do not take food cooked or han&led by
the Mers. Vaishyas are also teétotallers as the Brahmins
are, whereas the Mers are not. Moreover, the Mers freely
accept food from some of thevpeople of the artisan - castes
who generally‘comppse Sudra varna. So the Mers, who take
non-vegetarian diet and take food from the people of the lower
status, degrade themselves to the rank of Shudras who come

lower to Kshstrias as well as Vaishyas in the system of
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varnas. Thus there 1is a general correlation of dlet with
status and therefore the Mers as Kshatriyas loose their

rank in the local caste hierarchy.

III

The Untouchables such ss Dhedh, Chamar, Bhangi, etc.,
are clearly distinguished from'the bulk of a village popula-
tion. They are.generally aséohiated wlth hide-cleaning, -

tanning, scavenging and wéavingﬁ Some of them, sﬁecially

4.

Chamars eat carcasses offdomestiéﬁanimals such as cows and
buffaloes; excluding éat%; dogs, horses, donkeys and camels.
‘The idea of pollution atfached to. the Untouchables is not
strictly codified as it is in south Indis.*  However, there
are some general rules which help a high caste man to get
rid-of pollution if he happens te‘toﬁch an Untouchable or

takes water handled by the sam‘e.."j
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# UThe uncleanliness which attaches to these castes would
seem to be due to the work they live by rather than to
the character of the people themselves. To explain
how the present fallen -castes first came to undertake
thelr degrading duties, three causes are assigned: one
is that they were of shameful birth, children of a Brah-
min woman and Shudra man; the second, that they are of
alien race, the remains of a2 tribe who for long refused
to submit to thelr conquerors; the third, their own and
from the almost entire sameness of look, language and
customs, apparently the true belief, that they are fallen
Rajputs, forced by the pressure of war or want agree to
undertake the meanest work."1l
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At the first instance the idea of pollution by ‘touch
or contact is attached to the objects like cotton cloth (wool
and silk cloth is considerad,}itually pure), currency notes
and coins (associated'w;th Léxﬁix the goddess of wealth,are
therefore regarded sacred.), vegetables, fruits, etc. These
objects when polluted by a touch of an Untouchable can be
pure, if & high caste man sprinkles water on them. In some
cases water touched by:gold is éongidered to be a better
purifier. Other agenfs'that aié supposed to han purifica-
tory power are fire and the memﬁerg of Mﬁslim casfe or Jat

as they call it. o P

If a Hindu toﬁches o;fis:touched by an Untouchable
during day time he has to téke\é purificatory bathj but after
sunset he .can: become ppfb ﬁ&;taking ember in hand. - The
most convenient and easyiwa& in gll ceses snd at all ﬂimes
was to get rid.of pollution by touching g Muslim. an
~orthodox Brahmin regards toudhing g Muslim gs defiling and
so requires purificatory bafh before doing any religious‘act.
The ker Kshatriyas, Vaishyass asnd Shudras do not receive
contamination 1f they happen to touch g Muslim. 45 a matter .
of fact they behave very freely with a Muslim. 8o they use
a Muslim as a purifying sgent when they want to get rid of
pollution by the touch of an Untouchable. It is difflcult
to say why the4touch by a Muslim is regarded as cancelling
the pollution by an Untouchable. The Muslims who were in

past regarded as 'untouchables' by an orthodox Hindu and
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the Brahmins are nowilqoked upon as capable of removing pollu-

tion of a high caste Hig&u.

There was a time when avmember of an Untouchable
caste (jat) had to shout, "Make room!‘make away! take care!
(pois! Bgig!), while passing through the market of Porbandar.
In those days it was the duty of an Untouchaﬁle to inform
the members of high caste of his contaﬁinable presence and
enable £hem (hiéh caste ﬁen)-to a§oid pollution by téuch.
Some Untouchables believe that they incur sin (p@p) and its
consequences if they are instrumental in polluting a member
of high caste, specially a Brahmin. They say with anxlety,
"when shall we be libérated from taking birth in thls degrad-
ed caste 1f we go on committing sins like this?" "They believe
like all other Hindus that birth is not an accident. Certain
Hindu theological notions like karma and dharma have contri-
buted very greafly to fhe,strengthening of the ideas of
hierarchy which is inherent in the. caste system. - ‘The idea
of karmg teaches a Hiﬁdu that he ié born in a particular
sub«caste because he deserves to be born there. v'The actions
he ﬁerformed in a previous inéarnation deserved such a
reward ‘or punishment, as the case may be.. If he had per-
formed Better actions in his previous lncarnation he would
have been born in é higher caste. Thus the caste hlerarchy
comes to bé an indexlﬁf;thelstétg of an individugl's soul.

It also representsfcertaiq mllestones on the soult's journey
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to God."z Mers and others conform to these ideas and when
they see that 2a ﬁan born in a Brahmin,family violates the
sanctions of relig;on, thsy become sorry for him. Because
they think that the man as a Brahmin is not taking advantage
of his highest birth achieved by religious (dharmik, adj.)
actions performed in his'previous birth. Théy regard the
virth in o Brahmin family (or yonl)as the last stage to reach
moksha or freedom from: the ‘cyecle o6f birth anadeath, and one
who neglects dharmlk gggggg, and tnerefore fails to achieve
moksha, is a subject of pity, and derision.

"Things‘ggsqpiated with high castes, their houses,
clothes, customs; méhners ané rituals tend to bec&me symbols
of superior statﬁs("a The tréditicnal dress worn by*high
caste Hindus, €. g., the Brahmins and the Vaishyas was, in the
olden days, a symbol of superlor status. The Mers as
peasants wear a dress different from that of the high caste ‘
people. The dress of the Mers represents a special variety
of clothes worn generally by those who follow peasantry in
Saurashtra. The illeternte Aboti Brahmins® of the Mer region
have taken over to peasagtry, the low-caste profession, and
so they weer the dressiéfwthe peasants. I am not aware

whether the Aboti Brahminé were compelled to wear the dress

* pbotl Brahmins are sgid to be a branch of the Gugali
Brahmins of Dwarka who have settled in some villages of
Mer reglon.
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of the peasants.‘ However, they of thelr own accord seenm.

to have adjusted their dress in conformity with their new
profession. The Untauchablés of this area generally‘wear

the same dress-gs the peasants do, but with some degree of
variation. The Untouchables here do not wear a head-gear

in an elabofate style as the Mers do. Moreover they have
adopted some minor chenges in the style .of their clothes which
distinguish them from the lier. pessants who are higher to them.
4t present, however, the association of dress with status in
caste hlerarchy has changed considerably. The educated
Brahmigs, Banias, Mers, etec., wear the common English dress
(consiéting of coat, pant and shirt) and overlook the diffe-

rence of caste and class.

The ward of Untouchables known as (dhédhavado) is
generally found'pq the left hand side of the entrance (gam
. jehBmpo) of a village; while the quartefs of Brshmins are
sometimes found on the right hand side. It should be noted
here thatﬁgighé hand side is considered. ausplcious and impor-
tant while the lq t hand side inguspicious and ordinary.
Untouchsbles are. forbidden to draw water from the wells
meant for the high caste people, so they have to keep a
separste well_fop thelr use. Till recently, the Untouchabl-
es were not allowed to bdild thelr houses in an elaborate
style in which the high caste Hindus did. They are also

prohiblted to enter the temples and the shrines worshiped

by the high ceste Hindus. They are likewise not allowed
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to follow the socigl customs and manners of the high caste
people. It is almost inconcelvsble and impossible for the 
groom of an Untouchable caste to move in procession or
phuleka in a village. The custom of arranging a procession
of a groom is the sole menopoly of the high caste people;
and if the Untouchables are allowed to do it, the custom may
loose its value_and dignity. This is how a marked distinc-
tion is made between the high caste Hindus and the uUntouchabl-:

eS.

Iv

The Mer region 1s peopled by more than twenty
castes and sub-castes. lMers come in contact with most of
them some time or the other. The rights and duties of each
caste towards the Mers shall now be discussed. It has been
shown that the Mers are gegregated inteo two divisions called
the hilgh~land Mers and the low-land HMHers. For the sake of
convenience, it hés been proposed to describe the inﬁer-
dependence of other castes with the Mers of the iwo divigions

differently.

It is worthwhlle knowing the relationship of the
high-1land (Barda Panthaka) Mers with the people who border
them in the north~west direction. In the extreme west they

are in contsct with the Vaghers of Okha, while on the western
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and the northern sides they come in contact with the Rajputs
of the Jamnagar state. They also know the Sathawaras and
dhirs of the northern side.

Sy
The Mers are seldom on good terms with the Vabhers,

the Ahirs and the Rajputs-of this side. The Vaghers who

in olden times were reputeé“pihﬁks and high-way robberé re-
frained from looting a traveller who was sccompanied by a

. Mer escort. 4 few décédes aé;; the pllgrims who wented to.
20 to the religious centre of Dwarkas, were guarded by the Mer
gscorts while pasging'through:tha territory inhablted by the
Vaghers. It is reported ﬁhaﬁ the Mers overpowered the fierce
Vaghers in tribal war;fare dufﬁné'the struggle for supremacy.
since then the Vaghers agreed>né£ to harass. or loot any one

I
g

accoupanied by a Mer.-

In pre-British Ihﬁ;a, the Rajputs of Jamnagar state
waged bitter wars with tﬂé\sééte of Porbandar. But the
aggressions were at sevgfgl'times driven back by the armies
of the Ners. Thus, the:high—land’Me;s have established
martial eéuality with the Vaghers, the Rajputs and. as it is
said, with the ghirs also. Because of these earl& rivalries
with the neighbouring fighting ‘trib‘es, the Mers do not share
a harmonious and en easy life with them. However, it is
commoﬁ.to find Mers empioying some of these people on their

farms as labourers,
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The other people of their region are Buradai‘

/
Brahmins, Aboti Brahmins, Lohanas, Banlas, Sindhi &uslims,
iy

Khoja, Memon, Rajputs of Jethva clan, Khbﬁg\sv53ﬁ¢ﬁheﬁﬂntou-
u«nﬁ"‘/
chables.

The Bardai Brahmins, who are efiginally of sudichya
group, héve acquired territorial désignation (Baradai - from
Barda region) as their sur-name. The Me; ancestors have
giveh land inlchariyy»té these Brahmins. A village called
Mujwana belongs’eg@irely'to these Baradal Brahmins who culti-
vate their own lend. and depend on agriculture. The Brghmins
of this villagg;én@latheré who are peasanits are less respect-
ed by the Mer;”than those who pursue the priestly profession.
The Brahmins who ‘are wellversed in priest-craft are the only

ones considered ?it to receive alms.

The Mers show different attitudes towards Baradal
Brghmins profeséing businéss, agriculture, priest-craft and
government services. Iﬁ:a Mer village a Baradal Brahmin may
be living as a*@efchant, a talati (revenue collector),
school teacher oé as a village-police. & Mer would use
. their own kinship terms while addressing a Brahmin man or
woman. The terms liké kiko (paternal uncle) and mosi (mater-
nal aunt) are used for addressing the high caste men of one's
own village while the terms like mamo (maternal uncle) and
fui (paternal aunt) are used for those who belong to one's

affink village. The abotl Brahmins who are not proficient
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in Hindu scriptures confine themselves merely in ggricultur-
al aétivity and ordinary services. So the existence of
these Aboti Brghmins 1s not significant in socio-religious
life of the Mers.

Like most of thé'high caste Hindus of Ssurashtra,
the lers propitiate the goddess Randal (i.e,, Ranna Devi,
the principal queen of God Surya). It is significant to
note that the medium of this goddess is always a Brahmin
lady. Similafly the marriage and funerary ceremonies of
the Mers are presided over by a learmed‘Baradai Brahmin or

sometimes by a Brghain sf Kanauja group.

Now we éﬁmé to the merchant or trading castes
living in the hig“h-land, The small scale business of a
Mer village‘is;éa?rieﬁ on by at least two or more families
of Lohana, Banié or sometimes Bhatia of the trading castes.
They play §ery'im§ortant role in the economic 1ife of the
Mer peasants. = Various kinds of grain-seeds, cotton and
oll-seeds etc. produced by the peasants is purchased whole
sale by these merqhants who sell them in the retail market.
Before the bus service 3oined most of the villages with
towns aﬁd citiéé, the trading castes served an even more
important functiqndthan‘what they do to-day. The Lohana
and Bania merchantéiwﬁo lent money to the Mers became So
powerful that in the léﬂg run they owned cultivsble lands,

mortgaged by the Mers. = In past when the transaction of
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goods was carried moré on barter system, these money lenders
seem to have forged the ggcounts in‘their own advantage.
However, the mischiev@ﬁsf:élements among the ¥ers have many
times harassed the mégéhénts who became dishonest 1n their

dealings.

In a ﬁiilaéé panchayata a seat is reserved for a
member‘of the mér;hént caste. . They are usually literate
and clever and gfe[therefa:g considered Lo be better advisers
in legal matteré;‘ Presenbtly a few Mer youths who have taken
to law, work as pleaders and advisers to ihe parties in

dispute.

On the other hand, the Mers consider it to be their
duty to protect thgimerchants of thelr village from the

attacks of the gangsters and the dacolts.

We now come;ﬁqithe people of Rabari caste, who are
herdsmen and catile breeders. They are found concentrated
speciaglly in the interior of the Barda Hills. But they have
also taken their shelter in majority of Mer villages. The
”exisfence of a cluster of Rabari's mud-huts is 2 notworthy
characteér of a Wer village. The cluster of the Rabari's

mud-huts known as rabarl kedo islgenerally situated a furlong

or two distant from the village. -The Kabaris congregate
cows, buffaloes, goats and sheep: around their dwellings at

night and graze them in neighbouring areas at day. Some of
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the Rabaris also work as farm-labourers in the fields of

the Mers. They se11~iﬁlk, clarified butter (ghee), dung-
cakes, and fire-wood, besides, they earn money by penning
flocks in fields. The. Mers are in every-day contact with
them, because they look after the herd of a Mer village.
Apart from a few rivalries and petty feuds. the Rabaris live
in harmony withf§he Mers.

‘ Théfejére many occasions like fairs and calendar
festivals when the Habaris and the Mers come in close
contact. For instance, when the Mers celebrate bhim agiaras
in May-June, the Rabarls also propitiate thelr goddess Mamal
Kata.* At this occasion the Hers of the high-land and the
;ow-land gathergpogether at the villages Visavada, Balej and
Odadar all sltusted on the coast. The three big seats (than)
of their goddess aréflikewise situated in these villages; and
so the Rabaris also assemble there in order to celebrate their
festival known as puj. On this religious occasion the Mers
and Rabaris attend each other's festivals. The Mers believe
in Mamai Mata of Rabaris, because the Rabari medium-man of
this goddess is sald to prediet gbout rains for which every
Mer craves. Moreover the Mers aspire after getting favour
of this godéess who proiects cattle from disease and éestruc-

tion.
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* The Mamai Mata is a dumb goddess, whom they consider to be
the representative of dumb animals. And as 1t 1s the inher-
ent profession of the Rabari; to rear the animals, they
depend on the mercy of the goddess who 1s supposed to guard
their cattle from disease and also bring fertility Lo the
same.
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It is a custom among the Mers to invite Rabaris to
take a speclal dinner of rice, cglled chhélag which is,
perhéps, a means of propitiating the dumb goddess in order
that she may look after tne heslth and fertility of their

cattle. Moreover, the high-land Mers pay respects to the

Holi* of the Rabaris which is 1lit at Kanmera ngs in the

Barda Hills. They say that this Holl of the Rabaris is 1it

‘and attended by the great religious souls whose spirits hover

jin that region. So -the Mers consider this Holi of the

Rebaris as very sacred and light the Holls in their villages

‘only after seelng the glowing light of that Holl from a

é distance.

/|
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The Mers and the Habaris of a village, who are on
good terms, invite one another at marrlage and other festivals;

and go as mourners when some one:smongst them dies.

A few Sindhi-Muslims who live in the villages of
the high-land are not happy with the Mers who entertain anti-
Muslim sentiments. Some of them are land-owning farmers
while others subsist as farm-lsbourers. The Muslim Khojas
living in the city of Porbandar and the town Ranavav are

well-known businessmen who now live in harmony with the HMers.
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* JIncidentally it should be-made clear that a Holl is a
heagp of dung-cakes and firewood burnt at one particular
place at particular time. Holi is here associated with
the destruction of Holika, the sister of the demon Hiranya-
kasipu who prepared her to destroy his son Prahallada, the
devotee of god Ram, whom he considered %to be his enenmy.
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The Mers of this region somellimes come into conflict
with the Rajpul Girasdars, the agnates of the rulers of -
Porbandar. It has besen menticned earlier that these petty
chiefs harassed the Mer tenants who lived in their villages

and cultivated thelr lsgnds.

Most of the Untouchables of this area gre leather
tanners or weavers. They alsc work for the Kers on daily
Wages. Their most impﬁrtant duty is the disposal of the
dead animals frem house of the high caste persons. The dead
body of an animal is looked upon as a defiling thing by all
the Hindus who therefore pay the Untouchables for dispersing
them of.

The Mef women of the high-land spin cotton and get
it woven into coarse cloth (named gégkorgél by the Untauchébles
who have speclalized in weaving. These wegvers are generally
pald in grain for the work they do., The Untouchables &lso
provide experi drummers (named dholi) who beat drums and en-
liven the auspvicicous functions of the lder people. Besldes,
an Untouchable is esseﬁtial when somebody dies. He is
regarded as a proper person tovcarry an obituary note known
as chithsnua. In this context he is known as impure or mglo

who carries bad news.
v

¥e now discuss the position of the Mers cf the



Plate III

(a) Sisters-in-law: The elder woman to the left is the
wife of the vrother of fthe girl to

the fight. Vachhoda, aprii, 1953.

(b} & woman spioning During the later hzlf ol svery
cotton: X .
summer, the ¥er women spin cotion
wirleh is woven into coarsse cloth
by the Untouchables. Khisiri, Hay,

1850,
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low-land (Gher Pantheka) in the local social system. They
are surrounded by the Muslims, Kolis and &hirs living on the
northern and eastern borders. Some Mer villages on the
vorder of the Porbandar territory were the parts of the Babi
Navab of Junagadha, and some others belonged tc the Navabs of
Mangrol and Manavadar. These Mers living in the region of
the #uslim kings'éome under the general category of the low-
land Hers. Their contact with Huslims was not happy because
the former tried, in vain, to convert the Mers to Islam.
Moreover, the common people who were much weaker than the lers
were ceaselessly hargssed by HMuslim dacoits, especially the
8&indhis who at times attacked the Mer villages of the high-
land also. However, the brave and proud Mer leaders retali-
ated these attackers. Inspite of the adverse circumstances,
the Mers of the Kuslim states have maintained kinship associg-
tions with those living in the territory of Porbandar, which

I call the low-land proper.

The Muslim land~lords and land-owners (who are no
more) used to employ Mers to look after their land and work
therein as farm labourers. This was a degrading pesltion
that the landless Mers were forced to embrace. On the other
hand we have seen that the position of the Muslims in the
high-land was and still 1s inferior to the Mers who employ
them in thelr farms{ ¥ith all these conflicting relations

of the Muslims and the Mers, a small section of the Mers
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believe in the miracles of the ¥uslim Pir and saints whom

they consult for removing illness and discase.

The Kolis who afe Hindus live on the eastern silde
of this region. GSome of the Mer villages are represented
both by the kers as well as Kolis. The Kolis are also land-
owning farmers; their fields lie by the side of the Wers who
being hot tempered, raise quick quarrels with them. fore-
over many a Koll subsists as farm-labourer in the her fields.
These Koli servants also do domestic work in the Mer house-
holds. They fetch water from the village well or pond and
take liberty to enter the kitchen of their Mer masters when
necessary. In the matter of eating snd drinking they are

treated llke other members of a Mer family.

The Kolis have imitsted some customs of the Kers
with whom they live. For instance, Xoli women have adopted
wearing white and red coloured skirts exactly like Mer women.
find, the menfolk have also started to put on upper garment
(angadl), trousers (chorago) and headgear (pagadl) like the
Mers. There was a time when the Mers who claim to be higher
than the Kolis, prevented them from adopting the Mer dress.

But now the distinction in dress appears to melt away.

The Mers may keep Koli women as concubines while the
Kolis seldom dare to have even extramarital relations with a

Mer woman. However, the Kolis enjoy community life with the

Mers in the well-known fair of Madhavpur. The falir of
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Madhavpur is held every year in the month of chaitra where
the ¥ers, Kolis, Rabarlis, Sathavaras and alsc a few high
caste Hindus take active part. Here is both a hlerarchy

and common lifefexisting anong the Mers and the Kolils.

Social relationsof the Mers of low-land with the
Brahzins, Banias and Lohanas, Rabaris, the artisans and
Untouchables do not differ much from those of the Mers of
the high-land with them. So I shall skip over this matter
and pgy attention only to tge dhirs of this side. The Ahirs
are land owning farmgrs l@ke Kolis, but they are much more
proud and haughty than the Kolils. However, some landless
Ahirs work on wages in the Mer fields and thus they come to
have a lower status. Here g reference may be made to the
Untouchables of this areaj they subsist more as farm-labourers
than as weavers. Because the MKer ladles of this side do not

take to spinning seriously, the weavers do not get enough work.

VI

In this section I make an overwhole survey of the
soclal relations of the Mers of both the divisions with the
people of many other minor castes who come in contact with
them at one time or the other. Besides, I refer to some
folk deities - who. functlon as cementing medis within the

peoble of various castes and sub~cagstes.
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The people of Barot caste are of two types, the
heralds and thejbgrﬁé. The heralds are known as yshivanchz
who record and éééd Mer genealogiesj they alsoc sing and com-
pose songs in ﬁfa;ée of the Mer ancestors snd tell interesting
_storles snd legends. The bards, on the other hand, are
known as bhajenika or gayaka whose main profession is to sing
religious and,seqular SONgES. Traditlon has it that the
Barots are borﬁ Jf & Kshatriya man and Brahmin widow or Vaishya

womall,.

The héralds (vahivanchs) perform'socio-religious
function in the Mer”society. The genealogical records are
sacred to the ﬁerg;ana therefore the heralds receive more
honour and respect than what a Brahmin priest receives. when
~a son is born in the Mer (patrilineal) family, his birth
ought to be recorded in the genealogical book (chopadi) of
the herald. A well-to-do Mer would invite the herald of
thelr own lineage and pay him all respects. The herald per-
forms the name recording cere@ony (nam mandavavun) which. is
qttendei‘by the kin and the affins of the Mer family concern-
ed. The herslds of only a few Mer lineages live in the Mer
region while others come from other parté of Saurashtrs.

A4S a matter of fact the heralds and the bards are seasonal

wanderers who tour generally in marriage season.

The people of the Charan castes are also held in

high respect, Their old profession was to breed camels,
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horses, cows and transport and sell goods and animals to
distant places in caraven. Now-a-days some work as cattle
breeders while oihers subsist on religious bégginé. The'
forecasts, curses and boons glven by Chéran men or women are
supposed to come true; fbecaﬁse they are said to be devi-
putra, i.e., the children by divine birth. ' The Charan women
are sald to be potential Satis, and therefore‘they are
respeéted as spiritual mothers of all (wﬁich generally meéns
grandfmother). These 1adies‘keep an iron trident(irishuls),
a symbol of Shakti (tﬁe consort of Shiva or divine energy),
who is said to use them as mediums for the expressioﬁ of her
pleasure or wrath.- During the harvest seasons they toﬁr the
country with the trident (trishula) and confer boons of birth
of childreﬁ and prosperit&. People nevér like’to displease

* them for the fear-of curse znd therefore they present them

corn, money or other useful articles.

The peoble of Ravalla caste are also known as
jggggig (pl.). The word jagario (sin.) means an awakener;
in this context his duty is to sing praises of various folk
dieties snd invoke them;¢é<come to the mediums concerned.
His songs are accompaniéd}by‘the beating of drums or dgkalun,
which glves unpleaésant souﬁ&;; wheneve? a god or a goddess
is to be propitiated a Ravaiga'§ecomes an indispensable
‘person. He is paidfin cashfé}'kind at every harvest and

LY

for each individual act of propitiation. It is important
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to note that Ravéiias, Cﬂérans and bards are looked upon as
religious begg%f%ﬂ;n@ soﬂthey nay get gifts or charity at

any time. Peoﬁ}é;belie&e that like Brahmins and Bava~sadhus
(mendicaﬁts), thenpgéple of these castes have a right to take
alms because the éﬁéid:peligious functions performed by one

of them cannot be done by others.

The o?her low castes of Gola, Rena and Vagharis
sell salt, hand~-guern, baskets, brooms, hand-fans, etc. for
a living. They are more or less nomadic people ﬁho raise
temporary tents outside the Mer villages and halt there for
a fortnight or more. They keep a8 few donkeys and horses as

beasts of burden.

After the partition of India, the Mer region is
sparcely populated by Hindu refugees from Sind. They are
primarily traders and so they tour Her villagés as paddlers
selling vegetables, fruits, cloth and other household goods.
They generally deasl with .the women whom they can’easily cheat.,
They are paild in cash or kind. Some Sindhi Hindus have open-
ed shops in the Mer villages and have adversely gffected the.
long standing business of the Banias an& the Lohanas. Those
who left large property or estate in Pakistan got the posses-
sion of cultlivable lands, houses and other property of the

¥uslim evacuees of the low-land arez.

Lastly I refer to the two important folk deities

whom the Hindus of the Mer reglon pay great respects. The
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diety Vachhada Dada (mz) is propitiated at various times by
Mers, Brahmins, Banias énd Lohanas, -the artisans, Rabaris

and even by the Untouchables. Generally the mediums (bhuva)
of this deity come fromthe middle caste. The propitiation‘

of the deity cures ailments, physical and mental and especially

dogbite.

7

‘ The secfiéf“Ramdeo Pir provides, so to say, a
secret forum toﬁthe.peoplé of all the caéteé including the
Untouchables. faéydeo Pif is a Hindu saint from Jesalmir in
Rajasthan. Hékiénsaid to have possessed miraculous powers
by which he préygé himself to be more powerful than the Huslim
Pir. Thereforefﬁthough ke was a Hindu saint he acquired the

designation of'é Pire.

The Brahmins& the Untouchable's, the two extreme
(highest and lowéét) castes of the varna hierarchy are the
esseqtial particiyénts in the secret ceremony of the sect.
. This ceremony is kﬁgwn as pat which means a padesﬁai on which
they draw magical diag;éms and keep an earthen oil lamp in |
centre of the same. -The‘officiating prigsts of this ceremony
are the Bavas or Sadhus who ha}e'taken training andvinitia-
tion from their feachers, guru. They assemble at night in
é.closed room to attend the pat ceremony. The Hers and the
'people of other high castes who are tﬁe Aevotees (ﬁhaktas)
of this sect consider Untouchables as fitually pﬁre when ﬁhey

meet for the ceremony. At this time they accept morsels of
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food at the hands of the devotees who are Untouchables and
profess that under the shsdow of Ramdeo Pir all humanbeings are
equal. There does not exist any distinction of sex, caste,
colour or creed. After finishing certeln other ritugl injunc-
tions and acts gt the wick-light which is known as jyot of
Ramdeo Pir, they sing relligious songs for the whole night.

The mgin theme of these songs cent;es round the biography of

Ramdeo Pir.

The sect of Ramdeo Pir seems to have taken deep
roots among the people of the low-land. Every few years the
devotees arrangé public ceremony to celebrate the Ramdeo Pir's
marriage. The marriage ceremony is known as mandapa which
1itefary means a marriage booth. . In fact, mandapa 1s a more
than forty feet long wooden post with pitchers tied on wooden-
cross at the top. I do not go in the detalls of these but
I should like to makelit‘élear that many people throng to stt-
end the ceremony. ]I% takes the form of a blg fair (mela)
where the Mers andﬁkolis of this area show a remarkable sense
of discipline and co-operation. During the two days of the
pandapa ceremony:pééple forget all fiValfies, disputes and
walk hand in haﬂé. The idea of pollution attached to the
low caste people is ignored completely. The people of
Kharva (sailor)ﬁcaste bring long ropes to be tied with the
post of‘ceremoﬁyu “ They help others to raise the post on the
level of the ground. In this connection it is said that it
is due to the sat (power of -truth) of Ramdeo Pir that so heavy

P
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a post rises itself on the flat ground with the least effort.
The important point to be noted ls that the success of the
co-operative and unlfied effort made by the people of the
various castes is here symbolically ascribed to the sat or

power of Ramdeoc Pir.

There may be internal rivalries existing among the
officiating mediums of these deities in different villages,
but smong the general people of various castes the deities
as well as the mediums command great respects. Similarly,
the bhelief in many other minor deities also work as the cement-
ing medls between the people of various castesy because the
people of all the castes are bound to these deities with

similar ties of obligations gnd ritusl propitiztion.
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