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SYSTEMS OF TRANSLITERATION

Major Indian languages, Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, Malayalam. Hindi and Sanskrit. are transliterated
according to Library of Congress systems. The most common symbols for Tamil are reproduced to the left
below. Symbols adopted for tribal/subregional languages follow those adopted by linguists and
anthropologists for those languages. Kota svmbols draw on the work of Emeneau (with slight vanations. see
comparison with Tamil below); Irulas, on the work of Zvelebil, Kurumba language material draws from
Kapp, Badaga, or Hockings, etc. These latter languages possess no indigenous orthography.

Tamil Kota Additional Kota sounds
N —a a
K3 a
®—i 1 .
F— 1 I
2—u u
2 a u-
o— e e
g— & e
8 — ai —
& —o o
&g— 0 o
Qear—au —_
& —Kka ka ga
® — na n
& —ca ca
q — fia f
L—ta ta da
&x— na na
&—ta ta da
s —na na
u—pa pa ba
© —ma ma
w—ya v
o —ra ra ra (flap)
@ —Ila la
Q—va va
p—Ila —
ar —la la
D —ra —
&x —na na (alveolar) tada (alveolar)
®—Ja Jja
w—sa —
oq — sa —
v — sa —
am — ha —
Xiv
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CHAPTER ONE

DESCRIPTIVE INTRODUCTION

This study is based on my 1990-92 fieldwork in the Nilgiri hills, a section of India’s Western Ghats near the
junction of the three south Indian states, Tamilnadu, Kerala, and Karnataka. During my research I devoted
considerable time to attending public and private rituals and festivals among a variety of communities.
including the Todas, Irulas, Kurumbas, Badagas and surrounding Tamil, Malayali and Kanadiga populations:
my fieldwork, however, focused on the Kotas, the traditional musicians, blacksmiths and artisans in system of
economic and ntual exchange sustained until the early 20th century.

The introduction that follows falls into three sections: the first provides a culturally and historically
descriptive background for the study; the second considers two theoretical concepts, “nitual” and “tribe,” and
leads the reader through the arguments of each dissertation chapter. The third discusses my fieldwork and
methodology and concludes with historical consideration of fieldwork conducted by David G. Mandelbaum
and Murray B. Emeneau, whose data and insights I have attempted to incorporate in my own analysis
throughout.

I have felt compelied to be eclectic in my choices of approach and data in this work. This may seem
ironic, for (unfashionable as it may seem to choose such an ethnographic subject) the boundaries of the Kota
community as it exists today are not difficult to define. The Kotas are not an clusive, nor an imagined
community: they possess a single, agreed-upon name, have been, in recent history, continuous inhabitants of a
fixed number of locales; they speak a common and distinct language, and have maintained for the last several
hundred years a steady population in the range of 1,000-1,500 persons. By a particular accident of history.
Kota society has been cast as if it were ethnically isolated, but it probably never was to any significant dcgree

Misapprehension occurred because the colonial label “tribe” was applied to the Kotas, implyiny. in part.
that this was a community somehow ancient and pre-Hindu; and because the Kotas live in a hilly region, the
Nilgiris of south India, which lay-people, and until recently, scholars thought was a geographic and
subcultural enclave.!

'The archaeologist Allen Zagarell has been ane of the recent schalars to explicitly counter the notion that Nilgini
tribes were “autonornous communities which have broadly shaped their own histories 1n the confines of their isolated,
forest-covered mountain,” arguing instead on the basis of inscriptions, rock paintings and oral histories that “the
communities and their relationships to one another are the consequence of long-term interaction with centralized

2
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Although Kotas undoubtedly possess socio-cultural identities of their own, as a society they are also
squarely situated among the congeries of polities forming south Asian civilization.? It has been one of my
intentions in this work, through sets of carefully drawn comparisons, to demystify the tribal appellation as it
is applied to the Kotas; also, to explore what the notion of ““tribe”” means to the Kotas as they view tahemselves
and as they are viewed, in a multi-ethnic, agrarian (and emergingly industrial), environmentally unique
(though ecologically raped through deforestation and agricultural and industrial pollution), post-colonial
region periodically flooded with south Asian tourists.

My other intention in this work, as indicated by the title, is to show how notions of divinity and death
strongly inform and are generated by the ways the Kotas subjectively constitute themselves as a people.
Cultural and historical details of these identities are worked out, in part, through the performance and
interpretation of music and rituals, and the process of deciding what and how rituals are to be performed.
Musical performance, and the classification of musical pieces and sounds, mediate between highly bracketed.
formalized treatments of divinity and death (rituals), and the treatment of these themes, and others, in
everyday life. The organization of this dissertation roughiy reproduces the components of this argument:
much of part one considers aspects of “everyday life,” part two concerns “rituals” and part three focuses on
“musical classification.”

Although this is ostensibly a work of “ethnomusicology,” I define my object of inquiry as something
slightly broader than what might be termed “musical culture.” The emphasis in parts one and two has been
on analyzing realms of life in which music sometimes occurs, lives of musicians and religious rituals, rather
than musical forms and concepts, musicianship and musical behavior, or aesthetics as so-called “windows™
into Kota culture. Following the first two heavily contextualized treatments of music in parts one and two, I
begin in part three to define my units of inquiry more musically, by genre and style. This approach is
justifiable on the grounds that, although music is extremely important to certain kinds of activities, it is not a
central, life-defining activity for most Kotas. As [ will explore in part one, Kota musicians cannot be studied
subculturally as one might study jazz musicians, or even Karnatak musicians, who are apt to frame and
represent their lives in richly musical terms. This does not mean Kota musical life does not exist, is not rich,
or is not worthy of ethnomusicological study, it simply means that it must be approached from several angles:

complex societies” (Zagarell 1994, 183).

7 use the term “polity” here, after the historian Ronald Inden (1990, 28), who follows Collingwood, because the
natures of the social entities, as agents and patients, that can be described throughout the sub-continent are
heterogeneous and complex. I will adopt the terms “society™ and “culture”™ at a local level to describe particular kinds of
entities in specific situations, but will make no further attempt to theorize these terms.

3
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the focus of each approach, the vertex of each angle, may not be strictly musical 2
It will be useful now to introduce the Kotas, and provide additional background as regards their language.
kinship, physical environment, religion, history and political relations.

THE KOTAS

The Kotas, numbering about 1,500 by their own estimates in 1990-92, inhabit seven villages covering a
rather surprising expanse in the Nilgiri hills of south India. The Nilgiri hills are one of the most widely visited
and written about places in India, especially near the tourist haven and former British hill station Ootacamund
(the administrative headquarters of the district), and have been host to a variety of peoples—indigenous and
non-indigenous. Now a center of Anglo-Indian, elite culture and schooling, ““Ooty™ is also a favorite vacation
spot and a popular site for shooting Indian films.

The origin of the name Kota,* or its various spellings and variants in Tamil and Badaga reproduced in
early British accounts as Cohatur, Kohatur, Kotar, Kothur is obscure,’ but is close to the name Kotas use for
themselves: tov. Ko-v refers to a Kota man or men, and women. Koyt is the term for a Kota woman. In this
dissertation I retain the English language terms Kota (sing.) and Kotas (p/.). Kotas speak their own Kota
language, or ko-v ma'nt a Dravidian language of the south Dravidian sub-group (Emeneau 1967) closely
related to the neighboring tribal language of the Todas. Mant is a term that encompasses English meanings
of language, proverb, saying, dialect, word, meaning, and speech style depending on context.$

Throughout this dissertation I will attempt to provide etymologies for Kota words. Let me state at the
outset thut I do not believe the historical derivation of a term necessarily bears upon the vay present-day

This recalls for me a recent critique in the pages of Ethnomusicology in which Bonnie Wade takes Christopher
Waterman to task for arguing that “the irreducible object of ethnomusicological interest is not the music itself, a
somewhat animistic notion, but the historically situated kuman subjects who perceive, learn, interpret, evaluate, produce
and respond to music” (1991, 66). Wade counters that music is the departure for all ethnomusicologists, or else “we
would all be called anthropologists™ (1994, 172), but offers the more conciliatory if unsurprising comment that ““we all
study what interests us most and for what we are best prepared.” I would contribute to this dialogue that we do and
should choose as a focus in our studies the objects which may be most appropriate as independent, cohesive, or
internally represented units in the cultures we choose to study and that indeed, “music” or “musical culture” may not be
central to such units. One can study the musical culture of American public sports, but I believe it is not too hazardous
to assert that one needs to know far more about the sports events, rules, fans, and sports history than about the content of
the music or the musicianship of the performers to produce an effective ethnomusicological analysis.

“The “t” in the word Kota is sometimes pronounced retroflex and sometimes dental by non-Kotas. The town of
Kotagiri (‘Kota hill,” the Tamil name for the town occupying the site of the Kota village Porgar) is written in Tamil with
a dental “t.”

*Derogatory folk-etymologies for the term provided by non-Kotas will be left out of this account.
“There is o problem with ambiguity in this term, but the fluid classification the term reflects is important to note.

4

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



language speakers conceptualize or make sense of a term. For the purposes of this work, creative or “folk™
etymologies constructed by Kotas are as useful as those carefully puzzled out ~ccording to the principles of
Dravidian linguistics; however, they serve different purposes: the former betoken a form of consciousness,
the latter form components of historical processes whose details can only be inferred. Most Sanskrit and
other foreign terms, it should be roted, probably entered the Kota language through Tamil. The finding that a
Kota term derives from Sanskrit is never intended in this work to imply that the concept associated with that
term is foreign. An anecdote cogently illustrates the irrelevance of “objective” linguistic history to
understanding subjective attachment to language as an identity marker: Mathi, the mother of my friend and
assistant Duryodana once explained to me that while Tamils used the Tamil term tamplar (i.e. tumbler) for
the metal, lipped glass commonly used in India, the Kotas used the Kota term gila-cu (glass)!

Kota villages are organized in rows of houses, or sets of rows of houses, called ke-rs. These ideally
correspond with exogamous village clans although there are some exceptions. This means that there are
acceptable marriage partners for any Kota both within and outside his or her natal village.’

KOTA VILLAGES IN THE NILGIRIS

The Nilgiri district of Tamilnadu state is a 927 square mile, triangle-shaped hilly region bordering Kerala and
Karnataka to the west and north and lying at the juncture of the Western and Eastern Ghats (the two most
prominent mountain ranges of Peninsular India). Forty percent of this region lies above 5,900 feet, and at
Dodabetta (“Big Peak™), the second highest peak in Peninsular India, the elevation reaches 8,650 feet above
mean sea level (Lengerke and Blasco 1989). Six of the Kota villages lie on the Nilgini plateau.

Kota villages are called ko-ka-l, a term for which my Kota friends and guides have presented several
etymologies. Mr. Sivan of Me-na'r village explained to me in 1990 that the ka-/ in ko-ka-l means in this
context, ‘leg.” The ko-ka-! is where the Kotas (ko'v; the v disappears in this folk etymology) planted their leg
(ka-l). The ‘leg’ may also refer to a story of origin in the Nilgiris the Xotas maintain: the Kotas believe a
black cow (ka'r a+v) led them through the Nilgiris and indicated, by standing and spontaneously issuing milk,
or by pointing its leg, the sites on which villages should be built.* Duryodana and his father, the musician S.
Raman, and later others, indicated that ka-/ in this context was a morpheme meaning ‘place’ or ‘area.’ It is
clear, however, that the term conjures up in the minds of Kotas the notion of a place subjectively constituted

"Many Indian communities, in contrast, practice village exogamy.

A version of this story, justifying the location of all Nilgiri tribal villages, is provided by Emeneau in Kota Texts
(1944 1:45). In this version, the cow spontaneously issues milk, a theme widespread throughcut the Indic region.
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as “home” for the Kotas. The importance of place in Kota ritual and musical life will emerge as a recurrent
theme in the three parts of this work.

Although there is no intervillage consensus, some consider the first village to have been Me-na-r, (‘High
land’), known in Tamil and spelled in English as Kundah Kotagiri.® It is the furthest south among Ko-ka-ls
(about thirty kilometers south-southwest of Ootacamund) and also closest to the Kota land of the dead. A
second village is Kolme-l (known in Tamil and Badaga as Kollimalai), where I conducted most of my
fieldwork. Traveling north and slightly east toward the city of Ooty, one may look down to the right from
Manjur-Ooty road, and view the large Hindu temple built for Raggayno-r (also called rankanadtar in Tamil
and raggayno-r in Kota) which lies at the edge of Kolme-1 village.

About twenty-five kilometers to the northwest of Ooty lies the Kota village of Kurgo-j, known in Tamil
as Sholiar Kokal. The Kurgo:j people are known for ruggedness, earthiness, their preservation of traditional
crafts and hunting, and their vigorous, if infrequent, celebrations of the secondary mortuary ritual, varida-v
*dry death’ or ‘dry funeral’. These villagers still carry on a tradition of tending and milking semi-wild
mountain buffaloes and maintain some degree of ritual relations—and more importantly, perhaps, social
relations—with the Todas. Kurgo-j is the most populated of Kota villages (I would estimate 450 people).
Continuing northwest towards Mysore, roughly fifty kilometers from Ooty, the elevation drops to about 3500
feet, temperature rises, and vegetation changes. Gudalur town hosts a variety of immigrants from
surrounding states,'® But before Gudalur became the busy (though small) town it is today, the entire city was
encompassed by what Kotas considered to be their own land. What was once the largest Kota village, Kala-c.
has been almost completely decimated in the last few generations. Only a few families remain and too few
people remain to facilitate the performance of religious ceremonies. A few documents exist to substantiate
Kota claims of ownership of nearby lands (though I have not seen them personally) and court battles have
been initiated—but no hope remains for reconstituting the village as a functioning unit.

About fifteen kilometers northeast of Ooty lies the village of Ticga'r, or, in Tamil and Badaga,
Trichygady.!! The women of this village are known for their exceptional abilities as dancers and singers. It is
one of the few villages that still maintains the traditional female occupation of pottery-making. Like in
Kurgo:j, Ticgar villagers tend buffalo herds that provide milk, curds and clarified butter; cattle are also are

Kundah is a nearby Badaga village which is currently important as the site of a major hydroelectric power station.
Kotagiri is a Badaga term meaning “Kota hill.”

°For a study of the relationship between individuals and social groups among the variety of the inhabitants of
Gudalur, “a community at a crossroads,” see Adams (1985).

Y"The etymology of the village name is obscure—Kota sometimes joke and invent etymologies—but no one claims to
know or has presented a serious story about the name TicgaT. As the name stands it could mean *fire’ (tic) *field" (ka'r).
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periodically slaughtered for meat.

Thirty kilometers east of Ooty lies the city of Kotagiri. A park, once the site of a koka'l, lies in the
center of the city. Nearby was the second site of Porga-r village, a place now called Aga-l, said to have been
damaged by an carthquake. The present site of Porga'r village is a hill on the western outskirts of the city.
Porga-tot (residents of Porga village) are the most cosmopolitan of the Kotas—many are well educated and
speak English. They are also known both for their ritual conservatism (concerning their own deities) and for
their worship of non-Kota, Hindu deities.

Northeast another twenty-five kilometers from Kotagiri is the seventh Kota village, Kina'r
(“lov/land}—called Kil K&tagin in Tamil and Badaga. The village is quite small (perhaps 60
inhabitants—-some of whom reside elsewhere most of the year). Ticga-r, PorgaT and Kina'r form a
subcultural unit in that they are geographically proximate, share certain ritual practices with one another that

are not shared with the other four villages, and maintain frequent marriage ties.

VILLAGE GODS AND RITUAL SPECIALISTS

Hindus maintain a large pantheon of deities, some local, some pan-Indic, some described in the most ancient
texts, some newly appearing. Although Kotas participate in Hindu worship, and some Kotas would label
themselves as Hindus as well as tribals, they possess a distinctive set of gods which are entirely their own.
These gods, like Hindu gods, may be known under more than one name and under different names in different
villages. Unlike some Hindu gods, however, Kota gods are not highly differentiated in terms of function and
are not associated with elaborate and distinctive mythologies. As a consequence of this, Kotas do not
generally speak of praying to or invoking a particular god (except in specific contexts, such as the part of a
ritual in which a particular temple is involved),'? they refer to the general concept of god, either using the term
devr, a term of Sanskrit origin (deva, Indo-Aryan cognate of deity, DBIA 219), de-r, a Dravidian term that is
often used in reference to a temple chariot or a spirit medium (DEDR 3459), or co'ym, from the Sanskrit

“The linguist M. B. Emeneau’s informant Sulli seems to imply in the Kota texts (1944) he dictated to Emeneau that
there was in fact a pantheon differentiated by function: a rain god, sun god, wind god, etc. These pantheistic notions
were most certainly adopted from Hinduism. Kotas may speak of such associations in a general sense, but all gods are
involved in all of these functions. When I asked the ritual leader (mundka-no*n) Caln of Kurgo-j village which god they
pray to during the rain ceremony, he responded (in Kota) “there is no specific god, we just pray to Bhagvan {a Hindu
term for the godhead] saying ‘God, let rains come!’ [co-yme- may vako-tk]; *God, today let rain come; iet the crops rise.
let good results come; all in one vara-r, saying “god” [i.e. concentrating only on god],” we make a request.” The vara-r
is the traditional Kota striped shawl worn especially on ritual occasions and by certain ritual specialists. “All in one
vara'r" is a performative utterance of unity-—by saying “we all share one cloak,” the prayer pronounces that the village
is speeking in one unified voice.
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svamin, which does not originally mean god, but rather “owner, proprietor, master, lord or owner” (Monier-
Williams 1990, 1284; DBIA 162).

Nevertheless, for sake of completeness it will be useful to catalogue the names of the gods associated
with each village, and, to the extent it is useful, their attributes. Mena- village gods are named according to
the most simple nomenclature Kotas employ. Male deities are “father gods”™ and the female deity is a
“mother.” Temples for the father and mother deities are quite simple: formerly of thatch and now of cement
they are rectangular, twenty to thirty-five square meters; the shorter sides of the rectangle comprise the
structure’s front and back, the front usually facing east. The gabled roof is often decorated with metonymic
signs of the deity, especially metal bows and arrows. Inside the temple are pillars or stones which were at one
time used for making this dwelling for the god a temporary blacksmith shop; precious metal offerings would
be refashioned into decorative ornaments in symbolic shapes, which included the aforementioned hunting
implements, and the trident [cu-la-yt], disk [cakram], and conch [cazg] (some of these must have been
adopted from neighboring Hindus). The front of the temple is made of stone pillars; sometimes additional
stone pillars are erected in front of the temples. The pillars are permanent and may be the oldest architectural
artifacts still in use in these villages.

There are two father gods in Me-na'r, one called ayno-r (father god), one called kunayno-r (little father
god), and the mother deity called amno-r. Virtually any male Kota deity is a form of ayno-r and any female
deity a form of amno-r. Kotas further equate these deities with the Hindu deities Siva and his consort
Parvati.'* Each village, in addition, maintains nearby temple(s) for one or more Hindu deities. There are
stories associated with the introduction of each of these deities, all of which need not be related here.

Me-na‘ village maintains a temple for the goddess Mariyamman, a goddess associated with rain, fertility.
and diseases such as small pox, believed to be cause by excess heat in the body, and for the goddess
Badrakiliyamman, a form of the pan-Indic goddess Kali, who is associated both with destructive power and
creative power/fertility.

Kolme-l village also maintains three temples for the gods ayno-r (sometimes called dodayno-r, i.e. big
ayno-r), kunayno-r and amno-r. In Kolme-1 and some of the other villages, but not Me-na-'r, Kurgo'j or Kala-c.

BSiva is a pan-Indic deity associated with mountains, water, primeval energy (one of the names for his consort is
$Sakti, a term which denotes this energy aspect most directly) and dance, among other things. Siva is also thought of as a
particularly south Indian god by many non-Brahmin south Indians. Although it is not surprising that Kotas equate their
own deities with Siva, not all Nilgiri tribals have adopted him as their primary reference deity. Irulas worship and serve
as priests for a form of Visnu, the other major Hindu pan-Indic male deity.
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the forms of ayno-r are also called kamatrayn (Kamatr father), or kamatra-ya (Kamatr ruler).’* This name
for god is the same as that for first-born males (in the villages where this name is employed for the god),
kamarn (the form employed in reference to the god contains an honorific suffix {7] followed by a morpheme
meaning father [ayn]), an equation between humans and the divine that is quite common in India. Kolme:l
also celebrates an annual festival for the god raggrayn (or raggayno-r) in a temple at the western border of
the residential part of the village. This deity is a form of Visnu known in Tamil as Ranga or Ranganathar
(irarikanatar), this particular version of the deity originated in the plains village of Karamadai (karamatai)
near the foothills of the Nilgins along the road to Coimbatore. Several tribes in the area claim allegiance to
the deity. It was incorporated into the Kolme-l pantheon in the 1930s, not without local objection, after a
serious blight threatened the lives of the entire village.'> Outside of the village lies a shrine for the goddess
Mariyamman,; although it is not a Kota temple, Kolme-l Kotas worship there, and participate by performing
music in the yearly festival.

Kurgo-j village has three gods, ayno'r, kunayno-r and amno-r, although according to legend, these were
introduced later from other villages. The original god, made of stone (ka! de-r), was stolen.'® A Malayili (a
person from Kerala state), who was having an affair with a Kota girl, apparently brought another god from
Kerala, hid it in the village, and worshiped it. Kala-c village and Kurgo-j village traditionally took turns
holding the god ceremony in each others’ villages. The two villages shared a great deal ritually and two of the
exogamous clans of Kala-c originated in Kurgo-j (the third originated in Me-na'r). The village pantheons
should thus be considered parts of one larger, subregional pantheon. Kotas from these two villages also

"In Tamil, Badaga, and English the name is rendered with a b following the nasal, and additional vowels,
Kambattarayan, etc.

"Mandelbaum s article, “Social trends and personal pressures,” describes this 1924 “epidemic of relapsing fever” in
Kolme-1, which caused the death of all the ritual leaders and diviners for the three temples (ayno'r and amno-r), as well
as many others. In 1925 the Kotas began their yearly god ceremony without any ritual specialists, when the villagers
prayed to the gods to indicate successors for these men, “as had not happened before in the memory of the people, no
man was supematurally propelled to the temple pillar to be diviner, none was seized as priest” (Mandelbaum 1960,
226). A rather irresponsible and untrustworthy man by the name of Kucvayn became possessed by what he claimed was
the god Rangenathar of Karamadai. Although Kotas had long standing involvement with worship of this deity the
community was slow to accept a new addition to the village pantheon. But in 1926, when new priests were still not
chosen, the community heeded the words of Kucvayn when Ranganathar spoke through him demanding a temple be
built. Only then, he claimed, would diviners for the old tempies be chosen. Two other men were possessed by Rama
(an avatar of Visnu) and Betdamn (mountain “peak” goddess) respectively and Kucvayn chose a priest for the three new
gods (Mandelbaum 1941). The following year, as prophesied by Kucvayn, all 5 vacant posts were filled, yet
ambivalence over the new temples was still not erased. Two factions in the village remained bitterly opposed until
around 1960 (pers. com. S. Raman).

1It is not clear from my notes whether the god was stolen and removed from Kurgo'j, or whether, as Emeneau has
recorded, the god was taken from Kala-c and brought to Kurgo*j (1944 I: 55).
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participate in the worship of vetka-r ayn, or “hunting father,” in a Malayili temple on the outskirts of
Gudalur. The Kotas consider the god to be tribal, and their participation as musicians and dancers is required
in order for the temple festival to begin.'” The Kotas possess one story justifying their association with the
god; the Malayalis justify the Kota participation with a different story, which is demeaning to the Kotas.
Kurgoj village also maintains two temples for versions of the Tamil Mariyamman, U-ke-ramn and Cikamn.

Kala-c temples are no longer in use because there are not enough families in the village to provide ritual
specialists. The two temples are surrounded with overgrowth, the orange-pink hued paint fading and
chipping otf. One temple is devoted to ayno-r. The other, dedicated to a god called karprayn, is hidden in
such a way that it cannot not be seen from a distance and the god cannot see out—this by the order of the god.
One other peculiarity of this god: it is considered so powerful that it could not speak through the diviner in
Kala-c village; the diviner would have to go to a neighboring village. There the Kala-c Kotas would have to
pose questions in the Kannada language (of neighboring Karnataka state) and the god would answer in
Malayalam (the language of neighboring Kerala state).

Ticga'r village has only two temples, one for ayno-r and one for amno-r, but they also call these deities
kambari-cvaran and kambati-cvari; these are Tamilized names that include in their endings names for Siva
and his consort. The Kota god unique to Ticga-r is called kana-trayn and takes the visible form of a
rectangular stone, lying just across the road from the residential area of the village. It is believed periodically
to transform into a snake, slither to a nearby stream to drink, and retumn. This is said to account for :he fact
that the stone appears in a different location from time to time. Kota have also erected temples for and
annually worship Krisna, Rangrayn and Ma-ga‘li (a form of Kali) in the vicinity of the village.'® Porga-r
village hosts one ayno-r and one amno-r temple; nearby the villagers built temples for Ma-ga-li amn, Krisna
and Ranggayno-r.

In Kina'r there are temples for ayno-r, amno-r, Ma-ga:li amn, Rangayno'r and Muni-cvara (a non-vegetanan
Dravidian god associated with the protection of village borders and connected somehow with Mariyamman).

The primary ritual specialists for the gods among the Kotas are the mundka-no-n and re-rka-rn. The
mundka-no-n leads all Jivine rituals; his name derives from a term meaning “first” or “front.” The te-rka-rm
is a medium through whom god speaks and his name derives from a term meaning “god,” or “temple chariot.”
Each belongs to a particular family (kuyr) from a particular street (ke-r) which is also an exogamous clan and
which is associated with a particular (indigenous) deity in the village. The re-rka-rn is supposed to be

""There are two other local deities for which Kota participation as musicians is required: magguy amn and atirar
de-r.

0ral histories of these temples are provided in Verghese (1969, 155-7)
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selected directly by god in that he becomes possessed at a certain time and place during the annual festival,
the “god ceremony,” when all the men are praying for a new te-rka'rm. The mundka‘no-n, in turn, is selected
by the possessed re-rka-rn. Each of these officiants must not only belong to a certain family, but must also be
married (or get married) to his first wife, and that first wife must be alive. The wives of these officiants
(mundka-no-! and te-rka-rc respectively) lead the women in women’s rituals, but they never get possessed,
never lead men, and never enter the temples. Kota men only enter the temple briefly once a year.

There are other ritual specialists. The kolyta- is no longer a ritual office in most villages, but the male
officiant by this name once was in charge of fire lighting at the god ceremony and sacrificing the cow at
funerals.'® The gotga'rn is a village treasurer, in charge of the precious omaments and coins offered to the
gods, and a sort of political headman, who convenes village council meetings (ku-#m). There are ritual
specialists associated with funerals as well, the most important of whom is the ric pac mog, the child who is
in charge of, among other things, symbolically (not actually) lighting the funeral pyre. Certain rituals require
more specialized officiants who may be temporarily appointed. I refer tc the mundka-no-n at times as the
“ritual leader” and to the re-rka-rn as the diviner. When on occasion I need to refer to, as a collective. all

those who are perform a named ritual role, I use rirualists, ritual officiants, or ritual specialists.

KINSHIP

Kota kinship terminology follows the Dravidian system: kin are classified as either consanguineal or affinal.
Men of the same age group, if they are of the same generation, are cither older or younger brothers (an or
kara-) or brother’s-in-law (ayl), even if the blood or marriage tie is not literally in the immediate family (a
parallel pattern obtains for women). The relationship between men and women is either sister-brother or
classificatory husband and wife. Ascending in generation, one’s mother and her sisters are all varieties of
“mother” (av) father’s sisters are all “aunts” (me-ym). Father and his brothers are all “fathers™ (ayn) and
mothers’ brothers are all “uncles™ (ma-mn). As in Tamil society, marriages are preferred between close
cross-cousins, especially between a boy and his own mother’s brother’s daughter.2° As Dumont points out,
affinity and consanguinity in Dravidian systems have equal status and are passed on from one generation to
the next; in “our” European/Anglo/American system, affinity “fades into consanguinity for the next

%One of my unfinished tasks was to interview the kob/ta-! of Me-na‘r, who is still active as a ritualist. [ understand his
role is different than that of rituslists of the same name in other villages.

K ota ritual in light of kinship descrves a separate study in and of itself. For further ethnographic and terminological
analysis of Dravidian kinship, see, e.g. Trawick’s chapter on “Desire in kinship” (1992, 117-86), Dumont s collection
of essays Affinity as a value (1983) and, of course, Trautmann's Dravidian kinship (1981).
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generation™ (1983, 32). My mother’s sister-in-law and my mother’s own sister are, to me, both “aunts.”

The classification of kin becomes important in the understand of Kota rituals. In funerals of marned
persons, each side of the family is engenidered to make prestations. The reckoning of funeral obligations is
based often not on the identity of the deceased as a man or a woman, but on the married couple as a unit—the
female’s family provides certain things or performs particular duties, the man’s provides others, at times
regardless of whether the husband or wife died. This provides a strong ritual-symbolic support to Dumont's
theory, i.e. that Dravidian kinship terminology reflects the importance of south Indian affinity as a cultural
value

The relationships of affinity and consanguinity are passed on to the next generation through other aspacts
of the funeral: for example, through the ritual role of the child who performs the bier-lighting (ric pac mog)
who seems to function as a surrogate or structural replica of the deceased. This is significant in the Indic
context, where the “chief mourner”” of a male is ideally his own son.

Dumont conrects his analysis to the institution of marriage, rather weakly, noting at the conclusion of one
study that “the analysis of kinship leads us to emphasize an institution which is of the highest importance of
caste. That marriage is crucial on both levels of caste and kinship, and that it constitutes in a sense their
articulation, is quite in accordance with the obvious and well-known stress that Indian society lays upon it™
(1983, 104). At least two questions can be generated from this conclusion: Is the importance of marriage as
an institution related to the importance of affinity as reflected in kinship terminology? And, does “stress™ on
and ritual elaboration of marriage reflect the strength of the marriage bond? The Kota case provides an
interesting problem in this regard. Kota kinship terminology reflects Dumont’s binary analysis of Dravidian
kinship terms in almost ideal detail. Yet the institution of marriage could be said in some ways to be very
weak: Kota men and women can marry and divorce at will, with no special ceremony or social sanctions
vhatsoever.?? Furthermore, there are many ritual occasions, from a young age, in which the kinship
categories of “husband” and “wife” are called into play without necessarily binding the two agents into a
lasting relationship. If the importance of marriage as an institution can be judged by the ease with which it is
invoked and violated, than the answer to question one is no. On the other hand, if importance of affinity can

2“What the crystalline form of the south Indian vocabulary enshrines is, with the transmission of affinity from parents
to children, the assertion of afinity as a value equal to that of consanguinity, the assertion, that is, of
identity and relation as indissoluble solidarity. This solidarity, itself a (second order) relation, is thus substituted for
what we call substance. No trivial lesson, I should think™ (1983, 170).

ZThis is not to say a man might not be regarded as callous for treating his wife badly, or a weman irresponsible for
abandoning her children. But no social sanction is institutionally leveled at either the husband or wife for terminating a
marriage.
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be accounted for in terms of ritual roles in, for example, a funeral, or in the roles of principle religious
specialists (who must function as a married couple), then the answer might be yes. As for question two,
whether the emphasis and claboration of the marriage is related to the strength of the bond or commitment
(culturally, not personally defined) between the husband and wife, it turns out that Kota marriages are simple
affairs. Traditionally there was no music, no feast, and no detailed rituals. Given the importance of music in
Kota funerals and god ceremonies, the absence of music at weddings is significant; and, given the importance
of music in Hindu weddings (and the correlation between sanctity of the marriage tie and the desire to
celebrate a wedding lavishly). the absence of music at Kota weddings is even more significant.

With the provisional assumption that rituals and ritual complexes that are highly elaborated are somehow
more enduring, far-reaching, and community defining than are those that are brief, perfunctory, and
individual, and because the rituals associated with these former complexes tend more often to include music. [
focus on rituals of divinity and death in this disscrtation (the former), not on life cycle ceremonies (the latter).
This is not to say that childbirth, puberty rites, and marriage are not interesting or important, but simply that
they are not analyzed here.

INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURE OF THE VILLAGE COUNCIL

Rituals are scheduled and negotiated, and disputes settled through an institution called the ku-m, deriving
from a Dravidian verbal root meaning ““gather, come together, join.” Kotas translate the term as Panchayat.
which literally means “a group or council of five” in Hindi (Mandelbaum 1970, 278), but which in this case is
not fixed in number,

In village usage is refers not only to the group that convenes but also to a set of processes [*“panchayat
system”] for resolving conflict, for redressing transgression, and for launching group enterprises. . .The
pattern of panchiyat action is triggered by a problem that people feel must be tackled and cannot be
handled by individuals acting singly. . . The responsible men of the group gather to discuss the issue.
Their number, the timing of the meetings, and the sanctions that may be imposed, all depend on the
nature of the problem rather than on any fixed specifications of schedule (Mandelbaum 1970, 278).

There are two levels of ku*tms among the Kotas: that of the village, which is convened and mediated by
the village headman/treasurer (go-tga-rn), and that of the corporate group, the all-tribal level, which is
convened by the headman of all the Kota villages. Me-nar is sometimes called talna-r (head-land) because
the tribal headman is drawn from one lineage in this village. Examples of local issues handled in the ku:tm of
Kolme-l while [ was in the Nilgiris included: attempting to reclaim Kota lands that the recently deceased
diviner had sold to the neighboring Badaga community; and deciding whether or not to hold an untouchable
laborer responsible for a piece of agricultural machinery stolen while under his care. An all-village ku-tm was
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convened to discuss the gaining popularity of elaborate, expensive Kota weddings. The meeting decided that
according to tradition the wedding was supposed to be simple, and therefore it was not proper for wealthy
Kotas to conduct Hindu-like festive weddings. Wealthy Kotas ignored the rule and a later ku-tm turned over
the ruling.

The village level ku-tm is of two kinds, one, ad hoc, settles ordinary disputes and plans dates for rituals.
The other is institutionally incorporated into the annual celebration for the gods, (devr, literally “god,” often
called “the god ceremony”) and is conducted on three consecutive nights. If one or more te-rka-rs (diviners)
are active in the village, they will be induced to possession (in some villages through music, in Kolme-,
without music), questioned about various matters pertaining to the village, and their words (which are
ostensibly god’s words) interpreted for the community at large. The god ceremony ku-tm also decides who
will do what when, during the ceremony that year (within the constrainis that are already dictated by kinship).
and how much money, grain, and clarified butter each household must contribute. Finally, if there have been
major community transgressions, the ku-tm may decide to disinclude the family of the guilty party. This

occurred in 1992.%

KOTA MUSJCAL GENRES AND INSTRUMENTS

Kota instrumental music is performed by men and accompanies rituals associated with death and worship of
Kota and Hindu deities, and both men’s and women'’s circles dances. The primary melodic instrument is a
six-holed shawm called the kol. Accompanying two ko/s in an ensemble are the rabatk, a frame drum, and
two cylinder drums, dobar and kinvar. The e-rtabatk is a conical drum about 2.5-3 feet in diameter.
Although it is now made of sheet metal and covered with the hide of a buffalo, it used to be made from the
wood of the vag tree (Solix tetrasperma, EVS). It serves no musical function, in that its beat is not meant to
correspond with the rhythm of other drums which may be beaten in time to the melody of the ko/ (on other
occasions), but is important ceremonially in funerals and in worship. The kob is a large brass horn, curved in
a C shape in all villages save for Mena-r where it is S shaped. Two kobs are included in the performance for
purposes of signaling ritually important moments, or for adding an element of excitement in contexts of
dancing. This instrumental ensemble produces significant volume and always performs out of doors in the
village context.?* The pula-gg, a simple idioglottal clarinet with down cut reed, and the bugi-r, a five-holed

BSee outline of god ceremony, VIIB and corresponding event on video at 17'55", where one house is deliberately
skipped as each family is formally called to attend the temple opening.

#Kotas occasionally perform for demonstrations or national celebrations outside of the village, and in those situations
they may be asked to perform either indoors or outdoors.
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bamboo trumpet, are instruments producing more subdued tones. Although the repertoire of the three
melodic instruments is largely the same, only the latter two are ordinarily performed ad hoc as domestic
instruments. A chart provided in the appendix shows how these instrument types are distributed among the
different tribal peoples of the Nilgiri hills.

Kota vocal music is performed ritually by women, though men sing Kota songs for their own enjoyment.
The most important indigenous community song-type is called the “god song™ (devr pa-t);, god songs are
usually sung at the conclusion of important segments of ritual. In communal performance, god songs are
always performed by women while they dance around in a circle, stepping and clapping in time to the music.
Women are also the primary carriers of the mourning song tradition. Mourning songs (a-#/) are not performed
during funerals or during any other rituals, and they are seldom performed by more than one woman at a time.
Women do not traditionally play musical instruments, aithough there is no rule that they may not. Formerly.
however, women used to perform on a bamboo jews-harp called pij/; [ could not find any players of this
instrument in 1990-92, and could only locate one specimen. For women the pi;! and for the men the bugi-r
were somehow closely associated with the identity and person of the player (unlike the ko/, for some reason);
when a performer of one of these instruments died, he or she was cremated along with these instruments and
other personal possessions.

I found few stories relating to musical instruments® or to the origin of music. Typically, when [ would
ask questions regarding the origin of music I would receive responses such as this:

God created us. It’s not like learning Hindi, Tamil, and Urdu. When god created us he just taught us to
talk. We don’t even have script. So we don’t know what has actually taken place. Now I tell my son
Gundan, and Gundan tells his son. Only in this way we know things. Other than this there isn’t anything
we can tell. . .. How people learn to play the ko/ is a grandfather says “you learn ko!” and teaches a boy.
One man who knows tabark will call his son and say “learn rabatk. ” This is how we leamned. It must be
god’s sakti [divine power]. Other than this we don’t know anything. There is no historical record that we
can relate. We are not qualified. Only with the help of Brahma’s [the Hindu creator god’s] sakti we do
this. But we can’t say how it happened. Generation after generation the same thing happens and nobody
knows how it originated. How is the ko/ played? Only with the help of god. We don’t know how music
originated. If god had told us in a dream, then we would know. No god came and told us. We only know
through our ancestors. Likewise there are blacksmiths. Nobody knows who taught smithing. That too
came with god’s help. In the same way for the Kota people there are no gurus or masters who guided
them. Only through god we know everything. We follow what our great grandfathers and grandmothers
said. They don’t know how to cheat anybody, or rob, or kill. We live according to sak?i and law (ni-di-).
(Interview 11 Aug 91 with Caln, age 72, a mundka-no-r: of Kurgo-j for twelve years; translated from the
Kota with the help of L. Gunasckaran).

Important for this dissertation in the quoted passage is the awareness of tradition and the assumption that

¥One exception, a story in which musical instruments speak, is presented as the epigraph to part three.
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all Kota community-defining knowledge (the most important are mentioned in this passage: language, music
and blackmithing) is god given. This creates a special relationship between the Kotas and the divinity who
could be said to have given them an identity. The passage also reveals a central value about the past: the
ancestors were closer to god because they passed god’s knowledge from generation to generation. Their
intimate relationship to god, and their power, derived from righteous living, and from a childlike innocence in
which they “don’t know how to cheat anybody, or rob, or kill.” This theme appears again and again in, for
example the role of a “lucky” child in a funeral, who is considered innocent and untainted by the evils of the
world. Music is one of the symbolic means through which Kotas associate themselves on the one hand with
the righteousness of divinity and on the other with that of the ancestors.

THE NILGIRI ENVIRONMENT: FLORA AND RAINFALL

The Kotas are situated in a physical environment that is rather unique in south India; the climate is wetter and
colder than that of the plains, so people dress and eat differently. Plant life is different, so the floral elements
of ritual are different. The Nilgiris is affected by the monsoons from the west and from east; on the plains,
the range effectively blocks the western plains (Kerala) from eastern monsoon in Tamilnadu and vice-versa.

The environment is also rapidly changing: the dimensions of environmental impact by such industries as
Hindustani Photo Films, Needles Industry, and the Cordite Factory has not yet fully been realized; the
widespread farming of Eucalyptus trees, it is said, has had a dramatic impact on the watertable; tea
plantations appear to be doused with so much fertilizer and pesticides that the mere scent of them in the
United States would cause an inspector from the U. S. Environmental Protection Agency w:ithe in a
carcinogenic fit.

There are two distinct types of plants in the hills, those below 5,900, which thrive in tropical
temperatures, and those above this altitude, which require cooler temperatures. The region below 5,900" was
once covered with moist evergreen forests but most of these forests have been decimated to make wav for tea
cultivation. The evergreen forest gradually converts to dry deciduous forest as the elevation drops in the area
to the north, the Mysore plateau.

The montane zone, above 5,900', possesses a special kind of evergreen forest, called a “shola,” which is
located in areas of continuous water supply, such as along streams and hollows between hills fed by mountain
springs. Much of the plateau is covered by grassland and savannah and this has led to speculation of human
intervention in the evolution of the landscape predating European arrival in the region, but this remains a
matter for speculation. Few herbaceous species cover the suil, the most important including “a harmless
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nettle” (Lengerke and Blasco 58). Many European and other non-Nilgiri species (about 400) have been
introduced to the upper regioi, b it there are more than eighty subvarieties of plant species that are unique to
the Nilgiri plateau (see Lengerke and Blasco 47-50).

The introduced species, especially tea, Eucalyptus and edibles such as potatoes, have made
entreprencurial immigrants and local populations such as the Badagas and some Kotas quite prosperous. The
unique plant life of the Nilgiris has formed the basis of several local systems of ethnobotany/ethnomedicine
which are still being explored. The Kotas use local flora for a variety of symbolic purposes, the color and
gender of a given plant species in some cases providing the relevant ritual differentia for a particular function.
Knowledge of traditional healing practices using plant species is rapidly dying out, however, as more and
more Kotas turn to European medicine; health care of relatively high quality in the Indian context is readily
available.

RAINFALL AND THE SEASONS

Rainfall in south India is concentrated in four periods, the Northeast monsoon (December-March), the first
intermonsoon period (April-May), the Southwest Monsoon (June-September) and the second intermonsoon
period (October-November). The Northeast Monsoon affects primarily the eastern slopes of the Nilgiris;
elsewhere, on the Nilgiri plateau and western regions the weather conditions are cold and dry, with night frost
occurring commonly in December-January. This proves trying for the Kotas because it is during this period
that they celebrate their two most lengthy and involved ritual complexes, which entail all night dancing,
outdoor sleeping, and sartorial rules (such as a restriction from wearing shoes and extra undergarments) that
make it difficult to combat the cold.

Rains return during April and signal the beginning of the planting season. Kotas and Badagas plant their
rainfed potatoes (Nilgiri potatoes are the most prized and tasty variety in south India) and many other
vegetables, such as cauliflower, beet-root, lettuce, and cabtage. Tea grows furiously during this period.
creating significant temporary employment for day laborers (many of them Sri Lankan Tamil immigrants;
Kotas grow tea and also work for day wages on tea plantations of others); coffee yields depend on the
“amount and rhythm of ‘blossom showers’” (Lengerke and Blasco, 38).

Daytime weather is moderate, the temperature seldom exceeding 80°F, and the nights remain brisk. This
period is the hot season on the plains; Tamilians and tourists from throughout India flock to the Nilgiris.
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Ooty’s botanical garden explodes with color, and a season of summer concerts and performances begins ¢
Hotels and tourist homes are booked solidly at inflated rates; some entrepreneurs lease rooms or homes for
two months and in that period procure a profit that may exceed what could reasonably be expected through
yearlong leases to Nilgiri residents. If rainfall in the “catchment areas’ (reservoirs, some man-made, in the
western Nilgiris) has been insufficient over the previous year, the influx of tourists creates a serious hardship
for urban dwellers. Even when water is available, the water pipes, installed in British times, are not sufficient
in circumference to handle the load of water required during this period.?

Significant rainfall is accompanied by high winds, especially in the western but also in the central Nilgiri
regions (Ooty lies in the center of the plateau) beginning in the month of June. Kotas, who generally spend a
great deal of time outdoors, are compelled to remain indoors during much of this period. The rain penetrates
the walls of every house, seeps through every crack in every floor, and so fills the air with moisture that
porous materials, from books to bed frames (in modern homes), are subject to the onslaught of mold. The
continuous dampness makes the climate appear far colder than it actually is. The coziest spot in a Nilgin
village home during this period is next to the hearth, where a modest fire heats water for tea, or embers left
over from cooking the last meal continue to smolder, heating the room around, and adding smokey highlights
to the musty odor of recently washed clothes. which may take several days to dry during this season. After a
brief hiatus in September, a lighter period of rainfall may resume during October-November, especially in the
eastern part of the Nilgiris.

THE TRIBES OF THE NILGIRIS

In addition to the Kotas, the Nilgiri plateau hosts the pastoral Toda tribe (population roughly 1,200) and the
far more numerous Badagas (145,000 in 1991), an immigrant cluster of castes who began arriving in the
Nilgiris after Muslim invasions defeated the Vijayanagar rulers of Mysore in 1565. Seven (largely
exogamous) tribes of gardeners and hunter-gatherers collectively called Kurumbas live on the edges of the
plateau, on the steep slopes of the Nilgiris, and along the foothills in the Wynid area of Kerala to the west
(they also extend into Kerala and Kamataka). Irulas (agriculturalists and gatherers) also fall into several
subgroups that inhabit different parts of the Nilgiris and speak different dialects of what is considered to be a

*Almost none of these events draw upon local talents or serve local interests (other than the pecuniary interests of
local politicians and merchants, many of whom are immigrants). The tribes of the area are sometimes called upon,
however, to march in procession, dance, or make music on National holidays or to welcome a visiting dignitary.

¥ During the summer of 1991, [ lived just beyond the center of town in Ooty and had to rely on water delivered by
lorry or collected from my rooftop for two months.
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single language; but unlike the Kurumba tribes, there is some intermarriage between Irulas of different
regions, ard they share the same clan system. In the Wynad region of the Nilgiri foothills and to the west in
Kerala live the Paniya tribe who remain in abject poverty as agrestic serfs for landowning Badagas and the
Chetti trader community.

The above-mentioned Nilgiri communities until the 1930s interacted according to a pattern of traditional
exchange relationships that has been called jajmani in the anthropological literature on Hinduism, after
Wiser’s 1936 study. Jajmani is a local (Hindi) form of the Sanskrit word yajamana, which means
“sacrificing, worshiping. . .the person paying the cost of a sacrifice, the institutor of a sacrifice (who to
perform it employs a priest of priests, who are often hereditary functionaries in a family). . . any patron, host.
rich man, head of a family or tribe” (Monier-Williams, 839). Like the words rotem and kula for studies of
other parts of the world, jajmai has been adopted as a technical anthropological term in studies of south
Asia. At its core the term refers to the relationships between “a food-producing family and the families that
supply them with goods and services” (Mandelbaum 1970, 161); not all economic relationships among Indian
peoples were jajmani relationships—some appear always to have be contractual or based on cash payments.

In the Nilgin system, which according to Harold Gould must have been “inherited from Hindu society on
the plains” (Gould 1987, 132), families of Kotas called mutga-rn provided goods and services to the other
communities. In exchange they received: grain from the economically dominant food-producers, the Badagas:
clarified butter, sacrificial buffaloes and sometimes raw foods from the pastoral Todas; and forest produce
and services as watchmen from Kurumbas (mainly Alu and Palu Kurumbas). To the Badagas, the Kotas were
essential providers of funeral and festival music, pottery, carpentry, thatching, leather and metal goods. Kota
music, along with a number of ceremonial items, were also indispensable at Toda funerals. Although Todas
considered Kotas defiling, they accepted from them pottery (for use in the home and the less-pure Toda
dairies), and depended upon them for axes, knives and jewelry.

It is not possible to detail all of the exchange permutations of this complex system, further details will
emerge from specific discussion in the pages that follow. Here it is important to note that the Badagas and
the Todas considered themselves to be at the pmnacle of a hierarchical system: the Badagas were socio-
economically dominant and the Todas ritually dominant. The Todas at one time maintained a complex ritual
dairy system: each dairy was a temple, ranked according to degree of purity. Unlike in Hindu society, where
clarified butter is the most pure substance extracted from a cow, in Toda society the milk itself is the pure
substance. Clarified butter could be distributed to Kotas and other communities in exchange for goods and
services because it was less sanctified. The dairy-system has deteriorated significantly and the most exalted
of dairy-temples are no longer in operation.
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The Kurumbas were feared by Todas, Kotas and Badagas alike as sorcerers; in the late 19th century, this
fear inspired the Badagas to conduct periodic massacres of Kurumba families and villages (Hockings 1980,
122-24). The association with “black magic” led Gould to refer to the Kurumbas as “contrapriests” in their
structural relationship to Todas, whose Brahman-like rules for purity suggested the title “priests” (Gould
1987); yet neither community really served in a priestly role for other communities. Todas certainly never
officiated at Kota ceremonies, although they were required to bring certain ritual objects. Kurumbas served
as watchmen in Kota and Badaga villages, protecting the members of these villages, in part, from the sorcery
of other Kurumbas. On occasion it was said an individual Kota, Badaga or Toda might hire a Kurumba to
perform sorcery on another individual, but the Kurumba did not perform an institutional role as a ritual
officiant. Kurumbas did, however, provide ritually important objects (such as the long pole, pardac, for the
dry funeral) that could only be obtained from the forest areas they inhabited.

In the old scheme of things the Kotas did not apparently fear the spirits of the recently deceased, even
those who met an early or violent death. The fear of wandering ghosts (pica-c) seems to be more prevalent
among plains Hindus.?® It may be that in the Nilgins, the need to blame malevolent or dissatisfied
supernatural beings for illness, bad luck, or death was displaced by the existence of a concrete, human
“other,” the Kurumbas, who could be blamed for these same phenomena. Kota oral literature is richly
endowed with Kurumba lore—all of it negative. The Kurumbas may have developed the reputation for
sorcery and evil because they managed to survive in a harsh forest climate among wild animals and snakes.
They were true jungle people, the tribals among tribals (if one may say). Somehow they had genetically
adapted so as to survive the malaria that was once rampant in lower elevations of the Nilgiris. Their
appearance too was different: in contrast to the tall, somewhat light skinned, reddish complexioned Kotas and
Todas, the Kurumbas were short and dark with curly hair and sometimes almost negroid features. Ye:
although Kurumbas were universally feared, they were not ranked by Todas and Badagas to be as low as the
Kotas (the Kotas regarded and regard the Kurumbas as lower than themselves).

The Kotas were treated with disdain throughout the period documented by British writers (beginning in
the turn of the 19th century in the work of Francis Buchanon), largely because they were observed to consume
the meat of cows and at times carrion; this, by the code of Hindu caste, was a signifier of low status.® Kotas

3 David Mandelbaum’s informant Sulli commented a great deal on the picac, but I believe his views on the matter
were strongly conditioned by those of swrounding Hindus.

®As I will discuss in part II, chapier 4, in a section entitied “symbolism of and identification with bovine species,” the
high caste Hindu interpretation of the practice of consuming cow flesh (i.e. that it is a marker of extremely low status)

may not always have been operative in the Nilgiris. Kotas did not always consider the practice degrading, though some
do now. We simply have no way of knowing what values characterized Nilgiri relationships among the tribes before the
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claim now not to have accepted the position of inferiority that was thrust upon them and deny ever having
consumed carrion. Kotas (at least ones capable of a benevolent mytho-historical outlook) look upon the
traditional system of exchange as an ideal one that was not originally laden with implications of hierarchy. It
also did not originally include the Badagas; the Badagas migrated from Mysore to the north (hence their
name, which means “northerners™).

According to one Kota origin myth, Kotas, Todas and Kurumbas descended from three brothers, each a
drop of sweat from the brow of a common divine being.*® This and other myths of common origin serve as
charters for sentiments of tribal solidarity that underlie the competitiveness and rancor which characterize the
relationships among these communities today.

Kotas in the 1930s began refusing to provide services for the Todas and Badagas because they felt
mistreated: the Nilgiris was increasingly modernizing, but the Kotas were being denied admission to schools
and even barred from tea stalls frequented by Badagas. The change to a monetary and market economy also
rendered Kota services less essential; Kotas could only hold sway with their services as musicians and this
they refused. As the Badaga population grew out of proportion to those of the other communities of the hills
it was also no longer possible to maintain traditional relationships of exchange based on hereditary
agreements between pairs of families.

RIVALRY OVER TRIBAL STATUS AND BASES FOR LEGITIMACY

Although the Todas, Kotas and Kurumbas maintain mythrological traditions according to which they are
related as brothers, when push comes to shove, there is considerable rivalry over access to resources, notions
of traditionality, morality, and tribalness. A leading Kota musician, K. Pucan, recounted an event which,
according to him, led the Kotas to abandon performing music for the Todas.*!

When Queen Victoria canie to Madras she asked all the &divasis to come. The Todas went but we could
not since we were celebrating our God Festival. At that time it was recorded that we were inmigrants
[i.e. the Todas told the British]. Later, in 1952, when we went to admit our children into school, while
looking through the library we saw what the Todas had said. . . In 1956, during Kamraj’s rule, Jawharlal

coming of the British (with their preconceptions of caste), let alone before the arrival of the Badagas, who were, after all.

Hindu.
¥An alternative Kota story is provided in Emeneau (1944 1:35-a1). Emeneau (1984, 212) provides a Toda version

in which the goddess To-kisy struck the ground three times to create in turn the first Toda, Kurumba and Kota. In the
Kota versions, the Kota brother is, of course, mentioned first and is considered to be the elder.

T have relied on this consultant for the chronology of the event. The actual reasons for Kota refusal to perform
m sical services for the Todas are many and complex; the point here is not historical accuracy or the literal
consequences of events, but the style of ethnic representation.
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Nehru came here. Where? To Avati’s station. We also went, taking all our ‘things’ [instruments,
traditional implements). As many adivasi ‘things’ there were, we took and showed to him. We asked,
“before we came, what were they [Todas] doing? Where was the churning staff for the milk? . . . there is
a big stick of bamboo from Bokkapuram which they’d use to milk their buffaloes--without knives how
did they cut the bamboo?™

He [Nehru] saw everything: the fire starting [1.e. by friction using tree roots], our ‘dress,’ ‘dance’ [using
the English words). Taking everything where did we go? At that time Sri Prakash was the governor in
the Madras Raj Bhavan. One person helped us file a suit against the Todas. In the Sessions court there
was a judicial enquiry. Four or five Todas came and said that they did not know their ancestors.

He passed a judgement, who? Nehruji, “you [Todas] are not &divdsis, you only are the immigrants. They
[Kotas] are the adivasis”

Deepak: Now do the Todas play anything for themselves?

Pucan: No they don’t know how

Decpak: Didn’t they learn with you?

Pucan: No, they didn’t learn. They’re idiots (musal), jungle idiots (kdtrumurral). Where would the ones
who live in the jungles learn?*?

The Kota participating in this interchange strategically deployed several locally relevant ideas of tribe as
proof of indigenous status in the region. Cl=arly, here, Kota tribalness is encoded in items of indigenous
manufacture and in the performance of music and dance. What is in some ways more interesting, however. is
how the nobler characteristics of tribal identity (self-sufficiency as evidenced by tool making; artistic prowess
and creativity as evidenced by the ability to perform unique musics and dances) are embraced while the
negative, primitive stereotypes are projected onto the Todas (in this representation, the Nilgiri equivalent of
the country bumpkin).** Despite the historical placement of this story in newly independent India, the
political and moral context for this entire sequence of events is really colonial India, where the British (or
administration, or census officials, or government) decided what category a given community was to occupy.

The next segment of the introduction will move from cultural and contextual description to theoretical
issues of “ritual” and “tribe” and a discussion of the arguments in each chapter of this work.

?Note that this consultant hits 1o heart of Toda culture, the dairy, in his first reference to dependence on the Kotas.

¥The interchange at the end of this quote took place between my interpreter and assistant Deepak Albert and the
musician K. Pucan, whose speech at tha. time [ had a difficulty understanding.

“This is truly a subalternist reversal, since for centuries the Todas have been respected and admired by outsiders,
while until recently, the Kotas were treatzd as outcastes.
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CHAPTER TWO

THEORETICAL INTRODUCTION

The second part of this introduction provides theoretical anchoring for two concepts explored in the pages
that follow, ritual and tribe, and guides the reader through the arguments of each chapter.

RITUAL

Since the term ritual appears in the title of this work, and since a significant number of pages are devoted to
the analysis of things called rituals in part two, it seems prudent to include in this introduction some
discussion of what I mear by the term and a brief consideration of issues historically raised regarding
definition of and understanding ritual as a human phenomenon.

For the purposes of this work, ritual is roughly a translation of what Kotas term a ca-trm. This term
derives from the Sanskrit term siéstra, meaning literally “an order, command, precept, rule. . . teaching,
instruction, direction, advice, good counsel. . . any instrument of teaching, any manual or compendium of
rules, any book or treatise, (esp.) any religious or scientific treatise, any sacred book or composition of divine
authority” (Monier-Williams 1069). In Tamil and Kota the derivative terms commonly refer to the practice
specified by the rule, rather than, or in addition to, the rule or rule book.

The shift from the meaning of “rule” or “prescription” to the act which is prescribed should be familiar to
students of religion because the same shift occurred in the historical development of the English term ritual.
As early as the ninth century, rituals in the context of monasteries were books “directing the way rites should
be performed,” but it was not until the mid-seventeenth century that the Oxford English Dictionary conveyed
a meaning for ritual as either “the prescribed order of performing religious services or of the book containing
such prescriptions™ (Asad 1993, 58; Sigler 1967). Talal Asad suggests that the later shift in meaning from
script to behavior was connected with other historical changes in Europe, among them “the nineteenth-
century view that ritual is more primitive than myth—a view that neatly historicizes and secularizes the
Reformation doctrine that correct belief must be more highly valued than correct practice” (Asad 1993, 58). |
am not prepared to suggest why a similar shift occurred in India, but the fact that it has makes the use of the
English term rirual as a term of reference for activities Kotas label as ca'rrm, if not entirely appropriate, at
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least reasonable.

I do not use the term ritual merely for behaviors that are repeated over and over again, such as brushing
the teeth, or even for “non-purposive” repeated actions, except perhaps in a metaphorical sense (in which
case | make the distinction clear), unless Kotas consider the behavior in question to be a ca'rrm. The Kota
term ca-trm is not narrower than the English term ritual, loosely applied; rather, it occupies a slightly
different semantic band-width. In Kota and Tamil it is common to say “for sastra” (ca-trik, cactrattukiu),
which means “for the sake of ritual” but also “for formality’s sake.” I have attempted to avoid preconceiving
what is ritual bebavior; indeed, in some cases what is or is not considered a ritual (ca-rm) serves as a useful
point for discussion. Generally I refer to a series of rituals that are related to one another or conducted over a
series of days as a “complex,” or, if it is a named, individual unit, as a “ceremony.™

In this work I do not attempt to formulate a new theory of ritual, or emend old ones. At this point to
review all the significant literature on ritual would require a commitment of space that is simply not feasible.
I feel compelled, however, to address the basic issues in at least a cross-section of the literature in ritual
studies. The definitional issue implicated above is one I may appear to have evaded by deferring to a
translation of a Kota concept. Although I avoided defining ritual by citing a list of widespread features. such
a list may be necessary for any comparative consideration of the phenomenon.

One such list may be drawn from the work of Stanley Tambiah, who characterized rituals as *“culturally
constructed systems] of symbolic communication,” exhibiting features of *‘formality (conventionality),
stereotypy (nigidity), condensation (fusion), and redundancy (repetition)” (Tambiah 1981).

RITUAL COMMUNICATION

With regard to the centrality of first part of this definition, until recently, to the majority of anthropological
interest in ritual, the “symbolic” or “communicative,” Sir Edmund Leach went so far as to write, *“Although |
do not claim that anthropologists are always in a position to interpret such symbolism, [ hold nevertheless
that the main task of social anthropology is to attempt such interpretation” (Leach 1954, 14). Since rituals
are, to Leach, meaningful, this meaning must be communicated; Leach has become associated with the view
that rituals are a form of communication (Leach 1968).

1] differ here from Firth who expressed the view of ceremony as “a species of ritual in which the emphasis is more
upon the symbolic acknowledgment and demonstration of a social situation than upon the efficacy of the procedures
modifying that situation. . . Whereas other ntual procedures are believed to have a validity of their own, ceremonial
procedures, while formal in character, are not believed in themselves to sustain the situation or effect a change in it”
(1967, 12, cited in Lewis 1980, 21)
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The question then became, what is communicated and how is it communicated? Ritual, unlike verbal
language, scldom denotes or signifies one primary meaning. Victor Tumer and others have shown the
potential for rituals to communicate many meanings at the same time—that is, ritual symbols are
“condensed” and “multivocalic.” Leach demonstrated further that this phenomenon of condensation may be
responsible for that of ritual redundancy: if a symbol is packed with many meanings, the import of that
symbol in a given ritual context may become ambiguous; so it is repeated many times with minute variations
(Leach 1979, 233).?

Nancy Munn further refines a communicative theory of ritual. Enriched with the theoretical potentials of
her ethnographic subjects in Australia and Papua New Guinea, Munn’s work provides some of the most
convincing analyses of relationships between ritual and everyday life. She found that the Australian Walbiri
people, for instance, practice a form graphic representation whose meaning,

lies not simply in the ceremonial and ‘sacred’ uses of designs, but more fundamentally in the casual use
of graphic forms in conversation and storytelling. In these latter contexts meaning referring to daily
experience and tradition are regularly pumped into the graphs, and so graphic forms enter into the
Walbiri imagination as a kind of visual language for ordering meanings in general, rather than simply as a
fixed set of forms for representing or referring to totemic ancestors (1986, 212).

In more rarified form, for Munn, rituals communicate through “messages,” which are made up of ““iconic
symbols (acts, words or things).” The acts, words or things: 1) take a form that is intrinsic to the message
communicated, and 2) convert the complex meanings of social-cultural life into concrete units
(“communication currency”’) that can be performed by and for people (“transacted’”). This allows
participants to “circulate” and “synthesize” many aspects of a complex world-view in an immediate context
and with a limited number of symbolic means (“‘tokens or vehicles”). “Ritual action can provide structures
for expressing or ‘modeling’ the qualities of life situations while at the same time converting them into the
level of symbolic objectification” (Munn 1974, 580). This formulation reveals traces of Munn's Walbiri
work; it also appeared at the time Munn was beginning her work in Papua New Guinea, where the ritual
exchange of shells among islands would seem to have invited a theory of ritual communication as a form of
“transaction.” My analyses of ritual space and time in part two are strongly informed by Munn'’s analyses,
although I feel that at this stage my own knowledge and understanding of the totality of Kota life is not yet
sufficient to draw connections between Kota ritual and everyday-life with the depth and sophistication of

*The same argument applies to drum signaling in Africa, where a given tone sequence could refer to more than one
verbal equivalent. Ambiguity is reduced by repetition and reconiextualization. Kota instrumental melodies, as the
penultimate chapter shows, are also characterized by significant redundancy. The communication this enables is not so
much a referential meaning (although the melodies themselves have referential meanings), but communication for the
purposes of reproduction in an oral tradition of transmission.
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Munn's work.?

RITUAL FUNCTION AND REVERSAL

Early functionalists argued that ritual fulfilled particular needs of a society, or fulfilled discoverable
“functions,” such as controlling the environment (Malinowski’s magic), maintaining the continuity of social
structures over time (e.g. Radcliffe-Brown), or describing the social order (Leach 1979, 233). Gradually
analyses shifted from emphasis on status in society, and how ritual served to ensure that stasis, to emphasis
on the mechanisms of societal rebellion, subversion, and/or escape from the normative. Tumer’s classic
development of Van Gennep’s work demonstrated that rituals of transition sustain and emphasize social
structure in part by also temporarily suspending, reversing or transforming them at structural interludes called
the “liminal.”

In the 1970s a new flurry of interest in ritual play and symbolic reversal emerged, inspired in part by
Turner’s work (see, ¢.g. Babcock ed. 1978 and works by Turner and Schechner on the anthropology of plav).
The discovery of conflicting meanings in rituals, including reversals of and challenges to the status quo,
widened the range of interpretive options. As long as ritual was not viewed as a singular kind of symbolic
phenomenon, it was possible to interpret a ritual as, for example, reinforcing or challenging the social order.
depending on how the observer defined the social order and perceived the symbolic import of the rituals
concerned. Of course, without a consistent set of criteria which would connect a particular cultural formation
with a particular ritual semiotic, there was always the risk that the two (culture and ritual) would be asserted.
by the anthropologist, to be related according to methodological convenience: if a ritual did not challenge the
power structure, well, perhaps it reinforced it.

QUESTIONING THE SYMBOLIC

Some have questioned the “symbolic” and even “communicative’” import of rituals, however, one of the most
extreme views was espoused by the Sanskritist, Frits Staal, who argued, “ritual is pure activity, without
meaning or goal” (Staal 1996[1979], 487). Staal’s data derived from study of Vedic ritual and one cannot
assume that what he found to be the case in conducting research with Brahmin priests in the latter half of the
twentieth century will be true for comparable phenomena in other eras or other parts ~f the world. He does
draw attention to the problem of meaning: does ritual have meaning and if so, what constitutes that meaning?

My interests in time and space as cultural constructs were strongly stimulated and given direction in an
anthropological seminar I attended, which Munn taught at the University of Chicago in 1990.

26

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Staal in effect argues that ritual has no referentia/ meaning.

Postcolonial anthropologist and critic Talal Asad would agree with this assessment, adding to it,
however, that the discipline of learning to enact rituals generates and reproduces cultures’ dominant power
structures as they are embodied in religious institutions,

If there are prescribed ways of performing liturgical services, then we can assume that there exists a
requirement to master the proper performance of these services. Ritual is therefore directed as the apt
performance of what is prescribed, something that depends on intellectual and practical disciplines but
does not itself require decoding. In other words, apt performance involves not symbols to be interpreted
but abilities to be acquired according to rules that are sanctioned by those in authority: it presupposes no
obscure meanings, but rather the formation of physical and linguistic skills (Asad 1993, 62).

Stanley Tambiah treats meaning, pure form, and power, somewhat more even-handedly. He suggests that
scholars need to account for both the tension and interplay between ossification of ritual performance (i.e.
what happens when Vedic ritual is practiced simply for itself, any symbolic meaning once possibly attached
to the items or actions now entirely lost), which often serves to intensify issues of power and conservatism
(i.e. Brahman hegemony) while emptying ritual content of contemporary meaning (what Tambiah, drawing on
Peirce, calls “indexical iconicity”), and revivalist movements (the bhakri movements in India, or the ghost
dance in the United States), which seek intensification of experience and semantic meaning in ritual content
(indexical symbolism).

Tambiah’s formulation brings analytical and interpretive subtlety to questions of ‘traditionalism and
modemnity’ and ‘structure and change’—the binarisms inherent in which Westemn scholars, at least, have been
attempting to transcend. This tension is worth highlighting because it seems central to long standing
liturgical conflicts in Hindu India, such as those between proponents of loving devotion to god (bhaki)
versus those supporting Brahman-dominated rituals based in the Vedas*—it is no surprise, of course, that
Tambiah is himself south Asian.

In a critique of Staal, Hans Penner granted that ritual may not carry referential meaning, but argued that
“a well-formed theory of meaning must include reference but cannot be based upon reference as a theory of
meaning™ (1985, 2). Staal had attempted to argue that ritual contained only syntax, and that this syntax was
prelinguistic (a rather unverifiable theory). Penner countered with the argument that syntax carries with it a
sort of meaning: Rules underlie syntax, as do ways of circumventing rules, and coping with mistakes. As
Lewis puts it, “what is always explicit about ritual, and recognised by those who perform it, is that aspect of

*Vedic ritual relies on the proper performance of ritual and its magical efficaciousness without consciousness on the
part of participants as to what each ritual gesture or item means. Bhakti, on the other hand, is a mode of worship that
depends on the conscious, emotional, loving expression of devotion to god. Inden went so far as to translate bhakti as
“conscious participation” (Inden 1990, 114).
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it which states who should do what when,” that is, “what to do is clearer than what it means™ (1980, 11:; 14).
Penner compares ritual to kinship as semiotic systems. Both are meaningful as systems, but do not
necessarily refer to specific realms of the lived-in world (he then suggests Levi-Strauss may provide the
answers we seek, an aspect of Penner’s argument I will not pursue).

A similar argument is commonly made for music; in contemporary musical theory of the West, meaning
often derives from the functional relationships, in harmony, melody and rhythm, among the components of a
work. Although some scholars expend a great deal of effort decoding referential meanings of particular kinds
of cadences and so forth in specific contexts, all of these meanings rest on a bedrock system that could
perhaps be labeled pre-referential. Functional harmony must exist as a system before particular instances of
it can be employed, with verbal or other clues, to refer to something in the real world.

RITUAL IN THIS WORK

The treatment of ritual in the present work revolves around both syntactical and referential meanings. The
notion that, for example, the way in which a corpse is treated in the Kota funeral and secondary ceremony is
also a non-verbal statement about what Kota believe happens when a person dies is to say that not only do
certzin Kota ritual actions refer to ideas, they also constitute theories. Any given component of a ceremony.
however, is not fixed in meaning; it may have no referential meaning at all to some participants; to others it
may have conflicting meanings. I will show that ritual symbols such as the cow and actions such as tying the
toes of the corpse have been interpreted differently in different histiorical periods and by different actors;
these changes in conscious meanings are conditioned by changing cultural and historical circumstances. But
there is no single determinant of meaning: not the form of a ritual, not a surface similarity with a Hindu ritual
(rituals that may be defined as “meaningful” according to one text or another, one local tradition or another),
and not the opinion of the most powerful man in a village.

The finding that certain ritual configurations idealize Kota social relationships in the lived-in world (such
as male hegemony in village politics and the treatment of things divine) does not preclude the finding that
certain kinds of rituals are in the nature of play, and that one (and apparently only one) ritually performed god
song presents a reversal of behavioral norms. Kota rituals do many things, but they do not provide a coherent
basis for a new theory of ritual.

Syntax in Kota rituals is also key. Syntax is not only the order in which rituals occur, but what parts of a
ritual are related to what other parts; what are the conditionalities, how flexible is the order, how close in time
must two ostensibly “simultaneous” acts actually be (the lighting of the bier and the tune associated with
lighting the bier, for example). Syntax is the basis of indexicality (in the Peircian sense of two co-occurring
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events), and provides the basis for musical meanings: the fact that one tune, the *“*funeral finishing tune,”
represents a final farewell to the deceased in one context, helps us understand why a similar sounding tune,
the “millet pouring tune,” is capable of sparking off (or at least helping to spark off) significant expression
of mournful emotion in another. This is not to say that all so called “expressive” rituals actually call forth the
desirable mental state in the participants (Lewis 1980, 26), but that the form and syntax of rituals, and the
way music is incorporated into that syntax, may help explain why the formai...i.2:: of a particular emotion
occupies a particular position within that ritual sequence. The above example suggests that similarity and
difference in musical pieces, and more generally, similarity and difference in ritual items or actions, may
provide a simple metacommentary on a ritual system. Take for example the appearance of a ball of dung
with an odd number of grass blades, which appears in several different Kota ritual contexts (birth and death
for instance). I suggest it may signa/ moments of significant subjective transformation (along with serving as
an amulet to ward off forces of evil); but all one can confidently assert is that it draws a concrete connection
between the associated rituals. The connections themselves (i.e. what they mean, if anything) may be a matter
of debate; the form provides a seductive basis for cogitation. As Lewis states in a somewhat different
context, ““it may be a device of ritual to isolate some familiar object or action as though within a frame, by
means of those special features which alert the attention of the spectator, and so invite him to discover
relations or aspects of the object or action which he would not otherwise or ordinarily see” (Lewis 1980, 30).

Lewis’s quote is relevant to the discussion above in its attention to frames, and what the same action
framed in different contexts “invites’ the “spectator” (and also, I would suggest, the participant) to reflect
upon. It also draws attention to the question of how ritual relates to everyday life—a question which perforce
cycles back to definitional issues. How does ritual relate to the everyday? There are many conventional
answers to this question: ritual has no purpose, ritual is repetitive, ritual is determined collectively by society.
not defined by one person (as individual utterances in day-to-day communication might be) and so forth. One
might argue that ritual action must bear some relationship to everyday activity, otherwise how could it be
recognized as somehow bracketed off from it? That is, in order to be different from everyday activity, nitual
needs to comment on, occupy the spaces between, or reinterpret everyday activity, otherwise ritual would
merely be a different kind of everyday practice (is it possible for a society to have two distinct systems of
“everyday behavior”?). The question then becomes, in what ways might rituals negotiate between actions and
behaviors that constitute peoples’ everyday experiences, and those that are bracketed off in time ai:d space as
something special?

In a recent study purporting to “rethink™ religion, scholar of comparative religion, E. Thomas Lawson
and philosopher of science Robert McCauley provide one approach to this question, formulating the problem

29

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



somewhat differently: “the roles of superhuman agents in religious rituals is the pivotal factor in determining
a wide variety of properties which human participants attribute to those rituals and. . . religious ritual form is
largely the product of a compromise between religions’ commitment to superhuman agents and everyday
views of human action” (1990, 8) .

Although there are problems with this formulation (for instance, in religions where “superhuman agents™
do not exist, or in rituals, such as marriages, that may or may not be classified as “religious™), it can be
usefully applied to a variety of Kota rituals. By this formulation, for example, the fact that the Kotas wish,
during their god ceremonies, to receive positive divine counsel (olyd va-km) through their te-rka-rn accounts
to an extent for the ritual on the preceding day in which men purify themselves through bathing. But the
bathing is accomplished in conjunction with the very instrumental task of cleaning the water channel.
Cleaning the water channel does not turn out to be a matter taken lightly: a ring and a prayer are offered to the
river goddess (named in this instance by the Hindu name, gaggamma)—an act which hopefully ensures not
only the efficaciousness of the next day’s attempts to induce possession, but also the continuity of water from
perennial mountain springs, and from rain.

The properties the participants attribute to these rituals have to do with what they believe the divine
“agents” can do (provide water, advise and protect the community); the form of these rituals can be accounted
for on the basis of everyday views of hurnan action: it is customary not only on special ritual occasions to
take a bath, but before prayers on an everyday basis; in order to bathe, it is necessary to obtain water; in order
to obtain water, the channel must be clear, and so forth *

Not all Kota rituals are centrally connected with the gods or the spirits of the dead; however, those that
are extensively elaborated, both in depth of ritual detail and in the variety of music and dance, are, as noted
earlier, centrally connected with divinity or death. Lawson and McCauley’s thesis could be restated in
musical terms to arrive at one of my own ethnographically specific theses: The role of musical
classification in Kota rituals is a pivotal factor in expressing the wide variety of properties which human
participants attribute to those rituals; the structure of Kota musical repertoires is largely the product of a
compromise between Kotas’ commitment to superhuman agents and everyday views of human action.

My dissertation title reflects the aforementioned statements, and describes, in brief, the variety of
materials that compose its contents: Of god and death: Music in ritual and everyday life. A musical
ethnography of the Kotas. To review the organization of this work in a new way: Part I, a look at the lives

*These rituals will be described in more detail in part II; see also the outlines and descriptions of the god ceremonies
in the appendices. It should be mentioned that the channel cleaning is no longer “instrumental” to the same extent,
because pipes now carry water to the village most of the way.
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of musicians through life histories and personal narratives, is in part an attempt to evoke “everyday life”” and
the role of music in the lives of some well-known music-makers. Part II, Music and Symbols in a Ritual
System, focuses on the form of rituals and, in part, what this tells us about Kota “commitment to superhuman
agents” (i.e. the importance of soteriology and theology). Part Il reveals, in part, how Kota “commitment to
superhuman agents™ (Part IT) and “everyday views of human action” (Part I) are projected upon, or give
meaning to their system of musical classification, and in some cases, to individual items in the repertoire.

ORGANIZATION OF THIS WORK

The parts of this dissertation reflect three ways of approaching musical culture generally, through 1) persons
(musicianship); 2) rituals (music as a ritual symbol); and, 3) musical systems. The first part, entitled
“Musicians and Lives,™ serves as an introduction to Kota culture through the lives of individuals: the
chapters are loosely framed to address the question of what it means to be a musician in Kota society. After
an initial chapter on fieldwork, I introduce my primary musical consultants and attempt to situate their
musical activities within the broader frame of Kota and south Indian musical life. The units of inquiry in
chapters three and four are individuals, not concepts, and thus my writing proceeds inductively, leading from
one person to the next.

Chapter four takes an analytic turn, reflecting back on the life histories and personal narratives and
probing new data (contemporary and historical), to consider in turn how musicians leamn music, what are the
kinds of musical competence an individual can possess and what this competence entails. Issues of musical
specialization are then considered: specifically, how is musical specialization registered at the level of the
individual and at the level of Kota culture as a whole? Who creates these identities and in what contexts are
they created? How do views on musicianship shift as one moves from within to outside Kota society? I then
proceed to questions of musical behavior, considering specifically whether the model of “musician as
deviant,” as represented, for example, in Alan Mermam’s classic article on the Basongye (1979), can be
fruitfully applied to the Kota case.

Ultimately I argue that some forms of music-making require specialized skills, but that possessing these
skills is neither determined by birth into a musical family (as it is preconditioned to be in the world of Indian

classical music), or into a special subclan or lineage of musicians (as among untouchable caste musicians).

*The reference to Geertz’s Works and Lives (1988) is intended: just as this book considers issues of writing and
narrative style in the production of anthropological texts and knowledge, these chapters employ personal narratives to
discuss issues of Kota cultural knowledge and musicianship.
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Rather, like the Kota artisan skills of pottery-making, blacksmithing and carpentry, musical capabilities are
learned and adopted according to a combination of factors, not the least of which are personal commitment,
talent and individual interest.

Roles as an artisan or musician are ritualized in certain contexts. However, ritual roles of Kotas as
determined by membership in a particular lineage or family (kuyt), by virtue of divine selection (in the case of
the ritual leader, mundka-no-n or diviner, te-rka-rn), or by community election (headman/treasurer, go-tka-rn)
are quite distinct from these artisan or musical roles. Thus the collection of individuals who are “musicians™
or “potters,” even though they fulfill a specialized and central role in a ritual context, are far more random a
set of persons than are the “rice servers” (ku- murco-r), or the “fire-lighters” (fic ito-r), or those who perform
any of the other ritual tasks that require belonging to a particular family or lineage. The category of
“musician” is not as clear cut as some of these other ritual categories and this would suggest that associating
any particular behavior or attribute to musicians as if they were a distinct category is therefore a problematic
move.

The focus of Part II is Kota ritual life and the musical purpose in this investigation is to discover how
music operates in a ritual system, in what ways it is like other ritual symbols and in what ways it is different.
The more specific tocus of chapters in part two is one kind of Kota mortuary practice, the pac da+v, the
“green death” or “‘green funeral”—that is, the set of rituals leading up to and including the cremation of the
corpse after death. It is called the “green funeral” on the analogy with freshly-cut wood—no longer alive, but
still fresh, imbued with the colors and fluids of life.

A seccndary mortuary practice, called the var! da-v, “dry death” or “dry funeral,” may follow some
months or years after the green funeral. The corpse at this point survives cnly as a few bone fragments
preserved after the first cremation: the bone fragments are dry; other ritual symbolism reinforces this dryness.
This secondary rite serves a variety of purposes, many of which have been examined in the classic work of
Hertz and revived for analysis recently in Celebrations of Death (Huntington and Metcalf 1991): sending the
soul or spirit (a'yv) of the dead to the land of the dead, communally terminating the lasting effects of death
(ke-r) in the village, and providing a context for regenerative processes (such as blessing of children, coupling
of the sexes, and remarriage of widows and widowers); the late David G. Mandelbaum, a social-cultural
anthropologist who worked with the Kotas beginning in the 1930s, wrote an expansive article on the Kota dry
funeral entitled “Form, Variation and Meaning in a Ceremony”’; some of the details omitted in my discussion
of the dry funeral may be gleaned from this earlier article.

Huntington and Metcalf expand upon an important theme in Hertz’s work: the close association between
the treatment of the corpse and beliefs about what happens to people when they die. In the latter half of this

32

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



century, under the pressure of moral standards imposed from without (Hindu morality in combination with
and probably also conditioned by Victorian morality), Kotas have been made to feel that some cf their rituals
(such as bovine sacrifice) and customs (dancing and sexuality in a funeral context) are primitive or
uncivilized. By changing rituals connected with both the dry and green funerals they have also been forced to
reconsider their soteriology. But change in rituals and philosophies has not been uniform or unilateral: a
certain degree of ambivalence remains. [ trace this ambivalence to a number of symbolic possibilities in Kota
ritual and expressive forms that probably predate the reconsideration of ritual appropriateness engendered by
non-Kota public opinion. These symbolic possibilities include crossover between notions of the ancestors
(i.e. inhabitants of the land of the dead) and the gods, the dual sentiments of celebrating or commemorating
the lives of the deceased and mouming their loss, and the construction of space, both through ritual and song,
Divinity, death and evil, for example, are sometimes separated in their association with the landscape, and
sometimes occupy the same physical/conceptual spaces.

If the issues connected with Kota mortuary practices have been partially prefigured in the work of Hertz.
those connected with Kota rituals for their gods strongly remind us of Durkheim’s work on religion: for the
Kotas, maintenance of viable divinity in the village is predicated on the formal demonstration of unity or
solidarity in the village. “Unity” and “solidarity” are somewhat problematic as regards the whole village
because they are defined somewhat more in terms of men than women; they also require formal
characteristics that are interpreted by the participants as representing these concepts. [ subdivide solidariry
(loosely following Durkheim’s organic and mechanical distinction) into specifically Kota ritual configurations
in order to show how the symbolism of funerals differs from that of divine nituals: in short, funeral symbolism
draws upon a solidarity of complements, men with woman, Kota village with Kota village; divine symbolism
draws upon a solidarity of like entities, men with men, women with women, members of a single village with
one another. Just as the treatment of the corpse (and its surrogates in the dry funeral) is related to Kota
soteriology, so is the way in which Kotas worship their gods illustrative and indeed constitutive of Kota
theology.

The major annual event during which Kotas celebrate and worship their indigenous gods is called devr,
which means, literally, god. Following Mandelbaum, the linguist Emeneau, and before them, Breeks (a civil
service officer) and others who have described Kota culture, I refer to this ceremony (usually of ten or more
days) as the God Ceremony. The way in which Kotas express the idea of celebrating the God Ceremony is
devr gicd, that is, “doing god” or “making god.” The expression should not be taken over literally (in some
ways the verb parallels the French faire), but in important ways the enacting of the god ceremony is also a
form of making divinity. Kota divinity is not embodied in permanent, fixed forms and neither is it entirely
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abstract. Kota divinity is in particular contexts embodied in fire; during the God Ceremony;, this divine fire is
made by friction. God is embodied in icons of Kota traditional occupations: the bow and arrow and the
blacksmith shop. During the God Ceremony a secretly-stowed bow and arrow is cleaned and refurbished: the
temple, which is in some ways an apotheosized blacksmith shop, is rebuilt (now only symbolically rebuilt,
since the structure is made of cement), and a collection of precious coins and in some cases tool-shaped
ornaments are affixed with cow dung on the temple as offerings to the god, as an icon of beauty for the
aesthetic pleasure of the god, and figuratively in the shape of the face of the god.

Soteriology and theology are important not only as components in articulated forms of cultural
philosophy or belief, but also as components of Kota identity complex(es). How is this so? Soteriology and
eschatology dictate what happens and what the Kotas become after they die. Are they still Kotas? According
to the old theory, yes, they live on in a distinct afterworld and communicate with the living. According to a
new, Hindu influenced theory, the spirit of the dead person merges with a vague and generalized godhead
which is not specifically Kota, but generically Hindu.’

Theology is usually that component of identity through which a society configures itself in relation to a
supreme being or otherwise greater-than-human force. Kotas believe, on the one hand, that they have a
unique creator-god who taught them all the skills (such as music, hunting, and blacksmithing) that make them
unique; they also believe they share the creator god with the other tribes of the area; and they also believe that
at some level, their own god is equatable with the Hindu supreme being, bhagvan or brahman.

Given the constitutive nature of ritual in the formations of these theories about the soul and about divinity
it should not be surprising that rituals of god and death reveal a great deal about Kota cultural values in
general. One of the important ways these rituals embody cultural values is articulated through the structure of
musical repertoires. Part Il reveals some of the significatory power of music as it forges relationships among

particular ritual activities or as it touches, and alternately heightens and mutes, those charged relationships.

"The theory probably trickled down from a philosophical school called “non-dualist,” advaita or advaita vedanta:. it
denies the distinction between the true self (&man) and the absolute, undifferentiated, all-pervading, self existing power
(brahman). “The fundamental thought of Advaita Vedanta is that the life monad of embodied soul {jAa) is in essence the
Self (#man), which, being beyond the changing, transient, phencmenal apparitions of our empirical experience, is none
other than Brahman, the sole and universal Eternal Reality, which is beyond change, self-effulgent and ever free, and
defined as ‘one-without-a-second’ (a-dvitha), ‘really existing’ (sat), ‘purely spiritual’ (cir) and ‘sheer bliss’ (&randa).”
(Zimmer 1951, 456). Advaita Vedanta “gave to the Supreme Essence (paramétman), Visnu and Siva the common, all-
inclusive designation, ‘I$vara’. But the Vedanta theory of existence as the first-without—a-second-principle, has defied
all attempts to define it in universally acceptable terminology, possibly because of the number of dogmas which have
become attached to it. That Vedanta is the corner-stone of modern Hinduistn can hardly be denied, but the dogma of
advaita, and the paradox of its notion of absolute indivisibility and its intuitive cognition by the individual constitute an
unsolved philosophical problem™ (Stutley and Stutley 1984, 330).
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Kota musical classification, like ritual classification, is based on a primary opposition between divinity and
death. Many rituals are accompanied, and partially constituted by particular instrumental pieces (often named
after these rituals); in some cases, as I illustrate in Part IT and elaborate upon analytically in Part three, the
relationships of melodic similarity between two pieces are directly and significantly correlated with
relationships of ritual similarity (similarity in ritual function or meaning). Music is strongly constitutive not
only of the content and syntax of certain kinds of Kota rituals, such as the sequence of rituals transporting the
corpse from the house to the cremation ground, but also of the symbolic import of these rituals, the
metaphysical relatedness of memorial millet to the corpse of the deceased.

Part three moves from the discussion of music as embedded in a ritual system to music as a system in and
of itself. The title “Culture as a Musical System” is meant as a playful reversal (but not one without
meaning) of Geertz’s essay titles in which religion, art, etc. are explained to be cultural systems. I flip th»
word order to emphasize that although musical classification may certainly be constituted by that amorphous
anthropological entity called “culture,” musical classification and enduring musical objects, once established,
effectively condition the further production of music and serve to give meaning to the contexts in which they
(i.e. the musical pieces and system of classification by which they are organized) are found.®* For example, a
number of melodies in the “god” category sound very much like one another. The creation of new melodies
seems to have been governed by a logic based on the existence of pre-constituted categories (“god tunes™
devr kol) and on already existing melodic material. The performance of funeral melodies on the ko! (or
melodies that sound like well known funeral tunes) outside the context of a funeral would provoke strong and
angry reactions in the village, in part because the listener would be moved to believe someone has died. The
constitutive role of music (betokened by the phrase “culture as a musical system”) is central in these rituals:
neither the god ceremony nor a funeral could effectively be enacted in Kolme-] without music.

The first two chapters of part III consider Kota musical classification in light of literary genre theory in
order to probe possibly significant “relationships between the study of ethnomusicology and studies in the
humanities and social sciences in general” (Merriam 1964, 15). I employ a working definition of genre as a
culturally recognized category for a group of compositions or a style of performance, and proceed 1o
explain how the characteristics of a musical genre—as evidenced by the relationships among and attributes of
its constituent pieces—instantiate the same sorts of structural properties and cultural values as do its

*The process implied is much like that described by Bourdieu in his discussion of the habitus. The habitus has been
criticized as a “mystical” construct that must be, by definition, “unverifiable, invisible™; it creates a “dogmatic place,” a
“‘reality’ which the discourse needs in order to be totalizing™ (de Certeau 1984, 58-9). One need not invoke or accept
Bourdieu’s theory of practice simply to argue that the structure of cultural products feeds back into cultural processes.
Simpler and perhaps more apt here is Geertz’s “models of” and “models for.”
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associated systems of rituals and/or other contexts. I experiment with several ways of looking at this
problem. The primary parameters for discussing genre relationships are melodic content, speed of rendition,
broadness or limitedness of potential performance context, association with a particular rhythmic pattern, and
vocal/instrumental stylistic affinities. Noting that one genre (the god tunes) does not draw musically from, or
provide melodic material to, any others, and that certain genres seem to be more fluid than others in their
acceptance or distribution of musical material, I briefly flirt with a method developed for the study of caste
interaction (certain castes accept and give certain kinds of foods and services to one another and this
establishes a multidimensional ranking among them); it was a system of cultural analysis prevalent in the
1950s and broadened in scope by McKim Marriott. Though the entities and therefore the nature of agency in
the system I describe and the far more complex system approached by Mariott are significantly different, I
believe the “transactional” analogy does illustrate modestly the idea of culture as a musical system.

I then move in chapters three and four to a discussion of a different system of musical signification, the
narrative system. The narrative system refers to the process by which melodies (whether sung or played on
an instrument) are potentially made meaningful through reference to stories or lyrics with which they are or
have been associated. Kota god tunes of Kolme-l village are particularly interesting examples of pieces with
narrative significance because they require a parallel tradition of storytelling in order for their significance to
be conveyed. When examining the kinds of stories associated with the god tunes, we discover that the themes
of these stories reinforce values and concepts of divinity articulated in rituals of the same god category. They
are moral themes: the village must act and maintain the sentiment of being as one; the vitality and continuity
of the village depends on right-contact; the gods of the Kotas are primeval and rooted physically to the
landscape.

Kota mourning songs are also of narrative significance. They are not performed during rituals, but do
convey values and sentiments associated with Kota cultural manners of processing and thinking about death:
the moral ambiguity of empty, extra-village spaces, fear and power associated with cultural others (especially
the Kurumba tribe), the tension between memory of the dead and the pain of separation. Although mourning
songs have texts, the texts are frequently fragmentary and require, like the god tunes, a paramusical story-
telling tradition to elucidate their meanings. Cne might imagine that the songs were once longer and more
explicit, the fragmentary condition now being the result of decline.

Although this may be the case, it appears that in the 1930s, when the genre was more widely known and
practiced than it is today, the genre was actually incorporated into a storytelling context (nowadays the songs
are elucidated by the telling of the story, but the story/song is not a unit of performance in the way the
following example seems to suggest it formerly was). The genre is today sung primarily by middle-aged and
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older women. In the 1930s, according to a female informant of Mandelbaum’s, Pu-cgi-n, “This song [a
popular mourning song] is generally sung when we go to bed, when young women are together at night. First
the story is told, and then the song is sung at the proper point. If the song is sung first it can’t be properly
understood, so we tell the story first.” (Mandelbaum n.d. 3.26.38). Mourning songs and god tunes, though
widely different in function and style, are semiotically related in their reliance on non-musical verbal exegesis.

Chapter five analyzes in musical detail “Mathi,” the song Pu-cgi-n described. A number of versions of
the song and versions of other songs which are related in melody or text are compared. In so comparing I
address general processes of Kota musical transmission and style. I also compare the mourning song genre
with ritualized crying at Kota funerals, compare these forms with analogous forms practiced by other tribes in
the area and Tamils on the plains, and consider the characteristics of these forms in light of contemporary
lament studies in ethnomusicology. Finally, I consider the ways in which the mouming song genre can be
considered stylistically similar to instrumental music by comparing two instrumental versions of the “*Mathi™
melody. In chapter six I probe further the style of instrumental music, using recorded examples of the god
tunes from the 1930s, 1970s, 1980s and 1990s to examine issues of stability and change. I show that the
percussion ostinatos and rhythmic organization of Kota instrumental music are largely in keeping with the
rhythmic practices and ensemble types of folk music in Tamilnadu generally. The tonal content and style of
melody seem to be peculiar to Nilgiri instrumental music, making a case for a local, pan-tribal, Nilgiri
musical area. I conclude that Kota vocal and instrumental music are, by and large, two musical subsystems,
the vocal remaining largely in keeping with south Indian devotional song.

The final section of part three examines Kota music not only in comparison with that of other tribes in the
Nilgiris and Tamil music on the plains, but also with other musics in India practiced by communities who
have been designated as tribes. The discussion probes the idea of tribe and what, if anything, results
musically from regarding the tribe as a entity, whether historically deep or recently constructed. In the final
analysis, [ suggest that the organizational features that the musics of India’s tribes seem to share may without
a great deal of further abstraction be seen to correspond with organizational features of many Indian musics,
including but not limited to the classical traditions. As a result, I argue that if south Asian musics are to be
regarded or represented as in any way unified, tribal music should be central and not marginal to such as
representation.

To adumbrate this argument, and provide a backdrop for references to the notion of tribe throughout this
work, I turn finally to a historical consideration of the concept, and what the term “tribe” conjures up in the
minds of modern Indians.
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TRIBE

Popular ideas of tribe in India grow ou! of 18th and 19th century notions of the “natural man™ and are
articulated administratively through the bureaucratic residue of the Colonial census. These ideas of tribe
associate tribals with “nature” and *“the primitive,” infantalize them, and consider tribals the raw primeval
base from which arose certain practices and strains within those religious aspects of Indian civilization now
called Hindu and Jain. The history of the term tribe in India is different from that in its colonial counterpart
and model (Cohn 1987, 201-23), Africa. However, the term as applied in both places shared significant
colonial origins, not as a technical term originally, but among social anthropologists ““as a heuristic category
for the convenience of analysis, with only intuitive meanings attached to it” (Ekeh 1990, 662). Attempts to
define the “notion of tribe” led to realizations that it “has been a confused and ambiguous one from its
earliest period of utterance” (Fired 1975, 5). Nonetheless “controversial though the matter is, the most
generally acceptable characteristics of a tribal society are perhaps that it is a whole society, with a high degree
of self-sufficiency at a near subsistence level, based on a relatively simple technology without writing or
literature, culture and sense of identity, tribal religion being also coterminous with tribal society” (Southall
1970, 28).

The utility to the colonizers of such categories has oft been noted,

In order to establish law and order and to collect taxes there were a number of pre-requisites in addition
to monopolization of military power. The colonial rulers needed units with boundaries and they needed
people who could be made responsible for the maintenance of law and order as well as for the regular
collection of taxes one they were assessed. The units which British officials found or created which had
these characteristics were villages, estates and properties in India, and hamlets, lineages, clans and tribes
in Africa. (Cohn 1987, 206)

In Africa, tribalism came initially to mean the maintenance of a way of life based on ethnicity and
membership in a kin-based community (a tribe); later it came to mean “obnoxious modes of behavior in
multiethnic circumstances that threaten and endanger normal coexistence among persons from different ethnic
groups” (Ekeh 1990, 688). Tribe is now politically incorrect as a term for African “ethnic groups,” signaling
as it does for African and Africanist scholars the persistence of a category once used to justify and facilitate
colonial rule.

The concept equivalent to “tribalism” in modern India is “communalism,” an “ism” illustrated in events
which took place while the first words of this dissertation were committed to computer memory: Hindu-
Muslim riots over the destruction of a mosque in Ayodhya. As Gyanendra Pandey argues, communalism is “"a
form of colonialist knowledge” (Pandey 1990, 6) because it emphasizes the puerile and primitive character of
colonized peoples in a way that Europeans would never characterize people in the histories of their own lands.
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Tribe was abandoned in African scholarship because of its pejorative connotations, but although it is
difficult to say when ‘tribe’ began to acquire pejorative shading. . . the addition to the term of an invidious
quality did not lead to its abandonment in nondisparaging usage” (Fried 7). In India, the category is one
assumed with pride by those communities who receive special treatment by virtue of this designation: but it is
also a term about which the government of India is sensitive when it comes to use of the term by foreigners.

“Tribalism” and “‘communalism” and the old conventional-wisdom notion of tribe as an observable social
unit, usually based on kinship, do not accurately or at least entirely reflect what the term tribe means in India
today. Before British times, tribal beliefs and behavior had not before been defined as Pan-Indic phenomena:
perhaps as a relic of the classification process itself, tribal religion appeared to be distinct from what was
defined as Hinduism. The definition of what was tribal also came about through missionary activity (Mehta,
1991). Since the Hindus were cast as heathens, writ large, it was in the best interest of those communities
whose practices least resembled high caste models or widespread cults associated with mainstream Hinduism
to identify themselves as “tribal” (and from the missionary point of view, to prepare for conversion).

Tribals were and still are defined economically and politically: culturally marginal and politically under
represented, they have often been exploited by wealthy landowners. British and later Indian governments
sought to identify such peoples for economic and other assistance. The line of distinction between tribe and
castes of the lowest strata, however, has frequently been a thin one. Judgements have usually rested on the
distinctiveness of cultural practices, geographic isolation, uniqueness of language and the nature of
interaction between the “tribal” community in question and outsiders.

Even if ideas of tribe in India today are not entirely a product of the Colonial era, they have at least
evolved through the conjuncture of contemporaneous British and pre-existing Indian social representations
and ideas associated with different segments of society.” Exactly how this conjuncture was played out in
specific regions is beyond the scope of this dissertation. But it is possible to illustrate how these
representations and ideas could conjoin, and why such a conjunction might be important to consider in this
context. Let us consider one set of Indian texts, from one period in time and in one region: the M@ &myas of
the Rivers of the Deccan.

Forest-dwelling hunters and low caste peoples were, in some of these Maharmya stories, cast according to
what we would recognized now as negative, primitivist stereotypes such as “violent or dangerous™ and some
individual hunters were pictured as “cruel killers of numerous animals.” In other stories, however, “the low
caste or tribal person’ was “portrayed as morally corrigible, or as superior in moral devotional (bhakti) terms

® The term “pre-existing™ Indian categories, rather than indigenous, is important here because no social
representation is original or authentic; each is historical and each is regionally specific.
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to a king or a Brahman” (Feldhaus 1990, 95). The dual values expressed by these texts are homologous with
an enduring attraction in the history of Western thought (especially post-industrial) to the simplicity of
subsistence living and the complementary, though not necessarily contradictory revulsion over what might be
regarded as violent or uncivilized behavior.

Evidence from one set of ancient texts (or even one hundred texts, for that matter) cannot prove that
social categories in India remained homogeneous and stable from time immemorial until the coming of the
British, and such an argument would hardly be worth constructing; rather it suggests that any study of tribal
ethnic identity in India, and certainly any study of tribal music, must take into account representations of
various sectors of society in different times and places throughout the subcontinent, as well as modern values
which may have been adopted during the colonial period and spread as India became part of the modern world
system.'®

A second site in which primordialist conceptions of the tribal are inscribed is that of ethnic politics in
Tamilnadu. Although the theory that Indian culture can be explained in terms of an ancient indigenous
cultural stratum overlaid and dominated by an Aryan one has been called into question, complexified, and
largely debunked in academia,! there exists in India and particularly in Tamilnadu a strong contingent who
support this theory. Some consider the Dravidians to be the true representatives of this ancient cultural

By “modern wor!d system,” [ mean the complex networks of cultural, social, economic and political relationships
engendered by such things as industrialism, tourism, and development. Discovering that “interests of some within a
world system readily determined the destinies of others”™ (Gewertz and Errington 1991, 21) social theorists and
ethnographers have been in recent years compelled to represent “the ways in which closely observed cultural worlds are
embedded in larger, more impersonal systems™ (Marcus 1986, 166). This has led some to criticize and even abandon
anthropological attempts to represent distinguishable cultural systems. As Sahlins argues, “This is a confitsion between
an open system and a lack of a system. And it leaves us unable to account for the diversity of local responses to the
world system—persisting, moreover, in its wake. World-system theory itself allows for the preservation of satellite
cultures, as the means of reproduction of capital in the dominant European order. But if so, from the alternate vantage of’
the so-called dominated people, European wealth is hamessed to the reproduction and even the creative transformation
of their own cultural order.” (Sahlins 1985, viii)

'The strongest argument for the Aryan invasion theory (or congeries of theories) remains in the realm of historical
linguistics. Some archaeologists now argue that “current archaeological data do not support the existence of an Indo-
Arvan or European invasion into South Asia at any time in the pre- or proto historical periods. Instead, it is possible to
document archaeologically a series of cultural changes reflecting indigenous cultural development from prehistoric to
historic periods” (Shaffer 1984, 88). The linguistic evidence, which suggests that Dravidian speaking people knew Old
Indo Aryan as a second language (Emeneau 1962; 1974), has not been satisfactorily accounted for, or corroboratively
dated, by archaeological evidence because linguistic evidence is not necessarily preserved in material culture (Erdosy
1995, 23). For recent scholarship on the Indo-Aryan question see Erdosy (ed. 1995), especially articles by Erdosy,
Kenoyer and Sharma. Opposition to theories of Aryan invasions have arisen on numerous Indian fronts—see for
example, the work of Sethna (1992), which follows from that of Sn Aurobindo.
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stratum,'? and Tamil chauvinists consider thcmselves to be the purest representation of Dravidians (cf,
Irschick 1969)."*

In order to support various theories of invasion, diffusion, migration and culture change, linguists and
archaeologists have long sought to identify, interpret and date what they thought to be Dravidian elements in
the cultural and linguistic composition of Indian civilization. Linguistically, for example, it has been
convincingly argued that ancients Dravidian languages were the original source of retroflex consonants in all
south Asian languages.'® Although few scholars would support such a proposition today, earlier scholars
proposed that Dravidian (as opposed to Aryan) religion provided the origin of goddess worship and Shaivism
in India.'* This belief derives substantially from the predominance of Shaivaite and Goddess worship in
South India.

The association with Shaivism was also enhanced as a result of a religious revivalist movement, strong
from the 1880s to the 1920s, and led by reformers such as J. M. Nallasami Pillai (1864-1920) and
Maraimalai Adigal (1876-1950) (Ramaswamy 1993, 6€93-4). The movement characterized the authentic

2While I was writing this paper I chanced to meet a noted Orissi poet. When he learned that I had lived in
Tamilnadu he remarked, “the south, that’s the real India.” The term Dravidian became a technical term only after
considerable advances in historical linguistics. Elmore in 1913 wrote, “the term Dravidian is commonly used to refer to
all of the non-Aryan population in the peninsula of India. The Dravidians are considered to be the aboriginal inhabitants
of the land. They predominate in the southern and eastern parts of India, but form a considerable part of the population
in the northwestern part where the Aryans predominate™ (1913, 1). It is understandable that one idea of “Dravidian™ as
“aboriginal™ and “south Indian” may have developed and been maintained in traditions of Indian conventional
knowledge while another more specific idea of Dravidian was developed in a much narrower world of linguists,
archaeologists and anthropologists.

1> Nineteenth-century philological inscription of Tamil as a language belonging to a south Indian Dravidian family of
languages distinct from the Indo-European ‘Aryan’ languages of the north, and especially from Sanskrit, has had major
sociopolitical consequences. . . . It helped to fuel revivalist attempt to establish the distinctiveness of a Tamil/Dravidian
Self, which was projected as being essentially different from, and irrevocably antithetical to, a non-Tamil Other
(generally marked as north Indian, Sanskritic, Aryan and Brahmanical)™ (Ramaswamy 1993, 687).

“Retroflexes are formed by curling the tongue back against the roof of the mouth. The frequency of retroflexes in the
Tamil language has led its detractors to compare Tamil speakers with peopie talking with marbies in their mouths. It
has been recently argued, again counter the Aryan invasion theory, that *“to account for retroflexion in Indo-Aryan, it is
necessary to assume that a large number of speakers of Indo-Aryan were native Dravidians, rather than Aryans
influenced by Dravidians. . .” (Deshpande 1995, 76).

13See, for example, Elmore’s Dravidian gods in modern Hinduism, containing such passages as “Siva worship is a
marked illustration of the adoption of aboriginal gods. Siva is a god of the Puranas, and in connection with his worship
there is much that is opposed to Brahmanism. he appears to be a deified chief. His wife, Parvati, is more strikingly
aboriginal than Siva himself. She appears in many different forms. As Kali she is a bloodthirsty goddess, wearing a
necklace of skulls, and dancing on the bodies of her fallen enemies. . . . The goddesses of the Dravidians are commonly
said 1o be incarnations of Kali or Durga, and so the wives of Siva” (1913, 5-6); “In many ways an artificial connection
has been found between the original Dravidian worship and Hinduism, and the people are classified as Hindus, but the
connection is to a great extent in name only. The same strange rites, the same basal beliefs and ideas, which these
Dravidians possessed tens of centuries ago, seem no less powerful today™ (1913, 7)
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religion of the south “Tamil” or “Dravidian” and drew its philosophy from that of Shaiva Siddhanta, based
on Tamil texts to Siva composed beginning in the 7th century (although remaining hidden until they were
revived in the tenth century).'® ““In the nineteenth century the aspects of this philosophy which were stressed
were the belief, first, that is was a product purely of the Tamil mind, free of the Vedas and Sanskrit, and
second its bias against Brahmans™ (Irschick 1986, 18). Shaivism and Goddess worship became associated
with, although not exclusively, ecstatic cults, blood sacrifices, wild animals, jungles, long matted hair, water,
nature and primal, camal energy' —practices which appear to conflict with what were recognized as central
to Brahmanical religion.'® The association of these fantastic, primeval forms of Hinduism with an indigenous
substratum and the refined, philosophical forms of worship with a later, Aryan influenced form of Hinduism
suggested a series of dichotomies which have been played out in popular consciousness: tribals, for example,
become remnants of the raw social base from which ecstatic forms of Hinduism ultimately grew and
Brahmans become the elite residue of the Aryans, who introduced a form of high religion.

In examining the following the popular Indian representations of tribe and their roots (or branches) in
European thought, I will focus on aspects touched upon above which dwell on the romantic attachment to
simplicity and the notion of cultural exoticism or otherness. We will discover that in the Tamil region, the
notion that the tribe is an entity distinct from mainstream society is not supported in literature of the ancients.

Let us begin with colonialism as it was registered in relation to Nilgiri tribals. We have seen that the

tribal designation was, in British times, an administrative one, which, like caste, was useful for classification

"It is a dualistic philosophy which argues that the soul retains its individual consciousness but attains knowledge
only by the free grace of god. A soul, according to Saiva Siddhanta, is intelligent or unintelligent depending on whether
divine irradiation is given or withheld. It is also based on a set of books called the Agamans which were available 10
those (such as the Sudra Varna) who could not listen to the Sanskrit Vedas™ (Irschick 1986, 18).

1 According the Ramaswamy, the revivalists were responding to a form of nineteenth century Hinduism “especially as
it was popularized through the agencies of the colonial state [which] denigrated pre-Aryan/Dravidian traditions. . . as
aboriginal, animistic, and prone to devil-worship” (1993, 694).

1*K_ S. Singh notes that many of these aspects of modemn Hinduism had been fully incorporated by the sarly medieval
period. Particularly the elements of Tantra, often associated with tribal origins, “do not belong to the religion of the
present-day tribals™ (1993, 3).

Doniger has devoted an entire book to what she calls “the central paradox of saiva mythology, ™ (Doniger
O'Flaherty 1973, 4) as Zaehner put it, Siva as, “permanently ithyphallic, yet perpetually chaste: how is one to explain
such a phenomenon™ (Zaehner 1962, 113 cited in Doniger 1973, 5). According to Doniger, “Failure to connect him
[Siva] with the Vedic gods Indra, Prajapati, and Agni led to the assumption that the sexual elements of his cult were
‘non-Aryan’ or at least non-Vedic. and obvious correspondences between Saiva myths and Tantric cult led some
scholars to seek the origins of Siva’s sexual ambiguity in this comparatively late development” (1973, 5)
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and enumeration.'® If the categories were not strongly enough drawn through administration and missionary
moral doctrine, they were certainly bolstered by the imagination of travelers, administrators, and even
scholars. The Reverend John Hough provided in 1829 one of the first prosodic descriptions of the Todas
from the Colontal period,

in appearance, a noble race of men, their visages presenting all the features of the Roman countenance
very strongly marked, and their tall athletic figures corresponding with the lineaments of the face. . . |
cannot but think that they may be found to be the remains of an ancient Roman colony. (1829, 63-4)

Others have argued that the Todas are descendants of such diverse pecples as the ancient Greeks, lost
tribes of Israclites and Scythians; even in 1991 a customs officer at Madras airport assured me that the Todas
were actually ancient Greeks—a piece of information, I gratefully assured him, [ would use in my
dissertation.

The colonial imagination was not, of course, unitary, and neither were its objects of scrutiny: not all the
entities labeled tribes were imagined in the same ways. The Nilgiris alone boasted tribal peoples of various
types—the noble, light skinned, leisurely Todas, the expert hunter Kotas, and the wild and magical Kurumbas
and Irulas. But even though colonial observers recognized tribal peoples to be diverse, they also presumed
these peoples to share a set of practices and beliefs that transcended historical time. Nineteenth century
European views of buman evolution were projected onto tribal culture: tribal culture was “simple” because it
preserved a stage of early man. A culture was authentically tribal only if it maintained pre-industrial
techniques of subsistence such as hunting and gathering. Tribal ritual practices were usually interpreted as
“animistic” and “‘magical” rather than respectable manifestations of developed religious systems. Even now,
some Indian scholars describe tribal cultures as displaying, in quasi-Durkheimian fashion, the elementary
forms of religious life.

The “elementary form” assumption continues to inform some of the scant Indian musicological work on
tribal music. Onkar Prasad, for example, in one of the few books devoted to the music of Indian tribal
people, attempted to analyze all Santal music in terms of characteristic four-note motives. Finding one
motive dominant in 37 of 51 examples, he reported,

So far the examination of the Santal melodies has revealed that there exists an ‘invariant structure” in
them. Apart from this, other dependent structures or class-motifs. . . have also been found appearing
independently in some specimens. . . which are unlikely to be so in a primitive music like the Santal one

As Cohn argues in his classic essay “The census, social structure and objectification in south Asia,” this
enumeration and classification was achieved through the census. Not only did this attempt to fix community boundaries
that were, before, “fuzzy” at best (Chatterjee 1993, 223-4), but it also “provided an arena for Indians to ask questions
about themselves, and Indians utilized the fact that the British census commissioners tried to order tables on caste in
terms of social precedence” (Cohn 1987, 230).
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where there is a tendency to concentrate on a single class-motif. (Prasad 1985, 117 [my emphasis]).

To Prasad, anomalies were the result of outside influence. The implied logic in Prasad’s model was that
since all music must have evolved from simple and repetitive music, tribal music, a survival of the oldest kind
of music, must also be simple and repetitive. This evolutionary assumption is expressed even more
transparently by the award winning radio broadcaster and musicologist Amalendu Bikash Kar Choudhury,
who wrote in a sympathetic if musicologically thin book, the Tribal songs of northeast India

According to our modern ideas tribal life may not be rich in their performing arts like dances and music,
it is also true that tribal music is lacking in modern musical accompaniments but at the same time it is
true that we can have a glimpse at the past still living in the tribal areas, in their music with simple
and easy tuneful songs and with easy and simple unskilled dances. (Kar Choudhury 1984, 46 [my
emphasis])

Indians writing on Indian society are not the only modern writers who continue to find in the “primitive”
the essential components of early man. Generations of European thought gave rise to such ideas. In
America, a similar romantic fascination with Pygmy culture led Alan Lomax to write,

Among the Mbuti the support comes unbidden to everyone present in the form of tuned-in, interlocked
synchrony of voice, of outstretched hand with food, and with naked, dancing, frolicsome, bodily
synchrony. In the Pygmy culture we find social solidarity in its earliest and purest form in playful.
affect-filled, mirror behavior. When we reflect that the peak in mirror interaction is sexual intercourse.
the act of love itself, we may surmise that social solidarity is a generalization of the act of generation.
(1968, 203 [my emphasis])

In the Lomaxian scheme, Indian tribals are living examples of the “‘Early Agriculturalists.”” who follow.
on the human evolutionary scale, the “African Gatherers” of which the Pygmies are an example. The
idealized portrayal of Indian tribals in popular Indian literature and media often shares much with imaginative
images of the Pygmy in parts of the Western world: both are innocent children, unaware of the cheating and
deceit of the outside world, both societies are egalitarian; gender roles in both societies are weakly
differentiated and sexuality is unrepressed. Indian tribals, like Pygmies, are representatives of Rousseau’s
natural man. As the late Tamil anthropologist Pilu Irudayanath wrote of the Nilgiri tribals,

Forest and mountain-dwelling tribals who know nothing of the civilized world live better than city bred
men and are more honest and straightforward. These tribals know nothing about Quvai or Tiruvalluvar,
and yet they live in the manner suggested by these great poets (1989, 84).2°

These nature-children, though pure and honest, appear to be tainted by a concomitant lack of civility or
propriety. Such ideas of tribe in south India are also represented in regional vernacular performance genres.
Consider for example, the Kuravan kuratti drtam, a Tamil folk dance that presents two “hill tribal” or

*_ . kawkalilum malaikalilum valum nikarikamayra ativacikald pattanattanaivitap panpdtu valkirrkal nérmaivotu
natakkirdrkal. ati param porulaiyum nityatyyumn nampukirirkal. ouvaiydraiyd valluvaraiyd parri ariyata kattuvacikal
apperiyarkal vakuttuc cepr valiyil valum vintaiyai epnvepru colvatu!
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“gypsy”™ characters, male and female. Typically, the man questions the woman about where she has been;
as she makes excuses it becomes clear that she is attempting to cover up an romantic affair with another man.
The scene ends with a song and dance of reconciliation. The following description of the Kuravan kurarti
atam, by Dr. N. Radhakrishnan, reveals not only the now-familiar popular discourse on tribe, but also
suggests that this dance itself might constitute, for its Tamil audiences, another representation of a
“romantic” tribal ideal-type,?

The joyous and uninhibited dance of a half-naked mountain lass and her husband or lover is one of the

most entertaining items in which the tribal instinct and unsophisticated dance movements abound. The

girl wearing a mini skirt and a very tight jacket exposing the remaining portion of her body to the delight

of the rural audience moves about in measured steps with violent jerks of her body and dances
boisterously keeping in tune with the accompanying music. . .

At times the Kurathi would adomn her braid with flowers or leaves she had gathered from the mountain.
The mountain lass with tattoo on the biceps and on her face and moving joyously tilting her body and
making the most provoking movements to the delight of the rural audience and dancing in consonance
with the music and going an rubbing her body against an almost nude tribal youth who is her partner in

the dance can only be the gypsy dance variety (Radhakrishnan 1982, 51).

In part out of concern that the foreign media will represent Indian culture with the same prurient
fascination, or emphasize the “primitive” or “underdeveloped” segments of the population, and in part out of
a genuine concern for public safety,? the Indian government has tended to shield the foreign eye from India’s

#The appellation, kuravan, denotes the following, according to the Tami! Lexicon: **1. Inhabitant of the hilly tract. . .
2. Inhabitant of the desert tract. . . 3. Kurava, a caste of fowlers, snake catchers, basket makers and fortune tellers. . . 4.
Pretender, cringing hypocrite. . . 5. Mercury, quicksilver.” Auratti, the feminine form of Auravan, means “Woman of the
kurava tribe.” The fact that the Lexicon refers to this community both as a caste and a tribe underscores the difficulty in
categorizing certain marginal communites; in this case, it is possible that these categorizations describe two
subdivisions of the kuravas (Thurston 1909, 3:453-4), one dwelling in the foothills, the other in the jungles. See further
bibliographic references in the entry, “Korava” in the Encyclopedia of World Cultures (Hockings ed. 1992), “a
peripatetic tribe of basket makers, fortune-tellers, and thieves, found throughout India and Sni Lanka.” The connection
between these people and the forests has also occasioned an association with kingship in the story of Manikkuravan
(Hart 1986, 253). Trawick analyzes the song of one kurarti, and notes taat even some paraiyars (Tamil untouchables)
“seemed to romanticize the Kuravars, seemingly admiring their evident ireedom, resourcefulness, and creativity, and
occasionally singing for me, with evident enjoyment, rather raunchy songs which they said they had heard from
Kuravars. On the other hand, they avoided contact with the Kuravars, despised them for their dirtiness, and sang songs
mocking them for lawlessness and brother-sister incest.” (Trawick 1991, 227). For a commercial cassette of songs
recorded by a member of the kurava community, see kirdmattu vicapai (“scent of the village™) sung by Paravai
Muniyamma (Ramji 072 WMD 99413; marketed by Bapu Electronics, Madurai, Tamilnadu).

ZThe typical audience for such a dance in a village would consist primarily of non-Brahmins, including untouchables
(paraiyars).

BTense political situations in regions where tribals are attempting to achieve political autonomy present immediate
physical dangers: in some areas, I am told, visitors may expect to be greeted by a flurry of angry arrows.
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Scheduled Tribes.?* It is therefore somewhat ironic that Indian government has allowed its own tribal
populations to be portrayed according to simplistic and primitivist stereotypes in films produced for local
consumption.

Just prior to the introductory scene in one Indian documentary, the narrator describes how Madhya
Pradesh tribal society continues to flourish in its original, aboriginal state.”® The first scene depicts
waterfalls, birds, and other beautiful panoramic views of nature—clearly designed to evoke ideas of pristine.
natural living. Next, as the film reveals men and bare-breasted Gondi tribal women dancing in a circle, the
narrator again verbalizes the image iterated throughout the film,

Without exposure to the tormenting problems and complications of life, unaware of the worries, disorder
and agitation, unacquainted with golden dreams of excitement and luxury, how carefree, healthy and
simple is the life of these adivasis.?

The romantic attachment to a tribal ideal in this film is by no means special or unusual—particularly
because mass media, in India and probably in general, tends to exaggerate the exotic. The preceding quotes
from anthropologists and musicologists indicate that this romanticism is also registered in some strains of
scholarship. There can be no denying that such discourse reflects the historical influence of eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century European thought.?” As suggested earlier, however, it will require more detailed and
careful study to understand not the one, but the many cultural and social classifications that predate British

*The official English term for tribal groups in India is Scheduled Tribe; untouchable castes are similarly known as
Scheduled Castes. Peoples belonging to either of these government categories are entitled to special benefits.

¥The tile and credits did not appear on the private print of the film I viewed. It is unlikely that the government of
India was not involved in the production of this film at some level, they most likely commissioned the film.

*Transcribed from film and translated by Amy Bard:
“jivan ke viradh samasydom aur ulajanom se andhik us ki cint3 vygraha [?] aur 8kulta se anjin, vavela [?] aur vilis
ke sumhere sapnom se aparacit in divasi kitne svasth aur saral haim”

7Tt must be recognized that there are other discourses on tribe, both in the media and in the scholarly community.

Noteworthy is the work of K.S. Singh (1985; 1993) and many of the scholars whose work is represented in Singh's
edited collections (Singh ed. 1982; 1972). Journalists such 2s V. Suresh (1991; Prabhu and Suresh 1989) write with a
critical awareness of popular and Orientalist constructions of tribals, providing what I believe is a more forceful political
message in communicating the plight of contemporary tribals, avoiding the vacuous romanticism invoked by less
reflective and critical writers.

Some scholars have spoken out angrily on the persistence of the term tribe in popular and academic discourse.
Jaganath Pathy concludes his “The idea of tribe and the Indian scene,” with the following polemic:

In sum it is argued that the notion of tribe is in a theoretical dead end and politically manipulated. Its indicators,

assumptions, and meanings are embroiled in politics and extremely confusing. In the Indian context, its irrelevance

and moribundity is abundantly demonstrated, and alternative terms like ethnic minority, are considered more

appropriate than the pejorative term tribe. It would however be premature to expect that owing to the exposure of

political use and scientific irrelevance the term would be removed from academic discourse. As long as it remains

useful to the powers that be to manipulate divisions and rule over the subjects and legitimise domination, the term

would survive like the unscientific concept of race. But critical reflections do carry professional and political

implications as well. (1989, 356).
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arrival in India: the critical questions concern not only the classification schemes extant in the ancient
literatures of India, but also how these and other classification schemes were applied in different regions and
at different points in history. In discussing the history of ideas of tribe in the Nilgiri hills, it may be useful
briefly to consider the classification of peoples in the literature of ancient Tamil. In so considering, I wish to
use one period in early history as a sounding board for understanding the present, not as a reference point for
“pure” Tamil culture.

AN ANCIENT TAMIL SOCIAL CLASSIFICATION SCHEME

The earliest Tamil literature, called Sangam literature, has been dated between the first and third centuries
AD. Linguistic evidence suggests that the languages of the Todas and Kotas of the Nilgiris separated from
old Tamil sometime before Tamil and Malayalam became separate languages, about 2,000 years ago
(Emeneau 1989, 135). That is, the earliest Tamil literature provides a rerminus ante quem for dating these
tribal languages. We may take this to mean that the Kotas and the Todas were probably, by the Sangam
period, isolated sufficiently as a people from speakers of the mainstream language, preserved in the earliest
written Tamil literature, to develop independent languages. Although linguistic evidence would suggest that
Todas and Kotas were distinct cultural entities in the Sangam age, it cannot tell us whether these peoples were
residing in the Nilgiris.* However, if it is probable that the people we now identify as tribal existed during
the Sangam age (though the names Toda and Kota do not appear in the Literature), it would be of interest, in
tracing the history of social representations in India, to discover how society was divided in this literature of
two millennia ago.

Sangam literary conventions divide the land into five tracts, each named for a characteristic flower and
associated with a landscape, time, season, type of flora or fauna, water source, occupation, music and social
category. The images associated with these categories, possibly less literal than poetic, were part of the
symbolic vocabulary used for the portrayal of love. What some scholars of Tamil literature now loosely term
“hill tribes” were simply the inhabitants of the hilly regions. Nothing is peculiar or exotic about these people
in the context of Tami: literature: just as each region was qualitatively different so were its inhabitants. From
a modern standpoint, the fact that the hill peoples were hunters, liked to drink, and dressed largely in leaves
and flowers might lead us, whiggishly,” to apply to them the English label “tribe.”

BThe first known inscription mentioning the Todas dates from 1117, although we do not know whether they yet
resided in the Nilgin hills (Walker 1986, 41n.4)

+The whig historian reduces the mediating processes by which the totality of an historical past produces the totality
of its consequent future to a search for the origins of certain present phenomena” (Stocking 1982, 3).
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The imaginative portrayals of peoples and places in Sangam poetry, though they were perhaps limited by
and generated from a historical reality, cannot be regarded as ethnographic descriptions. Important, however,
are not the details of descriptions themselves so much as a world-view, which may perhaps be more telling,
that was expressed through a single, integrated socio-poetic system. In the Tamil world of Sangam poetry,
there was no exclusion, no systematic difference constructed between a mainstream (what we now might call
popular Hindu) civilization, and a marginal, more ancient people living at its fringes (the tribes).

THE TRIBE AS A UNIFIED IDENTITY CATEGORY TODAY

Only in modern times have peoples throughout India, communicating not only in different languages but also
in languages from vastly different language families, been grouped together into a single category, in English.
the tribe, in Hindi, &divési (original inhabitants) or, in Tamil, palarikuti makkal (ancient race people).’® Since
many of these communities face similar problems, and since the governmental designation, Scheduled Tribe.
allows regional governments to single communities out for special treatment, it is not surprising that these
tribes have mobilized themselves politically.

Political mobilization and governmental labeling does not mean, however, that tribal communities share
substantial features of their cultures and it certainly does not mean these communities were historically
related. It would be presumptuous to assume that the peoples inhabiting the Indian subcontinent thousands of
years ago were more homogenecus culturally than they are now—if for no other reason, the technology of
travel would have tended to isolate regions from one another in ancient times to a greater extent than in the
modem age.’! Even if Indo-Aryans, Austro-Asiatic peoples and Dravidian peoples once shared a great deal
culturally, in what form could we expect these similarities to survive in different regions under differing
historical conditions?

Yet from an outside perspective there do, in fact, appear to be similarities among the cultures of many
Indian tribal groups. For example, it is widely recognized that tribal communities tend to maintain among
their members an ideology of egalitarianism; this is by no means true of all entities called tribes and often is

%1 do not believe that the adoption of Indian language terms after the English “tribe™ changes the idea behind the
concept, nor does it make the concept more indigenous. For this reason I use the Hindi and English terms
interchangeably.

3! Although most regions were not literally isolated from one another, it is certainly true that individuals and groups
could not traverse great distances rapidly. It may be argued, quite rightly, that some aspects of cultural diffusion occur
not by the displacement of people, but by the transfer of ideas—somewhat akin to the movement of a wave in the ocean.
This form of diffusion would be relatively unaffected by the technology of travel.
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not the case in the relationship among different tribes.>? The phenomenon of youth dormitories, famously
represented in the ethnographic literature as the institution of the Ghotul, is also widespread among some
Indian tribes, as is the comparative ease with which the genders may interact socially. Sociolinguistically, the
phenomenon whereby communities refer to themselves as “men” or “human beings™ as against varicus kinds
of outsiders is found among certain tribes—although in the Nilgiris, this is only true of the Todas.*

I know of no study attempting to compare the distribution of characteristics thought to be tribal among
the tribes according their population in India today, and it would be difficult to measure qualities such as
egalitarianism,* but such a study might allow us tc know the degree to which stereotypically tribal cultural
features are actually present in those cultures which are officially called tribes, and the degree to which they
are absent in other Indian cultures.

From the standpoint of understanding contemporary tribal identity, however, it may be argued that such
statistics are not important. It is important, however, that tribes use features such as egalitarianism, presence
of youth dormitories, and special repertoires of music and dance for self-identification; in some cases these

tribes revitalize their cultures by reviving dying institutions® and invent new rituals that conform to emerging

See, e.g. Ghanshyam Shah’s study of stratification among Gujarati wibes (1986) as well as any account of the
Nilgiri tribes.
3B¢.f Mandelbaum 1989, 189.

»Extending the work of Murdoch, Alan Lomax has attempted to scale social and musical qualities according to a set
of principles he developed; the samples for his studies, however, are taken to represent entire civilizations. “Tribal
India™ is a single category.

“For example, in a solidarity movement among the Khasis of Meghalaya (speaking language of Mon-Khmer
language family), “certain basic elements of Khasi culture and tradition (have] brought together the different sub-groups
of Khasi, tribal or otherwise™; notable was the participation of unmarried girls along with both married and unmarried
men in communal dance, which was “symbolic of the special responsibility shouldered by the young in forging
solidarity,” and the revitalization of the Senghkasi “socio-cultural religious organization.™ (Mathur 1982a, 184-5).

Some tribal groups, such as the Padams, Miniyongs, Gallongs and Pasi of the Siang District in Arunachal Pradesh,
noticing “many similarities their dress, hair-style, material culture and. . . language,” choose to identify themselves as a
larger entity, in this case the Adi (Sarkar 1982, 233).

In the Chotanagpur area, cultural movements for solidarity have been organized around the ancient and widely
shared ritual complex associated with the “sacred grove™ (sarna), which “impans a new orientation to the tribal’s
concept of cosmology and a cognizance pattern which set the tribals apart from the non-tribals™ (Bhowmick 1982, 88).
Religious leaders like Raghunath Murmu invoked shared *symbolic traits™ which “drive home the point that all tribals
are alike.” These included “the concept of bonga or use of various material traits like simsandi ( a particular kind of
fow] sacrificed to the bonga), sagunthili (holy pitcher) and common ecology hariar ratang or sakam (green colour or
foliage)” (Bhowmick 1982, 89). As one Santal internalized this movement, “we should not leave our religion: we
should continue to use rice beer; we should have our worship at the Sacred Grove; also we should not stop eating beet™
(Orans 1965, 106).
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ways which have been identified as tribal.* Music, dance, traditional crafts and vocations such as hunting are
important in such revitalization movements, although the specific styles and characteristics of these activities
are generally local. Surface similarities among tribal groups may have led to a general confusion: applying a
single descriptive category name, *“‘tribe,” to several different peoples does not mean that the people to which
it refers actually constitute a historically or culturally meaningful entity.

The importance of these issues associated with the idea of tribe will resurface in each section of this
dissertation. Part I: musicians consider themselves not merely musicians. but &divasi musicians, and they
know that visiting government officials will be interested in listening to their music both because they enjoy it
and because it is 4&divai music. Part II: Both rituals of god and rituals of death contain within them several
analytically distinguishable modes of representing and viewing the past. Each look at the past implicates
issues of aboriginality: the history of Kota relationships to the places they inhabit, to their occupations, and to
their perceived “‘traditional” way of life, which is gradually passing. Part [II: Kota musical systems raise
issues related to the question of tribe: music is used to differentiate contexts understood to be indigenous
from those borrowed or adopted in the recent past; and the fact that the musical system itself seems to share
features with other those of so-called tribal musics also calls for discussion and explanation. Before turning
to a discussion of fieldwork in the next chapter, it will be useful to conclude this discussion of tribe with a
note on Kota concepts of traditionality

CONCEPTS OF THE TRADITIONAL

Once such concept is associated with the word, ma mu-l, a term (ironically) of Arabic origin, meaning for the
Kotas “the old way,” or “tradition, custom.”’ Its opposite, ocmu-/, has connotations of foreignness and
inauthenticity on one hand, and progressiveness, modernity and vitality on the other. The term results from a
“folk” etymology: ma-mu-l is interpreted as a combination of the prefix ma-, from the Tamilization of the
Sanskrit mah4, great, with the Kota word mu-/, “‘direction” (metaphorically extended to “way or manner’).

Oc is a Kota prefix meaning “new”—but the connotation, often negative, is foreign or forbidden. “oca:! cet,”
in one song, for example, refers to the stench of a “new” (i.e. non-Kota) man.

The Kota word ma-mu-! frequently refers to practices of the past—both the everyday variety and those

3An example of this among the tribes of the Nilgiris and Kerala’s Wynad is a ritual at the beginning of each year's
intertribal festival, organized by the &ivaci munnéra carikam. Representatives from each tribe participate in a
communal ritual of worshiping with fire, enacted on a stage. For earlier movements towards solidarity in this area see
Mathur (1982b).

The word probably entered Kota through Tamil, see the Tami! Lexicon.
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formalized ritually: games, rituals, songs, dances, language, dress and ways of threshing can all be discussed
in terms of their ma-mu-l-ness. The term is also applied to people who support the old ways or who are
themselves very old.® A related term is kar (DEDR 1147), which means knot, and by extension
custom—that which has been tied, or established firmly.

Ocmu-l practices are regarded ambivalently—at times enthusiastically by those striving to re-form rituals
and instill contemporary meaning; and at times skeptically by those who regard new practices as somehow
inauthentic, or threatening to the integrity of the Kotas. Those who introduce new practices are sometimes
regarded with suspicion as well (e.g., see Mandelbaum 1961; 194 1)—especially if these people are seen to
benefit personally from such new practices.

It seems reasonable to speculate that as the primevalist view of the tribal became increasingly
disseminated in popular media, and as it seems to have grown into one of the informal philosophical bases of
public policy, tribes like the Kotas became increasingly self-reflexive about themselves not only as a
distinctive ethnic group, but also as a tribal ethnic group. This reflexivity, at least currently, is expressed in
the relationship between and the values assigned to ma-mu-! and ocmu-1.¥ This all becomes relevant to Kota
rituals because their form and content of point to a conscious awareness of tradition, and the past, that calls
for some explanation. Ma-mu-! and ocmu-! are of course very close to what English speakers call tradition
and modernity and indeed the issues involved with the tensions between them may be recognized across many
cultures.

This concludes the theoretical segment of the introduction. The next section moves from concept to

practice, discussing issues of fieldwork in the Nilgins now and in the 1930s.

3See Mandelbaum (1960; 1941) on village factionalism based on attitudes towards ma mu .

¥What may seem even more obvious, at least on the surface, is that since both terms are not Dravidian, the concepts
themselves may not be indigeaous. The assignment of such social-cultural meanings to linguistic phenomena is very
tricky, however, and would warrant consideration of a kind I am not equipped to carry out.
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CHAPTER THREE

ETHNOGRAPHIC CONSULTANTS AND FIELDWORK

Since the relative success or failure of my fieldwork is predicated on the negotiation of problems associated
with the ethnographic encounter, it scems worthwhile to preface the first substantive chapters of this
dissertation with a discussion of them. I have grouped a few issues associated with fieldwork into three
categories: payment and reciprocity, rapport, and representativeness. Following this, [ provide background
information gleaned from archival sources and interviews on fieldwork in the time of David G. Mandelbaum
and Murray B. Emeneau, on whose notes and publications | have relied for a historical perspective in this

work.

PAYING INFORMANTS AND TRADITIONAL AND MODERN FORMS OF RECIPROCITY

What can we give in return for the time our friends and consultants devote to our research? [ had naively
thought that members of any community would assent to and perhaps even assist in being studied if they were
convinced of my sincerity, honesty and willingness to work. I chose the Kotas, in part, because they seemed
affluent enough and familiar enough with the ways of the “modern world” to separate, in their relationship
with me, my role as researcher, from their relationships with other kinds of outsiders, such as development
officers, doctors, tourists, or government employees. Characteristic, almost habitual, modes of interaction
with these latter involved the expectation of money, photographs, or services. In some cases, these
relationships lack mutual trust. Many members of Indian tribal communities, for example, distrust
government organizations because, although they are promised such things as electricity, schools, or
buildings, they seldom receive them. Funding obtained in the name of tribal development is frequently
siphoned off until little if any reaches the people for whom it is intended. This is a common problem indeed.
Why should anyone trust me, particularly if I have nothing concrete to offer?

Many researchers approach problems of compensation on an individual basis, providing monetary
compensation for individual “informants.” The appropriateness of paying informants depends, as Jackson
points out (1987, 71; 267-69), on local custom and the exigencies of the particular field situation. From my
experience in studying Indian classical music, for example, I learned that nowadays almost everybody pays
for “lessons,” even though in the traditional gurukula systems, no money exchanged hands: the student would
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live with and provide services for the master.! In North India, I am told, it is still possible to learn music
while compensating the teacher somewhat informally (monetarily, when necessary, but not by contract; also
by favors, service etc.), although according to Kippen, the arrangement between beginning tabla students and
their teachers is, at the beginning at least, “purely pecuniary” (1988, 113).

The obvious question, vis-a-vis informants, is whether or not, or to what degree an individual is simply
feeding the researcher information indiscriminately, if not falsely, simply because he or she is being paid. Far
be it from me to suggest a simple way of coping with this problem. In this respect, the leaming of classical
music would, at first glance, appear very different; but in fact, there is the belief, romantic perhaps, that “true
knowledge” or the “deep secrets”™ of an Indian music tradition cannot be bought or sold.> Among the Kotas.
there is no evidence to suggest that compensation was ever sought in connection with the teaching of music.
This is hardly surprising given the fluidity of contexts for instruction. Since I never adopted a regular
schedule for music lessons among the Kotas, I did not establish a context that might have required “paying
for music,” so to speak. But elsewhere in the Nilgiris I was called upon, at times, to pay for performances
arranged for audio and videotaping.

For the most part, and especially among the Kotas, I avoided setting up performances for
recording—except for the personal renditions of songs or demonstrations of single instruments, which could
not otherwise be obtained. But when I did arrange performances of ensembles, monetary compensation was
usually required—along with the provision of food and drink. I was never asked to pay for documenting an
event—although I usually provided village representatives copies of cassette tapes, photos, and/or made
small monetary donations to local temples or shrines.

Since my Kota consultants ranged from people I would call friends, to those I would call teachers or
respected elders, to children who were more or less like siblings or nieces and nephews, to those who were in
a more formal sense “consultants” or “informants,” the ways in which [ compensated them varied
considerably. I did not regularly pay Pucan and Raman, for example, for the help they rendered me—nor was
it appropriate to do so. Raman habitually requested small amounts of money for day-to-day needs and [ also
gave him money to purchase things for me, such as silver for parts of the kol. Often the money would

ISrivastava (1992), who conducted research in Western Rajasthan, argued that while it might be inappropriate to
compensate individuals for knowledge widely shared throughout a culture, it is quite appropriate—often necessary in
fact—to compensate individuals for specialist knowledge. He concludes as do I that the guru daksina (an offering a
disciple makes to a teacher) model could be said to apply rather well in the field simzation. In general, compensation can
be granted in many forms, “but if money is an expected category in the local exchange system, the ethnographer should
have no moral hesitation in using it” (1992, 19).

3The notion of “levels™ and secret knowledge is associated more with the North than with the South.
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disappear and the goods would never arrive. Money was indeed transacted, but not by contract. Occasionally
I felt taken advantage of, and because of this I do not wish to portray this as some sort of “ideal”” research
situation in which monetary tensions did not exist.

Both my needs and my financial support would have to some extent altered the economic functioning of
Raman'’s family. Shortly after moving into the village I began eating my meals at Raman’s house, and I
employed his son as my research assistant (I paid him a wage roughly equal to a lower grade government
position—not overly generous, yet by no means insufficient or unfair). The money I contributed towards
meals, either directly or by buying groceries, generally bypassed Raman, but my presence and support
undoubtedly relieved him of some of the burden of supporting the family (which he never scemed to take
seriously anyway). I was concerned that my presence gave the family a false and fleeting means of security;
Raman’s family, aware of my generosity, seldom asked for anything. Although Duryodana was not employed
in a regular job, he engaged in part-time employment as a carpenter when the opportunity or financial
situation required it. Because he was planning to marry in coming years, he realized he would have to find
more steady employment. Although he enjoyed working for me, he was beginning to become concerned
about what he could do to develop a career. During my employ, he began training as a mechanic under the
support of a government grant.

Pucan, my other senior musical consultant, needed no money and would undoubtedly have been offended
if I offered him money. But such was not the case with others in the village. In general, I tried to avoid
giving or lending money to people in the village because individuals started to regard me as a bank. Once in a
while I would give a small amount of money to an individual as a sign of respect—such as five rupees to the
late te-rka'rn when he told me some stories—but never as payment for services as such. Tea, snacks,
cigarettes or alcohol were commonly the means through which [ repaid people. At times I felt ambivalent
about supporting addictive habits with my gifts and in some cases my decisions were wrong (in two instances.
for example, musicians with whom I shared alcoholic beverages became too intoxicated to perform
competentlv. But in general, I did not feel my role in the village was one of a social worker and I certainly did
not want to be regarded as one.

In other villages, and outside the Nilgiris (I sometimes made trips to the plains to record or witness
events) [ would base my payments on the pay an individual would have received as a daily wage—particularly
if he or she took a day off to help me, or. if the musicians were professional, the pay they would have received
for performing in another context.
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MUSICAL RECIPROCITY IN PRE-EXISTING SOCIAL-CULTURAL ORDERS

Returning to the Kotas, I should note that there was an earlier tradition of collecting money for performance
embedded within the system of reciprocal exchange itself. Sulli described the scenario at Badaga funerals as
one in which the mutga-rn acted as a sort of musical broker. After a given number of tunes were played as a
matter of formality, Badagas would request particular tunes and the muzga-rn would demand such-and-such
an amount of money for one tume or another.

Maintaining the system required a certain degree of mutual respect: the Kotas were proud to play for the
Badagas, and the Badagas felt their funerals were not proper without the Kotas. Although an aura of mutual
respect played a role in maintaining the system at the macro level, it is interesting to note, then, that these
pecuniary negotiations controlled the quality and duration of performances at the micro level. Nowadays the
Kotas generally distinguish between performances for which they will not accept money, and those which
they do. For example, they maintain a relationship with the Adikiri (Badaga) community in Sokkatorai,
whom they claim to have given land sometime in the distant past. Each year a member of this community
comes to Kolme-l and bows before an elder® asking that an ensemble be sent to their village for their vearly
temple festival.

The Kotas send a group every year; in 1992 they sent a group even though one their own festivals was on
the same day. The musicians were willing to put up with a long day of performance. But aside from receiving
tokens of respect, such as food, the Kotas accept no compensation for their services. The Adikiris recognize
that the Kolme-i Kotas helped to found the Adikiri settlement. The Kotas feel gratified that the Adikiris
continue to honor them in this way and feel betrayed that other Badaga communities seem to have forgotten.
or denied, that the Kotas provided them assistance when they first came to the hills. The Sokkatorai festival !
witnessed involved no bargaining for tunes.

Kotas do not expect to be compensated monetarily when they go to perform at intertribal festivals,
although the sponsoring organizations will try provide funds or means for transportation. When the national
or state government or municipality call upon the Kotas to perform, they do so as a matter of pride. Although
the Kotas are usually promised money in these contexts, they do not always receive it and generally do not
make a fuss.

As a rule, then, the “rules” for payment involving myself or others in relation to Kotas, particularly as
musicians, were quite complicated and somewhat flexible For the most part I was able to discover the
protocol either by asling or by relying on those close to me to find out or assess the situation. As generally

?1 saw them bow before Pucan, but I do not know if this respect was given to him as a musician, an elder, or both.
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happens in field settings, certain friends will look out for the potentially bumbling fieldworker, and my
situation was no different. Pucan, Duryodana and Raman often told me whom I should pay and how, whose
information, services or abilities, were worth secking, and to exercise caution among certain people who had,
for example, cheated others out of money. I had to maintain a careful balance between finding things out on
my own and taking the advice of those who cared for me. Undoubtedly there were those in the village who
felt that my closest associates were benefitting from me monetarily and, as a result, were jealous.

1 was in a way fortunate to be able to help the village, at least for a short time, by suggesting to some
Badaga friends of mine who ran a small electronics manufacturing firm, Finesse, that Kolme-1 be the site of
an experiment to set up a solar power station for battery powered lights. Finesse and a small development
organization specializing in environmentally safe, appropriate technology,* with the collaboration of two
Swedish engineering students, set up a solar power station and made twenty small florescent lamps available
to families who had no electricity. Families were selected who could not afford electricity and had school age
children. Even though [ explained that [ had not provided these lights, I was still given credit for bringing the
lights to the village; some considered it god’s grace that a white man had come to the village and brought
them free electricity. This was perhaps the most significant way in which I was seen to have compensated the
village for putting up with me; but I was lucky in this regard.

The issue of reciprocity leads to the more general issue of rapport and how informants are selected.

RAPPORT

Despite my attempts to collect information from a wide variety of peoples, in the end what I have made of
this information has depended on my more intimate and regular contact with a small number of Kotas. Since
the dynamics of the fieldwork encounter are intrinsically related to the information conveyed and interpreted .*
it seems relevant to highlight a few themes concerning my relationship with the individuals who provided the

‘I have forgotten the name of this company; the names and addresses of people assciated with this project were in an
address book that was stolen with some of my other belongings after I returned bome to Chicago.

3This point has been made explicitly or through example numerous times over the last few decades. Ina
specific historical case study illustrating this point, anthropologist Ira Bashkow concludes, “[David’
Schneider’s move toward defining kinship—‘real’ kinship—as a biological relationship was a way of
negating the reality of his troubling bond with Tannengin [a village chief and ethnological consultant]. . .
[and] his later critique of the biological definition of kinship was a retrospective legitimation of that same
bond. . . . But from whatever perspective it may be offered, no interpretation of Schneider’s ethnography can
ignore the dynamics of rapport in the particular colonial situation he faced on the islands of Yap™ (1991,
234). For first hand reflections on the fieldwork encounter, see Gottlieb and Graham (1993).
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bulk of my infcrmation.

Most fieldworkers must grapple with the problem of self-selection of informants: why does an individual
agree or wish to work with a fieldworker? Too often the only people who have the time or inclination to do so
arc themselves marginal people. James Freeman's experience with Mull, the untouchable whose life history
he so eloquently documented, was paradigmatic:

I had wondered what sort of untouchable would tell his story. I now realized with dismay that not only
had I selected him, but he had selected me as a way to carn easy money and possibly involve me with his
prostitutes. Clearly by his own account, he was a deviant in his culture, a weak, sickly man unable to do
men’s work, often living entirely on his wife's earnings, constantly embroiled in scandals, a self-
confessed liar and scoundrel whose schemes often brought disaster not only to himself but to evervbody
associated with him (1979, 20).

What kind of people did I end up spending time with? In some ways my field for selection of musical
consultants was limited: in each village there were few “experts,” and it seemed that the scope for studyving
the musical universe of the “average” person was rather limited—at least from the standpoint of what was
culturally unique. After all, I had not come all the way to the Nilgiris just to limit myself to the study of south
Indian popular musical culture.

[ spent a great deal of time collecting stories and descriptions of rituals as well as music; and for the most
part, I was restricted to speaking with those people who were willing and had the time for me. There were a
number of highly educated men in Porga-r village, for example, who knew an enormous amount of ritual
detail and possessed extensive and highly reflective understandings of their culture which they could
effectively communicate in English. But these people were very busy, and aithough I was grateful for what
help they could provide, I was often disappointed that I could not plan or rely on working with such people on
a regular basis.

So in a sense, my contact with a certain age group, those of working age whose careers were established
(roughly late thirties to mid fifties), was limited to individuals who had either chosen to remain outside or
somewhat removed from the world of modern employment, or who were unable to succeed in it. That is not
to say I did not learn from these people: Dr. Varadharajan and his brother, for example, taught me a great
deal. But my day-to-day contact with such people was considerably less than that with their father, with
Raman, Duryodana, and others who spent more time in the village. Both kinds of knowledge are valuable,
but the study would have been entirely different if, for example, I had been studying the Kotas from the
vantage point of co-workers at Hindustani Photo Films or the head Post office—each of which has its own
small community of Kotas from each of the seven villages.

Besides these Kotas of middle working age, my pool of consultants was drawn from boys and men in
their teens and twenties, no longer in school, but not yet employed in 9-5 jobs (if they ever intended to be)

Y
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ciderly men and women like Pucan and Pa. Mathi, and wives or widows like R. Mathi and Cindamani (both
age 48 in 1992). Young unmarried women seldom felt comfortable talking to me for a long time in public,
and meeting in private would have raised eyebrows. Besides, they did not know much about the kinds of
information I was interested in (details of rituals, texts of songs more than 5-10 years old and the meaning of
the language employed, stories passed down from generation to generation). Most of the young, unmarried
women | knew with any degree of familiarity were the daughters of families with whom I had become
friendly—like those of Cindamani or of Mr. Bellan of Me-na-T (one of my first hosts). Whatever the
advantages or disadvantages may have been in my methods, it turned out that young women more often, in
my research, provided or rather embodied “raw” data (as a singer of songs or participant in a ritual), rather
than reflected upon or interpreted it.5

To the degree I reflected upon this problem, I consider this lack a partial product of my own social
proclivities during fieldwork rather than any bias I might maintain conceming the validity of young women's
understandings of their own culture. However I probably could have obtained well-formed cultural
understandings of younger women had I formulated clever enough questions that, given social access to
women in pubic situations, I could have posed without suggesting impropriety. In some ways, in fact, I spent
more informal time with women than with men. But these women belonged to an older age group, usually
above 45.

¢ In an oft cited article, “belief and the problem of women,” Edward Ardener suggested “models of society
that women can provide are not of the kind acceptable at first sight to men or to ethnographers, and
specifically that, unlike either these sets of professionals, they do not so readily see society bounded from
nature” (1972, 3). While I agree that models of women and other “muted groups” (S. Ardener 1993, 7)
continue to require further attention—particularly to reach beyond what seems to be articulated nominally in
terms of a dominant discursive tradtion—I see no reason to reify the sexes in terms of such dichotomies as
culture/nature, bounded/unbounded, and analytic/intuitive. Ortner argued effectively that the association of nature
with the female grows out of “various aspects of woman's situation (physical, social, psychological)” that feed back into
“institutional forms which reproduce her situation” (1974, 87). It seems wrong to appropriate the phenomenology of
female daily life (in the Kota case, the amount of time a woman spends out of doors collecting firewood, for example) to
show that women tend not to separate society from nature, or construct boundaries. The general point is, of course, that
members of any well-defined sector of society (such as women) may conceptualize their own identity (“construct
models,” “draw boundaries™), and the identities of other societal units (encompassed or encompassing) differently from
members of other sectors. The “problem of women” crops up because in many societies, such as that of the Kotas,
men’s views and representations are reproduced at many societal levels as if they were “the whole™; it would be difficult
to evoke coherent “women’s models” if such models were entirely absent from the institutional structure of society. As
Griffiths puts it “Even when the subaltern appears to ‘speak’ there is a real concern as to whether what we are listening
to is really a subaltern voice, or the subaltern being spoken by the subject position they occupy within the larger
discursive economy™ (Griffiths 1995, 240).
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RAPPORT WITH WOMEN OVER FORTY-FIVE YEARS OF AGE

The majority of time I spent with these women took place as I sat the kitchen while they made tea or food.

My leisure time with men differed from that with women in this way: I seldom went to a tea shop or sat
around outside with women,; their time was always divided between working and socializing. Until reaching a
rather advanced age, women did not appear to have much time for relaxing: their workload often prevented
women from engaging in leisurely activities until they reached an age that their daughters or daughter’s-in-
law could share some of the burden.

My own social experiences in the United States and in India probably conditioned the degree to which I
was comfortable with Kota women. My siblings and most of my cousins were female, for example, and |
tend to have more female friends than male friends. In my study of Indian classical music, it tumed out that
the vina style I studied was prnmanily carried by women—and in a broader sense, the via is itself associated
with the female principle (see Wolf 1989, 79-87); perhaps related to this symbolic aspect of the vin4, is that,
although the majority of successful professsional v#4 players are men, by far the majority of amateurs are
women. Consequently, my interest in the vn4 and, in addition, an avid interest in cooking (and consuming)
south Indian food, led me to spend a great deal of time learning from and conversing with Indian women.
These experiences transferred easily to my work with the Kotas, despite the considerable cultural differences
between them and the Brahman musicians I knew.

Just as had I earned some degree of respect from Pucan through my knowledge of Indian classical music.
I made modest headway into the world of Kota women’s knowledge through cooking. On a few occasions [
cooked meals for the families of Cindamani and R. Mathi. Both women were sufficiently intrigued by my
methods to try new variations in their own cooking. They also took the effort to teach me about the different
kinds of Kota edibles, and to obtain rare foodstuffs for me to sample. Duryodana and his father also joined in
the food hunt, combing the lands for tasty and healthy greens native to the hills.

Since so much of my time was spent recording the music of elderly women, I eventually attained a modest
proficiency in Kota mourning songs,. By the end of my stay I could playfully compose new texts in an
idiomatic manner to existing tune types (of the mourning song variety); in some ways I was more proficient in
this limited use of the Kota language than I was in everyday speech. But once again reflecting my experience
with and interest in the music of older Kota women rather than that of younger women, [ never began to
compose new Kota songs to cinema tunes, as did many women under the age of 45. My rapport with Kota
women does seem to parallel in many ways that I maintained with my music teachers on the plains, and can
probably be accounted for in large part by my preunderstandings of south Indian culture.

As for men my age, I felt little affinity with Kotas whose interests lay primarily outside of Kota culture.
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Some young men would continually disparage Indian goods, Indian cuiture, and so forth, always trying to find
ways of purchasing foreign goods, listening to English music, or attending English language films. I often
found it fascinating to observe how such people integrated these interests into their Kota identities—because
all of them remained committed in some way to their community; but as for my personal preferences, my
choices of whom to spend time with socially, these people were not high on my list. At the same time, it was
often easier for me to communicate with such modern Kotas because of their educated Tamil and often at
least moderate command of English, and because they already knew enough about American culture to cross
the cuitural bridge rather effortlessly.

ROLE OF THE CULTURAL OUTSIDER

The very existence of this cultural bridge raises the question of what my role as a cultural outsider really was
in Kolme-] village. In one sense I was further removed from the ways of Kota life than were any of the
Indians who lived in the region, and yet by virtue of my interest, status, and probably since I was only one
person, I was embraced by the community in a manner that non-Kota locals would never be. It was scarcely
surprising that some people tried to capitalize on my presence in subtle and not-so-subtle wavs. My landlord.
who was considered to be eccentric, to put it mildly, went so far as to physically lead passers-by to my door
and show them the durai (foreigner) living in his house.

My presence forced people to renegotiate their own customs vis-é-vis village members. [ was allowed to
live in the village, and therefore became part of the village. No other non-Kota has been considered “part™ of
the village—even if they lived near or within the village boundaries. And yet, I was expected not to marry in
to the Kota community, and certainly not to become romantically involved with a Kota woman. It was
appreciated when I participated in Kota activities and dressed in the appropriate Kota attirs in appropriate
situations, but I was not to enter the temples (this privilege was reserved for Kota males who were in good
standing with the community, and then only once a year). And although I was accorded a great deal of
freedom in the village, each other village had to decide individuatly the extent to which I was to be allowed to
enter sacred ground, be present during certain rituals, or interact with certain people.

The fact that Kolme:| village adjusted their rules to accommodate me had repercussions in other villages.
It was by no means a precedent by which other villages felt it necessary to abide. I had the distinct
impression that some villages considered themselves in some sense more orthodox, and by implication,
morally superior to Kolme-l (Porga‘r villagers were proud that, unlike those of Kolme-l, they had never
allowed a non-Kota to attend the high, central days of the annual god ceremony); Kolme-1's acceptance of me
seemed to provide them further proof of this fact. So my own identity as a sort of half-breed Kota was
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closely tied to an association with Kolme:l village. Some people nicknamed me “Kolme-l Kamatn.” Kamatn
is a generic Kota name, given to all first born males of certain Kota villages; Kolme-l Kamatn signified that |
was a “generic Kota™ of Kolme-l village. There was of course some irony in this designation; to be a
nameless (i.e. without a distinctive name), faceless Kota is to be no Kota at all, but rather an idealized
representation of one. My interest in ritual and traditional forms, no doubt, rendered me more akin to an
essentialized Kota than to any Kota of my age who could actually exist.

My identity came to be associated with the people I spent time with: Duryodana, Raman, Pucan,
Cindamani, and so forth; and my acquaintances extended through extended kinship relations of my friends.
My rapport with other villages, therefore, came to be mediated not only through me as an American, but as an
American who accumulated a number of Kota identities with which members of other villages may or may
not have had an affinity.

I have no doubt that some members of the village did not like me for one reason or another;” and negative
representations of my presence would have traveled within the village and from village to village along the
same conduits as positive ones. The net effect of all this was that the more [ became accepted in Kolme:l
village, and the more certain people became my friends, the less opportunity I had to obtain really fresh views
on Kota society and culture. I could no longer approach a village as an entirely unknown quantity; I could no
longer meet somebody new by showing up in a village and meeting somebody by chance, spending time with
that person, and learning about the rest of the village through his or her eyes. In a limited sense, the lines of
force became established as I became enculturated. The deeper my knowledge of Kota culture became, the
more it was limited; the more friends | made, the more I limited the possibility of future friendships.

The “conduits™ of my social relationships, as I have called them, were also preconditioned by certain
sorts of shared interests. Music of certain kinds, as we have seen, was one of these. Another one was the
history and type of contacts with Europeans. The life histories of Cindamani and Rangan illustrate just how
much impact these experiences can have. I was not permitted to attend certain parts of the god festival at
Porgar because of precedents established with other white foreigners. For about forty years the Adivasi
Welfare Association had been helping the Kotas of that village in a variety of ways. The current director, an
English lady of eighty years known as “Miss Armstrong,” had been asking to attend the festival for at least a
decade but was not permitted to attend. Even though the two of us were very different in our involvement in

"I cannot be certain what may have stimulated animosiry towards me. Perhaps my close friendships with Durvodana
and others created jealousy among others in whom, for whatever reason, I expressed less personal interest. Some
suspected [ was conducting illicit romantic affairs with Kota women with whom I was friendly. I received an anonymous
note and threat suggesting this was the case, but nothing ever became of it and I was advised simply to ignore it.

61

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Kota culture and Indian culture generally (she had not in all those years learned to converse even in Tamil), [
was not permitted to attend because they had never allowed her to attend. The Kotas of Porga'r village had an
enormous amount of respect for Armstrong, but allowing her to be present at their most holy of events was
not among the sanctioned means for demoanstrating this respect.

As for me, I had some support in the village and certainly was trusted to maintain the taboos and so forth
associated with participating in the ceremony; it is possible that I might in other circumstances have been
allowed to attend. In the end, they did make an exception for me and I attended one of the less restrictive
night events—one in which the re-rka-rn was not to get possessed. In Ticga-r village I had a bit more pull
because my Kota friend Mr. Lakshmanan (whose son Gunasekaran was later to become a close friend and
field assistant) personally went out on a limb for me; the god ceremony in Ticga-r in 1990 was the first and
only opportunity for me to witness the possession of a te‘rka-rn during a god ceremony. Kotas do not usually
wish to have non-Kotas present when their te:rka-rn gets possessed out of concern that their presence may
interfere with the proceedings, or perhaps anger the gods (though many will simply say “that [excluding
outsiders] is our custom™). As will be explored in more detail, worship of the Kota gods is constituted by
strong symbolic instantiation of unity. Part of this performance appears always to have meant the exclusion
of outsiders from the most intense moments of ritual. No such restriction obtains in Kota rituals for deities
that are not originally Kota.

I found that the more I wanted to learn about, participate in and observe the status quo, the more I had to
find Kotas who would collaborate in an attempt to bend or renegotiate the rules upon which it was based—a
veritable Heisenbergian paradox of fieldwork.

The problem of things changing as they are observed is in one sense a false one; putting the perspective
in reverse, one may ask what is the authentic ir that one wishes to observe, and at what distilled moment, free
from inauthentic influence, can this be accomplished? Reducing the problem to an absurdity does not make it
vanish, of course, but rather alerts one to the fact that any culture can only be glimpsed and experienced
through a series of fuzzy approximations—or rather that nothing really represents the whole. Or perhaps
more radically, there is no singular object to be represented.®

This aspect of the authenticity question leads to the third issue of fieldwork which arises in the life

®* As Moore puts it in a related context “it is useful to conceive an underlying, theoretically absolute
cultural and social indeterminacy, which is only partially done away with by culture and organized social life,
the patterned aspects of which are temporary, incomplete, and contain elements of inconsistency, ambiguity.
discontinuity, contradiction, paradox and conflict”; the usefuiness of postulating indeterminacy is that it
allows interpretation of behaviors trying to struggle against indeterminacy, on the one hand, and to exploit
indeterminacy on the other (Moore 1975, 232-234).

62

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



history narratives, that of the representativeness of individual “informants.”

REPRESENTATIVENESS

One of the most tenacious problems in ethnographic fieldwork is how to deal with the indigenous
intellectual—the informant who is able to provide a holistic, detailed representation of his or her culture in a
convincing and plausible way. In ethnomusicological fieldwork there is an additional problem; one may be
interested in the way music is articulated in the total social-cultural fabric, but one is also interested in how
the music, as a subsystem in itself, operates. As Nettl noted (1983, 255-58), the utility in consulting those
who are considered “the best” in a musical culture versus those who, for the most part, “have it right,”
depends not only on what the objects of fieldwork are but also on the indigenous value placed on these kinds
of information.

[ was directed to Pucan because most Kotas whom [ asked considered him to be the best example of Kota
musicianship the culture had to offer—never mind that his knowledge was not widely shared. In this sense
there was a sharp divide between producers and consumers of music in Kota culture. The community at large
was proud of and benefitted socially, culturally, emotionally, spiritually, and perhaps even financially from
Pucan’s performance ability. They understood the music as dancers, drummers or participants in rituals, but
could not create the melodies or remember all the stories connected with them. [ was supposed to learn from
Pucan and trust what he had to say because his knowledge was sanctioned. And I suspect this sanctioning
was not purely musical: it is clear that his general stature in the community was also a function of his age.
economic standing, professional success of his children, and history of responsibility to the community. He
also represented a merger of the traditional and modern, Kota and Hindu, which most of the community
seemed to find admirable.

So Pucan seemed to be representative of a certain kind of cultural ideal. This ideal was consonant even
with the kind of musicianship for which he was famous. His expertise in all types of ko/s was highly
regarded, but he was particularly known for his knowledge of god kols. An idea I will later develop more
fully is that the notion of ““god” and all the ritual themes associated with it point towards a particularly
optimistic, integrative, almost utopian view of Kota culture; this can be contrasted with the conflicted,
ambivalent, and inauspicious associations with death and funerary rituals. Pucan’s personal association with
the repertoire of god tunes thus reinforces a set of positive cultural and personal values.

Raman does not seem to be in any way representative of a cultural ideal. Quite the contrary, judging
from Raman and others like him one would begin to suspect deviance was associated with musicians.
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Although his father sided with the faction supporting the introduction of new deities into the village, Raman
has become somewhat of a neotraditionalist—supporting beef eating and dry-funeral ceremonies despite the
stigmas attached to these practices. So it is an odd reversal: Raman is interested in maintaining longstanding
religious practices and eschewing encroachment of Hinduism, and yet is considered deviant; Pucan, who
throughout his life seems to have taken the middle road (supporting fully neither Sulli nor the conservative
traditionalist faction), is mainstream.

Raman’s deviance stems less perhaps from his adherence to beliefs of earlier times than from his
behavior, which seems to lack regularity, responsibility, diligence, and so forth. Furthermore, his obsession
with Christianity tends to make Kotas a bit nervous, if not disregard him altogether.

Each musician whose life and personality I will sketch in the forthcoming chapters tends to become
singular and unique as the camera lens begins to focus, and this should hardly be surprising. Although the
question of representativeness cannot be discarded, I would like to make it clear that it is perhaps less
relevant here than in a situation aimed at the discovery of norms or based on interviews of a question-and-
answer variety.

To some extent I have considered how these individuals may be said to represent personality, role, age-
group or gender “types” among the Kotas or within particular villages; but it is perhaps more important to
understand how this account of the Kotas and their ritual and musical culture has emerged from a set of
circumstances, a group of people, a place and time, which were contingent and unique. What I hope will be
accomplished in this account is both a plausible representation of Kota culture, and a partially reconstructible
trace: a set of connections between theory and practice, between individuals and their symbolic activities,

which in some sense anchors these contingencies in more enduring dynamics of Kota culture.

ANTHROPOLOGISTS AMONG THE KOTAS:
DR. DAVID G. MANDELBAUM AND DR. MURRAY B. EMENEAU

It is often difficult to evaluate in anything but general terms the dynamics of influence between communities
in contact (let alone broad entities like Hindu and tribal, Indian and English), the specific ways in which
particular communities have responded to Colonial and other rulership, or the impact of individuals (writers,
administrators, scholars, or cultural leaders) on the history of a community, without considering suggestive
historical moments—periods in which persops, places and events intersect in ways that impress upon the
cultural history of a community a configuration that appears unique and lasting. Here I wish to consider one
such consequential period—both because this consideration will facilitate a critical assessment of the data [
have attempted to use from this period and because it will help situate the history of the rituals that were
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invented or altered during it.

In the period beginning some ten years after a disease decimated Kolme-l village, two scholars arrived to
study the Kotas: The Canadian linguist Dr. Murray E. Emeneau (b. 1904), who had by then (early fall of
1935) already earned a Ph.D. in Latin, Greek and Sanskrit (1931) and studied ethnological linguistics with
Edward Sapir;’ and the late Dr. David Mandelbaum (1911-1987), who had written a doctoral thesis (1936)
on the Plains Cree, under the direction of Sapir. Mandelbaum arrived in the Nilgiris in April of 1937 after a
brief stint in Kerala among the tribes of Travancore and the Jews of Cochin (Mandelbaum 1939a; 1939b).

Emencau was the first philologically trained American scholar to take an anthropological interest in
Indian culture, and certainly the first to apply philological methods to unwritten Indian languages.
Mandelbaum was the first American cultural anthropologist to conduct fieldwork in India. By virtue of these
circumstances alone, both scholars were staking out new ground for American anthropology.

But significantly new events were taking place among the Kotas as well. The 1930s was a time of stress
for the Kotas of Kolme:-] because after the blight struck, the village was left without ritual specialists
(ca'trgga-rn) to conduct ceremonies in the traditional fashion. Partly in response to this devastating event,
which was believed to be evidence that the Kotas were committing some terrible wrong, and partly to improve
their social status in relation to their Hindu and other tribal neighbors, a movement arose to advocate
worshiping a new set of deities and another movement arose attempting to modernize Kota
ways—particularly as regarded the slaughtering of bovine, the seclusion of women during menstruation, and
the male style of wearing the hair long.'°

Leading in some of the reforms was a Kota school teacher, K. Sulli,'' a man schooled by missionaries and
who, as a child, even wished to convert to Christianity; although prevented from doing so by his father, Sulli
maintained a life long interest in Christianity and belief in Jesus Christ.'* Sulli’s decision to cut his hair,
apparently the last straw in a series of community breaches, led him to be outcasted (tayirt u-yrko, from a

*Although over his three y=ars in Nilgiris Dr. Emeneau worked primarily on the Toda language, he also made the first
significant contributions to the study of Kota, Kodagu and Kolami languages.

19 ong hair apparently looked “uncivilized” or “primitive,” but was ritually considered necessary in order for men to
tie up in the hair symbolic items during the god ceremony. The broader significance of bodily “binding™ is considered in
part two in connection with the tying of the toes during a funeral.

USulli’s life is discussed at length in Mandelbaum s article, “*A reformer of his people™ (1960).

12Very few Kotas have converted to Christianity and those who have are effectively separated from the community.
Reverend Metz’s disparaging account of Kota attitudes toward missionaries in 1864 captures the spirit, if not behavior,
of Kotas today: “When ] endeavour to address them they drown my voice with their dreadful music, or compel me to
retire by abusing me in the most obscene and offensive language or barking at me in the style of their own half-wild
dogs. Thus [ have often had to leave their villages, with a heavy heart at their apparently hopeiess coadition™ (Metz
1864, 134).
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verbal root meaning “push away’’)}—although he was not physically ejected from the village, he was barred
from joining in communal worship, the god ceremony, etc.!® Is extreme cases, villagers are not permitted to
speak with outcasted Kotas or enter their houses, a stricture enforced by fines (I observed this in 1992).

When Emeneau arrived in the Nilgiris, his contacts in Ooty summoned Sulli to facilitate his study of the
Kota language; Sulli was the only English speaking Kota at the time. Emeneau had established a routine and
style of working with Sulli before Mandelbaum arrived; later Mandelbaum seized upon Sulli as an informant.
Originally for a rupee a day, Sulli would come to Emeneau’s room in Ooty and dictate stories; this
employment allowed Sulli eventually to take leave of his teaching job throughout the period of the
Americans’ fieldwork.

Mandelbaum arrived in the Nilgiris after 3 months™ of exasperating fieldwork with Urali and Pullavan
tribals (in Travancore) whom he felt to be singularly unvoluble.

Somehow it seems to me that I rarely put in an honest day’s work when I am writing for so few papers
get done. If informants do come chairs are placed outside the door, a mat pulled out for them to sit on and
I begin. Either they are damned inarticulate or I am a lousy ethnographer for they just will not speak
directly and I have to gouge the information out of them. With none have I yet established any real
rapport (3.21.37).

Sulli seemed to harbor a change in luck, but his knowledge of English did not always make the going
smoother: “With Sulli on preparation of barley. His volubility is so tangled that it isn’t made faster going
with him than through an interpreter” (Mandelbaum n.d., journal entry 11.28.37). Having attempted myself
to plow through Mandelbaum’s verbatim transcripts of Sulli’s speech, and through the Kota texts he so
carefully narrated to Emeneau (1944), I must concur that although Sulli was a fount of information, it was
often difficult to make sense of that information, or to verify its consistency even in two accounts regarding
the same phenomenon. Soon Mandelbaum became frustrated with Sulli’s unfocused loquacity: Sulli was a
faucet that could not be turned off, wandering from topic to topic, tangent to tangent, and embellishing stones
and events with elaborate detail. It is difficult to ascertain whether it was Sulli's confusing style of
explanation or some other personal trait that led Mandelbaum early on to feel some resentment towards him,

June 19 [1937]. These last two weeks I have been practising touch typing and haven’t progressed very
far. Have spent a lot of time reading Rivers—of which but little sticks. Have read desultorily in DuBois
and Linnart on Indian caste, have typed some of my notes and today am going over others preparatory to
starting afresh with an informant on Monday. But the purpose of the log-off to get rid of the resentment
against Sulli has not been accomplished. Though I don’t know just where I have wasted the time. . .

Whatever that resentment was, Mandelbaum seemed to overcome it sufficiently to continue working with

B A few of his supporters were also outcasted. The composer Rangan, Sulli’s nephew, speaks of this
period in his life in part one.
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