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THE KALBEITAS: JOGY NATH SNAKE CHARMERS.

AN ETHNOGRAPHY

ABSTRACT

The Kalbelias, known alsc as Jogli Naths, live in
Rajasthan, North India. Their traditional occupation is
snake charming and until about forty years ago they
were nomadic. Nowadays nearly all have permanent homes
but continue to utilise their tents for economic and

social purposes.

This thesis describes their present way of lifte,
thelr adaptation from nomadism 10 semi-—sedentarism,
their traditional work as snake charmers and their
economic strategles of begring and other subsidiary
occupations., The Kalbelias' religious orientation as
Naths and life events such as marriage, death,
inheritance and their system of dispute settlement
which serves as a cohesive force for the sub—caste, are

described.

Pastoral and non-pastoral nomads are tound in most
parts of the world, and are capable of infinite
adaptation according to the circumstances in which they
find themselves. As snake charmers, the Kalbelias have
a8 symbiotic relationship with the other peoples around

them and salso form a continuing link through time.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE KAIBFI.IAS: JOGY NATH SNAKE CHARMERS

1: 1: INTRODUCTION

This thesis is an ethnography of the Kalbelias, or as
they are also known, Jogli Nath sanperas, of Rajasthan, North
India, f(see footnote). Their traditional occupation is snake
charming, and until about forty years ago they were nomadic,
moving from place to place with tents and donkeys. Nowadays
nearly all have permanent homes, but continue to utilise

tents for economic and social purposes.

This thesis deals with the msin strands of the lives of
the Kalbelias: thelr occupation as snake charmers, beggars,
and healers, their religious orientation as Jogi Naths,
marriage, death and inheritance, and their system of dispute

settlement.

The Kalbelias® change of lifestyle from nomadism to
semi—sedentarism, and the subsidiary occupations they have
adopted, show that they are capable of infinite adaptation
according to the circumstances in which they find
themselves. They form a useful, symbliotic relationship with
the other peoples around them, but it is their traditional
‘work as snake charmers (sanperas) which informs their

identity as far as outsiders to the sub-caste are concerned.

Footnote: *Kalbelila®' is a name used only in Kajasthan and
refers only to this specific sub-caste of Jogis. "Jogi' 1s
N. Indian vernacular for yogi. ‘sanpers’ means snake charmer

in Hindi and can refer to any snakecharmer, Muslim or Hindu,

10



Map 1.
India, with Rajasthan delineated
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Snake—-charmers formed an ubigquitous part of the Indian
scene in the past. By circa 100 — 700 BC the Rg Veda refers
to '... musicians, bards, acrobats, jugglers, conjurers and
snake charmers,’ and they were *“popular then as now. *

(Basham, 1954:210). In 1938, Briggs wrote:

*They are... householders, keeping their families with
them in camp... this particular group had evidently earned a
good reputation; for although they had many notes from
officials showing that they had been under observation in
the past, they were then free to go where they pleased. It
is claimed that these Jogis do not thieve. Their papers
showed that they are great travellers and that they had been
over many parts of India... These Jogis are... feared and
dreaded by many. Sepalas...’ (sanperas) ‘... are sometimes
known as *'Kanipaos®’ reckoned as "half-psntfs of the
Gorakhnathis®, {(Briggs (1982:60-1).

A snake charmer usually features somewhere in modern
accounts of Indias. The walling of a snake pipe almost rivals
the sitar in providing atmosphere for films or radio plays,
and photographs of snake charmers and anecdotes appear in
books together with musings on whether or not the captive
cobras are poisonous, and how they are trained to perform
So I was surprised not to find any detailed account of their
way of life. Few lengthy scholarly accounts have been
written of their lifestyle, and none, so far as I could
discover, about the Kalbelias of Rajasthan, (but see
Ray, 1986, A. Bhattacharyya, 1958; Katiyar, 1964; Mohanty, 1932;
Sharma, 1981; Singh, 1980>. Most information has been of a
popular nature, the product of superstition and snake
charmers® showmanship, or information gleaned at second

hand.

Perhaps this 1s because cobras with their lethal bite,
and their keepers' unsavoury reputation as beggars,
tantriks, or charlatans have put them beyond any but the
most fleeting contact or superficial enquiry. And the

nomadism of the snake charmers’ wouid have compounded

12



difficulties facing anyone who wanted to do an in—depth

study.

Nomads comprise about seven per cent of the Indian
population. Of these, between one and two per cent are non-
pastoral or service nomads, who comprise between three to
five hundred endogamous groups, with occupations such as
map—sellers, embroidery needle makers and sellers, epic
narrators, medicine sellers, fortune tellers, artisans,
genealogists, dancers, singers, hunter-gatherers etc.

(Malhotra and Gadgil, 1982: 2-4; Misra et al, 1971>.

There has been little systematic study of non—pastoral,
non—hunting and gathering nomads, and the published material
avallable has often proved disappointingly lacking in
detail, although there are exceptions, for example, Berland
(1982>, Birch (1971), Rao (197%5; 1987) and Ruhela (1968).
This lack of information about non-pastoral nomads means
there is no clear concept of what this type of nomadism is,
despite many groups so designated. Galaty criticizes the
assumption that the conceptual "ildeal"” types of nomadism and
pastoralism characterize any specific society, for both
constructs represent dimensions along which societies,
groups or even individuals may range, (1981:19). I would
extend that continuum to include non—pastoral nomadism right

through to sedentarism because, as Galaty says,

' The contrasts of nomadic/sedentary, or
pastoral/hunting/wage labour rarely characterize states, but
rather processes of interchange and contextualized
variation., But this realisation should lead not to a
dismissal of these categories but to a revised
interpretation of their nature... 1f subsistence activities
represent forms of response to variable conditions and
opportunities, they are also inflected by value hierarchies,
preferences and processual trajectories. For Africa,
pastoralists; 1in the Middle East, tribesmen — such "“types”
represent nol simply markers for empirical reslity but value
clusters which motivate opportunity and codify the

>
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directions of change and soclal transformation.*® (1981: 19—
20>,

The gross differences between pastoral and non-—-pastoral
nomads are summed up by Berland: non—pastoral nomads rely
upon human soclal resources, whilst pastoral nomads have a
greater and more direct control over subsistence resources
and tend to be found in areas where the human populations
are small. Non—pastoral nomads, of course, need to be where
human populations, preferably large, are found. The nature
of herd and group interaction with sedentarists, 1iimits
individual or economic activities among pastoralists,
whereas non—-pastoral nomads frequently exhibit a range of
individual skills. Peripatetic artisans and entertainers
have comparatively, a greater spatial flexibility in
decision making than pastoralists, whose pattierns of

movement are declided by herd requirements, (19382:57).

As against this, Ruhela writes that movements of the
Gaduliya Lohars (travelling bplackemiths’) are dictated by the
agricultural seasons, because they manufacture agricultural
implements and travel with bullock carts. When the rains
come, the hooves of the bullocks sink into the muddy ground,
and force them to cease travelling, (1968: 145-6>. But the
rainy season can be the busiest time of the year for
Kalbelias, when snakes are highly visible and snake charmers
are needed to remove them from people’s homes, or requested
to carry out treatment for snake bite. So, although not to
the same extent as pastioralists, the movemenis and wage-
earning activities of the Kalbeliass and Gadullya Lohars are
also somewhat regulated by the seasons of the year, which
affects the animals they work with. This makes Berland’s
dichotomy between pastoralists and non—pastoral nomads less

clear-cut.

14



In Pakistan, sedentarists tend to lump together all
non—-pastoral itinerant groups under the designation
' kbanabadosh’, literally meaning ®house on shoulder®, a term
also applied to a snall or individusl tramp. Itinerants
rarely use it{ as & term of reference for themselves. They
have elaborate classification schemes, not merely pointing
to the mode of life as nomadic, but which actually
differentiate nomadic activities. Berland found a clear
distinction is made between pastoralists, caravaneers,
nomadic artisans, entertainers, pedlars, professional
thieves and smugglers. And apart from occupation, other
distinguishing features such as the preferred type of make—
up, ornaments and tattoos are well known to other nomads,
(1982: 60). The Kalbellas think of themselves as a sub--caste
of Jogi Naths, followers of their Nath gurw, Kanipa (see
Chapter Two), and do not differentiate themselves from other
people primarily on the grounds of their being traditionally

nomadic and other people sedentary.

The integrative role of itinerant peoples within, for
the most part, an immobile society is little understood, but
some South Asian peripatetic groups specialize in services
to the encompassing population, "articulating key cultural
values and themes of the sedentary majority cultures as
genealogists, theatre troupes, musicians, fortune-tellers
etc, * (Barth, 1987: XI>. Singer sees them as travelling
specialists, providing various services in villages where
such specialists are lacking, (1971:75). Itinerants carry
the Fulture of the Greater Tradition in a style, dialect and
medium which easily catches the imagination of the local
people: in Andhra and Mysore State the Ganireddulu perform
the Rama—Sita marriage with two sacred cattle to the

accompaniment of local music, (Menon, 1981).

Barth queries °*How can... persons of so distinctive
experience serve as interpreters and evokers of the
understandings, longings and dreams of ordinary villagers

15



and townsmen? How can their cultural products so
successfully enter the mainstream of another culture and
another life experience?’ (Barth, 1987:XI).

In India, for example, Hindus share a knowledge of the
Ramayana. Hinduism embraces everything, and even those
people who are Muslims or of other religions nonetheless
live in a Hindu ambience, although the variety of
occupations associated with Indian non-pastoral nomads make
it somewhat difficult to slot them definitively into the

caste hierarchy:

‘When not in their camps or otherwise engaged in
selling their wares or entertaining, Kanjar (itinerant toy-
sellers and owners of children's roundabouts) are non-
descript in appearance and seldom distinguishable from
members of poor or service castes in each community.
Especially 1in metropolitan asreas, assumption of an ordinary
status provides them a kind of "invisible social status™
allowing Kanjars to observe community activities while
working as beggars. Consequently, Kanjars know a great deal
about the human resources they explolit, whereas members of
sedentary communities know almost nothing about Kanjar
socieiy and culture - theilr experience limited to passive
audience roles in contrived performance settings,
(Berland, 1987: 249).

This 1is also true for the Kalbelias, when not actually
dressed as snake charmers. Indeed, everyone finds a degree
of anonymlity in the city, but it is over-stalting the case 1o
suggest that Kanjars, or indeed anyone else, really has much
insight into the doings and beliets of other castes. All
castes are to some degree outsiders 1o each other and few
people are very knowledgeable or even interested in the
customs of other castes. Goods and services are exchanged
between castes, and some friendly individuals from sedentary
castes pay social visits to Xalbelias in their hamlets, but
visits by ocutsiders to tented camps or squattier settlements
are rare. And few Gypsy-like people either providing a
sarvice, or beggring, are allowed to penetrate beyond the
front gate of the homes of people from other castes,
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whatever the position of the peripatetic in the caste
hierarchy. It is usually considered to be low. Enquries are

not usually made!

Moffatl comments that the village Untouchables of
Endavur might have avoided being relegated to the bottom of
the local caste hierarchy by pointing out they were superior
to the Kurivikarans, ostensibly nomadic catchers and
suppliers of small birds, but who mainly seem to subsist by
begging. Such a strategy was never utilised, (1979:; 144-5).
But the Kurivikarans are not only pot comparable to the rest
of the castes in the village where Motffat did his field work
because they do not live there permsnently, but they are
aiso treated by the villagers of Endavur as though they do
not have homes anywhere, and therefore represent an
inversion of the established order. Probably in the
Kurivikaran®s home base village, which Moffat says they
have, they have thelir place in that particular local
hierarchy, where possibly they are not even thought of as

nomads or wanderers.

This 1is the case with the Kalbelias. Village children
from other castes and Kalbelia children go to schooi
together. VWomen from other castes occasionally work side by
side with Kalbelia women in the fields, and there 1is
considerable cross—caste social interaction. In their home
villages, Kalbellas are known to be a clean caste of
Shudras, not Untouchables, and as friendly and helpful
people, or at least harmiess. But away from their home-base
villages, 1in the city for example, the Kalbelias sometimes
attract accusations of being scoundrels, thieves or even
black magicians. Some say the Kalbelias wander perpetually,
constantly looking for opportunities to steal or to cause

trouble by practising black magic.
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Peripatetics have long been perceived by outsiders and
governments too, to be problematic if not actually criminal.
Europe has seen various strategies of dealing with then,
from hanging in Elizabethan England, gassing 1in Hitler's
Germany, and more recently in Switzerland, the taking away
of Gypsy children from their parents when bables, (Liegeois,
1987; Hancock, 1987; Puzon, 1980:9).

. The Indian Government has adopted a more positive and
accepting attitude. The Scheduled Tribes and Castes together
comprise about 21% of the Indian population, (Beteille,
1981: 9) and are considered to be *backward’. The Kalbelias

are categorised as a Scheduled Caste.

‘In Indis... “"backwardness” is viewed as an attribute
not of individuals, but of communities which are, by their
nature, self-perpetuating. In ordinary sociological
discourse a class is a set of individuals - or, at best,
families — sharing certain life chances in common that they
may or may not owe to their ancestors, and that they may or
may not transmit to theilr descendants. By the terms of that
discourse, the Backward Classes are not classes at ail, but
groups of communities,*® (Beteille, 1981:8).

These Backward Classes have had legislation enacted in
their favour to remove various social, economic and
educational disabilities previously suffered. The Kalbelias
have benefited from these measures, especially the
allocation of plots of land, which have enabled most of them
now to have permanent homes. However, they have added to,
rather than abandoned, their economic strategies which

depend upon a nomadic lifestyle.

Barth suggests that nomadism entails the dispersal and
weakening of community ties within the peripatetic group,
lieading to problems in maintaining the shared social and
cultural identity of such a group, (1987:viii>. But

Kalbeiias constantly visit each other and travel to other

18



villages, squatter settlements and camps in the course of
thelr economic and social activities. They keep up to date
with news, arrange marriages and convene panchayats (caste
councils). Their mobility brings them into contact with many
more of their caste—mates than if they were entirely
sedentary, and their panchayat is a cohesive force in

maintaining community ties and norms, (see Chapter Eight).

_Many groups of non-pastoral nomads percelve themselves
as set apart from sedentarists because of their itinerant
lifestyle, and also as delineated groups set apart from
other nomadic groups by virtue of their method(s) of earning
a living, their customs, kinship and possibly territorial
boundaries. Many of these groups do not merely favour
intramarriage, but prescribe it, often displaying a “siege”
mentality to outsiders, another mechanism which preserves -
their social and cultural ldentity. Many Indian people, not
Just non—pastoral nomads, agree on the desirability of
marriage and socialisation solely within one’s own caste. In
England, Gypsies are often desirous to keep outsiders at
bay, and feel threatened by attempts on the part of the
encompassing society to sweep away barriers, often perceived
by outsiders to be disadvantageous, that surround apparently

discrete groups of people, (Okely, 1983:77ff)>.

Kalbelias guard their women against sexual
exploitation, by the women veiling themselves before male
outsiders and Kalbelia men who are not their fathers,
brothers, husbands or close relatives. In public places they
are escorted by a male family member. If a Kalbelia woman
works in the fields or on road works, her husband or a male
family member is there too. Those Kalbelia girls who attend
school rarely continue with their education after ten years
old, because of the danger they will °*lose their (good> name

in society.*
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*(Ethnic? boundaries... persist despite a flow of
personnel across them... but... entalil social processes of
exclusion and incorporation whereby discrete categories are
maintained despite changing participation and membership...
ethnic groups are categories of ascription and
identification by the actors themselves and thus have the
characteristic of organizing interaction between
people...* (Barth 1970:38-10>,

The Kalbelias are successful 1n maintaining their
social and cultural identities as a discrete community. They
allow few.persons into their caste, and none, except ftor
outcasting (usually a temporary stater, out of it. They are
very aware of their own ethnic identity and validating myths
(see Appendix I1I5.

*Barth says “"Ethnic groups only persist as significant
units if they imply marked differences in behaviour, **
(Epstein, 1978: 96).

In India, caste groups are ascribed a certain type of
behaviour, vegetarianism, or the eating of rats, or the
following of a particular occupation, such as snake
charming. Ancother way of dealing with possible problems of
dispersal and weakened identity is for populations to be
internally divided, and perhaps stratified according to some
unifying criteria, such as occupation. This is the
traditional system of division and unification in India, and
the Kalbelias are but one of a number of sub-castes
hierarchically arranged which together make up the Jogl Nath

caste.

Below the Kalbelias in the Jogi Nath hierarchy are
Chabdiyale (basket makers) and Chakkivale (grinding—stone
makers? who, the Kalbellas say, are inferior to them
“because of their doings and occupations.” The founding
Surus of all three sub-castes were Naths, of the legendary
Nine Naths, (see Chapter Two). The guru of the Chabdivale
(basket makers) and Chakkivsle (grinding-stone makers) sub-

20



castes 1is the famous Gorakh Nath, a well known figure in
North Indian religion and mythology, while the Kalbelias'

own guru is Kanipa.

Although I have no direct knowledge of the sentiments
of the Chakkivale and the Chabdivale, the Xalbelias
certainly do not suffer from any feeling of °weakened
identity’. Apart from these two sub-castes, the Kalbelias do
not have ritual or social relations with other jogis or
panths (ways) of the Nath sect, and are vague about

information concerning them.

Childers claims that Banjaras (nomadic transporters and
traders?> ‘recruited, kidnapped and adopted outsiders,’
(1875: 249>. My research did not support the supposition that
vast numbers of ouicasties have banded together to form theilr
own caste, (but see Jha, 1979; Chaudhuri, 1987; Bhatia,
19452, or that outcastes from other castes have been
automatically incorporated into the Kalbelia sub—caste. An
individual cannot be down—-casted, only outcasted, according
to Barth, (1970:27)., But from time to time, outsiders are
incorporated into the Kalbelia sub-caste. A few Kalbelia men
have taken brides from the Chabdivale (basket makers) and
Chakkivale (grinding—-stone makers) sub-castes, (see Chapter
Six>, and two generations or so ago, a young boy was adopted
and incorporated into the Kalbelia sub—caste. No one knows
which caste he came from originally. Recently there has been
only one case of a man being incorporated into the Kalbelia
sub—caste. He left his own Carpenter caste and after much
deliberation by the Kalbelias' panchsyat, was accepted into
the Kalbelia sub-caste so that he could marry a Kalbelia

woman, (See Chapter Eight).

Whether it is even meaningful or useful to classify
bards, minstrels, tinkers, mendicants, traders and the like
together with the shared attribute of mobility, is
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questioned by Leshnik. For over—riding this shared attribute

is the distinction that pastoral nomads are food producers,
while the apparent total dependency of wandering artisans

and entertainers upon farmers marks them out as a special
feature of complex society, (1975: XV}, where they are often
seen as parasitical 1in their dependence upon the settled
population, (Acgigp. 1982>. (Barth also mentions non— 5?

pastoral nomads dependent upon pastoral nomads: 19864, 91-2).

Leshnik suggests that migratory pastoralists should be
designated 'nomads’ whilst other groups are designated
*wanderers®” (1975:XV), But the dictionary definition of
‘wander®' is "to rove without purpose or planned route,
ramble’, and this would be no more helpful than *‘nomad’', and
does not describe the purposeful peregrinations of non—

pastoral nomads.

In addition, there are considerable differences, both
between the socio—economic lifestyles of different groups of
non—pastoral nomads, and ‘self-sufficient’ pastoral nomads,
{(1975: XV). Actually, pastoral nomads are typically much
involved with neighbouring agricultural peoples and usually
exchange herd products for agricultural products. In some
settings, pastoral nomads might be described as having a
predatory economy in relation to the settled population,
(Irons, 1974: 654-5>. In fact, pastoral nomadism does not
imply distance from, anrd independence of, the sedentary
community. What peripatetics have in common with most
hunter—gatherers and pastoral nomads, 1is the
characteristically patchy distribution of resources, and the
seasonality or resource-extracting possibilities.

(Rao, 1987: 33).

Weissleder suggests that there is a symbiotic
interaction between fixed and mobile populations
(1978: XVIXI>. In India, non—pastoral nomads function as
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useful adjuncts to sedentary societies. This can be shown by
the traditionally mobile occupational groups of hunters,
trappers, fishermen, blacksmiths, basket-weavers, and the
entertainers such as acrobats, magicians, snake--charmers,
puppeteers, monkey trainers, singers and dancers, as well as
philosophers, teachers, fortune-tellers and palmists, whose

major resources are their various customers and patrons,

The Kalbelias are not totally dependent upon any one
section of the sedentary population. They have dual roles or
identities, both nomadic and sedentary, according to their
differing contexts in Hindu society. They exemplify
Weissleder®s hypothesis of a symblotic interaction between
fixed and mobile populations, with non—pastoral nomads being
an advantageous adjunct to sedentary socilety (1978: XVII», as
I shall show in this thesis.

1: 2. CONDITIONS OF FIELD WORK

I first met Kalbelias begging near the Rallway level
crossing in Jaipur during a visit to Rajasthan in 1984. They
invited me to visit them in their nearby viliage, where they
made me welcome and tape-recorded messages urging other
Kalbellas to help with my research. In February 1987 I
returned and stayed until! March 1988 with my two children,
then fourteen years and ten years old. Kalbelias I met on ny

previous visit spread the word that I was there to ‘write
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the story of our people,’' and many Kalbelias offered help,

information and hospitality.

I rented a2 flat in the house of a Brahmin university
lecturer but he detested our low-caste visitors, and
pretended we were out, or lay in walit as Kalbelias left and
forbade them to come to the house again. The landlord
threatened my son with prison if he continued to socialise
with Kalbelia teenagers in our flat. He even went to the
local police station to complain, but the police said I was
doing nothing wrong and the landlord should maintain
friendly relations with us.

But he would not. He and his family monopolised the
water supply, only available for short periods early morning
and evening, by filling vast water tanks in their downstairs
flat and watering the garden with extreme thoroughness. This
left us with scarcely encugh time to fill up a few buckets
for cooking and washing. They said I was a prostitute, and
claimed neighbours were complaining about thefts my Kalbella
visitors were supposed to have committed and the poisonous
cobras they might release in the colony, although after we'd
moved away, the landlord admitted that none of the
neighbours had really complained about me or my children, or

our Kalbelia visitors.

I employed a woman to shop, cook and clean, but found
she was telling Kalbelias not to call at the flat. She was
afrald she would be outcasted if members of her (Rajput>
caste suspected her of washing the plates and cups of the
Kalbelias. Then the washerwoman claimed I was forcing her to
wash sanperas' clothing as well as ours! 1 dispensed with

domestic help and searched for other accommodation.

I hoped the Kalbelias would offer me a hut in one of

their home-—-base villages or even in a kachchi basti
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(squatter settlement?, but this was not possible. The
kachchi bastis were (usually) lllegal settlements shared
with other castes who would object if a foreign woman plus
two children lived there. I would be certain to attract the
attention of passers—by and the police, and possibly the
city authorities. The home-base villages did not have any
spare huts in the Kalbelia settlements, so [ was pleased
when Manasi Nath found a two-roomed detached bungalow with a
kitchen and bathroom and garden available to rent on the

outskirts of JYaipur.

This time I emphasized to the landlord that I was in
India only to research snake—charmers and they would be
frequent visitors. I even took a Kalbelia — Dari Nath, with
me to the interview, and luckily the new landlord accepted
the situation. The Kalbelias arranged to clean the bungalow
and fill in the rat-holes in the garden. They hired a bus
from the local bus station, helped us pack and clean the
flat we were leaving, lowered the refrigerator over the
balcony with ropes and loaded ocur belongings. Finally we all
piled into the bus, cheering as we left the colony.

I was initially disappointed that I was not able to
live in a squatter settlement or home base village, but
there were advantages in living in the bungalow. The
Kalbelias, beling snake charmers were popularly viewed with
trepidation because of their cobras and reputation as black
magicians and had attracted curiosity from neighbours at my
first flat. But once in the detached bungalow, I had more
privacy, and avoided the previous interference. Through
visits to Jaipur squatter settlements, I met and latef
visited many Xalbelias in their camps and home—base
villages, even as far away as Marwar, a ten-—-hour bus
Journey. Because of the Kalbelias’ own nomadic habits, this

research strategy proved to be appropriate.
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The Kalbellias divide themselves according to the area
of Rajasthan in which they live or originally came from. The
three regional divisions they frequently mention are the
Delhi vale area, siretching from PDelhi and embracing Jaipur,
the Marwaryvale area, embracing the region of Marwar, and the
Mewar vale area. These areas are said by the Kalbelias to be
the ancilent princely kingdoms of Rajasthan, (see Map 3).
Most of my contact was with Delhivale Kalbelias, based as I
was in Jalpur, but I alsoc had good contact with Marwarvale,
and was able to distinguish some regional differences in
customs. I had visited Bijainagar in Mewar in 1984, and met
many Xalbellas there, but a subsequent feoray found only one
sti1ll Kalbelia family living there, so I confined my
investigations to Delhivale Kalbelias and Marwaryvale
Kalbelias with whom I had good rapport. This entailed much
travelling by bus and train and camel and buffaloc cart, and

I could not efficiently further‘widen my area of research.

I made visits to rural villages, sometimes with my
interpreter, or when he was studying for university exans,
accompanied only by my children and escorted by the
Kalbelias who had invited me to be their guest. My
interpreter was a Brahmin, and at first he was apprehensive
that the Kalbelias would be violent and threatening. After
meeting them he was happy to find them polite and helpful.
Although I can carry on long conversations with Kalbelias I
know well, sometimes I could not fully understand details of

certain topics without the help of a native speaker.

A nmember of the Bhopa caste (who traditionally travel
around rural villages displaying pictures depicting
reiigious and mythological events and singing and acting out
the story) heliped with translating, once or twice. This man
was a journalist, and nephew of the leader of a Government—
sponscred folk—-song and dance troupe in which several

Kalbelias were employed. Another man, from the Bhat
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VILLAGES, SQUATTER SETTLEMENTS AND CAMPS VISITED#*

Villages (permanent home—bases)
Harjipura (near Jaipur)

Ramalpura (near Jaipur?

Kanoda (near Jaipur. Two settlements)

Manoli (near Jaipur)

Jhakari (near Jaipur>

Chandiwar (near Agra)

Shivapuri (Marwar)

Tisra village (Marwar)

Devghar (Marwar)

Bagwar (Mewar, near Chittorgarh; 1984)

Bijainagar (Mewar. In 1984 there was a large group of
Kalbelias. Revisited in 1987, only one family
remained>.

Kachchi basti (squatter settliements)
Railway kachchi basti (Jaipur. On Railway property)}

Sabzi kachchi basti (Jaipur?

Gulab Marg kachchi basti (Jaipur)

Krishnapura Marg kachchi basti (outskirts of Jaipur. Tents: some
families were being allocated government house plots).

Camps (ients)
Railway crossing (outskirts of Jaipur)

Sanganir (near Jaipur. Camp for panchayat)

Galta (near Jaipur. Camp at shrine)

Kejiger camp (near Kejigar village outside Jaipur)

Chandiwar cemp (near Chandiwar village near Ajmer. Working on road

works)

Pushkar (near Ajmer. Camel fair. Some Kalbella entertalners
working in Tourist village).

Ajmer (Tents in streets of town).

8ijainagar (Mewsr. Camp in town because of Nagpanchmi).

Most of my visits, apart from the squatter settlements in Jaipur,
were to villages in the vicinity of Jaipur and Ajmer. I also visited
three villages in the Marwar region, a ten—hour bus journey from Jaipur.
Kalbelias from these villages have relatives in rural villages in the
Jaipur area and they also stay in the Jalpur squatter settlements. Most
of my information however, concerns Kalbelias in the area near and
ground Jaipur and Ajmer.

* Names of villages, squatter settlements and camps have been
changed (as have the names of individiual Kalbelias). Large towns remain
unchanged.
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puppeteer caste, who worked for All India Radio also
translated for me on a few occasions. The Kalbelilas
introduced them to me, after meeting them when they visited
relatives 1living 1in the Railway kachchi basti. Both men

kindly offered help when their normal work permitted, but
the Kalbeiias decided they would not accept them in this
role. “These two men will know all about us and tell each
and everything to their own castes.” The Kalbellas found my
Brahmin interpreter acceptable precisely because he had no
other close contacts but them among the lower castes. Thus
their privacy and secrets were safe from those who might
conceivably be able to derive some advantage from knowing
them, although sometimes Kalbelias gave me information,
usually of a personal nature, which they said even my

Brahmin interpreter was not to hear.

When returning to Jaipur from visiting a rural village
or camp, usually several Kalbellas accompanied me and stayed
at my house. In the villages I gathered information, and
back in Jaipur I checked over the notes I had made and asked
follow—up questions about particular topics. Kalbellas said
they felt more relaxed telling me of personal or
confidential matters in my bungalow, rather than in their
hamlet where everyone, including sonmetimes curious
bystanders from other castes, could hear. They regarded 1t
as fair that after enjoying their hospitality, 1 should make
them welcome in my home. I was very willingly to do this,
for they are agreeable company, but sometimes I was
exhausted after interviewing all day, and then cooking

dinner for nine or ten people in the evening.

My house was used as a resource. Kalbelias arranged to
meet there, and sometimes stayed for a few days. Anyone
going to hospital would first have a thorough bath in my
bathroom. It was also a stopping—off point for one of the

hotels where some Kalbelias entertained. Cne °*shift*
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exchanged their ochre—coloured uniform shirts and turbans
with the next shift, and handed over the cobra and bin
(snake pipes). Bicycles could safely be left in my garden
(actually a sandy desert filled with rat-holes?>, and
collected later. I had very many Kalbelia visitors,
especially during the hottest time of the year. I suspect
this was because I had an electric fan! It was preferable to
sit under that, rather than in the blazing sun. None of the
Kalbellas have electric fans in their huts, and temperatures
rise to forty—four degrees centigrade in Jaipur. It is even
hotter out in the desert villages. The slightest movement is

an ordeal.

The police kept an eye on me. Cne day they pursued my
rikshaw in a commandeered taxi as I returned from Harjipura,
a Kalbelia hamlet near Jaipur airport. Another time I was
sitting in Anand Nath's hut in Jhakari after a sandstorm,
and eating an evening meal when three men burst in and
announced they were policemen. They fired a barrage of
questions at me concerning my visa. Once satisfied on that
score, they were incredulous that I intended to accept the
hospitality of the Kalbelias, which they made clear, was
meagre by their own standards. They offered to put me up in
their house, saying they were Rajput by caste. "Are you
eating with them?" they asked significantly. I had been
gnawing a chicken leg when they first entered, so I was able
to reassure them that I would be fed. "The police are in the
habit of asking questions. They are like dogs, they will
never leave a thing alone!™ sald Bhadra Nath once the

policemen had left.

It seemed that wherever I went with Kalbelias the
police would appear sooner or later. On a night journey to
Marwar, the Kalbelias with me were dragged off the train at
Ajmer and questioned at the police station. Then they were

beaten with sticks and questioned again. I was frightened,
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and so were my children. When I tried to intervene the
police just laughed. After some time the senior police
officer, clad only 1n striped underpants and vest and
lolling on a cot, decided we were innocent. One of his men
escorted us back to the train but then threatened to prevent
us boarding unless we paid him a ten rupees bribe. I
grumpily handed over the money for fear of what might happen
if I refused. We came into contact with the police on many
occasions and I found myself apologising time and agalin to
the Kalbelias for the trouble I was bringing to them. The
police did not bother them normally, and most said it was
the first time in their whole lives they had ever been

questioned by the police.

With the Kalbelias going about with me and my two
children, we all attracted much curicsity. In many small
villages Europeans had never been seen before, especially by
children and women. People from other castes invaded the
sanperas‘ hamlets to stare at us for hours on end. Sometimes
on public transport other passengers were ilnitially
fascinated by the spectacle of Europeans accompanied by
snakecharmers (with their attributes of black maglic and
their wnmusual occupation), but then became aggressive. On
one occasion the bus was stopped for a fight between

Kalbelias and some passengers who were insulting us.

The Kalbelias continued to be protective towards us,
and we in turn felt loyalty and identity with them It
seemed there was no middle way where I could have much
contact with other castes without putting the Kalpbelias in
the humiliating situation where higher-caste onlookers
ordered them to sit on the floor at my feet, expecting me to
bark peremptory questions at them. I felt I had to identify
fully with them and let them know I did. And anyway I liked
them. They became my triends and were like an extension of

ny family.
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1.3. THE KAI.BFE!L.IAS
The rest of this chapter gives a general overview of
the lifestyle of the Kalbelias. Topics are dealt with in

greater depth in subsequent chapters.

Until about forty years ago, the Kalbelias were
nomadic. They lived in tents made then, as now, of quilts
and rags stretched over a wocden framework, like the English
Gypsy bender tents. They transported their belongings on
donkeys, the bedding and tents loaded on up—ended string
cots. Nowadays the Kalbellas use poiythene, plastic or
canvas on their tents when the rains come, which in the

desert state of Rajasthan 1is rarely.

The Kalbelias reaiised it was necessary for them to
change their lifestyle after the time of India's
Independence in 1947. The abolition of the princely states
meant the loss of economic benefits such as money, clothes,
salt and other provisions which they had formerly gained by

frequent visits to princely courts.

“Previously we moved around, living in tents on the
outskirts of villages. We did snake—-charming, and those
males who were good acrobats, dancers, nusicians or
conjurers camped near the palaces of Rajas and Maharajas,
entertaining and earning money from them. All Kalbellas were
earning lots of money, lots of wheat and clothes. Everything
was provided, even salt. But after Independence, alil
Maharajas and Rajas gave their property to the
Government and were poor. It was this factor which decided

Kalbelias to change, "™ (Manendra Nath).
Land, in the form of house—plots, was distributed by

the State Government to many non-—-pastoral nomads to

encourage them tc abandon their nomadic lifestyle. This

32



helped the Kalbelias to incorporate house ownership into
their risk—spreading economic strategies, rather than
concentrate solely on their traditional occupation of snake
charming. Some members of the sub—caste now work on local
agricultural land or take up bullding or some other kind of
work. Others continue with snake—-charming, travelling when
required and use their homes 1n rural villages as permanent
home bases. Nowadays, the Kalbelias have dual relationships
with the sedentary community: as nomads, with those people
they meet and work with when they travel away from their
home villages, and a further set of social and economic
relationships with the cther castes in their home village,

where they are integrated as new settlers.

Ruhela, writing about the Gaduliya Lohars <(nomadic
blacksmiths) sees the main thrust of the Rajasthan State
Government' s nomads’ rehabilitation programme to be
sedentarisation. He criticizes the notion that provision of
free housing plots, subsidies and loans for house building
and agriculture, a co-operative credit society and
production—cum-workshop can be the common means of
‘rehabilitation’ for all backward communities, whether tribe
or caste, nomadic or sedentary, without reference to the
socio—economic background or wishes and desires of the group
concerned. fe claims toco, that the notion of
‘rehabllitation’ seems to be hazy in the planners' minds,

(1968: 214; 242-3),

As far as I could ascertain, the kEajasthan State
Government, apart from supplying some house—plots and loans,
has done nothing specifically for the Kalbelilias. I did not
hear of any special workshops as had been provided for the
nomadic Gaduliya Lohars, (Ruhels, 1968:219-221>, probably
because snake—charming is not amenable to training in a

government workshop setting. Besides, the Kalbelias already
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practise a wide spread of occupations, whilst the Gaduliya
Lohars practised the more restricted economic stratagies of
blacksmithing and bullock trading. Although Ruhela judged
government interventions in the case of the Gaduliya Lohars
to be unsatisfactory and detrimental, the Kalbelilas are
pleased with their Government help of allocations of land

and loans to build houses.

According to the Ethnographic Atlas there are 12, 690
Kalbelias, in Rajasthan, constituting 0. 38% of 1its Scheduled
Caste population. In 1969 only one Kalbelia male cut of
forty was literate, and.among women, only one out of 2882.
Nine people had attained the educationsal level of Primary or
Junior basic, with only four going on to Matriculation or
Higher Secondary, but none of them female, Mathur, 1969: 52).
Now the educational level has improved. All young men can
read and write, many have attended secondary school, some
are at College, and there are a few mature College students
in their twenties and early thirties. Some girls now attend
school, although usually only up to the age of ten or
eleven and most Kalbelia parents are determined their

children will have a better education than they had.

The Kalbeltas®' occupations, apart from snake-charming
are: curers of snake bite, sellers of herbal medicines,
agriculturalists, beggars, truck drivers, factory workers,
building workers, rikshavale, gurus, magicians oOr army
personnel. There is & Kalbeltia man who holds a M A. degree
and works in a government department, another who is a sub-—
inspector in the police force. Several men and women from
the sub—caste have travelled abroad with Government
. sponsored music programmes. Sharma mentions the Kalbelias as
sellers of bamboo, hunters of snakes and sellers of snake
skins (19381:201--2>, but the Kalbelias of my research say

they never deliberately kill! & snake, and do not sell skins.



There is no central political authority among the
Kalbelias, and despite ciaims that there was a leader, an
outsider who married into the caste and ‘rose to govern the
entire tribe' (Singh, 1980>, I found no indication of any
supreme leader, although respected men sit as panchs —
adjudicators and judges — in regional caste councils,

examining cases that cannot be settled at local level.

Other castes refer to the sub-caste as Kalbelias,
sometimes as Jogls, or Naths, or descriptively as sanpera
and sanperin (male snake—charmer and female snake—charmer>.
Kalbella men use * Natfh' (Lord, Master) after their given
name, which refers to their religious orientation (see
Chapter Two>. Some also add ® sanpera’ <(snake—charmer) after
Nath, denoting the traditional occupation of the sub-caste,
for example, Raju Nath Sanpera. Usually males refer to each
other and address each other as (first name? Nath, eg.
Bhadra Nath, Dari Nath. 1f they are showing respect to an
elder, they add " fi* — Mukunda Nathji. Others use their
first name, then Nath and then the name 0f their gotra
(family name), for example, Panita Nath Barmanya, Xulya Nath
Manani, to differentiate men of otherwise similar name
within the sub—caste. A few wen do not use Nath or Sanpera,
but instead add "Lal” after their given name, to “make the
name very beautiful”. It is a matter of choice. Kalbelia
women call themselves by their first name and can add “Devi™
(goddess> if they wish, but most go through iife known only
by their first name. They are never given the titie °‘Nath'.

The Kalbelias have their own sanpera bhasha (language’.
This is more in the nature of an argot than a fully-fledged
separate language. School children in Kajasthan are taught
to read and write Hindi, one of the official languages of
India. But at homwe, people of all castes usually speak a
regional or even village diaslect. The Kalbelias are no

exception to thils, but in addition they have their sanpers
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language. 1t 1s not used between them very much, but to
ensure secrecy before outsiders. For example, if a Kalbelia
enquires of another Kalbelia how many cobras he has with
him, he would substitute the sanpera word °*michals' for
cobra, if he thought outsiders would be alarmed if they

realized cobras were in the vicinity.

Mehrotra describes secret modes of communication
between silk merchants, pandas (Hindu priestly agents?, and
criminals, used as a way of communicating privately before
outsiders and/or as a marker of group identity,

(Mehrotra, 1977>. Bollig points out that a secret language
can be of the utmosi importance in establishing group
identity (1987:214). Engliish Gypsies use the Romany language
for this purpose, but Kalbelias merely ask a tfew questions
about regional affiliation and gotra (family) name, and that
is enough to establish the newcomer as a member of the sub-
caste, where he comes from, and to whom he 1s related. There
is usually some relationship even of a distant nature,
through marriage. If a stranger Kalbelia visits a Kalbells
camp or hamlet, 1t is their duty to be hospitable even
although they do not know him or her personally. It is
enough for that individual to be a member of the sub—caste
to have a right to their hospitality.

The Kalbelias eat meat, usually goat or chicken, albeit
very occasionally, but there are individuals within the sub-
caste who are strict vegetarians and do not even eat eggs.
Kalbelias smoke tobacco in biris, chillum or huqqgs,
especially early 1in the mworning, but alcochol is frowned
upon. Drunkenness 1is more in the nature of an isolated
teenage escapade, rather than forming part of the every-day
behaviour of any individual. The consumption Or non-—
consumption of certain foods, tobacco, alcohol and drugs are
considered to be markers of a caste or sub-caste’'s place in

the over—-all Hindu caste hierarchy, or of their efforts to
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improve their status within the system. Vegetarianism is
regarded within Hinduism as being characteristic of the
highest caste, the Brahmins. A whole caste or at least sub-
caste has to be accepted as being or not being involved in
certain types of behaviowr or consumption for it to be such
a marker. Kalbelias say they would not accept food from
Dhobi <(washermen), Harijan <(sweepers, sewer workers), Chamrar
or Reger (leather workers, makers and menders of shoes), or
Bulaiye (preparer of cotton for mattresses’>, whom they
consider to be ritually inferior to themselves, and

therefore polluting.

Kalbelia men help with child-care and cooking, and when
they go on a trip without women, they do their own
housekeeping, or rather tent—-keeping. Men are also the main
money—-earners. Kalbelia women work if the opportunity
arises, but it 1s considered to ba the man's duty to go out
and earn, the woman’s primary role is to care tor children

and attend to domestic chores.

Because of the nature of their small houses, and with
few people owning much land or many animals, Xalbelia women
are not terribly busy most of the time, salthough in 1937
there had already been a drouvght for the last three years,
and the monsoon did not come that year either. Wells ran dry
in some villages and the women had to walk up to one
kilometre in the early morning or evening to a well still
yielding water, and then carry it back to camp or hamlet 1in
large earthenware pots. At the beginning of the year there
was water to drink and for washing, but as the year
progressed and the monsoon did not arrive, water became very
' preciocus and there was little water that could be spared for
anything other than drinking. So for some Kalbelia women,
fetching water from wells or pumps some distance away from
their house or tent was an arduous and time-consuming task

under the hot desert sun.



Xalbelia women, in common with most other women from
the lower echelons of the Hindu caste hierarchy in Rajasthan
wear a ghaghra (long skirt), choli {(bodice) with a Lurti
(low—mnecked, sleeveless over—tunic?> and an odhani (short
vell). They use this to cover their faces before unrelated
males. They wear make—up, henna on their hands and nail
varnish. Most Kalbelia women have heavy silver Jjewellery
given them by their families when they marry and by their
husbands when they can afford it, and wear silver necklaces,

bangles, anklets and nose-rings.

Some women have tattoos on their face, arms and top of
their chest. Both Kalbelia women and men may be tattooed,
which they say is "Just for pleasure,” although Joshi was
told by a Jogl Nath that these permanent marks on his body
would enable him after his death, to present these floral
designs and other symbols to God, (1976: 47>.

Kalbelia men usually wear a3 white dhotit, a length of
cloth wound round the body with the ends drawn up between
the legs, or a coloured fungi, a length of cotton cloth
wrapped around the waist and overlapped at the front,
covering the legs down to about mid-calf, and a kurta (shirt
worn outside with vents either side). Sometimes they wear
western trousers and shirt., When traditionally garbed as
snakecharmers or sadhus, they wear a white dhoti, ochre
pagri (turban>, and ochre—coloured or orange furta. Ochre is
the traditional colour worn by holy men and sadhus in India.
As members of the Nath pantfi, Kalbelias claim the right to
wear it. Men often have their ears—lobes pilerced for
earrings, others wear earrings made of Kashmiri stone which
g0 through a hole made in the cartilage in the centre of the
ear. This is in memory of the mountailn which Gorakh Nath,
one of the Nine Naths (perfected ones?, turned first into
gold and then into stone (see Appendix I>. Many Kalbelias,

especially adult men, have their front teeth decorated with
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gold or small coloured spots. Some teenage boys decorate
their left hand with henna or varnish one or more finger -
nails on the left hand. Only the left hand is treated in
this way, because according to Hindu mythology the left side
ot the body of a man 1is female and therefore the appropriate

side to decorate.

Apart from the cobra particularly associated with
Xalbelias, they keep pythons and other snakes, and a
mongoose, in connection with their traditional occupation as
snake charmers. Xalbelia families may also keep chickens,
sheep, goals, cows, buffalos, donkeys, camels, rabbits, and
dogs (nowadays used as guards, previously for huntingy, and
pet parrots, which are taught to speak. Many familles who
normally keep a cow or goats sold them because the drought
had caused a8 shortage of fodder. When animals die, Kalbelias
request Harijans to remove the corpse. "We give them
something to take away the dead animal. The way we pay
depends on our convenience. We give some crop, wheat for
instance, or ten or eleven rupees. If it is a big animal
such as a cow or a bullock and a cart has to be hired then
we might have t0 pay twenty or thirty rupees,*” (Manendra
Rath,

Meat is a rare treat, perhaps to be eaten at the
festival of Divall in microscopic quantities. Most days,
Kalbelias keep to a spartan diet of dal (lentils), chapati
and one vegetable. Chapatis are patted back and forth
between the hands until flattened, then cooked on a piece of
earthenware pot. In most hamlets, Kalbellas eat onily twice a
day: early morning when they eat left-overs from the
previous night's meal, and a frugal meal in the evening.
They bprew tea only in the early morning and in the evening.
Each household has a few bell-metal cooking pots, and
forceps to lift them on and off the fire, which is fuelled

by thorn bushes. They also have a few earthenware water
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pots, some plates, one or two metal drinking vessels, and a
lidded wooden spice box with compartments. Cutlery is not
used, and there might be one pair of scissors in the whole
hamlet. A home—made lamp made from a bottle containing

kerosine with a dangling wick provides light.

Some families have padlocked metal trunks or bins in
which best clothes and jewellery are stored. They take
clothes to the washerman to be pressed for important
occasions. They carefully wrap their few photographs and
books 1in cloth and keep them in metal boxes t0 protect them
against the sun, which fades anything exposed. Other items

are kept in bags hanging from the wall or from a beam.

One or two families possess ancient guns which they say
they use for hunting, although no-—-one ever seems to hunt,
except for cobras to display, and then guns are never used.
Some Kalbelias own bicycles, battery cassette players and
loudspeakers, but generally material possessions are sparse.
A young man may buy a new article or garment but he does not
enjoy sole use of it; his brothers or friends will borrow
it. An obligation to share is part of Kalbelia 1ife, and
possessions openly displayed are considered to be available
for anyone to use. Consequently, some Kalbelias have secret
hiding places for items they wish to keep for themselves.
Favourite recreations are singing folk songs or bhajfans
(devotional songs?> to the accompaniment of bin (snake
pipes), harmonium, drum and finger cymbals, and watching

films at the cinema.

Gell’s discussion of the Muria Gonds, a tribal group
living in Madhya Pradesh can be contrasted with the
Kalbellas. Pue to various Indian Government interventions
over the last fifty or so years, the Muria now enjoy a
modest security, and one or two families have become

wealthy. Nonetheless, the consumption behaviour of the Muria
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Gonds in general, and rich families in particular, 1is marked

by ®'an exaggerated conservatism, ':

‘...traditional consumption ethos and mode of assigning
goods to symbolic categories lags behind objective changes
in production techniques, which has resulted in enhanced
productivity... production adheres to the premises of one
kind of economy, whereas consumption continues to be based
on the premise of a quite different economy.’' The net effect
of this lag is that rich Muria accumulate wealth they dare
not spend, and would have no real idea how to spend had they
the incliination, <(Gell, 1986:110-111).

The Kalbelias, too, have gone through major changes in
the last forty years in response to Indian Government
intervention. Formerly they were nomadic, now they are semi-
nomadic, with some families veering decidedly toward the
sedentary end of the continuum. Uneven patterns of economic
opportunity have emerged, some due to the location of the
settlements. The Kalbelia hamlet of Chandiwar is within an
easy bus ride of Ajmer, and most of the young men work in
the building trade there. The inhabitants of this hamlet
enjoy three meals each day, good clothes, bicycles, toys for
their children, all signs that they are doing better
economically than other sub-caste—-mates, whose settlements

can best be described as being in the back of beyond.

The family operating a hotel snake charming monopoly
maintains homes both in & rural village and & city sguatter
settlement. They too, have access to greater money—making
opportunities than many other Kalbelias (see Chapters Three,
Four and Five), yet this wealth is far from ostentatiously
displayed. Like the Murisg, inequalities of wealth are played
down among the Kalbelias, and interhousehocld economic
differences are minimised. Inside the stone-built houses of
better—off families there are no more material possessions
on show than in the homes of less wealthy families. When I

took photographs I was often asked to wait while they put on
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clothes kept for special occasions such as weddings. Yet the
garments are all much of a muchness: traditional styles,

similar materials, and cost. Gell reports,

'The Muria consumption bottleneck reflects an intense
sensitivity to social pressures, within the family, the
village, and the wider society. Acts of conspicuocus
consumption not falling within the framework of
traditionally sanctioned public feasting and display are
seen as socially threatening, hubristic, and disruptive,’
(1986: 111D,

Kalbelias show a similar concern to minimise
differences between caste—mates and to preserve their
ideology of equality. This is reinforced by the way the
Kalbellias operate their panchayat system, (see Chapter
Eight>.

The Muria, even the poor ones, think nothing of
drinking away thelr last rupee, springing from, Gell
suggests, the assumption that there is more where that came
from, reflecting the essentially unlimited resource base
(the forest> on which traditional Muria society rested, and
that prior to modernised agricultural techniques, wealth was
not accumulated for lack of suitable stores of value

(currency or cattle?, (1986: 118>,

But the Kalbelias exhibit a parsimonious attitude and
considerable anxiety about future resources. “We are in the
hapit of saving, not spending!® they say, and discourage
what they perceive to be profligate expenditure. Bora Nath
advised me not to give his son any wages should he do any
work for me for, "He will only spend 1t on food.*" Kalbelias
say wasteful habits should be discouraged. Thrift is only
sensible, for who knows what expenses may unexpectedly
arise? They reflect the common perception in Rajasthani

society, that everything, food, money, jobs, certainly
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opportunities and good luck are in short supply and may be

suddenly curtailed.

But logically, Kalbelias can, like the Muria, expect
'‘more' to be forthcoming, although they depend not upon an
abundant forest, but upon an abundance of people who give
alms in the form of money, clothes and foedstuffs. Their
nomadism means that if one area or group of donors prove to
be impoverished, the Kalbelias can quite easily move to
where conditions are more favourable. Grains and pulses can
be stored, clothes worn or converted to other uses, for
example, winter quilts, thus obviating the need for
expenditure in the market. Kalbelias are frequently given
money which can be hoarded until it amounts to a sizeable
sum, and/or exchanged for a variety of goods or services.
Unlike the Muria Gonds, who had no way to store and thus
delay consumption of forest items until some future date,
most items donated to Kalbelias can be stored before

consumption or conversion.

Where the Muria feast and drink alcohol together in a
spirit of commitment to the village and Muria values
(Gell, 1986: 119>, the Kalbellas, assert commitment to their
sub—caste and its egalitarian values by adhering to their
norm of refraining from drinking alcohol and not eating more
meals than other familles in their hamlet, and by sub—caste—
mates wearing similar clothes of a like gquality. Even those
families who can afford to wear better clothes and eat more
frequently, do not, unless outside XKalbella society. While
abroad, Biman Nath leads a scophisticated 1ife (he works with
a foreign businessman’, yet when he returns to his hamlet he
lives in a mud hut and stores his foreign goocds out of sight
in tin trunks. And when Bhadra Nath returned from a few
weeks performing with an entertainment group at hotels
outside Jaipur, distinctly more chubby than when he went

away, he was embarrassed when teased that he must have been
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eating well. He is normally thin, as indeed are ali the
Kalbelias except for one or two notable exceptions. Far from
plumpness or fleshiness being a desired attribute, Kalbelias
appear to find it faintly scandalous, evidence of lack of
self control or greed, at least the occasion for amazed

comment.

As yet no Kalbella is so far ahead in worldly terms
that he has little in common with subcaste-mates, but
inequalities of income are beginning to emerge. A few
larger, stone houses have been built, while other Kalbelias
continue to live in small mud or stone huts or even tents.
Nonetheless, all adult Xalbelia males are considered equsal,
whether they live in a tent or a stone house of several
rooms. But the particular types of conspicuous consumption
common to all Muria Gonds (coupled with the exaggerated
conservatism of rich families) serves the same purpose as
the Kalbelias®' obligation to both share, and exercise
restraint from conspicuous consumption: an assertion of
equality, a retreat from internal competitiveness, a
demonstration of solidarity and the importance of the

collectivity.

1: 4 VILIAGES

Kalbellas are relative newcomers to their home
villages, compared to local castes who have never been
nomadic and have occupied their land for countless
generations. Although tents, camps and squatter settlements
are still utilised, these are regarded by the Kalbelias as
tools, a way of extending a family's earning capacity, and
not as an ideological necessity or an identity marker. They
regard the house or hut in the village as their primary

base, their home.

“We have settled in villages and taken the habits of

village dwellers like agriculture. We are making progress in
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socliety. Qur status 1s now better than in tormer times, but
economically we are not so wealthy. Those times before
Independence were good because all facilities were provided
by Rajas and Maharajas. Now we are settled in villages and
want to progress towards cities, but all the time we find
difficulties. Prices go higher, but we want to roam, visit
places 1ike Jaipur, that's why economically we are down,”

(Manendra Nath>.

But older Kalbelias say, "These days are better. When I
was a child we were roaming around with no permanent houses.
At that time in society we had very little value, little
prestige. Now we have houses and some of us have bought
agricultural land. Now we have prestige, and we are able to
take out loans for agricultural improvements., A person can
lend some money to us and we can also lend to others. And
our children are going toc schooi, (Giri Nath; Robertson,
19990: 3-8).

Kalbelias have chosen to build their permanent
settlements close to villages where they had pre—existing
econcmic and social ties and are well known. Perhaps because
of this, wherever they have settled, they have friendly
relations with other castes in the main village. Where a
group of Xalbelia families has been settled for some time,
their houses are often alongside those of other castes. In
two Marwar villages, the nearest neighbours whose houses are

only yards away, are Rajputs, a high caste.

Kalbelias are fully accepted members of their village
communities, although in line with caste restrictions. They
may be given refreshment when visiting a neighbour from a
higher caste, but wash their glass before leaving and may be
expected to sit on the floor during the visit. But there is
some illegal discrimination: Kalbelias are expected to wash

their own glasses at public tea—-stalls. The Kalbelias react
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Kalbelias stay in one of the
Jaipur squatter settlements to
work

and then return to their homes
in the village



to such incidents with stoic indifference. However, they are
not excluded from temples and use the services of Brahmin

priests at marriages and other ritual occasions.

Kalbelia hamlets consist of six to thirty nuclear
families, composed of extended families, descended from
groups of brothers. Thelr hamlets are usuwally near to, but
separate from the main villages, which are considerably
larger than theidr own small gatherings. Kalbelias usually
build one-room huts from mud with a thatched roof. Some have
constructed huts from stone with flat roofs. In Ramalpura
village there is one stone house of three large rooms, and
stairs leading up to the flat roof, used as sleeping
accommodation. All other huts in the hamlet are mud, and one
family stilil lives in a tent.

In Shivapuri village (Marwar>, Dharendra Nath was
constructing two stone houses of two rooms each, on land
given to his wife Xadru by other castes in the village,
because she works as midwife and healer. Because of this
gift, she, her husband and young children have moved from
their previous village three miles away, and plan to live in
one house, and one of her adult sons and his family in the
other. Houses in the Marwar area are often two-—roomed, made
from stone or mud. In the villages near Jaipur, they are

usually one room mud huts.

“When we are constructing a new house we call the
8rahmin priest. My wife sits at my left side as at the
marriage ceremony, and the pandit performs the rituals with
a coconut and sweet things. He is given s feast of uncooked
grains which he can take away with him. Later, when the
house 1s ready for occupation, another ceremony 1s performed
by the pandit, and he is given another feast. The owner of
the house also provides a big meal at the time of moving

into the new house, and the chief buiilder of the house is
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given clothes — not &all the builders, just the one in
charge. When my uncle's pakka stone house was built in
Ramalpura (see above), he gave the builder one thousand and
one hundred rupees and one tola (ten grams) of gold in
addition to the builder's wages. My uncle's house was built
by Beawar caste, "™ (Manendra Nath>. Beawar is another name

for Chamar, traditionally a leather—working caste.

. These houses, built entirely by outside labour are
uncommon. Most Kalbelias live in small houses constructed
partially by themselves and bullders. "At the time of
preparing the kachcha houvse made from mnud or straw, the
owner gives eleven rupees to the pandit and five rupees and
twenty—-five paise to the builder. The situation of the house
is chosen according to authorised plans - all should be in
line, according to local authority guidelines. But squatter
settlements are not authorised by the Government so people
build wherever they get a place to build,*” (Manendra Nath).
A few Kalbelias have only tents in which to live, even in
their home village, but this 1is rare. Tents are now mostly
used for temporary shelter when Kalbelias are travelling and

working away from thelr home—base village.

Rajasthan is largely a desert state. Tap water is only
available for a few hours a day, and in some towns,
Bijainagar 1in Mewar, for example, for a few hours only every
third day. It is extremely hot, over 100 degrees fahrenheit
for most of the year, and a hot wind blows from the desert
and adds to the general misery of the hot season. Out in the
desert villages and camps, the constant wind blows sand and
grit into eyes, tents and huts, and occasionally degenerates

into a sandstorm.

Because of the high temperatures prevalent in Rajasthan
and the small size of their huts, Kalbelias use them almost

soclely as storage facilities. Inside there might be a
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movable cooking place, either on a metal tray, or made from
clay, to be used if it rains. but permanent clay cooking
places are outside the hut. There is always a cot piled high
with home—made quilts for use during the winter nights,
which as a complete contrast to the broiling hot season, are
bitterly cold. But hot season or winter, everyone sleeps
outside the huts on string cots or on the ground, and only
shelter inside their huts when it rains. The interior of a
house or hut is usually uncomfortably humid, even at night.
The floors of mud huts are of the sand on which they are
built, and in hot weather the hut can be cooled by watering

the sand floor.

Along with other castes 1in the village, the Kalbelila
community has full access to well or pump facilities. In
Devghar village, a3 neighbouring farmer allows Kalbelia
families to use water on his land for clothes washing and
bathing. Only men and boys make use of this latter facility.

women wash privately, using bowls of water.

Although the houses of other castes in the main village
might have electricity, only one of the two Kalbelia hamlets
at Kanoda has electricity. This is not used to iight the
huts — Kalbelias use home-made lamps in their huts, and some
hamlets use a Tilley lamp when communal activities are in
progress such as a a marriage ceremony, o©or bhajan singing
(devotional songs), — but to operate the electric tube well

which irrigates their agricultural land.

This hamlet comprises four brothers and their families
who bought thirty-five bighas of land between them (a bigha
is equivalent to five eighths of an acre), and obtained a
government grant for the tube well. There are only two
settlerments within my area of study where Kalbelias own
agricultural land — Kanoda and Ramalpura. Because of the

drought, the Kanoda hamlet, even with water from their
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electric tube well, was only able to grow food on their
twenty acres for their own consumpticn. In non—drought years
they have a surplus to sell to local shop—keepers. In
Ramalpura, with ten and a half bighas (about six and a half
acres? of agricultural land, a canal usually supplies water
for irrigation. This was dried up, and no crops have been

grown for several years.

1: 5 PRESENT-DAY MOBILITY PATTERNS

Kalbelias tend to frequent towns or villages where they
have relatives, caste-mates or friends and contacts. They
also travel further afield to visit relatives or their
wife's family if she came from another area. They do not
usually beg 1f they are out of their normal working area.
Kalbelia members of Government-—-sponsored music and dance
groups made up of people from various castes have bookings
all over Rajasthan and sometimes other places in India. Some
groups have been abroad. There are also a few Kalbelias who,
while not belonging to official government groups, work as
folk entertalners at hotels, dancing and playing
instruments. These hotels are usually in Rajasthan but some

have been as tar away as Bombay.

Few Kalbelias are able to earn a living solely in the
vicinity of their rural village, but those who can, find
work locally, such as building, or agriculture. Others take
the bus to a town or city or walk to surrounding villages on
a daily basis, and beg with pipes and cobras. Kalbelias also
go to towns and live in squatter settlements or tents,
sometimes for extended periods of time, in order to earn or

io beg for money and goods.

At times of drought, rural areas suffer not only from a
shortage of water, but from a shortage of money too, because
the majority of villagers derive their income directly or

indirectly, from agriculture. Therefore they have less noney
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or goods to donate to beggars and less need of Kalbellias to
work as agricultural labourers. It is especially at times
l1ike this that the ability of Kalbelias to move to towns, if
necessary taking the whole household to stay in squatter
settlements where they have customary rights or relatives
with whom they can stay, or even camp in tents in city
streets, stands them in good stead. They have an advantage
over sedentary people who lack 8 nomadic network and a

spread of economic sirategies.

1: 6 SQUATTER SETTLEMENTS
Squatters settle on patches of wasteland inside the

city or near an indusirial development, anywhere people hope
to earn 8 living. Squatter settlements are inhabited by many
castes who cluster together on their own portion of the
site. People are eager to gain customary rights to stay in
these places because there are more chances to earn money in
or near Jaipur (or in other cities). In the four squatter
settlements in Jaipur I often encountered Kalbelias first
met many miles away in their rural home village or a camp

where they were visiting friends or relatives.

The Rallway kachchi basti in Jalpur 1is a squatter
settlement 1llegally sited on railway property. Mud huts
belonging to the Kalbelias, even smaller than those in the
villages, and a few tents brought by visitors face the
ralilway line, about thirty feet away. Alongside is a private
school for the children of the kLacschi basti run by a

Brahmin woman teachier. Steam trains frequently pass and
there is no fence to prevent children wandering on to the
railway line or adults crossing to the nearest "hotel® which

serves tea, coffee and filzzy drinks.

Although the Rallway kachchi basti looks to be a

higgledy—-piggledy collection of mud huts, once inside, 1its
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neat winding lanes are cleaner than the streets of Jaipur,
which sometimes run with streams of urine. The huts cluster
together because of lack of space, and consist of mud walls
and thatchad roofs, and last about five years. They cost
between three and five hundred rupees to build
(approximately fifteen to twenty-five pounds) which is
considered expensive, but in Jaipur materials and labour
costs are high. Huts constructed entirely of sticks last no
longer than two years. There is no electricity, but water is
available. Although the City suthorities have destroyed the
settlement twice, the squatters rebulilt their huts and
eventually the City authorities capltulated and provided

water pumps. (see below).

Fifteen huts in the settlement belong to Kalbelia
families, mainly from the villages of Ramalpura and Kanods,
although people come from other wvillages or even from Marwar
if they have relations among the core families who own huts,
Other castes in the squatter settlement are Bhopa, who
traditionally sing religious songs and display pictures
depicting characters and events from the scriptures and
mythology, Gujar, traditionally pastoral nomads, Berua, who
are house builders, Chamar, leather workers, Mena, one of
the tribal groups of Rajasthan, many of whom now work as
policemen or make home-made alcohol which they sell to other
castes, Bhat puppeteers, Rajputs, the warrior caste, and
Daroga, whom the Kalbellas say used to be the guards of the
Rajput royal family. “We all live peacefully together in
this place. There is no objection to members of any caste
living here providing there 1s enough space,” the Kalbelias

say.

The Raillway kachchi basti has an informal joint

panchayat (councill) which decides on important matters
affecting everyone living there, for example petitioning the
city authorities for water pumps to be instaliled.
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A house in a squatter settlement

Kalbelia women often stay in a
tent in one of Jaipur’s
squatter settlements in order
to give birth in one of the
City's hospitals.
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Kalbelias who regularly stay in Jaipur, at the Railway

kachchi basti, work at luxury hotels showing cobras, python
and mongoose. Other Kalbelilas come to Jaipur to work and

stay in the kachchi basti for a few weeks, 1f they have the

right to do so by virtue of custom or kinship ties, or for a
few days, on sufferance. Sometimes s Kalbelia family stay
there in a tent so the woman can give birth in the City
hospital. Some Kalbelias came to Jaipur from Marwar when
water in their area was in such short supply that 1t was
sold in the streets of the nearby city, and cattle were

dying for lack of water.

Teenage boys spend school holidays in the sguatter
settlement, or go there after leaving thelr school in their
home base village, and live under the tolerant care of
relatives. They beg with snake—-pipes and cobras at a tourist
spot, or work as rikshavalas, and spend their earnings on
visits to the cinema. Manendra Nath said, “Living in cities
in places like these kachch! bastis, teenage boys are
mending thelr ways and moving in society with modern people.
They should try to teach their older parents about modern

society and then progress will be made 1n our caste.”

But the general rule is that visitors may stay only a
few days. It is not in the interests of people already
living there for the settlement to become so cramped and
overcrowded that disagreements break out, perhsps leading to
fights or behaviour attracting the attention of the police
or the Railway or the City authorities. FPeople therefore
acquire informal rights (not enforceable in State courts),
to a place in these settlements by wvirtue of custom and
kinship ties. The squatters hope the illegal settlement 1is
but a precursor to an eventual legitimated and allocated

settlement, as at Krishnapura Marg.
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The Sabzi kachchi basti by the side of a main road in

Jaipur, is another settlement of huts. It had formerly been
much used by Kalbelias - Nanda Nath mentioned his marriage
took place there, but this squatter settlement is now
inhabited almost solely by Bhat puppet-makers. Most of the
Kalbelias have moved from there to Krishnapura Marg, a
tented kachchi basti in the process of being divided into
Government—allocated house-plots. Although Nanda Nath's
family have been allocated a8 plot in Krishnapura Marg on the
outskirts of Jaipur, and plan to build a hut, other
squatters are merely taking advantage of a temporary
encampment in Jaipur close to a large population among whom
they hope to earn more money than in their own rural
village. They will not be allocated a house-plot, because
they already have one in a rural wvillage, although one or

two people were hoping to somehow gain a second plot.

Krishnapura Marg 1s wasteland at present, with a large
tented encampment. I visited it 1n the cold season when the
tents were reinforced with plastic. Beside Kalbelias,
Chabdivale (basket makers) were camping there. There were
also large numbers of Gadulilya Lohars (nomadic blacksmiths)
living there, recognisable by their distinctively carved and

decorated bullock carts.

Gulab Marg is a large tented squatter settlement near
to the busy commercial centre of Jaipur. It 1s inhabited by
many castes whose tents are set out in neat lines, each
caste in 1tis own section. The same rules of residence apply
as at the Railway kachchi bastil: families have customary
rights to stay and other people are admitted temporarily on
sufferance if they have relatives or good friends there.
Herds of donkeys wander around, and packs of wild dogs,
normally timid of humans, are uncharacteristically

aggressive. This camp has a reputation for being rough and
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under frequent police surveillance. Reputedly lots of

alcohol is consumed there, even by women.

If material possessions in Kalbelia hamlets are sparse,
then their huts or tents in the squatter settlements of
Jaipur are virtually empty. A string cot, quilts, a tin
trunk and cooking utensils, the bin (snake pipes’) and Jholi
(bag to carry snake basket and donations) stowed away in the
eaves of the thatched roof, and the basket containing the
cobra, 1s all most Kalbelias have. Yet Panita Nath's family
tent in Gulab Marg is piled high with bulging sultcases.
They contain costumes, because Panita Nath 1s a full-time
entertainer at luxzxury hotels, and leader of a government-—
sponsored entertainment group. His group has travelled
abroad and he has photographs of himself posing with
Jacqueline Kennedy and Ronald and Nancy Reagan, taken when
he went 1o Washington as part of the Festival of India.
Closer to home, Panita Nath and his group were booked that
year to entertain at the "Tourist Village®' at the Pushkar

Camel Fair.

Many Kalbelia families staying at the Gulab Marg
encampment own houses built on land they purchased twenty-
five years ago, 1n the centre of the village of Manoli,
which I had visited. Knowing Panita Nath had a house in this
village, 1 asked his wife whether she preferred living in a
cramped tent at Gulab Marg or in her own comparatively
spacious house in Manoli. To my surprise she said, "1 prefer
the tent. Here there is less housework and always someathing

t0 see.”

The Gulab Marg encampment is a "permanent” sguatter
settlement, in that it has been in use for many years,
although 1t is tented, and huts have not been built. The

camps proper are temporary stopping places.
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1: 7 CAMPS

Kalbelia tents are usually make—shift structures of
rags and quilts on a framework of long sticks bent over into
a °*Gypsy Bender® shape. Because Rajasthan is hot most of the
year even at night—time, camping 1s scarcely more of a
hardship than sleeping outside a mud or stone hut in the
village. They adjust the coverings of the tent throughout
the day so the interior 1s shaded, and a breeze can blow
through. The tent can easlily be made larger or smaller by
substituting longer or shorter sticks for the framework and
by adding or taking away coverings. In the rare event of
rain, the Kalbelias tie a canvas cover or plastic sheet over

the quilts that make up the tent covering.

Camps include tents pitched on patches of wasteland,
bullding sites and even onr the pavements of city streets if
there is no sgquatter settlement in which Kalbelias can stay
for a few days or weeks while they earn money or attend to a
specific purpose, such as a panchayat. The authorities do
not usually object to the erection of tents, even on a cilty
pavement, and tiny fires are 1it and food cooked whilst
pedestrians gingerly walk round the encampments. Kalbelias
do not need to camp in the streets of Jaipur because they
have squatter settlements to which most of them are able to
g0, but 1in Ajmer, some Kalbelias camp in the maln streets of

the town.

There is nearly always a group of Kalbelias camped by a
railway crossing on the outskirts of Jaipur. They beg from
vehicles forced to stop and walt while trains go across the
level crossing. These Kalbelias come {from Harjipura village,
a short bus or bicycle ride away, but to save the daily
cycle-ride or bus—fare, they pitch tents behind the row of
trees by the side of the road. While the men beg, the women
hang their bables’ cradles in the trees and watch the world

g0 by, or sew winter quilts.
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Moving camp

Camping near road-works.



Kalbelia families camped in tents by a shrine one
kilometre away from their houses in their hamlet near to the
village of Chandiwar, 1in order to work on a road under
construction. Thils section of the road was being built
mainly by women of various castes, from nearby Chandiwar. A
few Kalbelia men also worked on the road, while others
continued with their normal jobs, returning to the tents
each night, instead of to their one-room stone houses in the
Kalbelia hamlet. But some men are always left to guard the
encampment. “There are bad men in the world., That is why
some of us men must always be near, to protect the women. "
As well as the donkeys which transported the tents, they
brought along thelr goats and buffalos from the hamlet to

take advantage of the grazing, although it was sparse.

When I went to the small town of Eijainagar in Mewar in
1984, there was an encampment of Kalbelias outside the touwn
on an unofficial colony growing up near a new factory. Some
Kalbelias came by train or bus from outlying villages, to
Join other Kalbelias living in Bijainagar and beg from the
townsfolk on the festival of Nsgpanchmi. I visited again 1in
1987 when there wes only one family remaining, living in a
hut they had built themselves.

People from many castes camp in tents at the time of
the annual Camel Fair, held in Pushkar, but because of the
drought people were unable to provide animals with food and
water, so few camels were bought or sold in 1987. But the
tourist hotels were full, and Pushkar is a holy town, so
crowds of people made a pilgrimage there and bathed in the

sacred lake and visited the Brahma and other temples.
There were fewer Kalbelias than usual at Pushkar. The

previous year tourisis were frightened by the cobras and

Kalbelias were instructed by the State Minister for Tourism
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Making a new cot in camp.

Camping in the streets of Ajmer
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to leave theilr cobras at home unless they had special
permission. So most Kalbelias were from villages just a
short bus-ride away from Pushkar, and only there to enjoy
the Fair, although Panita Nath's folk-song and dance group
was entertaining at the Tourist Village. They stayed in
large tents supplied by the Tourist Board. During the day,
other Kalbelias who had official permission, showed their
cobras and python in the grounds of the tented (but luxury)
Tourist Village alongside Qalandars with thelr dancing bear
and monkeys. The Qalandars are Muslim non-pastoral nomads
(Berland, 19382: 74> and some live in tents next to the
Kalbelias® hamlet at Harjipura.

The Kalbelias also camp at Galta, a conglomeration of
temples, a short bus journey from Jaipur. Here for Just a
few days each year, they pitch tents on the paths leading to
the temples, and beg and worship. It is also a sociable
occaslion when Kalbelia families meet and exchange news and
gossip. Some do not even bother to bring tents, just spread
out a few quilts by the side of the path and light cooking.

fires.

At Sanganir, outside Jaipur, the camp was small. The
Kalbellias were there to attend s panchayat. There were three
or four tents and a couple of donkeys. A formal panchayat
held to settle disagreements 1s always held on neutral
ground, not in the villages of the mailn protagonists to the
case. Although core members of the panchayat intended to
stay several days, others made their points then went home,
or visited the nearby tea-stall. Some Kalbelias left to go
begging and returned from a day in near-by Jaipur or the
local village burdened with bags of donations and
provisions purchased at the shops or in the vegetable

market.
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At Kejigar there was an encampment of Kalbellas and
Chakkivale (grinding-stone makers?, travelling and camping
together because there were marriage alliances between then.
Grinding—-stones are transported on the backs of donkeys
which can only travel one or one and half kilometres each
day with such heavy loads. Then a camp is made and for a few
days the grinding sione-makers fan out to sell to nearby
village households. While they have grinding—-stones to sell,
they travel on, make camp, and follow the same procedure
until all their grinding—stones are sold. The Kalbelias
found it convenient to travel with these Chakkivale
relatives—-by-marriage because they too, wanted to visit the
same places where they hoped they would receive donations of

food, money or clothes in return for showing their cobras.

Kalbelias usually follow familiar routes which are
decided by money—making opportunities, grazing for the
animals and the distance to a weill or other source of water.
If they need to leave a message ior absent caste-mates they
tell a friendly villager where they are goling, Or leave a
pattern of stones 1n the sshes of the cooking fire

indicating the direction of the nezt camp.

' These traditional Gypsy coded messages can be composed
of twigs, cloth, or iron scraps combined with stones or
other material blending in with the specific setting; in
them Gypsies can code most elaborate information like
arrest, death, tabor size and camping place, ' (Kaminski,
1987: 344 in Rao (ed> 1987>.

Compared to Gypsies in other countries, Kalbellias live
a relatively unmolested existence. They never mentioned any
use for the patrin other than to indicate the direction in

which they are to travel.

1: 8 SOCTALISATION

Kalbelias say there is no difference in the
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socialisation of boys and girls under the age of about ten
years, or even up to marriage. But girls are not so often
sent to school and when they are, rarely stay on after they
are ten years old, (see Robertson, 1990: 3-8>. Boys have
considerably more freedom, with opportunities to ramble
around the village and beyond, and to go t{o the cinema with
male friends. Girls usually stay with their mother and other
women, who do not venture very far beyond their house.
Although the women say, “Girls have nothing to do until they
are married,” I saw them helping wiih housework and even
building work. One girl was helping her aged parents build
their stone house. She mizxed cement and carried it up the
hill in & container on her head, while her slightly oclder
brother lounged about and refused to do anything. She also
carried water up to the house from the village pump some
distance away. Boys, although encouraged to help, are able

to escape household chores without much scolding.

"After ten years old, girls are taught to sweep and
fetch water and to 1ook after the cattle, sheep and goats. A
boy goes to school and 1s taught how to be a labourer. The
main reason girls are not educated is because then her
psrents must find an educated boy for her to marry which is
difficult. That 1s why it is thought to be wastetul to spend

money on her education,” (Tejini>.

Girls receive much love and affection from thelr
fathers, brothers and other male relatives, but boys are
considered more important. Many married men when I asked
about their children, proudly reeled off names and ages of
sons but did not mention daughters unless I particularly
asked, which I did after first being puzzled by large
numbers of families apparently with vast numbers of sons but

no daughters.



Affection 1is shown to all family members and friends by
smiles, eye contact and friendly voices, but public physical
contact is displayed mainly between fathers, sons, brothers
and male friends. By the time they are ten years old, girls
have learned to avoid unrelated males and begin to immerse
themselves 1in domestic duties. Later on, marriage marks the
beginning of a period of service and respect to her husband
and his famlly. Husband and wife relations are difficult to
observe, for they do not usually sit or talk together in
public, and it is difficult to know who is married to whom
without specifically engquiring.

Female status in Kalbella society is inferior to male,
in line with women’s position in Hindu India generally, even
though some couples appear idyllically happy together and
treat each other as equals in private. But Bhadra Nath
commented, “Women in my famlly cannot even wear sandals in
front of us men. They have to go barefoot! And a boy should
have a guru This 1is essential, otherwise he has no chance
of going to heaven. But a girl should serve only her
husband, because he is like God. If she is a good wife, her
heavenly future is assured, although she can have a guru if

she chooses. *”

Women vell themselves in front of unrelated males from
within the caste or from other castes who may be visiting
the camp or village. Some women are so accustomed to showlng
respect by sitting on the floor or ground in the presence of
thelr own menfolk, they automatically do this even if a
casual male caller arrives who is not of their caste. A male
journalist, a member of the Bhopa caste, called when I was
entertaining a group of Kalbelia women and there was a mass
slide to the floor on their part. Although he entreated them
to sit on the chairs, they would not do so until he
departed. When I took a party of children to a local motel

for fizzy drinks and bananas, the only girl present was
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ordered by one of the boys to vacate her seat so he could
sit in it. Young boys are indulged by everyone and girls
appear to accept boys as superior beings. Even quite young
boys order teenage girls and women around and expect to be
obeyed. In some villages women are virtually ignored, or
treated like servants. An old woman commented, “Usually
women understand very little and speak very little, even in

their own homes. *

Girls and young women rarely go outside the vililage
without a male escort. “Some men from other castes are not
good, " explained one of the Kalbelia men. Women from many
other castes are similarly restricted, butl because some
Gypsy castes such as Qalandar, and Kanjar collude in the
prostituting of theilr womenfolk (Berland, 19&82: 82; 126>, the
Kalbelias, until recently nomadic themselves, and even now
still resorting to tents from time to time, wish to seclude
and protect their females as much as is practicable and to
distance themselves from any notion that others may make

free with their women.

A few enterprising older women have carved out
important roles for themselves as healers to members of
other castes, oOr as emergency removers of snakes from
people’s houses. They initially depended on their parents’
or husband’s encouragement in order to “Carry out these
services in sociely.” These women are treated as equals by
their husbands at least in private, although this may have
almost as much to do with their age as their ability to
occasionally earn money. Most older women content themselves
with light domestic work and helping with the rearing of
their grandchildren.

It is unusual to find younger women who have the
opportunity or desire to do more than care for their husband

and children and do the housewor%, but Lokavya, a woman of
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child bearing age learned all about snakes and how to catch
them because she was interested. But she never works as a
snake—charmer. Her outside occupations are road construction
work when avaliable and sporadic agriculiural labour on

other people's land.

Kalbelia women and girls were spoken of by the men as
child-like domestic drudges: “They have no practise 1n
talking to strangers, and in any case they know n;:hing.
Viomen’'s only religion is making food! She is under the
control of men and cannot go away from the village. I am
often away for several days or weeks, but if my wife leaves
the village without my permission I may kick her out and
marry again. But I do allow her to attend devotional

meetings or go out for some good purpose,” (Daivya Natho.

This was echoed by Bindu. "Before marriage a woman
cannot go out of the village but after her marriage she may
go out with her husband. She cannot do any kind of paid
employment outside the home without asking him. But when her
children are grown up and married she has more ftreedom. Then
she can go out to the market alone and visit her parents 1in
their village alone, she can go on the bus or train alone.
But as to finances, I still have to ask my husband if I

want to buy a large article.”

Once children are born and the husband no longer a
stranger, a woman may achlieve a respected position in her
husband's eyes, at least in private. At the beginning of her
marriage a woman veils herself in public and in the presence
of her husband, but as they become used to each other she
ceases to vell herself and "Slowly she can stop sitting on
the floor and instead sit on the cot or chair even when her
husband is there. Once they have been married some time they
become used to each other,” Wanendra Nath). Women may even

exerclise considerable influence. "Sometimes a group of women
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quarrel and make their husbands also quarrel with others in
the village, and encourage them to move somewhere else.

L.Ladies have a hand 1p their families, we have these powers
which are important. We can encourage our husbands to leave

a certain place or gquarrel with another family,” (Bindw.

But in public a Kalbelis wife 1is a near—invisible
veliled figure whose volce is rarely heard. Males generally
are fond, even devoted to their mothers, and old ladies are
well cared tor and shown respect and attention to their
comfort. Girls usually move away from thelr childhood home
after marriage and often become wvery attached to their
mother—in-—-law who helps them in childbirth, although
Manendra Nath commented "“No—one cares for these poor

females, only God cares for them. "

Once boys reach the ages of eleven or twelve years,
they avoid unrelated Kalbelia females, unless they are old
ladies. My son’s teenage male friends were unable to speak
to girls and women in the villages where we stayed unless
they were related, and they alsc avolded looking at them or
taking undue notice of them. Bhadra Nath explained he could
not help me interview young women at Kanoda village because
they were not of his gotra (patrilineage), bdut Chandra Nath
could speak to them because they were members of the same
Sotra. Later Bhadra Nath asked a question of an older woman.
This was permissible, he said, because she was much older
than him and he was making an enquiry, not initiating a

conversation.

As women become older they have vastly greater freedom
and fewer duties. "1 do any work, like sorting this grain. I
g0 to Koti where I have a camel, to feed him. I am old now
so I rest in the day time. My family is very scattered and
they live in many villages. We visit each other and go to

Ajmer and Marwar and Delhi for a marriage ceremony or a
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funeral. We ladies can go anywhere, but not to laugh with
men or to take gifts from them. No one will object to us
going to meet relatives, to a fair or anywhere else. Usually
we go in & ladies group, singing and dancing and we buy
ornaments, necklaces, earrings and cosmetics, sweets, sugar
cane or water melon according to season. We like the
entertainment and visiting the Temple at the Hanuman Failr
and the spiritual satisfaction. Ladies have fasts for
religious reasons, so we do a religious ceremony in the day
time and tell a religious story also. Sometimes everyone
sings religious songs and we play music throughout the
night.*

The focus of intense affection and social interaction
is within the family and sub—caste, although there are
friendships outside the caste arising when a working
situation has thrown people together, or when Kalbelia
children meet children from other castes at school. But
there is a marked preference and approval for friendship
between people of the same gender and within the sub—caste
rather than with outsiders.

Friendship is highly-valued. "A friend is more than a
brother! If 1 have made a mistake or have an enemy then [
will ask my brother for help, but my brother will first
consider what I did wrong. But a friend will never think
about that! A friend wiil help, always help!” [f friends
quarrel, others try to effect 8 reconciliation. Although 1t
may be true that a brother is likely to enquire more closely
than 2 friend into the nature of the trouble for which help
has been requested, as 8 sub-caste, Kalbelias stick
together. However much a person may be criticized within the
sub-caste, when people from other castes are there,

Kalbelias present a united front.
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Kalbelia women sometimes have friends outside their
sub—caste, but because of their limited opportunities to go
out and meet naw people, these friendships are limited to
women living nearby whom they meet at the pump, or work with
side by side 1in the fields of a local farmer who has

employed them as temporary labour.

Cross—sex friendship either within or with someone
outsilide the sub-caste is difficult because of the
restirictions on communication between unrelated males and
females after the age of ten years. But the institution of
religious brother and sister (dharm bhai and dbarm bahind
may overcome this problem. A male and a female decide to
adopt each other as brother and sister, after which
customary restrictions do not apply. All duties and rights

are the same as between real brother and sister.

Not many people in the Kalbelia sub-caste have a dharm
bhai or dharm bahin from within the sub-caste, but a number
have these fictive kinship relations with people outside the
caste. Rajata Nath made me his religious sister, and Bora
Nath has a religious sister in the Febari caste (camel
keepers’> because he is close friends with her brother.
Limitations on simple friendship outside the sub—-caste and
the institution of dJdharm bhali/dharm bahin are mediated by
caste distinctions. Kalbelilas are low caste Shudras, so high
caste Brahmins or Kshatriyas, for example, are unlikely to
enter into fictive kinship relationships with Kalbelias. The
Kalbelias also practise caste distinctions. 1 asked a
Kalbelia parent of their reactionr 1f their child should
become close friends with an Untouchable child. His sombre

reply was, "That would not be good.¥

A religious brother and sister are considered to be as
true brother and sister. Their children may not marry, for

instance, and a dharm bhai and dharm bahin are expected to
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vialit each other and make the appropriate presentations on
occasions such as marriage, Holil, and Divall and on the
festival of rakstis bandhan iiself, when sisters wvisit each
of their brothers and present him with a coconut and tie a
charm on his wrist to remind him of his duties towards her.
Such duties include the provision of mayra (presenis) each
time she gives birth, and of help should she be widowed or
in need when her parents are old or dead. After a sister
(bahind, or dharm bahin (religlous sister? has presented a
coconut and tied a thread on her brother's wrist, he
presents her with new clothes and an auspicious sum of money
(eleven, twenty—one, one hundred and fifiy—-one rupees

always an odd number, which conveys a notion of increase).

Kalbelias do not appear to attach much importance to
raksha bandhan, although they say dharm bhai and dharm dahin
will meet in the next 1ife. "“They should not be greedy or
cheat each other, they should trust each other. It is not
possible to break dharm bhai-dharm bahin relationships, even
by God. Even if there are some confusions or disagreements
between them, according to dharm <(religion’ they are still
brother and sister,* (Manendra Nath>.

In the next chapter I explore the socio-religious

orientation of the Kalbelias and how their identity as Naths

informs and affects their lives.
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CHAPTER THO

SOCYO-REIIGIOUS ORIENTATION OF THE KALBELITAS

2: 1 THE KAILBEIL.IAS AS JOGI NATHS

In this chapter I show how snake charming and
soliciting alms are part of the Kalbelias' religious
identity as Naths;, the way this affects thelr lives and

outlook, and how others view then.

Although the Kalbelias have good relations and
sometimes friendships with members of other castes, where
they are not known personally they are often spoken of in
terms of unflattering stereotypes, perhaps because of their
somewhat mysterious traditional occupation. Certainly snake
charmers are nearly always depicted in folk tales as being
cruel people who by means of mantra (magic spells) and
drugs, exercise an irresistible power over the snake
(Vogel, 1972: 133), often believed to be the representation of
a God or an incarnation of an ancestor. Because theay are
Jogl Naths, a tantrik sect with an ambivalent, not to say
sinister reputation, the Kalbelias are popularly beliesved to

be expert black magiclans:

'A sorcerer is believed to be a Nath., His wife is also
regarded as a sorceress. Both of them .. practise
Abfchar...*' (black magic: an incantation to destroy). If a
newly built house collepses without any ostensible cause, or
if cattle suffer from a sudden obstinate disease, it is
attributed to the sorcery of the Nath, who is supposed to
have been hired to employ his art sgainst the owner... He is
not dreaded and avoided like a witch but they secretly fear
him and avoid the possibility of offending him,* (Gupta
1879:192-3>.

References to Naths and their cultic practices and
tantrik propensities in Mayer (1960C: 23&>, Carstairs
{1983: 37-8>, Gupta (1879), Briggs <1982:274>, and Crooke
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1972: 158-9>, describe rites which are tantrikt, well
x¥nown, and believed to be thoroughly disreputable, although

it is open to gquestion how widely practised.

Hinduism forms the back-cloth to the lives ot the
KalbeXfas. As Jogi Naths, Kalbelia men use °*‘Nath' after
their given name. Nath means '"Lord' and the Kalbelias say it
indicates the bearer is a follower of one of the twelve Nath
panths (ways, sects?> foundesd by the Nine Naths (tantrig
masters) and their disciples. Kalbelia women are not called
'Nath’ because the Kslbasiilas men say, "According to the
Upanishads & woman 1s not a full human besing because she is

unable to control her senses.*

Shiva was the one god of the Hindu triad of Brahms,
Vishnu and Shiva who came to be described as the Mahayogil
(the Supreme Yogi’, (Ghurye, 1264:115). The descriptiouns of
Shiva (and Rudra) exhibit, both as te form and practice,
certailn beliefs of the yogli. Rudra 1s an sarlier guise of
Shiva who eats flesh, blood and marrow and is fiery and
fierce. He frequents cemeterlies, performs awful rites there,
and is terrible. He is the chief of bhutas (demons?> and is
served by bhutas and pisachas (demons and troublesome
ghosts? and is called Bharava (Briggs, 1982: 157-9> or
Bhaironji, whom the Kalbelias worship.

The Kalbelias' 'mythical charter' concerning their
occupation as snake-charmers, and the origin of theilr caste,
is derived from stories of theilr gury, Kanipa, and Kanipa's
relationship with the tamous Gorakh Nath (see Appendix 1).
These storiss explain how they became nomadic and why they
earn their living with poisoncus snakes. The Kalbelias know,
and many other people believe, that they are not merely
wanderers who display snakes for a living, but that a whole
socio—-religiocus identity attaches to them This factor is of
the utmost importance toc the Kalbelias in the way they
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regard themselves and how 1t affects their occupation and
concepts of selfhcod. To donate to a Jogi Nath is, for many
people, a meaningftul religious sct. On the other hand, =a
donation may alsc be inspired by pity, embarrassment or even

fear, (Gupta, 1979: 193).

Although their Nath identity as followers of their
guruy, Kanipa, informe the identity of each individual and
designates the parameters of the sub—caste vis—a-vis itself
and outsiders, for the majority of Kalbella men and to a
lesser extent women, their Jogi Nath practises centre on the
acquisition of their own personal (living> guruy and
learning and repeating marntras. Mantras are words of power,
and there 1is a mantra for every conceivable activity and
article, although only a few devout pecple know very many.
*Mantra is the only way to God,*” they told me, and there was
no sign that any of the sub-caste, sither collectively or
individually indulged in the infamous sexual rituals of the

tantrik left—hand path.

Outsiders' opinions cof the Kalbelias are bas=d on
popular conceptions of Yogi Naths mostly mediated through
stories of the famcus Gorakh Nath, (who is not the guru of
the Kalbelia sub-~caste). Stories of magical siddhis (powers,
accomplishments) are even depicted in comic books. These
siddhis are dependent upon the perfect technique of the yogi
or the correct recitation of mantras, and not upon the moral
rectitude of the practitioner. Therefore a Nath is sometimes
perceived as a sinister figure. Kalbelias were represented
by my first landlord and his wife, both university teachers,
as black magicians. This aura tends to cling to all
Kalbelilas, unless personalily known, o far as outsiders to
the sub-caste are concerned. But Ksalbelias themselves say
black magic is a thing of the past and make no claim to be

adepts. In fact they were surprised and seemed rather
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gratified when I repeated some of the hair-ralsing

allegations made asbout them.

By “concentrating®, "meditating®” and “realizing
samadhi®” (see footitnote) in respect to a certain object or an
entire class of objects, the yogi acgquires occult powers
(siddhis> in respect to the object or objects experienced,
(Eliade, 1969:8%). The followlng examples are by no means
exhaustive: To possess irresistible will and obtain anything
desired, or alternately, to have perfect control over or
suppression of all desires, (Bagchi, 1956:273)>,
clairaudience, clairvoyance, power to transmute iron and
other base metals 1into gold by smearing with the yogi'’s
urine and excreta (Eliade, 1969: 130>, To project mind—made
images of oneself, pass through solid things, walk on water,
tly through the air, touch the sun and woon, ascend into the
highest heavens, (Bagchi, 1956:273>. To enter the bodies of
snakes, demons, men, women or deities, and return at wilil.
To enter more than one body at a time, leaving his own, and
control these several bodies whilst retaining his own
individuaiity in his own body. To become stronger than an
elephant, bolder than a lion, <Briggs, 1982:271>. The ability
to exercise complete control over ‘'women, hushands and
kings’, to have powers of attraction, immobilization,
pacitfication, cause death, sow enmity, <(Kakar, 1982:179-80)>.
To reduce oneself to the size of an atom, or expand to the
dimensions of the cosmos, become as light as a cobweb, or as
heavy as the Himalayas. To be transported anywhere in a

flash, raise the dead to life, become invisible. To obtain

Footnote: Ellade commente "The meanings of the term samadhi
are: union, totality, absorption in, complete concentration
of mind; conjunction.*™ However he prefers to translste it as

*enstasis, *® "stasis,” "conjunction®™, ((1969: 77, footnote 79).
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rresistible elogquence that renders opponents answerless, to
have congress with beings on other planes of existence,
success with women and the ability to sexually satisfy any
number of them. To enter into the body of another man in
order to enjoy his wives, to seduce with impunity any
virgin, to multiply his body, and simultanecusly have

intercourse with hundreds of women, (Walker, 1982: 46—72.

To have the power of subjugating all and establishing
one’'s own superiority over others, {(Bagchi, 1956:273>. To
change the course of nature, having complete mastery of the
elements and authority over the states of existence,
(Briggs, 1982:271)>. To have complete knowledge of all
previous births, understand all the mysteries of the
universe, to see all things and be familiar with the
processes of the mind. The yogi... obtains full intuitive
knowledge of whatever he concentrates upon, (8riggs, ‘

1982: 272). Intuitive knowledge is deemed superior to that
gained in any other way such as studying. It becomes
apparent after reading this list and after glancing through
Eliade (1969> and finding even more siddhis, that nothing is
withheld from the siddha (adept> shouvld he so choose.

One thing puzzled me. The stories Kalbelias tell
prominently feature Gorakh Nath, yet the Xalbelias seem to
know 1ittle of Kanipa, their own Nath guru They say "Others
may not know Kanipa but WE know him!* This seems more a
protestation of loyalty rather than striect truth. Kanipa
piays & minor role in their stories and published
information about him fis scanty compared to that of Gorakh
Nath who was believed to possess many magical powers and 1is
well known in North India, even outside the Nath sect. The
stories indicate rivalry between Kanipa and Gorakh Nath, who
represent rival schools within the yogi/tantrik tradition.
The school of Jellander Nath, the guru of Kanipa (the
Kalbelias* guru} represents the more ancient Shailvism
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derived from Kapila, while Gorakh Nath represents the newer
schocl of hatha yoga, says Biman Nath. Gorakh Nath's
behaviour toward his own gy, Machindra Nath (see Appendix
I> 1s not in the tradition of respect for a guruy and
although in popular stories he sets out to rescue Machindra
Nath from the clutches of tantrix women, he appears to have
acquired many of the attributes of tamntrik sadhana (means,

practice> himself.

The Kalbelias say Kanipa refused to do magic. He
secluded himself in the jungle and practised samadfhi, which
requires patience and dedication and leads to moksha
(release from the endless cycie of rebirth). Samadhi is
described in the Yogatattva Upanishad as realizing the
paradoxzical situation in which the fivatms {individual soul>
and the paramatma (universal spirit) are placed from tithe
moment when all distinction between them has cesased. Once
samadhi is obtained, the yogi can choose to be absorbed into
the paratrafiman or retain his body and stay on 2arth,
possessing all the siddhis, (Eliade, 1969: 131).- Few jyogis
are believed to have succeeded in passing beyond the
condition of the siddha (the ‘magician' or °*god’ ) because
once the siddhis have besen used, th2 yogi remains stuck at
the lavel of a mere "'magician’, (Eilade, 1969: 88--9) This
presumably must have happened to Gorakh Nath, because he

succumbed to the temptation of using his magical abilities.

Tantrik yoga propounded by teachers such as Gorakh Nath
was regarded by orthodox Brahmins with suspicion as being
harmtul, or at the least inessential, <(Bharatd, 1976:283-9>.
¥hat sets tantrik practise and belief apart from orthodox
Hindu or Budgdhist teaching, is its method, which 1s psycho-
experimental rather than speculative, (Bharati, 1976:31).
Tantrism developed in the Morth-west, along the Afghan
frontier, and in western Bengal. Kamrup in Assam, is the
tantrik place par excellence according to Eliade (1969: 201-

786



2>, and the stories of the Kalbelias, (see Appendix I).
Tantrism first appeared in the 4th Century and by the 6th
Century had swept through India and was assimiiated in some
form or other by all religions and sects; there is a
Buddhist, Hindu snd fain Tantrisem, (Eliade, 1969:200». i is
essential for anyone tfollowing the tantrix path to be
initiated by a guru, “the master who aslone can communicate
the secret esoteric doctrine, transmitting it *from mouth to

ear', <Eliade, 1969:207>. Some Kalbelilas are gurus.

The doctrinal texts called tantras or sHhakias were
written in SansXrit or vernacular fanguages in India from AD
600 down to Middle Ages. Some are about philcsophy, some
about magic, or the science of sound. Some are notorious for
employing erotic imagery, probably the reason why they are
regarded as dangerous andsor heretical by the orthodox,
(Bharati, 1976:289; Rawsocon, 1971:7>. The aim ot the Nath
siddha is the attainment of a non—dual state through the
attainment of immortality, in a perfect and divine body,
{bas Gupta, 19%6:297). The teaching of the Naths was a
continuwation of the tanirik synthesis, but the Naths
introducad new theories in the sphere of yoga. Naths believe
the microcosm is an echko of the macrocosm, and averything
found in creation has a paraliel in the body,

{B. Bhattacharyya, 1956:269>. Therefore the body can be, and

should be, used to gain uvitimate fiberation.

Marco Polo, described the chugehi (yogiss:

‘who live one hundred and fifty or two hundread years...
These pecple make use of a very strange beverage, for they
make a poition of sulphur and guicksilver mixt together and
this they drink twice every month. This, they say, gives
them long life, and 1t is s potion they are used toc take
from their childheood, ' <(Yule, 1903)>,

And Bernier in 1723 wrote:



‘There are ...strange peopie; they are simost
constantly travelling hither and thither; they are men who
scoff at everything, who take no care for anything, men
possessing secrets, and who, the people say, even know how
to make gold and to prepare mercury so admirably, that one
or two grains taken in the morning restore the body to
perfect heaith and so fortify the stomach that it digests
very well and can hardly be satisfied,' <(Bernier, 1723 Vol
I7:130, in Eliade, 1969:275>.

Jalandhari <(Jellander Nath?> and hie chels (pupil)
Kanhu-pa (Kanipa), the guru of the Kalbelias, lived about
the middie of the =2leventh century, <(Bagchi, 1956: 276> and
both belong to the Paonath pant®, and were followers of
Mahadeo (Shiva?, (Briggs, 1982:67>. In the song below,
Kanipa says allegorically that his tfascination for a Dom
(sweeper? girl compelled him, a naked skull-bearing yogi

wmendicant, to relinquish the guise of & yogi dancer:

'C Dombi, you sell gut string and wicker waire;
For your sake I have discarded the wardrobe cf &

dancer.

O! you are a Dom girl and I am a Kapaliksa;

for your sake I sam wearing = chaplet of bones.*
{Sen 19%56G:287>.

This reference to skull-bearing indicates that Xanipa
was a Kapalika yogif, criticized for their permissive
attitude towards caste distinctions, M & J. Stutley,
1977: 141>, *Dombi® is the name of one of the spiritual

aptitudes, not necescsarily an actual person.

The attitude of a yogy to the phenomenon of physical

death is revealed in a song ot Xanipa:

'The real! Self in the state of neutrality is fulfilled
in the Void;
At the removal of the physical reflexes and mental
attributes be not depressed
Say how Kanha would not exist,
When ha2 is ever moving about, measuring the three
worlds.
A fool is sorry to see the end of a show;
Do the breakers ever dry up the sea 7
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Men, being ignorant, know noti:

They perceive not the fat existing in milk.

In this existence one neither goes nor comes;

With this outlook XKanha the yogi tfellow disports.*
(Sen 19%56: 289).

The tollowing song in Old Bengalil also reinforces the

tantrik/yogic synthesis.

*Xanha, a skull-bearing yog? is on his round.

He walks through the township of the body in the
samne guise.

The vowels and the consonants are the bell ankiets
at his feet;

The sun and the moon are made the ear-rings.

He covers himself with the sshes of love, hate aund
infatuation;

Supreme emancipation is worn as & string of
beads. '

{Sen, 1956: 289),

Skull is & reference to Kapalin, °‘Adorned with skulls’,
a name of Shiva (M. & J. Stutley, 1977:141). Tounship of the
body refers to the belief that the cosmos, the worid, is
mirrored in one’'s own physical body. Yowels and consonants
refer to b1 {(seed mantra’, meaning everything in the
tniverse 1s sonorous and has its own sound. The sun is
gquintessentially female, shakti, which resides in the chskras
in the genital region. The moon is quintessentizally male,
Shivs, and resides in the cHakrs in the crown of the head.
Certain tantrik esxercises preserve the elixir ot immortality
in this c£hskras ond etfect the rise of kundalini, & spirsl of
energy which lies like a coiled snake at the base ot the
sping, from the genital region, and up throvgh the other
tive main ghatras, finally resching the ghakra in the crown
of the head when the unification of the two polar principles
of sun (kundalini, ire—energy? and moon (elizxir of
immortality> is effected, transcending all opposites, isea2

Walker, 1982,42--3; Elisade, 18969, 134-52.
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Ear-rings refer to the huge ear rings going through the
centre, rather than the lobe of the ear which Briggs
€1982: 1> supposed to be solely worn by Kanphatas but which
are worn by some followers of other pantfis too. They refer
also to Kanipa's membership of the Nath panth, ITantrik
methodology and aim of the co-mingling of the sun and moon
as described above. Ashes represent Shiva, the yogi par
excellence who 15 often depicted wearing these huge ear
rings, and to the death in this life of a yogi, and the
ephemeral nature of physical things. The gurus among the
Kalbelias wear necklaces consisting of thirty-two, sixty-
four, eighty--four, or one hundrad and eight Rudrakshs
berries {(of the tree elaeocarpus ganitrus, seeds of the
badar or Jjujuh>, said to be born from ths ayes of Rudra, an
aspect of Shiva, when he carries out his work of
destruction, (G.S. Churye, 1964: 92). Some say the one
hundred and eight berries represent each appearance ot Shiva

on earth, \Briggs 1982: 14>,

The followers of the Maths at first formed a monastic
group, but later constituted a caste in Hindu society,
(Pratyagatmananda, 1956:224)>, It is possible to be an
individual householder Nath, which does not necessitate the
abandonment of caste, normal occupation or family, or, as in
the case of the Kalbelias, to be born into a caste of Jogi
Naths mainly composed of householders. Some Kalbellas

minister to their own and other castes as gurus (see below.

Because of their identity as Jogi Naths, the Kalbelias
say they have a dispensation from Lord Shiva himself which
allows them to beg for their neseds, (see Appendix 1>. 8ut

many find begging embarrassing and prefer to work:

* Yogis vow not to engage in trade and not 1o take
employment. S¢ they are supposed toc beg for their food. But
this is by no means the universal practice, It is estimated
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that but one in hundred begs... As beggars they go from
house to house Crying “Alakh, alakH ' (Briggs, 1982: 44).

Alakh means 'not perceptible’ hence formless, ie. the
Absolute Brahma. ¥When Nathapanthis meet, they greet sach
other with the word ' Adesf which means injunction. The hail
must be considered to be esoteric, (Ghurye, 1964: 106; 135).
To greet fellow-Xalbelias in any other way can be an insult,
(see chapter Eight). *They take both money and fo0od. Some
put on special clothes when they go out to beg,” (Briggs,
1982: 44,. 8riggs is referring to the orange or ochra—
coloured clothes worn by many hoely people in India. The
Kalbelias® turbans are almost always of the ochre colour
which they claim is theidr right to wear as Naths., Wearing

ochre—-coloured clothes can be problematic:

“Ochre clothes can be worn by males from any age but
they should be devotional and know the mantra This mantra
is common to all castes. The ochre clothes are only for men,
not women, because they are not as devotiocnal as men,” (Girt

Natho.

"If a person uses this mentra he will remove his sins
of seventy-ocne years. If he is not using this mantra but is
wearing the ochre cloth he will go o hell,* <{(Dharendra

Nath?.

“If f continually wear the ochre shirt without knowing
the mantra I will go to hell, but once or twice is OK. It is
not an insult, becsuse these clothes are givan to Kalbelia
people for devotional purposes. I don't know the right
mantra so I don't usuanlly wear the ochre clothes,” (Bhadra

Nath>.

Kalbelias wear ochre-coloured clothes when begging with

cobras and bIn {snake pipe? in the streets or in hotels,
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partly because they consider their work an act of devotion
since Shiva himself gave them this occupsation, and also for
pragmatic reasons. “Tourists will not give me much money 1f¢
I'm wearing ordinary clothes, but if I'm dressed in ochre-
coloured clothes they give more, and so do the Indian pecpile
in the streets. But i1 I went to my village wearing ochre
clothes, =my guru or anybody else can enquire if I know the
mantra and if I don't, they can demand I remove the ochre
clothes. Not all people wearing ochre cliothes are perfectly
devotional, but ail are begging anyway. Only five out of
every hundred are really devotional but they get money by
wearing ochre. I am devotional but I don't know all the

mantras, * (Bhadra Nathl.

Perhaps because of the ascription of expertise in tlack
magic, the Nath cult holds 2 marginal position on the
fringes of Hinduism. Cther indicators of this are thelr
heterodox rites for the dead. Not merely that they bury, as
opposed to cremate, their dead, not uncommon in Rajasthan,
but that their death rites are popularly supposed to include
a gathering (Xenchuli panitfidy of people from difterent castes
who mest together for a sexual ritual where the women’s
blouses are mixed up in a pot and then drawn out at random
by men who then have sex with the woman to whom the blouse
belongs, (OC.P. Joshi; Sushila Zeitlyn: private

comnunications).

Mayer mentions a funeral rite in connection with the
goddess Hinglaj Devi which he was requested not to atiend,
where men and women from meat—eating and vegetarian castes,
high caste and Harijan, sacritice goats and eat in the same
line, <1960:238>. This ties in withk references by Carstairs.
A villager told Carstairs that he was a member of a cult
where these rites took place, <1983:37>. cCarstairs did not
link the place of this man's first contact with the cult, &t
Ahmedabad, as an indication that it was a Nath sect, but
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according to Ghurye, in this town there is a Nath centre by

the side of a cremation ground, <(1964:138).

Possibly sexual rituals take place in cther Nath
panths, but Kalbelias do not indulge in them, nor do they
form any part of their death rituals (see chapter seven), or
iife. However it is widely known to outsiders that Kalbelias
are Jogi Naths, and stories about sexual tantrik rituals of
the left-—-hand path are often recounted and certainly inform
public opinion about the Kalbelias. The lowly occupations of
most Naths... and non-—-observance of the Brahmanic social
order, (Sen, 1956:281; 8.8hattacharyya, 1856:269) and
presumably in the Kalbelias® case, their nowmadism and
connaction with snakes, thought to be uncanny as weil as
dangerous, confirm their marginal state, although their
baskets of cobdbras in the context of religious z=znd folk
beliefs transform them into priests and their paskets of
snakes into portable shrines, at iesast on the festival of

Nagpanchoi,

However, falbelias, although MNaths, are considerably
influenced by the Brahmanic social order, seeing it as aa
ideal to be attained in a future {ife after rebirth in a
Brahmin family. Xalbellas always have & Brahmin priest
officiating at their marriasges and they say disapprovingly,
that the Jogi Nath sub-castes of Chabdiyale (basket-makers),
followers of Gorakh Nath, do not. Notwithstanding their
common membership of the Nath panth, a Kalbelis will
preferentially maryy a female from the Kalbelia Jogl Nath
sub—caste, although some Kalbelia wen take wives from, but
do not give wives to the cther two Jogl Math sub-castes,

{see chapter six’.

Although a common adherencs to the Nath cultic ideoclogy
might be thought to forge bonds between the nomadic
Kalbelias and thelr sedentary fellow-Naths, overcoming to
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some degree the stigma experienced by non-—-pastoral nomadic
groups <(Kenrick and Puxomn, 1972; Clebert, 1967), generally, 1%
seems that sedentary Naths prefer to ignore theitr nomadic
cult—-tellows: “Kalbelias are not important and never visit
temples, * said Dev Nath, resident priest at the Dev Narayan
Temple in the holy town of Pushkar, in tones that brooked no
opposition. But Kalbellas do visit temples, both as
individuals and as families. Probably it is because thsy do
not takxe along cobras and pipes they are not recognised as
Kalbelias.

2: 2 GURUS

Some Kalbeliz men are gurus, sincere men who take a
keen interest in spiritual and religious matters and have
acquired some local fame as spiritual teachers. They have
disciples drawn mainly from the XKalbelia sub-caste and
occasionally from other castes. Some gurus work as healers
too, particularly in cases of spirit possession <(see chapter
five), and alsc earn money by snake charming, or any of the

cther occcupations followed by members of the sub-caste.

Although gurus are respected for their knowledge and it
is accepted among Kalbelias that being devotional and being
initiated by a guru is a good thing, not everyone has taken
that step. *1 have never spelled mantras, although my uncle
knows every mantra and I have acquired a little knowledge
from him,* (Harita Nath>. "I don't know any mantras. I sing
only devotional songs according to books,” (KRajata Nath),
and from Maruga Nath, whose own father and uncle are both
well-known guwrus and healers, "I am not interested in
tantra—-mantra or improving my present life. I worship daily
in the Shiva temple in our hamlet and my mind and heart are
clear, that is why I am confident I will improve 1in my next

iife. ™
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The merit in having a guru is clear tc those Kalbelias
who are disciples. "Without a guru a person is nugra (not
good>. GCGuru teaches all kinds of moral duties, to be true in
life, not to cheat, lie or steal, to do this kind of job,
not that job. To try to keep good company, not bad. Not to
Just wait for visions, but to do your duty in the worid and
work without thought of profit. To be non-violent and not to
k1ill any creature. To spell God's name in the morning. If a
disciple is a criminal, guru will not punish him, but will
give suggestions and instructions not to sin and commit
crimes in this world. He will tell his disciple about the
immaterial world," (Bhadra Nath).

Initiation from a guru destroys sin and gives spiritusal
knowledge via the divine sfiskti (power? in the mantra the
guru whispers into the ear of the disciple. A manéra is so
important that without it other ritual acts are said to be
useless, and a mantra is no mantra at all unless imparted
personally by a guru to a disciple, (Bharati, 1976: 159~
90; 106>. Msntra is a potent compelling force, a word of
power, the fruit of which is mantra-siddhi (accomplishment,
result?. A person cannot be a guru unless and until his
mantra has borne fruit, but the aim is to go beyond the
siddhis which arise on the path to samadhi, and not to be
tempted to use them as described by Elilade,
(1969: 85; 131; 280>, Kakar, ¢1982:179-80>, Walker, (1982:46—
48>, Briggs, (1982:271-2>, and Bagchi, (1956:273).

Knowing of the occult abilities attributed to the
siddha (perfected yogi>, perhaps it is understandabie that
outsiders to the sub-caste should think it more likely that
tantra-manitra is used in the exarcise of maglc rather than
to reach God. Kalbelias say, "Right-hand tantra-msntra 1s to
cure disease, to bring about good things for public welfare,
but the left-hand tantra mantra is like &afs jadu (black
magic> and can destroy someone. " Most Kalbellas say they
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know nothing of black magic, and Gonanda Nath 1s the only
Kalbelia guru who offers destructive magic. None of the
other Kalbella gurus claim to touch the sun and mocn or any
such fabulous thing, or want to do other than good. Thedr
attitude is that they are secskers on thea path to God, and
any adept who succumbs to the temptation to use the siddhis
he has obtained is enslaved by them, and diminishes to a

mere magician and loses his chance of moisHa, (liberation).

"We are wasting our time in worldly life so we should
all learn tantra—-mpantis * said guru Dharendra Nath. “"when a
person has all the skills concerning mantras, ornaments,
sindur, ochre clothes, then he will become a guru of any
caste or community. He will be welcomed by a high seat among
the Naths. *™

“when a person wants to be devotional, he should go to
a guru of any caste, not of any particular caste. In

religion there 1s no caste,”™ <(Bhadra Nath>.

But only a qualifiesd guru should initiate & disciple.
Initistion by a charlatan could iead a disciple into
disaster, a danger of which the XKalbelias are aware. “In
this world there are so many gurus who are false" sadly
remarked Harita Nath. These false gurus merely want tributes
of money, food and goods and run the risk of going to hell
and taking thelir deluded disciples with them: "When a person
puts ash on their forehead and thinks by doing this he will
meet God, 1t 1s nonsense because all donkeys and dogs are
sleeping in ash. If they think they will meet God through
having long hair, it is nonsense because any person can grow
long heir. In the forest, lions and bears have long hair! If
a person wears sindur (vermilion) and grows long hair and is
not sincere he will not meet God and wiil not go to heaven.

Instead he will go to hell!*” (Bhadra Nath).
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"But gurwus living in the Jungle, they are real gurus
because they have left this material world. If a guru has
knowledge, he should centrol his senses and not run after
wealth or beauty. He should be above all emotions and
desires, then he has no anger in his mind, and his mind and
life are full of peace. Guru has 311 the powers and
knowledge. Nothing can destroy him, even if he has not taken
food or water. He is not material, so he is in no danger in

this mortal worid, he is immortal,* Harita Nath).

Present-day gurus are a physical manifestation of the
god Shiva, the supreme guwry the mahkayogi who even now lives
on Mount Kailash in the Himalayas, surrounded by the Nine
Naths and the eighty-four siddfigs (saints who lived
successful tantrik lives) and other perfected yogis. The
teachings of the Kalbelias' gurus could be drawn directly
from tantrik texts, but they rely mainly on oral teachings
passed down from their own gurus. "The philosophy of tantra-
mantra is the same for everyone. If a Brahmin came to me as
a disciple he would gain the same knowledge as someone from
Ly caste or any other caste. All Nath gurus have the sane
philosophy: the way of God, the same tantra-mantra,*” (guru

Dharendra Nath»>.

The Kalbelias consider manitras should especlsally be
 known by those Kalbellas who are following their traditional
occcupation of snake charming. "They should know the mantras
which go with all the things like the ear-rings, turban,
ochre shirt, necklace of rudraksha seseds™ (guru Dharendra
Nath). This is because when following the cccupation of
snake charming and wearing the traditional ochre coloured
shirt and turban, they are carrying out the task Shiva gave
Kanipa and his followers, of whom the Kalbelias are
descendants: that of controlling poisonous creatures, and

therefore death.
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Poison can also be a collcquiallism for the acceptance
of dan <(ritual offerings) which embody inauspiciousness.
Acceptors of dan are accepting, "digesting™ and removing
inauspiciousness from others, (Raheja, 1988; Parry, 1980).
However, none of the Kalbelias ever indicated they knowingly
accept dan, only emphasized that, by virtue of being
descendants of XKanipa's original disciples they can beg

without shame or danger.

It is sald that a would-be discipie should be carefully
observed by the guru If an unworthy disciplie is initiated,
then all the disciple’'s sins will rebound upon the guru
"Avalon and Chattopadhyaya suggest a probationary period of
one year 1s normal (1972: 1xxii; 1978:61>, but Kalbelias
usually select a guru from their own caste and are already
known to each other, so this rule is not observed. *“When 1
was twenty my parents suggested I make a certain person my
guru because without a guru we cannot gain knowledge, " (guru
Dharendra Nath). "There was a devotional song party at my
home some yesars ago, and I was introduced by my parents to
guru Ram Dasji who adopted me as a disciple. I was eleven

years old,* <(Bhadra Nath).

A Kalbelia guru is visited by his disciples who bring
him gifts of fruits or whatever they can afford, and receive
spiritual teaching and advice. Guruy Daivya Nath said, "I am
interested in spiritual things, not material things although
I am a labourer when work is avallable. I am master in
devotional song programmes and meetings and for many years I
have been asked to arrange these to help the welfare of
society. All types of castes invite me for these programmes
and I have visited many places in all districts of
Rajasthan. I know tantra—mantra and I teach it. People ask
for my advice and I advise them not to eat meat or take

drugs or tobacco, and that they should not forget God who
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made them, to say the name of God early morning and evening.

If people don*'t accept my suggestions 1 try and try again,®

Mukti is one of guru Daivya Nath's female disciples.
Although women may seek out a guru it they wish, this 1is not
actively encouraged. Service to husbands, on the other hand,
is. "I am only devotional, not interested in household
work, * said Mukti. "I am interested only in the name of God
and attending devotional programmes. I make pilgrimages to
Pushkar. Before my husband died I did normal household
duties, and I advise other women that for us women a
husband, whether he is right or wrong, is like God. Daivya
Nath is my gwu and all his sons are my dharm bhal
(religlious brothers). That is why I am here in this compound
although I have family in another village. ™ Mukti is not a
religious devotee because as a widow no other course is open
to her. She could have gone to live as a wife with her
husband® s younger brother or remarried into another family.
All these courses are acceptable within Kalbeliia society.

(See chapter six).

Kuvala Nath is a guru 1iving in Chandiwar village.
Another Kalbelia said, “Kuvala Nath is the most famous
person 1n this area. He was away from family life for twenty
years doing meditation. He is very devotional, but fifteen
years ago his mother died and his brothers insisted he come
back and get married, so he returned. Because he has a good
knowledge of religion all devoticnal people, including
people from other castes come here and give him gifts. He
glves financial advice to all families when they are in
trouble. " Kuvala Nath hesls at the Ram Dev temple which he
himselt butlit in the village (he works as a builder). This
temple also houses images of Shiva, Kall and Krishna, and is
next to a shrine dedicated to Bhairon. In the evenings

Kuvala Nath gives religious and moral talks to the other
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families, and shares the gifts he receives among the

children in the XKalbelia hamlet.

Gurus are respected and valued for their religious
knowledge, spiritual insights and advice, even by those
Kalbelias who have not chosen a guru of their own. A guru
may see his disciples infrequently, perhaps only when they
make a special trip to mske offerings to him and ask for
advice or teaching. But being a guriu is not anyone’s sole
occupation, they all do other work as and when it is

available, which I discuss in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE

OCCUPATIONS

3: 1 OCCUPATIONS AND NOMADISM

Indian society has often been seen as being based upon
endogamous castes with their associated traditional
occupation. These occupations ostensibly set the parameters
of a caste and also give it its place in the caste hierarchy
and its status in Hindu society, (Davis 1976). Misra, in his
Karnataka survey of nomadic groups reported that each group
specialized in an activity which acted as an identity marker
for that group to outsiders, (1977b:1). Kalbelias are
popularly referred to as sanpera or sanperin (male or female
snake charmer) or sanpyala or sanpyvali (snake man or snake

womany, even those who do not work as snake charmers.

Occupational activities are usually protected against
encroachment by competitors, thus assuring subsistence to
the supplier of goods or services, (Mandelbaum 1972: 161ff).
Nomads do not often establish the same formal, hereditary,
and exclusive economic relationships intoc which members of
occupational castes enter, but they maintain close relations
with particular villages which may be seen as analogous,
(Hayden, 1987:268». For instance, Kalbelias have settled on
the outskirts of villages where they previously camped and
were known and where their labour at harvest time is

welcome.

Non pastoral nomads offering variocus services to the
encompassing soclety are found nearly everywhere in the
world, but South Asia probably has more groups of these
nomads, offering more kinds of specialised goods and
services than any other cultwe arsa, Misrag, 1977b; 1978>.
Before easy transport and communications were available
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these mobile groups provided goods and services not
otherwise available to sestiled populations. Hayden suggests
that the general Hindu attitude that it is meritorious to
give to beggars is obviously advantageous to service nomads,
because it leads to & reasonable assurance of alms even from
people with whom continuing relations have not been
established, (Hayden, 1887:268>. This is torrect, althoughk

pegging is by no means confined only to nomadic groups.

Littie is commonly known about the strategies ror
survival and livelihood practised by itinsrant communitiss.
Of the ftinerant groups interviewed by Misra, Rajalakshmi
and Varghese at three differesnt sites in Mysore City, none
were mobile all year. Some returned to base camps for a
brief period, usually during the rainy season when other
members of their community Jjoin them. Others travel for part
of the year and return to their home viliages, where they
possess houses and agricultural land. Mocdern transport is
used, and Misra et al found some people had come to Mysore
in the scouth of India from as far away as Sikar and
Jhunjhunu, remote districts of Rajasthan, north india. They
return Lo their howme base viliages every year, ((1971a: 76).
Their occupations encompassed selling small articles,
begging, various types of fortune-telling snd magic, songs,
acrobatics, snake charming, selling medicines, recording
genealogies, hiring out horses and carts, horse-trading,
selling manure, scraping and polishing cattle horns, and
agriculture, (Misra 1971b: 32C>. So although non—pastoral
nomads are commonly thought to be entirely nomadic, like the
Kalbeiias, most itinerants intervieswed by Misra, fajalakshmz
and Verghess had permanent homes and/or agricultwral lands
in rural villages and travelled for only part of the year,
(1971a). This pattern whereby people work both in cities and
the countryside in each year has been rather aptly termed by

McGee as ‘'circulatory migration', <{1979: 320).
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Partial nomadism seems to be the norm, as can be shown
by the Gaduliya Lohars, itinerant blacksmiths and bullock
traders who cease to travel during the rainy season
Misra, 1975: 238; RKRuhela, 1968: 144-%)>, and the Banjaras, small
traders and transporters of goods (All India Banjara Study
Team, 1968; cChilders: 1975:253-4>. Some Kalbelias, despite
the peripatetic economic strategies of the sub-caste, have
had permanent homes and an on—going presence in their

villages for seven generations.

Malhotra and Gadgil suggest non-pastoral nomads
generally occupy the lowest rung of a resources dependency
chain €1982: 3%)>, and their nutriticonal level must be
directly correlated to that of their customers. Theretore in
times of shortage, nomads will be the first to suffer. 8ut
Indian non-pastoral nomads take care to minimise the
distance between patchily distributed populaticns, and adapt
to the seasonal demands of customers, special testivals,
harvest time and other sgricultural schedules. Kalbelias are
in special demand during the festival of Nagpanchmi when the
cobra is worshipped, and in the rainy season when saakes are

often discovered in homes and shops.

Non-pastoral nomads also try tc cobtain a social and
economic spread of customers from a variety of castes, sone
more wealthy and influential than others. This spread of
customers will encompass differing food supplies and other
articles that will be donated or can be earned by
itinerants. Kalbelias have access to all types of patrons,
high and low castes, as well as foreign tourists, who donate
not only money bdut clothes and such items as wrist-watches
and cameras that can be sold. Secause of their mobility, and
access to a variety of patrons, non-pastoral nomads can
enjoy access to a more varied and adequate diet than
suggested by Malhotra and Gadgli, (:19382). Certainly
according to Freeman, low caste villagers do not gain a
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secure {food supply or income by remaining sedentary,

(1979: 35>.

Malhotre and Gadgl! further posit that conditions of
uncertainty are zoped with by mechanisms which are designed
to minimise friction between nomadic groups and to obviate
undue competition for the same scarce resources, (1982: 36>,
Sutherland, in her study of American Gypsies (1975: 3>,
certainly depicts a well-organised people divided up into
kumpanias (groups maintaining a monopoly on an area's

economic resources).

However, the Kalbelias deny any feormal regulation of
travel or work areas, or negotiation with other nomadic
castes, and these subjects do not appear to bz brought up
for discussion at their panchayat. In the streets of towns
or on wasteland when camping in tents for a few days,
Kalbelias pitch their tents beside thoss of octher nomads.
For & high level of adaptation and avoidance tc be formally
exercised anong SO many Froups ot nomads conceivably
converging on the same customers, something akin to &
military operaticn would have to be corganised. No cne
remembered any extra-caste negotiations about this. Work
patterns hinge on customary patterns built up over the years
within or between non—pastoral nomadic castes, with subtle

but pragmatic changes 1o the basic pattern over time.

Non-—-pastoral nomads have a work style that can be
characterised as extrovert, ready to nmake new contacts,
quick to add to their repertoire of skills and services in
order to fill gaps in the rural and urban economy. This
compares to the more conservative attitudes displayed by
rural craftsmen, <(Berland 1882: 145-5). Kalbelias are tfully
cognizant that they can expect Lo mdke far more money irom
tourists, sspecially foreign tourists than from ordinary
householders. Therefore they are willing to travel to
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customers in towns and villages spread over a wide area,
even to a neighbouring state or foreign country. They are
also able to supply labouring, medical, or magical services

needed only sporadicslly.

Generally held beliefs in the public mind of the
Kalbelias’' magical abilities, whather for good or iil, their
association with Shiva who is commaonly depicted wearing the
Kanphata ear-rings and draped with cobras, their ability to
catch and remove dangerous snakes, as well as their snake-
bite cures which are still in demand in spite of the advent
of modern hospitals and anti-snake bite venin, together with
their subsidiary occupations, ensure Xalbelias a iiving.
Bhattacharya claims Naths avoid begging {1975: 732>,
preferring to work at any task however lowly (Briggs,

1982: 47ff>, but Kaldbelias say they do beg.

The Kalbelias' position as nomadic beggars
theoretically at the &nd of a resource chain might imply
that if patrons are short of money, foocd, clo clothes,
cooking utensils etc, all items typically begged by the
Kalbelias, they will be the tirst to suffer. However, their
risk-spreading policy means few members of the caste are
totally dependent upon either begging or a single economic
strategy, and it would be a mistake to automatically assune
they are pathetic, dirt-poor nomads living under heaps of
rags not knowing where their next meal is coming from. They
benefit from a supportive and widespread economic and social

network.

3.2 RECEIVING ALMS AND MORAL PERYL
But does the economic strategy of begging exact a
penalty besides the social stigme experienced by beggars
everywhere? Trautmann says the shastric theory of sxchange
distinguishes between worlidly and religious gitts.
Scripturally enjoined gifls (dharm-doan) sre made to a
S8



disinterested, superior being, of whom the S8Srahmin learned
in the VYeda is the type, (1981:26). As Parry points out, the
gift is a surrogate for sacrifice, for a victim, that is,
the donor; it stands for what he must expiate. 8ut it is
only Brahmins who fiave a duty to accept dan, (19886: 462),
{although in north India, wife-taking affines are also
appropriate recipients of dam. Its mark is the superior
status of the recipient and the sbsence of an obvious
reciprocity... 1in that meritoriocus effacts of the gitt do
not immediately accrue to the giver and may not do so untitl

the next iife, <(Trautmann, 1961: 26).

Although Brahmins, and in particular 8rabmin priests
are described as having a duty to accept dan, Raheja
describes dan as given alimost daily, not only to 8rahmins,
but also to Barbers, Sweepers or wife-taking affines, always
to remove some form of inauspiciousness and transfer it to
the recipient, {(Raheja, 198&: 70-71>, although later she
appears to diiute this position somewhat:

‘The term dan is occasionally usaed in a more general
sense to include charity, alme and the like, prestations
that are not made in a ritual context and do not transter
inauspiciousness. .. Furthermore, in many of the Hindl and
Panjabl tolk tales and draemas collectsd by Temple (18854-
1900> in the general ares of my fieldwork, a ditfferentiation
of dan (a&lso dan—Jahe ) from "alms" (bhikh or bHikshs)
emerges.® (The latter) 'are used to refer to alms given in
non-ritual contexts to yogis and wandering ascetics...' <(the
Kalpbelias are Jogi Naths - ' Jogi' is the vernacular for
‘yogi') — ...°while dan and danr-jahej are prestations made
at the birth of a son and at other ritual occasions to one's
daughter’s son... and to Brahmans, Doms and so forth, in
order to assure well-being and auspicicusness, * (Raheis,
1988: 260).

Madan criticizes the 'over—-generalisad notion of “the

poiscon in the gift™* put forward by Raheja:

*“All dam, the villagers say, 1is given to remcve sankat
{danger>, kasht afflictions? and pap (eviil’ from the
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donor, * (Raheja 1988:134)>... If gift-giving is inauspicious
in all cases, and if the gift is the basis of social 1life,
the conclusion would then follcw that social life is
inauspiciocus in its very foundations. This obviously is
unacceptable, * Madan 1891:293).

There appears to be s cognitive gap in what the giving
and receiving ot certaln types of gift imwplies. Parry‘s
(1980> and Rasheja’s studies (1988> as well as my own
informants, exhibit different notions on the issue {(see

Chapter Four).

Worldly gifis are those where the donor is ‘giving for
consideration’ in expectation of reciprocal benefit in
respect of material or political interest, desire, througn
passion for women, drink, hunting or dicing or shame, when &
gift is given for which supplicants have asked, and one kas
promised out of shame, before the public gaze. Gifts are
also given in respect of pleasure, out of gratification on
having seen or heard things that please one, or from fear,
in order to buy off those who threaten slander, damage to
property, or bodily farm Gifts given from plety are dharm
{Trautmann, 1981:26; 280-1).

Kalbelias receive ‘'worldly gifts® as payment for
removing a cobra from house or shop, or for having cured a
victim of snake bite. They always refer to their activities
as mangna, to beg in the worldly manner, and do not refer te
themselves as bhigkari, religious beggars. They say people
give them money, food and clothes out of sympathy for their
poverty. However donations may be given to relieve feelings
of shame or embarrassment, although Kalbellias do not beg in
a supplicating manner: snake pipes played well are
pleasurable entertainment and attract donations. There is
also the possibility that some donors give alms out of fear,
thinking Kalbellas may use tantrik powers to perform black

magic, (see Chapter Two>.
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Kadru said, "¥%e can beg without shame because we are
followers of Kanipa.®™ Kanipa was an ascetic, but as all but
a few Kalbellas are householders, they are aware that
attributes of asceticism are hardly justified, although they
think of themselves as belonging to a religious sact the
roots of which are in asceticism. When begging with pipes
and cobras, Kalbellas usually wear the ochre colocur ot
rencuncers and are sometimes donated Food and money bscause
as Jogi Naths they are identified with ascetics, (see Van
der Veer, 18987:688; Burghart, 1983:639-40; 642>. Das comments
that the ascetic transcends customary social divisions and
is capable of inspiring contradictory attitudes such as
reverence and tear, depending upon the interpretation placed

on his mode of renunciation and asceticism, €(1982:45; 150).

Although Kalbelias agree that, "Anyone who wears the
ochre (when seeking alms) should know the mantrs, * (Bhadra
Nath), this does not mean that they recognise the alms they
recelive as dan and therefore inherently dangerous, as do the
Mahabrahmins of Benares, {(Parry, 1980). Kalbelias claim
thelr occupation was explicitly givenm to their guru Kanipa
and his followers by Lord Shiva and they would be in danger
if they went against the god's wishes and did not beg with
cobra and pipes, <(see Chapter Two and Appendix XI>.

But *...not all bearers of a culture are equally aware
of all the nuances of meaning and signification of a word or

concept,’ (Madan, 1991:289>, as examples from Raheja show:

*Iilam <2 Barber’) said that Barbers likewise do not
accept pujapa. Mangal (a Gujar? answered this assertion,
saying "You take the pujapa of the betrothal,” ...but Illam
said no, that was not pufaps. Neither Mangal nor Sukhbir
contradicted this statement, but in fact prestations that a
Barber receives at the betrothal are, in everyone’'s
estimation, pujapa.' (Raheja, 1988:2486).

' Pujapa, sandhara and bayans are prestations that
transfer inauspiciousness... (Raheja, 1989%8:172> ... there is
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another type of ritual prestation, a kind of dan that is
called carfhapa or pujspa (Raheja 1938:69> ... what is called
carfbapa is also called dan, and dan, villagers say, is
always given to remove some form of inauspiciousness and
transfer it to the recipient)>’, (Raheja 1988: 70).

The other incident related in Raheja:

*The Dakaut recipient... €(of dam... arrived in Pahansu
Just as the ritusal began... As he came forward to take the
articles, the Dakaut asked Telu Ram to help him carry them
away. Telu Ram, aghast at the request, told him that no one
in the house would touch the dan articles after the
circling', <(Raheja, 1888: 112).

In these two cases the donors and recipients have
entirely different notions concerning the implications of
the gifts: the donors are intent upon off--loading
inauspiciousness, the recipients are unaware of ‘the poison

in the gift-*.

Ignorance of the doctrinal implications and intricacies
of these ritual gifts given and received is widespread.
Piscussing the Mahabrahmins {(funeral priests) of Benares,

farry comments:

‘Though ornly the most doctrinally sophisticated of the
pllgrims would be aware of the risks he... <{(the donor>...
incurs... (in accepting darny... the sacred specialists
themselves insist that dan must be given to a Brahman of
unimpeachable character for “by worshipping the unworshipful
tamine results*. The recipient nust be a "worthy vessel”;.
and if the Jjajmanr 1s unwise encugh to bestow his charity on
an “"unworthy vessel® he becomes responsible tor the latter's
sins, ' (19890: 102-3>.

Although Raheja reporis dan being given to a wide range
of recipients, not just Brahmins, she says the exact source
of the inauspiciousness must be known if the giving of dan

is to be successful.
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‘Each type of inauspiciousness requires a particular
itual, a particular type of dan, and a particular
recipient, ' (Raheja 1988: 48> ‘these various recipients are
almost always involved in either Kinship or intercaste
relaticonships with the JFajman donor*® (Raheja, 1988: 92>
‘there is nearly always an intermediate transfer: the
prestation is first made to the source of the
inauspiciousness - usually a deity or a particular kinsman -
before being "given onward”... to the final recipient, the
patra', <(Rsheja, 1988&:71).

- The question arises of whether or not Kalbelias accept
dan, or whether the goods and money given them are ordinary
alms intended to reltieve poverty? The alms the Kalbelias
receive are nearly always given by donors in a non-ritual
context, and therefore are not regaraed as dan and are not
held to transfer *sin' or 'inauspiciousness’, and are not
seen by them as constituting @ "moral peril’. However, later
in this thesis I discuss the festival of Nagpanchmi, when it

is conceivable that Kalbellas are receiving dan

Further sections of this chapter describe
snakecharming, the traditional occupation of the Kalbelies,
catching cobras and earning a living by showing them and
curing snake bites. Other economic strategies ot the
Kalbelias are alsco described: healing, cuwring spirit
possession, entertaining, agriculture, and minor or sporadic
activities such as rikghavala or bill poster, together with

women' s work within and outside the domestic sphere.

2:3 CAPTURE AND CARE OF COBRAS.
In this section I will describe how poisonous cobras

are caught and once captured, their feeding and care.

[
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To understand how snake charming can be a money—earning
occupation it helps to understand the place that snakes and
snake beliefs occupy in Hindu religious and social life.
Many Hindus associate cobras with the god Shiva and revere
them on that account. A cobra occupying the house or garden
is said to be an ancestor reincarnated in that form to guard
treasure accumulated in its human life which it cannot bear
to leave. Cobras are thought to confer fertility on barren
women, and to donate money to buy milk for & cobra ensures s
supply of milk for the donor's own children, (Sahi, 1980;
VYogel, 1925; A. Bhattacharyya, 1977; Kothari, 1982>. Of course
the bite of some poisonous spnakes can be fatal and expert
Kalbelias fearlessly remove them from house, garden or shop,

and provide a folk cure for snake bite.

There is a tradition among Xalbelias that in each
generation at least one member of each nuclear family must
earn his living as a sanpera (snake charmer). Although this
is not nowadays, 1f it ever was, sirictly binding, most men
of the caste have kept cobras at some time or other.*® £al*
means death/poison, and for the Kalbelias their traditional
role has come to mean protecting the public from the poison

of cobras.

Indian cobras can be found in forests, open
countryside, areas of cultivation, desertad places or in
busy towns and wvillages. They vary in colour and markings,
and Paniel gives a full description (1983:113>. Cobras
displayed by Kalbelias are usually greyish black, sometimes
marked, sometimes unmarked. They grow to four or five feet
long, someiimes 1o seven teet. Cobras mate at the beginning
of the year and in May lay ten 1o twenty-four eggs in a
rough nest. Together the parents act as guards until the
yvoung hatch. This aspect of cobra relationship is mirrored
in the many folk tales: when one pariner is killed, the

remaining cobra of the pair is believed to take revenge for
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the death of its mate. Baby cobras are more aggressive than
their parents and are able to rear up, spread hoods and
strike while still emerging from the egg, (Stidworthy,

1972: 99>, I saw a tiny baby cobra which showed every
indication of ferocity, filinging itself about wildly, hood

spread, and striking at everything within reach.

Cobras eat frogs, mice or rats, (Stidworthy, 1972:97>,
and perhaps this is why they are to be found in Jaipur -
rats are a common sight in the streels. My garden was
infested with them and I even had them running over my bed.
Cobras usually hunt in early evening when they are inclined
to be more aggressive, and are able to sitirilke accurately

because they can see well in a dim light.

When angered and about to strike, the cobra raises
about one~third of its body, spresads its hood, hisses loudly
and lunges forward, driving the fangs into its prey and
injecting the venom by a muscular squeeze of its poison
sacs, (Elliot, 1934:191-2>. In the venom of cobras,
neurotozins (nerve polisons) predominate and there are
substances that break down red corpuscles in the blood and
prevent coagulation. Cobras are said to bite approximately
10, COC people &8 year in India, although only one in ten
bites are fatal, (Stidworthy, 1972:98; 150). The average
discharge of poison at a bite is two hundred and eleven
milligrams dry weight. The lethal dose for a man is fifteen
to seventeen and a half milligrams for a weight of about
sixty kilograms. The symptoms of cobra poisoning start with
a stinging, swelling, and oozing of blood-stained serum,
followed by a rapidly advancing paralysis starting with the
legs. The neck drops, the tongue, lips and throat are
affected and speech becomes difficult, Swellowling also
becomes difficul? or impossible. 8Breathing becomes ditficult
and stops. Other symptoms are vomiting, and haemorrhage from

the various orifices of the body, (Daniel, 1983: 114; 144).
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Various remedies for snake bite have been tried over
the last few hundred years, for example, amputation of the
bitten limb, or administration of large amounts of alcohoil,
(Stidworthy, 1972: 151). Strychnine was much vaunted at one
time which, according to Elliot, was a positive danger to
iife when given in the doses advocated. Even sucking the
bite or administering potassium permanganate which
neutralizes venom in a test tube is of little value because
the venom is rapidly absorbed into the bloodstream and only
a tiny amount remains at the site of the bite (1934: 199-200.
When I enquired of an expert at the London Zoological
Society what I should do if I were bitten by a cobra far
away from medical aid, he replied succinctly and with

chilling finality, *“Pray!”

Nowadays the medically applied antidote to the venom of
many snakes is produced by inoculating & horse with small
doses of venom. Gradually the animal builds up a resistance
in its blood to the venom This blood serum (antivenin) is
usually effective against snake bite 1f used quickly,
although differences between venoms are so great it is
impossible to produce a single antivenin to act against all
kinds of bite, (Stidworthy, 1972 151-3>. But in Rajasthan,
only a small number of people bitten by snakes actually
attend hospital, perhaps because of the distance of urban
hospitals from where people live in rural areas, or possibly
because of a feeling that the hospital wiil be able to do
l1ittle to help. The one case of death I heard of while I was
in the field, occurred in a man who was taken to hospital
and died in spite of several injections. It may be that the
hospital was unable to inject the patient with actual anti-
snake bite venln since it is expensive, and difficult to

store for any length of time.

Kalbelias told me of snake bite victims they attended
during my time in the field. All the pesople survived, which
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the Kalbelias take to be proof of their expertise and
knowledge of medicines against snake bite. None of the
people were taken to hospital, not even one man living on
the outskirts of Jailpur who could have easily been taken by
motor—rikshaw, and none of the cases were reported to the

authorities.

The Kalbelias who entertain as snakecharmers at the
Jaipur hotels also show a mongoose, the legendary adversary
of the cobra. In India it is widely believed the mongoose ‘
has an immunity to cobra bites, and that after fighting with
a cobra, the mongoose goes to the jungle and eats a certain
plant which acts as antidote to any poisonous bite it might
have suffered. This probably explains why the Indian
population are wiiling to accept the possibility of a
herbal, oral cure for a poison which has been injected into
the blood-stream. Aristotle writing in his History of
Animals in 350 BC claimed that before a mongoose fights with
a snake it esats wild rue. Elllot is of the opinion that the
mongoose does have some natural immunity to cobra bites, his
experiments indicating that a mongoose reguired a far
greater injection of cobra venom than other animals to bring

about 1its death, (1934:218).

3:4 EXPERT KALBELIAS

Among those Kalbelias who show cobras at hotels or
around the villages or streets of the city, only a small
number of expert Kalbelias actually catch the cobras
themselves. Usually boys who are interested are taught to
catch cobras when they are nineteen or twenty years oid. It
is rare for girls to be taught, but I met three women who
catch cobras, although none of them exhibit snakes in

public.

Expert snake catchers catch cobras for their own use to

display to the public, or ito order, 1if a fellow-Xalbelia has
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recently released his cobra and needs another so as to beg
in the street or fulfil a hotel engagement. In the rainy
season when cobras come out of their holes and can easily be
seen or tracked by the marks they leave in the sand, the
price might be only one or two ruypees (the price of a bottle
of "Thums Up*, a cola drink>). Even I was presented with
several cobras after a brief shower of rain. In the hot
season cobras are in scarce supply, and may cost up to fifty
rupees. This is a high price to pay: a perscn working at

road construction only earns about ten rupees a day.

A cobra is usually caught in the jungle or fields by
digging into a likely-looking hole. The Kalbelia plays his
bin (snake pipes) in the belief the cobra will surrender to
him, if it is sughria (good). If it is nugra (bad> 1t will
try to maka good its escapza. When a snake is found, whether
1Y is a cobra or some other kind of snake, & {ine 1s drawn
around it in the sand or dust. This was not said to be with
an iron implement that binds or contains evil, usually
referring to tha spirits of the dead or misfortune, but it
is probably operating on the same principle. Or perhaps it
is anaiogous 10 the assertion that a chicken that has its
beak placed on a iine drawn in front of it is unable to
move. Thz snake is trspped by & stick placed across the back
of iis head and pressed to the ground. Thenr the Xalbelia
removes the two puoison-transmitting fangs by causing the
cobra to bite on a piece of cloth, which he then drags away.

This breaks the fangs.

Next, the two poison sacs inside the cobra’s mouth are
removed with a sharp piece of horn or a large neadle. W%Whan
the fangs are broken or damaged, 3 new pair of fangs
eventually appear to take their place. Some Kalbelias
continue to break these off, because a ceobra can inflict an
unpleasant bite. But because the polson sacs have been

permanently removed, the cobra‘'s fangs no longer have polson
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to inject. There is a difference of opinion about the effect
on a cobra ot having its fangs and poison sacs removed., Some
Kalbellas say 1t makes no dlfference to ths cobra’'s heaith,
but others disagree, claiming that removal should not be
done lightly because these things ara put there by God for s

reason and the snake must be worse coff without them.

The poison is buried becsuse Lalbelias say if s
chicken, cow or dbuffalo eats 1t, it may kiill them. One or
two people sald it can be mixed with kajaf (black eye liner>
and applied around the eyes, which s good for the health
and cures headaches, but Kalbelias do not usuvally wear
¥ajfal, or use the polson in any way. Some Indians say cobrs
poison is used in medicines, but Kalbelias have never been
asked to give it to0 medical people, although an unknown man

once came to the Railway kachchi basti wanting to buy cobra

poison for an undisclosed reason. They refused to supply him
with this poison. When discussing the incident, the
Kaibelias said they would never give or sell this poisocon to
anyone because the would-bes purchaser may bave some bad

purpose in mind.

According to Thurston, thes jungle Yanadis remove the
poison sac with a knife and swallow it as a protectiocn
against snake bite, (1912:95). This does not bring about
immunity to snake bite, and Kalbelias neither swallow the
poison they remove from cobras, nor do they claim'any
immunity against the effects of a poisonous cobra bite. Only
people with nerves of iron deliberately se2k out a cobrs
complete with poison and I wonderad what steps were taken iIn
the event of a bite, perhaps slone in the jungle. "I keep
very alert to avoid being bitten, and also tske medicine
with me. If a cobra bites, we suck the place where 1t has
bitten, then take our own medicine. I do not know any person
of our sub-caste who has been bitten by a cobra and adled. It

is not possible that he will die!”™ (Nanda Nath), This is a
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brave assertion, but other Xalbelias say "¥any men die doing
this job," expressing a more pessimistic view of the
occupation. Irya Naith®'s brother died after being bitten by a
cobra during his work as a snake charmer, another man was
found dead one morning, bitten by a cobra that had crept
into his bedding while he slept. I heard of two other recent
incidents of Kalbelias bilitten while they siept, bdut luckily

both survived.

There is a belief among Ifndians that a person bitten by
a cobra while asleep is being attacked in revenge for
causing the death of that cobra's mate, (A.Bhattacharyya,
1977: 227>. KXalbelias never ascribe death by cobra to any
such reasson, aithough they, more than most people are likely
to injure a cobra, albeit unintentionally, when ramoving
their poison. Possibly Kalbelias feel dmmune from such
vengeance since they received their occupatiocn from Lord
Shiva himself, or one of his delegates (sea Appendix [). But
it is more likely due to their pragmatic attitude, for they
do not share the common superstitions concerning snakes and
cobras. A man from another caste swore to me, with every
appearance of sincerity, that his uncle, while walking in
the jungie saw a snake rise into the air and fly. When I
asked if any Kalbelia had ever seen such an event, the
response was & resounding and withering “nahint™ ((No). They
were taken aback that 1 would apparently even entertain such
a possibility. "These things are just stories, " they saild

sternly.

Even knowledgeable and interested Kalbelias do not
usually catch snakes until they are over twenty years old,
and there are a considerable number who never have done
this, &and openly admit they are afraid. No-one is mocked for
this fear. Manasli Nath who is oniy fourteen years old is
socmewhat 0f a phenomenon therefore; having alresady caught

several cobras. One capture was in the garden of s iourist
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hotel where he was entertaining guests. A hotel servant saw
the cobra in the shrubbery and raised the alarm. Manasi
pinned the cobra to the ground with & broom. ie was not
equipped for dealing with poisonous snakes because he had
gone to entertain, not to catich cobras, so he had to
transport the still-poilscnous cobra back to the squatter
settiement to be dealt with: *“I took out my own non-—
poisonous cobra from iis basket and put it into the bag in
which { keep the snake pipes. Then I put the newly caught
poisonous cobra 1nto my snake basket and took both snakes
back to the Railway kachchi basti on my bicycle. Manendra
Nath removed the poison fangs. ¥ Manasi was aggrieved because
the hotel paid him only fitty-one rupees. “If some alder
Kalbelia had been there he could have asked for one hundred
and fifty—one rupees, but I am just a child. That’'s why I
only got fifty—one rupees. *

No one seems able to distinguish the gender of the
cobras. I was told they are female if they are small and
skinny. The oniy classitication that Koeibelias use is a
nugra cobra, characterised as being very active and lilable
to bite, or sugfhiris, when the cobrs immediately surrenders
to the £alibelis on hearing the sound of the bin Once de-
fanged and ensconced in the basket, it willingly rears up
and displays itself to the public, spreading its hood. A
nugras snake will either not hear the music or wilil ignore
it. A cobra is slso termed nugras once it has bitten someone.
it is said that i1f a snake is nugra then the sanppera s
pipes will stop of their own accord and the man's best
efforts cannot bring forth the smallest sound. But nugra
snakes are still caught and continue to bite, inflicting
flesh wounds even atter their poison has been removed. A
sughria snake may dart out at the snake charmer but will
stop short ot actually biting, neither does it try to leave
the basket. But a nugre snake never ceases 1its escape

attempts and angry behaviour, (Neka Nath?. I heard a rugra
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snake still hissing fiercely even although, because of the
cold wensther, it was in a nest of cloths inside its basket,
which was swaddled in even more cicths, and carried in a

quilted bag

Apart from the gross behavioural ciassification of
nugrs and sughris, cobras have no apparent individuality.
Whenever I held a new cobra, it could have been any ot the
other cobras I had held befores, so far as behaviour or
personality was concerned. Kalbelias say cobras show no
differentiation between one person and another. Pythons
however were attributed with more intelligence and
affection. These were not available locally, and the only
python the Kalbelias owned was shown at hotels, and had been
expensively purchased from Uttar Pradesh for about three

hundred rupees.

After catching a cobra, the snake charmer decides to
keep il for fifteen days or one or two moniths. The bigger
the cobra the longer it can be kKept but eventually, “the
first charm of the cobra wears off and it becomes lazy
having had no exercise in the basket, "™ (Nabhoga Nath). After
the cobra’s poison has been removed and the snake has spent
a period in casptivity, 1t greduslly becomes slow and
lethargic and no ionger bothers to rise up and hiss, even
when irritated by tapping on the basket. “"A cobra in a
basket is like a pfisoner. After it has done its time then
it should be freed,” <(Bhadra Nath}, The cobra is reieased on
wasteland outside the town or in the fields where there are

mice for 1t to eat, or in the jungle.

3:5 THE CARE OF COBRAS

After 1its polson is extracted the cobra is kept in a
basket unfed and undisturbed for the first two or three days
in case of residual poison. Puring their first five days in

captivity there is an increased danger the cobra may die.
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The Xalbelias attribute this to the grealer difficulty the
cobra experiences in taking nourishment via a tube, but
death 1is probably also dwe to the shock of capiivity and

removal of poison sacs and fangs.

Captive cobras do not often get the opportunity to
catch their own food and instesd are fed via & tube madse
from & hollow bone, or nowadays, the outer pilastic casing ot
@ biro. Various mixtures are administered, of water, miik,
egg, oil, flour and occasicnally, meat. All XKalbelias who
keep snakes have differing opinions about what a cobra
should be fed and at what intervals, but a typical regime is
that they are given a little warm water every other day, and
fed every third day on raw egg and oil beaten up together.
After half an hour the snake is checked to sse if it has
regurgitated its food. {f 1t has been sick, 1t is fed again.
Care is taken that the feeding tube is not pushed too far

down inside the cobra. This causes injury anc death.

To show me how it 1s done, Bhadra made a feeding tube
out of the outer casing of a biro and another bigger tube
taken from a plastic hand paniha (fan), held together with a
paper collar. He removed the cobra from its basket and
placed it on the ground. It became erect and spread its hood
and Bhadra wavad his fist in fromt of 1it. Althougnh the cobra
followed Bhadra's fist, it did not strike — obviously a
polite sughria snake. Then Bhadra held i1ts head fairly close
behind the eyes and put the feeder into the side of its
mouth. Then he pulled the cobra vertical and pushsad about
one third of the biro casing down inside its mouth. Holding
the snake firmly so that none of the liquid shouid escape.
Bhadra poured a mixture of uncooked egg white, o0il and water
beaten together down the tube. As the ligquid poured through
the tube and 1intoc the cobra, to help the food go down, he

gently and rhythmically stroked the snake from the head



Feeding a cobra via a hollow
bone.
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downwards. 1 saw its body become thicker as the liquid
passed down. The feeding was over in a few minutes, and the

cobra felt warm to the touch, ot siimy or cold as it looks.

Once a week the cobra may be fed twenty to fifty
grammes of goat meat. Two people help to feed the cobra this
meat. They wedge open the snake’'s mouth with a bone and push
the meat down a iittle, then sitroke the cobra's body to help
the meat go all the way down. Although the poison and
polson—-transmitting fangs have been removed, other teeth are
Jeft and the snake can still catch and eat prey even without
its poison, which never comes back. Someitimes a live mouse

i1s put into the basket for the cobra to cstch and e=at.

In hot wéather, cobras are considered more likely to
regurgitate their food, so are carefully watched. Their
baskets are placed out of direct sunligh! and water is
sprinkled on the basket to keep it as cool as possible. They
are fed the same food as in cold weather and at the same
intervals. In cold weather, wrappings are placed inside the
basket with the snake, and the basket itself is swaddled in
cloths. The basket is put into a patch of sunlight during
the day ito0 keep the snake warm and healthy, and at night the
snake’'s basket 1s placed in a box or swaddled in extra
cloths and put under its owner’s cot to give the snake extra

warmth.

Sometimes a cobrsz is caught which upon examination has
evidently been in captivity before, because its poison sacs
have been removed. These snakes are considered to be

lethargic and rarely retained.

3:6 RELEASE OF COBRAS.
Apart from the sluggishness of cobras which have been
captive over—long, which makes il futile to keep them as

entertainers, there 1s also a feeling among Kalbelias that a
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cobra or any other snake should not have to die in
captivity. The capture, or release of a snake is done
quietly, with the minimum of fuss. The snske charmer does
not wear his ochre pagri {(turban> and ochre furta (shirt)
advertising to everybody that he is a Kalbelia. Instead he
wears ordinary clothes and carries the cobra in a small
cloth bag with & drawsiring, and goes for a gquliet walk or
bicycle ride somewhere secluded, away from people and their
homes, where he gquietly releases the snake. This is because
any member of the public realising a cobrs or even a non-—
poisonous snake is about to be relsased in their vicinity

will say “Take that snake away from here!*”

Even although that newly-released cobra has no polson
apparatus, many Indians believe that the poison is not
permanently removed, only suspended for a short time by
application of an ointment to the snake's mouth or by a
mantra (magic spell), and the poison will return. This
belief 1s fostered by the Kalbelias themselves who sometimes
talk of a medicine applied to the cobra’s mouth which
“causes its gums to swell,* or "shuts the snake's mouth for
fifteen days or one month or two months,” so it is unable to
use its poison. They say this to turn aside accusations that
they are misbehaving with the cobras or are not good Naths.
Kalbelias say they should be non—viclent, and meddling with
the poison apparatus of cobras seems to be going sgainst
this principle in the eyes of other Hindus who do not know
of the Kalbellias® dispensation from Lord Shiva. But even
those Indians who believe the cobra has had its poison
removed do not want the shock of accidentally treading on it
in their fields or encountering it in the jungie when they
take thelr goats to graze, or finding it in their house and
having to send for a Kalbelia and pay for 1t to be removed,
Jjust in case it is a different cobra complete with poison

and fangs.

It
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All this is understandable, but why do similar stealthy
tactics have to be employed when catching a cobra from the
wild? Why should anyone object to the capture of a highly
poisonous and potentially life—threatening cobra? Apart from
the principle of non—-viclence to which many Hindus adhere,
it is an offence for anyone without s wildlife license to
catch a cobra, and if Kalbelias are seen armed with digging
sticks, Forestry official become suspicious. Cobras are also

useful in that they catch mice which eat crops.

Non—poisonous snakes are sometimes retained because,
“People like to see different types of snake, they become
bored with the same kind. They like to see others such as
the snake with two mouths, one on the tail and one on the
head. This coral coloured snake I have here is called ghora
pachad which means he can go faster than a horse. When I saw
this snake it was going into a hole and I dug it out.
Sometimes if this type of snake cannot find food, it twines
around a cow's leg and sucks the milk from her udder. It can
bite but there 1s no poison. It has teeth so there may be
bleeding but actually they don't usually bite,* (Nala Nath).

Later, this snake was given away for a token payment of
two rupees (about ten pence’ to thirteen-year old Vibhu Nath
who planned to beg round the streets of Jaipur, and it was
the cause of & panic on one of the Jaipur buses when we were
travelling to the village of Ramalpura. The ghora pachad
snpake was in a8 discreet drawstring bag so as not to attract
the attention of bus passengers who might object to sharing
their accommodation with a snake. I felt something slither
over my foot and looked down and saw a snake the colour of
uncooked sausages and realised the ghora pachad had escaped
from the bag and was roaming around the bus. I whispered to
Dari Nath sitting next to me and he informed Vibhu, sitting

behind us that his snake had escaped. Then the snake
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reappeared again by my feet and I made a grab for it but

could not hold on.

Other passengers realized a snake was loose on the bus
and a cry of "Cobra!” went up. People stampeded off the bus
in panic - luckily it was stationary at a bus stop in the
market place. The ghora pachsd reared up and tried to escape
through the bus window, much to the terror of passers-—by.
Vibhu hauled it back and wrestled it into the bag and
secured it with a very large, tight knot. Once people
realised the snake was not a cobra but harmless and non-—-
poisonous, the bus filled again, although seats around our
group were left empty. Vibhu Nath was berated, then people
began to laugh about the incident and the bus moved off. It
gave me some insight into the terror the presence of a cobra
would evoke, for being in contact with them only after they
were rendered harmliess and ensconced in a snake charmer’'s
basket, I had almost forgotten cobras could pose any threat,

or were even poisonous.

3: 7 REMOVAL OF SNAKES BY REQUEST

If a cobra is discovered in a house Oor someone is
bitten, a Kalbelia is hurriedly summoned to remove it and/or

administer an antidote to the poisonous snake bite.

On one such occasion I was staying in the Kalbelias*
hamlet outside Chandiwar villiage. A few people were quietlly
talking and singing in the darkness while other men, women
and children slept under the moon and stars in the area
between two facing rows of stone houses. Suddenly the dogs
barked and a man wearing a large red turban denciing a
member of an agricultural caste swept 1in on a bicycle.
Kalbelias rose from thelr heaps of guilts fully clothed.
Every adult was awske. The visitor was agitated. A cobra had
been seen in his house and his family had taken refuge with

neighbours. Three senior Kalbelia men quickly donned turbans
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and leapt on to bicycles; one riding pillion on the
visitor's bicycle, another two riding bicycles of thelir own.
I asked to watch them caiching the cobra but they refused to
take me. "We can take risks for ourselves,” they sald, “but
not for others,” and the agricultural caste man was
manifestly worried when he thought I was to accompany the

rescue party.

I was advised to stay awalke so I could see the cobra
when the men returned, but when they came back an hour later
they said they had made a thorough search of the house but
the cobra had gone. The three Kalbelias laughed and joked
with the agricultural caste man for some hours until he

departed to his now cobra—free house.

Nanda Nath was asked to remove a snake from a man's
house after the family had noticed a cobra there. "A person
who was living in Sodalla called me,” (Scdalla is a viilage
some distance away from where he lives in a tent at
Krishnapura Marg). “He had left his house all night because
there was a cobra there. I went there and the cobra was on a
shelf and I took it away. I keep snakes I remove from
people’s houses, but when I catch a cobra in public I will
not remove the teeth or poison in front of other people

because then they will learn how to do it.*”

In another incident, a teacher in the village of
Ramalpura went home at lunch time and found his wife
unconscious, having been bitten by a snake. The villagers
immediately sent a message to local Kalbelias in the nearby
hamlet. Biman Nath went to the house and roused the woman
giving her a herbal remedy and reassurance of a positive
ocoutcome. While this was going on in front cof the assembled
villagers, & man arrived who claimed to be possessed by the
legendary Teja, a cuitivator who allowed a cobra to bite him

because of an undertaking made to the creature. In return
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the cobra promised Teja that snake bites would be cured in
his name. The man claiming to be possessed by Teja said the
woman would certainly die unless he was paid tc save her.
But the headmaster of the local school challenged the man,
saying he did not believe he had any power to save the
woman. The teacher’s wife recovered and the Kalbelias were

credited with her cure.

Although Kalbelias are traditionally known for their
work as snake charmers, none of the women earn money by
showing cobras or taking them to be worshipped by the
public. Only a8 minority of women, and I only met three, even
know how to catch cobras, or care for them or sdminister
snake bite cures. Kadru explained she and her sister Tejini
were taught by their parenis to catch cobras because they
showed an interest, and their perents asked them to continue
this, "as a service to society.” When she removes a cobra
from somecne's house Kadru releases it in the jungle far
away from the village. She does not remove the poison since
she does not keep cobras, and considers it a sin to remove
the poison unless the intention is to keep the cobra fbr

showing, as her husband and sons do.

Most of the women, even those married to men who
exhiblt cobras or even catch them, show little or no
interest in cobras, but evince a strong fear of meeting one
unexpectedly in theilr house or jungle before its poison is
removed. Although cobras are said to be timid creatures that
silently slither away when they hear the vibrations of
pecple or animals approaching, this is not always the case
when suddenly disturbed by, for example, someone treading on
them. They are so well camouflaged this would be easy to do
while crossing fields or going to urinrate in the bushes
during the night without lamp or torch. Even Kalbelias,
members of a sub—-caste which people from other castes look

to for help when they have problems with cobras or other
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snakes, have a lively fear of poisonous snakes. “Three days
ago there was a snake bite case near my village and the man
went to hospital and died the next morning even after three

or four injections,”™ (Dala Nath).

Some people claim there is no place for Kalbelias in
Indian socciety. My first landlord, & high caste Brahmin,
asserted vehemently that Kalbellas were the scum of the
earth and not needed now anti-snaks bite venom is available,
and should not even be allowed in. Jaipur. But only a few
days after this diatribe I saw Harita Nath pulling a cobra
from a tree in one of the busiest main roads of Jaipur. He
was on his way to a nearby luxury hotel where he entertains
guests as a snakecharmer, when he observed the almost
imperceptible tracks of ihe snake in the sand and saw a
cobra hanging only inches above the heads of people walking
along the main road. The occupants of the nearby house
watched from the safety of their window while Harita Nath
expertly removed the cobra and put it into his basket. Even
in a busy and populous town such as Jaipur, along & main
road with endless streams of traffic and people passing by,

cobras can still pose a threat.

3:8 TREATING VICTIMS OF SNAKE BITE.

Kalbelias who treat victims of snake bite are
experienced, expert, snake charmers who calich snakes
themselves and do not merely exhibit snakes caught by other
members of the sub—-caste. They claim a high success rate for
their medicines, one or two flatly stating that it is
impossible anyone should die once they had received their
ireatment, others not so sanguine, saying “If it is a man's

fortune he should die nothing can save him. "

The ruiral name by which the snake charmers are known,
*Kalbelia®’, is idiself a statement of what the snake charmers

does. "fail” means death, and Kalbelias control poisonous
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snakes and remove the fear of death. “"The village people
call us Kalbelia and the city people call us sanpera (Hindi
for snake charmer). We are very proud that we can catch any
snake requested. Tell me which one you want and I will catch
it for you!"™ <Nala Nath>.

The knowledge of poisons or antidotes is ona ot the

eight chief subjects of Indian medical science:

' Innumerable are the famous Lords of Nagas (holy
cobras) headed by Vasukil and beginning from Takshaka, earth
bearers, resembling the sacrificial fire in their splendour
(teja), who incessantly cause thunder, rain and heat and by
whom this earth with her oceans, mountains and continents is
supported and who in their wrath might smite the whole worlid
with their breath and sight. Homage be to those. With those
there is no need of the healing art. But of those of the
poison fangs that belong to the earth and bite human beings
I will enumerate the number in the appropriate manner and in
the proper order.® (Susruta, 1835, wvol.11:232, cited in
Vvogel, 1872:173.

In the Atharaveda (viii, 7,23> snakes themselvas are
said to have knowledge of medicinal herbs. The main rspedies
empioyed against snske bites are herbs and msntra, the
secret of which 1is supposed 1o be in the possassion of
ascétics, (Vogel 1926:17)., This fits with the Xalbelias® own
ciaims and beliets that as a panth (way’) of the Nath sect,
and descendants of the original followers of their Nath
guru, Ksnipa, who was given power over snoakes by the God
Shiva himself (see Appendix 1>, that same power has devolved

0 them

The Kalbelias’' wmode of operation when called to a
patient 1is first to give comfort and reassurance of the
successful outcome of the treatment and then administer the
Jaributi (herbal medicine’ either by mouth or by rubbing the
site of the puncture marks. The Kalbelias claim to preter

treatment by one of their own sub-caste 1f bitten by a
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cobra, even although they do not hesitate to utilise medical

services for other silments.

I tried to discover the exact nature of thelr rem=dies
and was shown pieces of what locked like tree bark, but
specific names and botanical specimens were not forthcoming,
probably because each practitioner adds his own variation ito
a basic theme and does not wish others to learn of 1t. Or it
may be bDecause I suggested samples might be scientifically
analysed, thus discovering their secrets. “People don't
always tell the truth about medicine because then you can
cure yourself,"” ssid Rajata Nath. “Our gury, Kanipa always
personally attended a snake bite case. He refused to give
the medicine to anyone else to administer because this would

have led to a 1loss of knowledge among his disciples.®

“There are two or three medicines. A tree bark or plant
root, usually found in the hills. And there is snother like
alu (potato> which has a bitter taste. It is mixed with
water and drunk and will make the parson vomit. [t goes to
the stomach and dilutes ithe cobra's poison, otherwilse the
poison will attack the heart, eyes, head,” (Nanda Nathy., I
queried how snake poison injected by the cobra's ongs
directly into the blood siream could be ireated by a sliow-
acting medicine administered by mouth. "Even chapatis make

blcod and bones eventually,* Bhadra Nath repliied.

“The bark of the tree is boiled in a brass pot. JImarti
(a sweet preparation m&de from a paste of gram, horsepea and
sugar? is another Jaributi and so is kAaddu (pumpkin, gourd..
All come from plants, but I don't know the names of them.
They are boiled with two or thres coins of brass in a brass
pot until oniy ten drops remain. These ten drops are drunk.
This is treatment for a less poisonous snake. This medicine
should always be kept in a hot place like inside a lump of

cow dung near the fire.
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Another medicine is chach (buttermiik)., Put a glass of
buttermilk in a brass pot with a few brass coins and they
will rub together until the buttermilk fturns blue, then
drink it. This 1is also poisonous. All these medicines cause
vomiting and all work, but few people know how toc cure snake
bite. My father's elder brother died after being bitten by a
snake, but if I was bitten I wouldn't go to hospital. I am
careful not to be bitten but anyway, [ have a perfect
medicine made from camel’s urine and fitkord (ailuvmy. I mix
these two ingredients together, put inioc a bottle or pot and
then put it into cow dung for five or six months. Then this
medicine can be more dangerocus than snake’s poison! If you
are bitten by a8 cobra this medicine will cure you - poison
cuts poison. But if you take it without hawving been poisoned

by a snake bite, you wiill die,” Manendra Nath).

Elliot writes: ‘They (snake charmers ct South India’
professed to trust to various vegetable drugs, but I feel
sure that they knew that these were quite useless, and I do
not think they placed the smallest reliance upon them, *
(1934: 206>. This may be true for the snake charmers of South
India, but the Kalbelias appear sincerse in their belief that
their herbal remedies can alleviate tne deadly etfects of
cobra poison, and claim a high success rate tor their
medicine, although several! members of their own sub-caste
had died, not only when atlempting to catch snakes, but
after being bitten by a cobra while asleep. Snakes, both
cobras and the non~poisbnous varieties sometimes creep into
the warm bedding and bite the sleeper during the night,
perhaps when the snake felt in danger of being crushed. {
was irying to sleep one night in Chandiwar hamlet while a
dog was barking near our cots and I must admit I was
silently cursing it as I eventually dropped off to sleep.
The next morning I was shown a new cobra which one of the
men had found in the bushes near our cots when 1nvestigating

the dog’'s incessant barking. The dog saw somethning in the
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bushes and, perhaps luckily for me and my children, was

demanding protecition for her pups.

Carstairs mentions & tase where a man taking a3 short
cut across 8 neighbour's field was bitten, The bite was
thought to be the work of a powerful god, (1955:126>. The
Kalbellas never employ the idiom of & snake bite being the
work of an angry god. instead they treat il pragmatically. A
snake has bitten somebody and they try to cure the patient
by reassurance and medicine. Sone Kalbellas work as healers
(see Chapter Five), and say they pecome possessed by Yods in
order o quastion the possessing spirits of their patients,

but they do not use this method to cure snaka bite.

Indigenous snake bite cures are numerous and the
literature has many accounts, for example, the application
of a snake—-stone applied to the site of the snake bite. when
it has absorbed all the poison it drops off, <(Crooke,

1926: 363; Thurston, 1912:93-4). Kalbeslias deny these snake-
stones have any efficacy whatsoever, and there seems to be
some question about the substance of which these objiects are
composed. Thurston reports they are made from the leaves of
a creeper, but Manendra Naih says they are nothing mors than

a piece of burnt and blackened, polished bone.

A. Bhattacharyya mentions a remedy involving three
sanctified cowrie shells sent (not explained how» to tind
the snake who bit the patient. These shells stick to the
snake at its head, middle of its body and tip of its tail
and somehow force the snake 10 return 10 the victim and bite
him or her in exactly the same place in order to draw out
the venom which the snake then vomits into a2 cup of milk.
The incantations used in this process must never be writtan
in black ink which would render them ineffective, only in
red ink which symbolizes bloocd, for charms written in blood

are believed to possess msgic power, ((1977:2182. It nust be
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a terrifying ordeal for anyone bitten by a snake to submit
to being bitien by the same snake a second time, and this
method must have little possibility of even calming the
patient since he or she would be frightened by the
possibility of undergoing a further bite from a poisonous
snake, or converssly, worried by the 1likelihood of the snake
NOT returning to suck out the poison. The Kalbelias never

mentioned this particular method.

There 1s still a strong belief in Rajasthan that
Kalbelias have the knowledge and expertise to cure poilsonocus
snake bites, and often they are resorted . to in preference to
hospital treatment. Now antivenin is availapble, ana 1t is
possible to get a snake bite victim to hospital by bus or
moior cycle, or medical aid to him, why should soc many
people still prefer to seek the aid of an indigenocus healer?
This is something of a conundrum, although there have been
incidents of snake—-bite poisoning where the hospital was not
able to save the patient, perhaps because supplies of the
correct anti-venin were not available. And it is known that
not all cobra bites prove fatal. In some cases the worst
effect of a snake bite i1s a state of shock and itear,
although people have been known to die, apparently from
shock, afier s bite from a harmliess snake,
(Stidworthy, 1972: 151). For people living in rural areas
miles away from & hospital and doctor, the local Kalbelias
with their knowledge and experience of snakes and snake-bilte
must be of psychological comfort and exert a caimlng effect,

which could be instrumental in aiding recovery.

Carstairs (a medical doctor? had dried potyvalent
antivenin serum tor intravencus injection in case of snake
bite. He heard of several cases, two of the@ fatal, but no
one asked for his treatment, because, he bellieves, ©0f the
assoclation of the illness and the god, (1955:126>. 1If 1t 1is

believed by non—-Xalbelias that a poisonous snake bite 1s the
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work of a god, it might explain why Jogi Nath Kalbelias,
with their aura of mystery and magic are called in, instead
of a medical doctor. B. Bhattacharyya reports that Naths are
popularly known as “pedlars of medicinal herbs, performers
of miracles and tamers of serpents... these powers are

accepted by all and none dare to offend them, * (1975: 732-3).

The next chaptler describes and discusses snake charming

and begging.
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CHAPTER FOUR

SNAKE CHARMING AND BEGGING

In this chapter I will describe the economic strategies

of begging and snakecharming.

4: 1 SNAKE CHARMING

Snake charming as an occupation affords advantages
perhaps not immediately apparent, compared to other nomadic
groups' economic strategies. it costs time, etffort, and
entails & serious risk 1o obtain a cobra, although they can
be purchased from more couragecus members of the caste. That
accomplished, a cobra then costs little to feed and
maintain. But the large herds possessed by some pastoral
nowads require pasturage and are vulnerable to therft. Few
people, however, are tempted to steal a basket of cobras,
and money received is tucked inside the snakes' basket to

deter pilferers.

Kalbelias can move easily and quickly by train or bus
with a basket of snakes, with none of the other passengers
usvally any the wiser. By contrast QRalandars, entertainers
with bears and monkeys, some of whom camp in tents near a
Kalbelia hamlet just outside Yalpur, have to expensively
purchase bears from a considerable distance away and are
forced to travel slowly or hire a truck, <(Berland, 18982:94).
No riding on a bus with a bear 1n tow! Tha Qalandars’® bear
has to be caretully trained to perform, an arduous task
which takes a period of time and sowetimes results In injury
to the trainer <(Berland, 1982:988-101)>. 8ut a cobra needs no
training since the snake charmer exploits only the cobra’'s
natural responses, and once its poison is removed there is
no danger to the public or to the Kalbelia who takes it to a

hotel or round the streets. But a bear, however well-
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SNAKE CHARMING AND BEGGING

PLACE PERSONNEL ROLE ONATIONS | DONORS
Streets Men snakecharmers money | householders!
sadhu food shopkeepers
Women singing, dancing goods | passers-—by
Railway Men and boys snakecharmers noney | passers—by
crossing. sadhu in vehicles
Strategic
places.
Tourist Men and boys snakecharmers money |tourists
attractions, passers-by
Museums, etc.
Shrine Men and boys snakecharmers, money |pllgrims
nandi vale tourists
Women beggars food
Hotels Men and boys snakecharmers money |tourists
goods

129



Muslim Qalandars, entertainers
with bears and monkeys are
neighbours of the Kalbelias at
Harjipura village, built on a
Government grant of land.

Snake charming in the streets
of Jaipur.
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trained, could be irritated enough to inflict a serious
injury on its trainer or a bystander. A cobra without poisocon
still has tzeth and can bite and even draw blood, but 1t is

not a serious injury.

Elliot was of the opinion that cobras used to perform
were specially trained and selected. ‘Their obedience and
tractability are most siriking... 1 am satistfied that many
of the cobras brought round to perform have in no way been
mutilated,’' €1934:19C-1>. These are common bhellefs, but
untrue. No Kalbelia would dream of putting himself or his
family at risk by keeping a poisonous cobra in the house or
tent day after day, even sleeping with its basket under the
cot in the cold winter months. One of my cobras escaped from
its basket twice and was missing for some hours before
Bhadra Nath found it curled up in & pile of bedding, soc a
pocisonous cobra would certainly present a dangerous risk to

family members.

Neither would a Xalbelis put spectators in danger by
exhibiting a cobra with poison apparatus intact. 1If even one
onlcoker died from the bite of a Kalbelia*s captive cobrs,
the information would spread like wildfire and snake
charmers simply would not be tolerated in the community.
Snake charmers exhibiting cobras were banned by the Minister
of Tourism from the streets of Pushkar during the 1987 Camel
Fair, reportedly because the previous year tourists had been
alarmed by merely seeing the cobras. Kalbelias are quick to
truthfully assure onlookers there is no poison and no
danger, although if they suspect they may be accused of
cruelty or criticized for permanently removing the poison,
they prevaricate by saying they have applied an ocintment to
the snake’s mouth so 1t cannot produce poiscn for two weeks
or some other length of time, for '"The cobra is an object of
worship and it is & sin to &£1ill or meim 1t,' <{(Thurston,

1912: 124; Sahi, 1380:165-6>. The majority of Indlans appear
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to assume that any cobra exhibited in the basket of a snake
charmer has been divested of its poison or in some way
rendered harmless, because in the street passers—by show no
alarm as they walk near the snake charmer's open basket with
one ©or more cobras clearly displayed. On the other hand, a
snake out of place so to speak, in a shop or someone’s home

or on the bus (see earlier), gives rise to panic.

Elliot is alsc mistaken about the selection of amenable
cobras to be trained for showing to the public. Although
¥albelias categorize their captured cobras as nugra or
sughria (see Chapter Three>, either type are exhibited. And
they are merely taking advantage of the creatures' natural
behaviour and reactions: there 1s no need to train cobras to
rear up and spread their hoods. Most cobras are sughria
(timid and docile?> but nugra cobras, which lash arocund and
hiss like infuriated steam kettles attract larger audiences
and therefore more money than quieter sugfria cobras. The
cobra remains coiled up in the basket until the 1id is
removed, then the snake charmer plays his pin. The cobra is
sensitive to vibrations, but the bin is also played in order
to attract the notice of possible donors. The Kalbelia puts
his hand in the basket and touches the snake until 1t rises
up and spreads its hood, ready to strike. It sways about
with its eyes fixed on the sanpera's snake pipe which he
keeps moving. A nugra cobra will strike at the bHin, and even
try to escape which sends a ripple of excitement through the
crowd. Sughria cobras rear up and spread their hoods but do
not strike and appear to be eager only to return to their

baskets.

4: 2 RELIGIQUS AND PRAGMATIC ASPECTS OF HBEGGING

Cobras are the preferred snake charmer’s snake because
of their religious identification with the Mahayogi (Shiva,
the Great Yogi> and thus of s8ll yogis (jogis in the North

Indian dialect). In the social and religious climate of
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India, a Jogi Nath sanpera is able to asttract donaticns with
a creature which to Hindus is full of religious symbolism,
ﬁystery and danger. Puranic tradition relates that the
serpent is the ornament of Shiva. Snakes garland him, and
his hair streaming out in the cosmic dance is a mass of
serpents, (Sahi, 1980:166>. The breast band of Durga, the
shaktf of Shiva, the divine power or energy personified as
female and dynamic as distinct from its male or passive
aspect, (Stutely, 1977:260> is a serpent, and the noose with
which Durga binds the butffaloc demcn is also a snake,

(Gupta, 1979: 35>. The cobra also figures in popular beliefs
as a bringer of male children, and of illness, unless

propitiated.

Begging with cobra and bin runs as an important thread
through the Kalbelias’ lives. Even those who have never
begged on the streets as snake charmers sre surrounded by
male family members whoe do. [t provides an economic resource
which can be used on a8 regular basis, and the preference for
populated cities where donations are plentiful has caused
the Kalbellas to make efforts to establish themselves in
Jaipur. The importance of sesveral squatter colonies in the
City where they can live or stay tor short or long visits
are of inestimable value, both now and for the future, when,
as seems likely, more members of the ctaste become educated
and enter mainstream employment. These urban residential
networks already make available work opportunities,
hospitals, entertainment and food superior to those
cbtainable in rural areas. In Devghar, a rural village in
Marwer for example, the vegetable market consisted of two
old ladies. One so0ld cucumbers, the other.squashes,

nutritionally a limited selection.

Kalbelias tell many stories of how they came to have
the occupation of snake charming and begging. This story
highlights the religious aspect of their traditional
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occupation “One thousand years ago a8 man was born from the
mouth of a fish and his name was Machindra Nath. He went to
the mountains where he became immersed in deep meditation.
After some time he acquired two disciples. One was Gorakh
Nath <famous in North India for his magical abilities) and
the other was Kanipa, the guru of our caste. Both these

disciples were hard workers.

One day Machindra Nath said he was going to exanine
their spiritual progress and showed them a bowl of poison
and requested them to drink it. Gorakh Nath said *Machindra
Nath, this is not an examination of my work. It is a
punishment of death. I will not drink the poison.*® But
Kanipa sald, 'This is the order of my guru and it should be
obeyed, ' and he drank the poison. Then Machindra Nath
pronounced, ‘Gorakh Nath is disobedient. But you, Kanipa
have passed this test. You will be reborn in the Jungle with
two bags of ochre colour (the holy colour> and you willi keep
snakes to show for entertainment.*® This was a blessing for

Kanips, and this is our religion,*” (Nala Natho.

There are other versions of this story (see Appendix D
where Lord Shiva offers the poison and is pleased with
Kanipa for relieving him, (Shiva), of the burden of
swallowing the poison of the universe. Shiva saved the gods
by drinking the polison threatening the universe which
emerged from the ocean when it was churned, (O'Flaherty,
1981: 32>. Thus Kalbelias explain why they have the right and
abillity which other castes do not, to have dominion over
poison and poisonous creatures and to beg without shame as
descendants of Kanipa's original disciples. Kalbellas regard
thenmselves as representatives of Lord Shiva in matters
concerning poison. Their gury Kanipa is sald to be one of
the Nine Naths, perfected Masters who sit with Lord Shiva on
Mount Kailash.



The story of Kanipa and Shiva‘’s poison points to
Kalbelias obligation to continue with theidr traditional

occupation, but there is also the public response to

begging.

‘It was never challenged that a person who is in need
has a right tc beg what he requires from others who are more
fortunate. There is a clear obligation on the donor to give
what is begged of him Fzilure to do so will have evil
consequences, (Carstairs, 1967:56>. Pecple give to beggars
not because they enjoy giving... but because they feel
intensely uncomfortable and guilty if they faill to do so,°
(Carstairs, 1967: 160).

Kalbelias describe themselves as beggars who beg
because of need, but they are also suspected to be greedy
rather than needy ‘'Donations are given to avoid the
pestering of these kind of beggars. Snake charmers who
wander the streets playing the pipes are perceived as
worthless beggars and people give money to get rid of them, '
{Dr. O. P. Joshi, private communication>. Certainly, people

do not always seem to give willingly.

But @ Kalbelia does not have to be actively soliciting
for alms by playing nhis pipes. Just the very sight of a
sanpera walking down the street, bags slung either end of &
stick on his shoulder, containing the cobra in its basket in
one bag and items donated during the course of the day 1in
the other, 1is enough for a housewife to call him over and
give a few coins, or items of food or clothing. This may be
because hospitality is one of the main dutlies of a married
couple who should not eat their main meal of the day without
feeding a guest, visitor, relative, or a poor man,
(Jagannathan, 1984:65>. Presumably a Kalbelia admirably
fills the role of a poor man. As members of a tantrik sect
Kalbellas also have a reputation as practitioners of black
magic, even among educated people, and possibly some people

give to them for fear they may suffer the effects of a curse
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Kalbelia snake charming in the
streets of a town.
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if they do not. Donations are ostensibly given to buy milk
to feed the cobra. This is thought to ensure a supply of
milk to the donor's own children, but denations of clothes,
chapatis etc are obviously going to be utilised by the snake
charmer and his family.

Generally Delhivatle Kalbelias do not silow their
womenfolk to go into the streets to beg, sing or dance, and
the few women begging or singing in the streets of Jaipur at
the Festival of Holi are saperins from other regions or from
the Chakkivsle (grindingstone makers?> or the Chabdirvale

{basket makers) sub-castes.

The Kalbelia sub—-caste®s customs differ slightly from
region to region, so the picture is complicated by some
Delhivale Kalbelia men having married women from other
regions of Rajasthan or from the Chabdivale (basket-makers)
and Chakkivale sub—castes, whose women are freer in their
behaviour than is customary in the Delhivale area of the
Kalbelia sub—caste. If these women have been accustomed teo
begging while living with their natal families, they may
demand to be allowed to continue. These two sub—castes
although Jogli Naths, are considered by Kalbelias to be their
ritwal inferiors, "because of their behaviour and

profession.

There are groups of tents made from rags and polythene,
inhabited by various castes near the Chabdivaslie camp at
Krishnapura Marg. As we arrived, teenage girls from the
basket-maker sub—caste came from the tea stall and waved and
shouted at the two Kalbelia men accompanying me. Kalbelia
girls would only behave like that toward their brothers, and
would not have been hanging around tea stalls anyway. The
girls gathered round me, peered with undisguised curiosity
into my purse when I opened it, and when I said I was there

to order a new basxet for my <¢cbra, which kept escaping from
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its present wrecked basket, they briskly undertook the
bargaining themselves and pocketed the deposit. Perhaps
these particular girls are atypical: employed by the state
sponsored entertainment party they are economically
independent. The little children from the basket-maker's
tents were as bold and persistent as a cloud of mosquitos,
surrounding me, asking me for money, pulling at my <lothes
and hair, demanding photos. Kalbelia children are usualily
well behaved, and 1 felt inclined to believe them when the
Kalbelias said although the basket makers are Naths, they
are below them in the caste hierarchy because of their

behaviour.

A sanperin from any region, may bes forced to beg if her
husband has died and she has to support herseilf and her
children because the rest of her family are unable to help.
This does not happen very often, and generally it is
vncommon for the Delhi-region Kalbelia women to go out
begging. But one Kalbelia man sald over the years his mother
had come to s0 enjoy going out begging, meeting people, and
being given many good things, money, clothes, cooked and
uncooked food supplies, that she still begged in the streetls
with a statue of a goddess in her basket, even although all
her sons were now prosperpus and had forbidden her to do
this. This practise of begging with a holy image is not

confined to saperins, women from cther castes do this also.

In the Marwar region, one Kalbelis women did not depict
begging asvenjoyable, merely as a lucrative economic
strategy. Apart from child care, household work and taking
the goats to pasture, several times each week Phuli goes by
bus to @ nearby town, taking the baby with her and begs
round the streets. "Very often householders are abusive to
me but they give a lot, mostly food and grains, not much
money. I do very well out of it. I don‘'t mind the abuse or

the insults. If I go out intc the streets I am ail things to
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Earning money as a snake charmer

Some Kalhelia women beg with a
cobra or image of a god in their
basket.
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all men. They can think and say what they like, how can I
stop them? But I don't take any notice, I don't let it upset
me, I am there as a beggar. They don't have to treat me with
respect. X am just there for the grains and the money, I

don*t care about the insulis!"™ (Phuli>d.

But other members of the caste would like to break away
from begging and snake charming. Dari Nath, a teenage boy
who occasionally works at hotels as a snakecharmer as well
as begging round the streeis, admiftted he had a problem with

snakes - he was afraid of them! Mowacays L2 can handie and

w

even teed cobras, but when he was youager k

nervous of them and even now does not really like to touch

~

them.

Some Kalbelias find begging round the streets acutely
distasteful and embarrassing. Bhadra Nath, eager to get
hotel snake charming work which is more skin to
entertainment than soliciting for alms, was distinctly
disenchanted with begging in the streets, which he was
forced to resort 1o from time to time. Ha was trylng hard to
find some other way of earning money, but his earnings were
never large. I asked why he did not just go out and beg. At
first he said it was bescause there was no cobra available
but then sdmitted he felt humiliated by begging. He
preferred to work as a rikssavala 2ven sithough this work is
far more arducus than going round the streets with a dir and

cobra.

Kalyan Nath, a colilege student said although he was
born into this sub-caste, he did not want to beg or be a
spake charmer. “People wonld say to me ' Yfou are young and
strong, why are you begging, why are you not working at a
Job?' And what could I say to them? I could remove a snake
in an emergency, but actualliy [ have never caught a snake in

my life and have never wanted to. COther members of my family
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work as snake charmers but I am hoping to get into
Government service or some other job., I don‘t want to work

as a sanpera. ™

But for any government job advertised, however lowly,
there are many thousands of applicants. As members of a
Scheduled Caste the Kalbelias may expect some preference as
the Indian Government has a policy of ‘upliftment® in tavour
of Scheduled Castes, but they would still be competing
against numerous candidates. Government jobs are highly
valued because of the security they offer, the pensions, and
sometimes low-rental flats and low-fes English--medium
schools for children of Government employees, and cther
perquisites. Jt is with this fierce competition in mind that
Manendra Nath said, "Our children have to be brought up to
think well of our occupation of snakecharming and begging.
If they g0 to College they won't do snakecharming, and since
there is a lack of Government or otfice Jjobs, theay won't do
anything at all and will be lazy and a burden on their
family, " (ses Robertson, 19930: 3-8).

Some men feel ne qualms about begging as a snakecharmer
or pretending to be a sadhu "I go in the streets with a
pipe and call ocut O-alakh! I am & sappera Nath, nagyaila
(cobra man’ Kalbelia, encouraging people to give food to the
cobra and also to me. Sometimes I beg without a cobra or
snake pipes, as a sadhy, but I am not reslly religious or
devotional, I just 5o in that guise 1f a snake is not
available, ” <Bhola Nath). Ons of the teensage boys broke in
to Justify his feelings of reticence about such activities.
“When I go in the streets with 3 snake peopls say, ' You arse
a young marn, why don't you work, why are you begging?® He
(the other man) is an old person, that is why people give

and don't discourage or expel him, " (Dari Nath).
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In Jaipuwr, many people besides Kalbelias beg. Men,
women, children, and the handicapped. Chilidren appear to
relish their role as beggars, and operate in an assertivse,
not to say, aggressive manner. They gang up on a victim and
laugh as he tries to escape in a riikshaw or into a shop or
restauvrant. Tourists are favourite targets of beggar-
children who wrap their arms around their victim's legs, a
gesture of worship and abject poverty, but which aliso
ensures the victim is pinned tc the spot. Kalbelias do not
employ these methods. They are mild-mennered and polite and
their main method of begging is to sit in a shady corner of
the street playing thelr snake pipes to the cobra. The tune
played is often 'ANMagira', music from the latest of thres
versions of the hit film of the same name, where the =tory
reflects the popular belief that ccbras can assume human

form, <{(see Appendix I1I).

Kalbelias hold opinions concerning likely donors, “"We
like middie class or lower class people, not rich class
people because they don't give anything. We &now the houses
where we will be gilven food, flour, money or clothes. The
good houses are where the people are polite, and we discuss
this among ourselves. But if there has been a death in a
household, we won't take the clothes of the dead person, and
we don't take donations from peopie who arsa lower in caste
than us, even if they are rich. We recognise caste mostly by
how pecple speal and what they say, but 1if we can't
recognise their caste, what can we do about 1t7? {f we are
directly offered something by someons we Know is 17rom a
lower caste we would not be rude. We accept the donation,
but don*t use the money, food or clothes, we give 1t away to

a person from another caste, ™ Manendra Nath).

It is not very likely that anyone lower Iin the casts
hierarchy would proffer a domation to a Kalbelis, but it was

not possible to test the assertion that a donation from &
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rich Harijan for example, would not be utilised. However,
Kalbelias share in the general Hindu concern with caste
hierarchy and the opposite poles of purity represented by
the Brahmin, and pollution represented by the Harijan, and
believe they can be polluted by those lower in caste.
Poliution can be temporarily accunmulated from certain
contacts, through the acceptance of food from castes iower
than one’s own for example. Temporary extra poliution, such
as a death within the family passes away in time, but the
innate pollution with which anyone but a Brahmin is born is
fixed and inailienable and is a different entity from
inauspiciousness which might conceivably be transterraed to
Kalbelias via money and goods they receive. Yet their
comments deal only with the pragmatic aspects of which
castes are 1ikely to give them the most donations, rather
than possible inauspiciousness that might be transferred via
a coin or foodstuffs, even thouygh they are aware of the
notiocn that inausplciousness can be transterred away {rom
one person to another person, {(see section on Healers in

Chapter Five).

4: 3 FESTIVALS

The Kalbelias say they can beg without shame because
they are followers of Kanipa, and the cobra is s
representation of the God Shiva. At Shivaratri, the Festival
of the God Shiva held in the Hindu month of Magh {(January/
February?, Kalbelias go out in force wearing the ochre
clothes of holy men/ascetics in order to beg as sadhus. It
is traditionsl in the Nath caste as a whole, not just the
Kalbellias® sub-caste, that upon this occcasion Nath
fouseholders, whether or not they are conventionall§
employed, adopt the guise of ascetics., Other Hindus do not
necessarily believe tham to be true ascetics., Jatin Nath was
admonished to "Get a proper job!™ Some oclder men, if no
cobra is svaliable, admit to goidmng out in the streets on

cther occasions and masquerading as ascatics. Men trom other

143



castes also praciise this deception, giving rise to a
commonly-held suspicion that many sadhus are impostors.
’Donations are made to sadhus in order to sarn raligious
merit and are given even if the sadbu is suspected to be an
impostor, because pious people do not want to accidentally

deny a real sadhy,* (Dr. O.P. JFoshi, private communication).

At the time of Holi, the Festival of Colours in the
Hindu month of Phalgun <(February - March?>, Kalbelia men go
out on the street and call on shopkeepers and onlookers for
alms. They dress as women and dance accompanied by the bin
and a small drum, (see also the fijras in Chapter Four).
Sometimes men are accompanied by Kaifbelia women singing the
special Holi song but, "Xalbelia women from Delhi region are
not allowed to sing and dance in tha street,® Manendra
Nath) or in front of any but closely related msles. tere
again, people are not very willing to give donations, and
the singers sometimes wait some time outside & house or shop

before receiving a few coins.

A Brahmin said his family gives for the specitic
purposes of ridding themselves of impurity and atiracting
wezlith: "On the Festival of Makara Sankrati <(between 12th to
14th January? in the month of Pus (December — JYanuary>, the
sun starts to return from the southern part to northern
part, an inversion of the usual order.” (The sun is crossing
the Tropic of Capricorn’ "A sweet dish is made and eaten
among the family, but there is no family worship. Donations
are made of growing things iike ¢I11 (sesamum? seeds, wheat,
flour and fruit to beggars or to people who need it. This is
to mak= the donors pure. We can't donate to equals or
wealthier castes because that wouldn't have the reqguiread
effect of btringing an increasa of wealth.®” This attitude can
be contrasted with that of Dari Nath: "Xalbeilias beg at this

time becsuse people will give us something. That's all &
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know about it.*” Manendra Nath said, *“They give us these

things because 1t 1is thelr religion.®

One occasion when Kalbelias may be recipients of dan 1s
the festival of Nagparchmi, held on the 5th day of the dark
fortnight of the Hindu month of Sravan (July-—-August’> (A,
Bhattacharyys, 1977: 134> or according to Crooke, on the 5th
day of the bright fortnight of Sravan (1926: 396>, the period
of the waxing moon of the month of Sravan, the first month
of the rainy season, (Vogel,1972:275>. There are variations
in the date and local modes of observance, but generally
pictures or images of snaskes are made, and in the home there
is no grinding or preparation of food and a fast is kept. No
ploughing, digging or anything that might cause injury to
snakes takes place on that day. Offerings of milk are placed
near snake-holes, and an 1image of a cobra or an actual
cobra is worshipped, (A. Bhattacharyya, 1977:152; 3Briggs
1932: 149>. Vorship of, and offerings to cobras ensures
fertility, and male, rather than femals coffspring. These are
alsc acts of propitiation because anyone who may have killed
or injwed a cobra is believed to coatract leprosy. And
cobras are sometimes taken i¢ be an dncarnation of an
ancestor, particularly one who is reluctant to abandon his
worldly possessions and who, if neglected may cause sickness

in the family.

At Nagpanchmi, even Kalbelias who normally tocilow other
occupations borrow a basket and cobra and patrol the streets
of Jaipur or the nearest town or wvillage, playing their
snake—pipes to let it be uanown they have a cobra available
for worship. Even people who do not normally donate money to

snake charmers will do so on this occastion.

Those men whose main occupation is that of snake
charmer have non—-Halbelis families request their attendance

in advance, and take thelr cobra to the house where the
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family assemble to worship the snake, after which they break
their tast. By late afternoon Kalbelias make their way home
where some worship the cobra: “The pujan {(worship’ is
carried out st home and there should be dudfs (milk?, daait
tcurd?, gni <(clarified butter? red coloured powdar and a
coloured cotton laid on a thalfi, (large dish). WwWe worship
the snake and afterwards release it in the jungle, away from
houses and where people are living. Then my sister puts a
tiiak {auspicious mark) on my forehead with red colour and
ties the thread round my wrist. To replace the cobra we
release we will catch another, but not on that special day,”

(Manendra Nath».

Not all Kalbelias who release their cobras on
Nagpanchmi worship the snake. They appeared frankliy
embarrassad and were nonplussed and silent when caste-mates
said, very seriously, that they worshipped their cobras on
Nagpanchmi. Those who worship the sneake, Nanda Nath, Nabhoga
Nath, Naia Nath, Bhuji Nath and Manendra Nath, are all men
whose main occupation is the catching and showing of snakes
and the curing of snake bite. They are the expert snake
charmers, whilst other men and teenage boys who did not
worship the snakes do not thewmselves catch cobras or cure
snake bite, and are involved in other occupations
economically more important to them than the role of snake

charmer.

Kalbelias perceive the rituals carried out by
themselves and the pecple who make offerings to the cobra on
Nagpanchmi to be worship offered to the cobra representing

the God Shiva:

*Puifa... is a ritual to show respect, homage and
devotion... it serves to bring deity and worshipper closer
together. PFuja consists of a series of offerings to or
services for the deity, which are usually performed before
the delty*s image... they almost iavariably inciude an
offering of food... Afterwards this food is normally
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“returned” to the priest or devotee, or both, as prasada,
the material symbol of the deity's power and grace, which
are internalised by the human being when the food is eaten,’
(Fuller, 1888:22).

The cobra is also venerated becsuse the earth is
supported on Shesha Nag, a thousand headed serpent,
(Kanitkar, 1984:43). Vogel suggests the ceremony is worship
in some parts of India (1972:277ff), in others the rituals
are propitistion: *to separate the worshipper from an angry
deity or maievolent demon', (Fuller, 1988:23). But
inauspiciousness transferred in dan must be assimilated by

the recipient:

*If not properly “"digested"™... the inauspicious
qualities... exhibit their negative consegquences in him and
in his family: disease will affect them, they may become
mad, thelr *"lineage” will giradually fall, the inteilect will
be rulned, sin and evil will come upon them, and their
“fiery energy"” (tef?> will be decreased...®' (Raheja, 1988:91.,

The Kalbelias attribute such dire happeunings to a black
magic curse — which they say no loanger exists in these
nodern times. But Kalbelias may be considered by others to
be *appropriate reclipients® ot dar on Nagpanchml (see
Chapter Three), and the worship of the cobra before its
release by some Kalbeiias, could be an implicit
acknowledgement of this and a way of *digesting’ dsan or of
passing it to the cobra, identified with Shiva and soon to
be released. However, my informants themselves never said
they were accepting dan or were worshipping the cobra in
order to digest dar or transfer it, and evince no qualims
about using money and goods gained on Nagpanchmi. The
Mahabrahmins, funerel priests in Benares, believe acceptance
of dan puts them at risk of leprosy or dying a horrible
death, vomiting axcrement, (Parry, 1880: 89; 104;
1985: 621; 626>. Kalbelias do not adwise thelir sons to abandon
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the acceptance of alms for these reasons, as do the
Mahabrahmins. In fact, Kalbelias say they have never had a

case of leprosy in their sub—-caste.

*Heat produced by austerities (tap, tapasya’ is a
prerequisite for the successful assimiiation of the
inauspiciousness... and if this heat 1s present the negative
qualities will be rearticulated without disastrous .
consequences to the recipient... Brahman recipients must
then replenish thelr power by dally austerities, the
recitation of mantras and so forth, and other categories of
recipients do so through other means,® (Raheja, 1988: 91)>.

Harita Nath said, *{f you wre pura 1in spirit, you can
do any work without danger.” towever, the reasons Kalbelias
give for reciting the correct mantra when begging and
wearing the ochre appear to refer more to their view of what
a Kalbelia Jogli Nath should be, rather than any ostensible
acknowledgement of inherent danger in the alms they receive.
Only a few older men who take a particular interest 1in
religious matters, know more than a few mantras. Bhadra
Nath, who said those who wear the ochre should know the
mantra that goes with the wearing of it, does not himself
know the mantra, even although he has his ocwn gury, and two
of his unclies are also gurus. 1f they belleved receiving
alms wearing an ochre-—coloured shirt and turban to be a
dangerous undertaking and reciting the correct mantra a
defence, they certainly would make it their business to
ensure Bhadra was well-armed with that knowledge before he
followed the traditional occupation of the sub-caste. A
young son of one of these gurus also begs in the streets

with cobras and says he does not know any mantras.

Kalbelias usually receive worldly gifts not intended to
transfer inauspicilousness, but on Nagpanchmi, when they may
concelivably be accepting dan, some, but not all Kalbelias,
perform rituals which might be for the purpose of passing on

the inauspiciousness to the cobra, which represents Shiva
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and is about to be released into the wild, perhaps serving
the purpose of a totka, (see the section on Healers in
Chapter Five). The Kalbelias themselves evince no
apprehension that dan 1s involwved, but Raheja and Parry have
showr: that donors or recipients are not always cognizant of
81l the ramifications of glving or receiving dan,

(Raheja, 1988: 69-70; 112; 1724, 246; Parry: 1930; 102-3).

4: 4 GALTA SHRINE

On the second, eighth, eleventh and titteenth days of
the Hindu month of Kartik (Octocber - November?!, many
Kalbelias from surrounding villiages congregate at Galta, a
holy place in the hills just outside Jaipur. A
conglomeration of tempies, holy baths fed by an underground
spring, refreshment shops and booths cover the steep gorge
and spectacular hill side. Kalbelia families camp on the
steep, winding pathway to the shrines, brewlng up chay (tea?
over fires, both men and women helping with the cooking,
grinding spices, peeling garlic and kneading dough to make
chapstis. Children play and people vislt other famlly

groups.

Hindus go to Galta 10 worship at the temples, make
offerings of crops to pandiis and feed the beggars. The
offering ot donations goes on tor the whole period of
fifteen days from the 1st to the 15th of Kartik and the
Kalbelias are not the only beggars there, but at each twist
and turn in the path there is a Kalbelia man with cobras and
pipe. Bhuji Nath was there in the guise of * pandivaila’, with
his two cows decorated to represent Nandi the bull, vehicle
of the god Shiva. Women, both Kalbelias and from other
castes, sit beslde cloths spread out to receive otferings of
grain from the pilgrims to the shrines and temples. It is
likely that the pattern of alms—giving tollows that
described for the temples at Kalighat, (Chaudhurild, 1987) and
Puri, <Jha, 19792, (see below: Discussion of Begging).
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Camping on the pathway at Galta

Snake charming at Galta



Although the Kalbelias did not mention this connection
to me, according to Ghurye, the founder of the Galta Gadi,
Pavahari Krishnadasa, was asdept in the practice of yoga and
had some connection with the Nathapsntha. The centre near
Jaipur, which he captured for the Ramanandi sect, formerly
belonged to the Nathapantha, but he succeeded in impressing
the Maharani of Jaipur against her Kanphata preceptor Tara
Nath, described as a Kapalika yogi, (skull-bearing yogi> who
shortly left with his pupil Catur Nath, (1964:166; 175>,

The historical connection of the Naths with the place
might explain why of 3ll the beggars at Galta, the Kalbelias

and their families were the most numerous.

4: 5 STREETS

The Kalbellas who beg in the streets of Jaipur with
their pipes and baskets of snakes are not strictly
organised, although there is a day—-to-day casual agreement
about who goes where and when. This 1s because should one
road of residential homes be canvassed by a whole procession
of snake charmers they would get short shrift firom the
householders, although 1t 1is often possible to near more
than one HIn playing in adjoining streets. Sometimes local
children fcliow a Kalbelia chanting rude slogasns. He usually
ignores them but 1f especially goaded, he may remove the lid
of the snake basket and flourish it at his tormenters. This
has the effect of quickly dispersing them, since there
remains in the minds of young children a lingering doubt as

to whether captured snakes have had their polson removed.

Shopkeepers keep a store of smail denomination coins,
one or two of which they hand over almost without looking
up. There are beggars trusted to help themselvee from this
fund of small colns and who never take more than their
customary allowance of five or ten paise per day. Xalbelias

do not collect alms 1in this way, which suggests organisation
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and arrangement between beggars and shopkeepers, (see Nanda,
- 1989; on the fijfras, and Schak, 1988, on Chinese beggars in
the Discussion of Begging, below).

It i1s unusual for a Kalbelia to receive a request to
see the cobras but it does happen sometimes. Dari Nath was
wearing the characteristic ochre dress of a snakecharmer and
carrying two of his father's cobras in a basket on his

bicycle, and returning to the kachchi bssti where his family

was temporarily staying, when he was hailled, and offered
one rupee 1o exhibit his cobras, snd then given & further
fifty paise to feed them 8 mouse provided by the spectator.

He was gratifiled to see quite s crowd gather.

4: 6 TOURIST SITES

As well as walking around the streets playing the bin,
Kalbelias also derive part of their income from passers—by
and tourists at the Hava Mahal, the City Palace and the
Observatory. HBeggars from other castes are ailso regulars at
these places. Here the snakecharmers have a rota system for
sitting in the favoured spots in the shade, because sitting
in the full glare of the hot Rajasthan sun for more than o
short period is deblililitating. Each Kalbelia is there only
for a couple of hours, then he gives up his place to anoither
snake charmer. The rationale is that there should only be
ocne Kalbelia seen at a time because money wiil be given to a
single snake charmer, but 1if many are present, passers—by

are likely to become contused or angry and give to no—-one.

Kalbelias try to avold annoying would-be donors which
might result in the authorities banning them from the area.
Younig Yibhu Nath was at the City Palace Museum with two
cobras in a basket, smoking a biri (cigareite’, and not
playing his bin which might have been a warning to the
foreign tourist walking backwards taking a photo. He

narrowly avaolded stepping into the open basket containing
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the cobras and was very shocked. Gopal was scolded by other
Kalbellias for not paying attention. They said the tourist
may have been injured or made a complaint and then all

Kalbelias would have been excluded from that ares.

The Kalbelias® policy of not flooding a site marked
down as sultable for begging is echoed by other beggars who
hope to attract donations of money trom foreign visitors
near the ancient Palaces or the Museum. One day there was a
fight betwsen a woman beggar who cries out pitifully and
wrings her hands, but other than being rather bald has no
obvious disability, and two lepers, one of whom was confined
to a small wheeled cart which her partner managed to puil in
spite or having no fingers. Normally the lepers begged
amongst moving traffic in the main road outside the old city
walls, and so the tight was over an iniringement of
territory. Other beggars there didn't feel threateuned by the
appearance of the lepers, but none of them were sick and/or
helpless, and the bald woman knew more sick beggars meant
that money given by passers-—-by would probably be divided
among all the three disabled beggars, instead of given only

to her.

4: 7 RATLWAY CROSSING

There is ususlly a small group of Kalbelias camping
near the main road close to a ratlway level crossing outside
Jaipur. The Kalbelias begging here stay in tents made from
quilts and polythene in order to avold the dally journey by
bus or hired bicycle trom Jagatpuwa village, a tew miles
away. When the level crossing gates ciose 1o alliow & train
to pass, vehicles on the road are tforced to stop sometines
for as long as half asn hour. Truck drivers make up most ot
the traffig, and there are a few camel cartis, donkey carts,
cyclists, scooters, cycle and auvto rikshaws, and somewhat
rarely, a private car. While Kalbelia women and children

stay under the shade of a tree near the chsay stall, the men
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Begging at the Railway crossing
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patrol the lines of stationary vehicles, soliciting
donations by playing their pipes, carrying the cobra in a
basket slung in a Jholi (large cloth bag, suspended from a

stick siung over the shoulider.

Most Indian people have sesen snake charmers on many
occasions and rarely ask for the cobra to be displayed. On
the contrary, my impression is they pay in order to avoid
seeing the snake. A basket of cobras suddenly appearing at
the open door of the lorry cab does not please everyone and
the sound of a8 bHin is indication enough of what is concealed
in the basket and that the Kalbelia 1s begging. Financial
pickings at this pitch are small. It local lorry drivers are
obliged to stop here every day on thelr way to and from work
it would soon become an expensive businaess if they gave
something each time. This applies also to the long distance
lorry drivers from the Punjab or Gujarat who stop many times

on their journey and are approached by many beggars.

Another negative factor is that traftic cannot be
approached when 1t is moving, so much of the snake charmers’
time is spent sitiing under a tree near the chayvaias's
stall. Pedestrians are few and probably poor, otherwise they
would not be on feot in a hot, nolsy and dusty main road
which has no shops or anything worth visiting., Indeed, 1% is
likely other pedesirians are competing beggars: a bilind
woman led by her husband by means of a stick, a young woman
with a baby, a ssdbu who may or may not be genuine. Sc when
the traffic finally comes to a halt in order to let the
train go over the level-crossing, the beggsrs ars gailvanisad
into action,  the line of waiting wvehicles gulickly canvassead

and iis generosity swittly ezhausted.

Iin Rajasthan, p=sople can aryvive witlh tents and coarts
20

Lrees o 2 madln road, or on

13
Wl
]

and make camp behind a t

ocutskirts of a village, somelimss on ths very pavements ot
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towns. They light cocking fires and hang washing in the sun.
Passers-by carefully walk round the bore-bottomed babies and
the women grinding wheat, and pormally no-oneg interferss.
But this uvsual happy state of affairs had been disrupted at
the railway corossing. The police told the Kalbelias to
remove thelir tents from the railway crossing because ithey
have a permanent settlement of mud huts at Harjipura and it
should be possible to travel from there zacl day by bicycle,

by bus or aven on foot.

Some Kalbeliias shifted their tents to fields culside s
nearby village, and begged there. Others returned to
Harjipura and travelled by bus or bicycle each day to the
crossing, but Nala Nath said, "I have noi gone back to the
village becauvse I doxu't want to spend money onr the bus
fares, sO© now 1'm camping on o construction site. No one
chjects. There are other people staying there also,
grindingstone makers, people who collect paper rubbish from
the streets and riishsvelie 1 am showlng the cobra and
piaying the bin round the streets, Gonanda Nath is alsc
there in the guise of a sadhur and 1s selling medicines. We
don't expect to be there long, because after s while the
police will forget they asked us to move angd we can camp
near the raillway crossing agalin. * Some guests from a nasrby
luzury hotel may have commented unfavourably on being

approached for money at the crossroads.

There are also transients going through the sireeats of
Jalpur. For example, Bhuji Math walked miles from JShakard,
his village outside Jaipur, stayed at the Gulab Marg
squatter settlement in the centre of JFaipur, then walked

through Jalpur, stayed at the Kallway kachchi basti on the

other side of Jaldpur and then walked on to Harjipura, a
village just beyond the suburbs of JYaipur where he was
irying to arrange a marriage for his younger brother. En

route he begged as a nandlvsla, leading two decorated Ccows
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dressed up as representations of Nandil the Bull, the vehicle
of the God Shiva. While Rhuijd Nath walked with the cows and
begged, his wife and baby son travelled by bus to Harjipura,
escorted by her brother. The marriage negotiations proviag
abortive, 8Bhuji Nath returned to his own village, again
walking with his two ceremonialiy dressed cows, soliciting
alms as he went, siaying with relatives and coste-mates en

route.

4: 8 HOTELS

Hotel snakecharming should arguably not be considered
to be begging because itourisis are, 1 think, paying for
entertainment. However the Kalbelias themselves always
describe 1t as begging. IY 1s a half-way stage, pesvhaps,
between the donations they receive from other Indians with
their cultuaral connotations, and the foreign tourist's
perception of payment in return for bazing entertained,

diverted or even informed.

Kalbelias in the best situatiorn: 2o collect money and
goods that can latesr be sold for cash asre thiose who exhibil
cobras in Jaipur's luxury hotels. Snake charming ot the
hotels is a monopoly in the hands of one family of which
Biman Nath is head. He is held in such high esteem that when
he suggested to Jaipur hoteliers that he could organise
snake charmers to be a regular and dependable asset to high
class hotels his offer was eagerliy accepted. Biman Nath
himself no longer works as a snake charmer. He made the
acqualntance of a foreign businessman whilst working at one
of the prestigious hotels and they are now business
associates, buying Indian and Tibetan folk artefacts for
export. For working purposes his famlly primarily consists
of two younger brothers, one of whom is in charge of the day
to day running of the hotsl rota, and the two sons of a

brother who died, and then other wider ktindred.
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Biman Nath's family do not pay commission Lo the hotels
to show snakes to touristis on hotel pramises, nor do they
receive any paymeni from the hotel management for providing
this extra tourist facility. But the hotels accept only
snake charmers sent by Biman Neth's family, guaranteed to be
polite, punctual, and dressed traditionally a5 Kalbelias
should be. So the hotel Kalbellia rides to the hotel upon a
hired bicycle, wearing s white dhoti, ochre pagri and kurta
and loaded down with a basket containing one or two cobras,

a larger basket for a python, and a mongoose.

This arrangement is good for the hotels because at no
cost or trouble to themselves they have an additional
tourist atiraction totally organised for them, and 1t is
good for Biman Nath's family because showling the cobras at
top hotels is iucrative compared foc donations attracted by
wandering the streets or waiting at the railway crossing.
The family allow other members of the Kalbelia sub-caste to
work at the hotels on a commission basis. The core ot
regulars from Biman Nath's extended family occasionally
ylield up their places on the rota in order to sttend to
domestic duties in their home village, wher=z some have a3
little agricultural land, or to participate in an
entertainment tour. These places are eagerly sought after,
but any Xalbelis not a close member of this famiily pays a
commission of up to siz hundred rupees per month to work as
a snakecharmer at a top hotel, I rented a two-roomed
bungalow with kitchen and bathroom for the same amount each
month>. Biman Naih's family arrange for one of their own
sxperienced members to accompany novice hotel-sanperas until
they asre familiar with the etiquette of such luxurious
surroundings: no smoking biris or chewing pan, and how to
cope with questions from guests who do not speak Hingi. The
family provides cobras, mongcoose, python and traditional
dress which has to be pressed and spotless. That most

Xalbelias are willing to pay a commission of up to six
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hundred rupees per month in order to gain access to luxury
hotels shows how lucrative this work is. A day’'s work on

road construction pays about ten rupees.

There are hotels, still in the luxury league, where the
commission payable is not so high., "If a Kalbelilia comes from
another village and wants o work at The Lily Hotel he only
has to pay three hundred rupees, bdDecause the Lily Hotel is
not so good for snake charmers. But sometimes people ask
permission to go to the hotel and they earn there but don"t
give my cousin-brother any money. Some people are not

reliable,” Manasi Nath).

Hotel work consists of siiting for three hours in the
garden of the hotel, ready to show the snakes to any guest
who evinces interest. The Kalbellia plays the birn (snake
pipes), the cobra rears up, spreads 1ts hood and sways too
and fro. Some visitors ask to see a fight between a cobra
and a mongoose, a pet the Kalbelias have had since it was a
baby. It is tame and stands on top of the snake basket
secured to the back ot the sanpera"s blcycle as he cycles
through the busy Jaipur traffic on his way to the hotel. My
ten ye=ar old daughter played with the mongoose at avery
opportunity, and 1 was stiartled to later read of *its great
carnassal teeth, which shut down in serried rows, the upper
on the lower, like the remorseless blades of shears,’
(Elliot, 1934:224>. The mongoose figures 1in Indian folk
tales as the implacable enemy ot the cobra, and the
snakecharmer will, if reguested and for a fee, stage a fight
between ihe mongoose and cobra, although they never aliow it
to get to the point where the mongoose kills the cobra. Most
hotel guestis are conteni to just see the cobra and mongoose,

and fights are rarely requested or staged.

If a curious hotel guest asks thz Kalbelia how h=

catches dangerous, poisonous cobras, he explsins that
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because of the magical power vested 1n him by virtue of
being a Jogi Nath Kalbelia, when he plays the bin the cobra
erupts from 1ts lair hissing and breathing fire but
powerless to resist the call of the bin and the will of the
magician—-snakecharmer. Then the fearless Kalbelis atters o
mantra wnich renders the cobra docile. Another note is
played on the bin and the cobra creeps quietly into the
Xalbelin' s bDasket, recognising its mastier. A further mantra
is employed to prevent the snake from biting, or a secret
medicine is administered which prevents the snake from
producing poison for a period of time. If he is not feeling
imaginative that day the snake charmer simply says the
poison has been removed. Novice snake-—-charmers who have
never caught a cobra do not admit this. They think tourists

expect a dramatic story and should not be disappointed.

A python is also displayed at the hotels. Pythons do
not have poison apparatus, although they could inflict a
nasty bite with their teeth which might gc septic. The
python owned by the Xalbelias was young because as they
pecome older they grow to an enormous size and can be
exceedingly dangerous. ‘They launch themselves at their
prey, wind their powerful bodies round it... The force they
exert is enormous and & large animal has all its bones
broken and is reduced to inert pulp,* (Elliot, 1934:253-
256>. The difference in force exerted by a cobra twined
around my arm comparad 10 even the young and small python
was marked. A cobra exeris muscular power akin to a human
arm engaged in a playful competition of s<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>