
A ' H e r m i t ' V i l l a g e in K u l u 
Collin Rosser 

This is the sixth of a series of village studies published in the earlier issues of The Economic 
Weekly. 

The author has spent the past year in carrying out a field study in Kulu and intends to spend the 
rest of the year to complete an intensive analysis of the social organisation of the village about which he 
writes, before returning to the School of Oriental and African Studies, London. 

This first hand account of direct democracy at work should be of interest to our parliamentarians. 
T h e E d . 

AB O U T sixty miles n o r t h o f 
S imla , as the c r o w flies, is 

the H i m a l a y a n d is t r ic t o f K u l u , a n 
area of some t w o thousand square 
miles of rugged, forest-clad m o u n 
tains intersected by deep r i ve r 
valleys a long w h i c h the villages are 
scattered. T h e m o u n t a i n ranges 
are fo rmidab le barriers su r round ing 
each val ley. I t i s not therefore 
surpr is ing to find, as one travels 
t h r o u g h K u l u , cer ta in var ia t ions i n 
dialect a n d cus tom, or to note 
tha t the vil lagers of one valley feel 
a sense of u n i t y a n d difference 
w h e n they compare themselves w i t h 
the people l i v i n g on the o ther side 
of the m o u n t a i n . Bu t these differ
ences are s l ight a n d in K u l u gene
ra l ly the u n d e r l y i n g un i fo rmi t i e s of 
social l i fe are such tha t no v i l lager 
need feel uncomfor t ab le or ou t of 
place, should he v is i t one of the 
villages in the ne ighbou r ing valleys. 
He may feel a s t ranger bu t not an 
a l ien . These remarks do not apply 
t o the v i l lage o f M a l a n a w h i c h , 
t h o u g h located admin is t ra t ive ly i n 
K u l u tahsil, i s un ique i n K u l u . 

T h e remote v i l lage of M a l a n a i s 
w e l l - k n o w n t h r o u g h o u t K u l u a s 
the home of " a different k i n d of 
people ." T h e v i l lage , w i t h nearly 
500 inhabi tan ts , is perched on a 
sort o f n a r r o w shelf h i g h on one 
side of a w i l d a n d isolated glen 
r u n n i n g rough ly para l l e l to the Beas 
val ley ( the m a i n r ive r val ley o f 
K u l u . ) bu t separated f r o m i t by a 
cha in of sharp-crested ridges. T h e 
a l t i t ude of M a l a n a is 8,640 feet. 
T h r o u g h the glen runs the boulder -
s t rewn M a l a n a to r ren t w h i c h has 
its source on Deo T i b b a , the 20,000 
foo t snowy peak d o m i n a t i n g the 
g len f r o m the n o r t h . Below the 
v i l l age , the to r ren t enters a n a r r o w 
gorge t h r o u g h w h i c h i t thunders 
for about eight miles before i t 
meets the Pa rba t t i r ive r , the m a i n 
t r i b u t a r y of the Beas. 

M a l a n a , w h i c h i s the on ly v i l l age 
in this glen, is extremely, inacces
s ib le—par t i cu la r ly d u r i n g t h e w i n t e r 
months w h e n heavy snow covers 
the 12,000 foo t C h a n d r a k a n n i 
Pass on the range separating 
M a l a n a f r o m the Seas Ga l l ey , a n d 

also the 10,000 foot Rashol Pass 
opposite the vi l lage g i v i n g access to 
the Parba t t i val ley. D u r i n g these 
months , the only route to M a l a n a 
lies a long the bank of the to r ren t 
i tself—a peri lous goat- t rack w i n d 
i n g t h r o u g h the n a r r o w gorge and 
below immense precipices. Falls of 
rock and huge boulders f r o m the 
cliffs above are no t infrequent , and 
t end to discourage visitors to the 
vi l lage . T h e who le eight miles o r 
so f r o m the Pa rba t t i val ley are in 
the na ture of a long and d i f f icu l t 
rock c l i m b . In summer, the easiest 
route lies over the C h a n d r a k a n n i 
Pass, t h o u g h this involves a lengthy 
c l i m b f r o m Naggar in the Beas 
val ley a n d an arduous descent of 
4,000 feet f r o m the Pass d o w n the 
precipi tous slope to the v i l lage . 
L o a d e d pack ponies cannot reach 
M a l a n a by any of the paths, w h i c h 
are passable on ly to travellers on 
foot . T h e nearest v i l lage to M a l a n a 
is about six hours h a r d jou rney 
away (by the t rack t h r o u g h the 
go rge ) . 

I stress this severe physical iso
l a t i o n of M a l a n a because i t is of 
great impor tance w h e n consider ing 
the social organisat ion of the 
M a l a n i s , and i t is indeed the first 
s t r i k ing impression that a v is i tor 
has on reach ing the v i l l a g e — t h a t 
of a smal l , compact c o m m u n i t y 
s tanding alone in a tangle of m o u n 
tains, hemmed in a n d cu t off 
f r o m the outside w o r l d by these 
Very clearly-defined- barriers. O n e 
result of this i so la t ion has been 
tha t M a l a n a has been more or less 
ignored by the Gove rnmen t , and is 
rare ly v is i ted by Gove rnmen t off i 
cials f r o m K u l u . I t enjoys a sort o f 
de facto independence, and is 
indeed of ten jocu la r ly referred to 
by educated K u l u m e n as u M a l a n a 
Free State." I t has its o w n system 
of v i l l age government , its o w n 
cour t for se t t l ing disputes, and a 
measure of vi l lage au tonomy qui te 
d is t inc t f r o m tha t o f o ther K u l u 
villages w h i c h have a l l been d r a w n 
i n t o the off ic ial admin i s t r a t ive sys
t e m o f Gove rnmen t depar tments 
a n d courts i n the t o w n o f K u l u , 
a n d G o v e r n m e n t panchayats a n d 

m i n o r officials i n each K o t h i (or 
c i r cu i t o f v i l l ages ) . M a l a n a stands 
a lone : independent , autonomous, 
" different " in the eyes of K u l u 
people, a n d cer tainly in the 
M a l a n i s ' o w n es t imat ion . 

T h e M a l a n i s have the i r o w n 
language, K a n a s h i , w h i c h must be 
one of the smallest languages in the 
w o r l d . T h i s differs basically f rom 
the. dialect of Pahar i spoken gene
ra l ly in K u l u . K a n a s h i has its o w n 
g r a m m a r , syntax a n d vocabulary 
a n d is not unders tood by any K u l u 
v i l lager other t h a n the Ma lan i s . 
T h e M a l a n i s also speak K u l u h i — 
the K u l u d ia lec t—and use this in 
thei r dealings w i t h non -Malan i s . 
O n l y K a n a s h i is spoken at M a l a n a . 
No one in the vi l lage can read or 
w r i t e and Kanash i is as yet un 
recorded . T h i s l inguis t ic isolat ion 
of the M a l a n i s can ha rd ly be over
emphasised since it is undoub ted ly 
one of the most i m p o r t a n t features 
o f the c o m m u n i t y . I t au tomat ic 
a l ly marks a l l n o n - M a l a n i s as a l ien, 
a n d seems the p r i m e factor in t ha t 
" sense of b e l o n g i n g " w h i c h is so 
s t rong a t M a l a n a . 

T h e M a l a n i houses are of the 
usual K u l u pat tern—large , t w o -
storied a n d substantial , heavi ly-
t imbe red w i t h massive beams cut 
f r o m the ne ighbour ing forests. 
T h e f ami ly lives in the upper 
storey, wh i l e the lower is used as 
a byre for cat t le , sheep a n d goats, 
a n d for the storage of the harvest 
of food grains. T h e v i l l age is 
t e r r i t o r i a l ly d i v i d e d i n t o t w o c o m 
pact areas of h a b i t a t i o n about fifty 
yards apar t , k n o w n respectively as 
D h a r a Behr a n d Sara Behr. Be
tween the t w o behrs is a neu t ra l 
area k n o w n as the harchar (meet
ing -p lace ) . H e r e are located a 
large stone p l a t f o r m and a grass 
quadrangle r o u n d w h i c h are bu i l t 
three " rest-houses" fo r visitors to 
the v i l lage ( a n d also used for cook
i n g a t cer ta in ceremonies, a n d for 
v i l l age assemblies in the win te r 
mon ths w h e n the vi l lage is cover
ed w i t h heavy s n o w ) . Th i s cen
t r a l area is of the u tmos t impor t ance 
since i t i s the t e r r i t o r i a l h u b o f the 
v i l lage u p o n w h i c h turns the w h o l e 
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p o l i t i c a l a n d j u d i c i a l organisa t ion. 

W h e n asked h o w m a n y castes 
there are in the v i l l age , the M a l a n i s 
i nva r i ab ly rep ly t h a t there are t w o ' 
—Kan te s (yeomen) a n d Lohar s 
( smi ths ) . B u t the Kane t s so ou t 
n u m b e r the low-caste Lohar s ( the 
ac tua l r a t io as g iven by the M a l a n i s 
is 116 families of Kane t s to 3 f a m i 
lies of Loha r s ) tha t to a l l intents 
a n d purposes M a l a n a is a one-caste 
v i l l age . M o r e o v e r t o the M a l a n i 
K a n e t , his v i l lage i s in the na ture 
of an ent i re caste: t ha t is, t h o u g h 
the M a l a n i s are Kane t s al legedly of 
the same caste as the m a j o r i t y of 
K u l u vi l lagers, they act w h e n vis i t 
i n g o ther villages as i f they belong
ed to a caste apar t f r o m a l l others. 
T h e Kanets o f the v i l lage scru
pulous ly a v o i d physical contact w i t h 
the Lohars w h o l ive apar t f r o m the 
m a i n vi l lage in an area below Sara 
Behr. Social ly, psychological ly, a n d 

physical ly , the L o h a r s are " o u t -
siders " — t h o u g h nonetheless ind is 
pensable f r o m the economic a n d 
r i t u a l points o f v i ew. T h e l o w -
caste L o h a r is complete ly d o m i n a t e d 
po l i t i c a l l y and almost ent i re ly ignor 
ed socially. 

T h e a l l - i m p o r t a n t K a n e t section 
of the vi l lage is organised i n t o e ight 
pa t r i l i nea l clans w h i c h are the 
exogamous uni t s fo r marr iage . 
T h o u g h cer ta in of these clans c l a i m 
tha t they were o r ig ina l l y of h igher 
caste t h a n K a n e t , they a l l n o w eat, 
smoke a n d m a r r y together w i t h o u t 
res t r ic t ion . T h r e e of the clans have 
heredi tary r ights to the three key 
offices in the society, a n d are ac
corded special respect for this rea
son. B u t apar t f r o m this, a l l the 
clans i n t e rming l e qu i t e freely a n d 
consider themselves equal . 

I n theory, i f no t qu i te i n pract ice , 
M a l a n a is an endogamous v i l lage . 

Occasionally M a l a n i m e n takes 
wives f r o m the h i g h v i l l age o f 
Rashol w h i c h lies jus t outside the 
M a l a n a g len , b u t they d o n o t a l l o w 
the Rashol m e n to take wives f r o m 
M a l a n a i n r e t u r n . T h e M a l a n i s 
themselves ce r ta in ly l i ke t o t h i n k o f 
the i r v i l lage as endogamous, a n d 
mar r iage w i t h i n the v i l l age i s the 
preferred pa t t e rn . T h e M a l a n i s 
say t ha t the m e n of D h a r a Behr 
should m a r r y in Sara Behr a n d vice 
versa. I n pract ice , this d u a l d i v i -
sion is no t s t r ic t ly adhered t o , a n d 
there are many cases of mar r i age 
h a v i n g occur red between clans l i v -
i n g in the same behr. T h i s v i l lage 
endogamy is an i m p o r t a n t feature 
in the social i sola t ion of the v i l lage . 
M a l a n a i s no t on ly physical ly a n d 
l inguis t ica l ly isola ted: i t is socially 
insulated f r o m outside contact . 

Perhaps the most in teres t ing fea
tu re of the v i l lage is its p o l i t i c a l 
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o u t K u l u , M a l a n a i s f amed b o t h 
f o r i ts v i l l age counc i l a n d as the 
" v i l l a g e o f J a m l u " . J a m l u , the 
p o w e r f u l tu te l a ry dei ty o f M a l a n a , 
dominates a n d pervades the whole 
v i l lage . I n his worsh ip , the u n i t y 
a n d sol idar i ty of the vi l lage are 
s t r ik ing ly a n d elaborately express
ed. J a m l u is the u l t i m a t e au thor 
i t y , a n d the source o f power , in the 
p o l i t i c a l , j u d i c i a l , a n d religious 
spheres. In this sense, the god be
comes something far more t h a n a 
mere malevolent be ing w h o m i t i s 
a s w e l l t o p rop i t i a t e . T o a n i m 
por t an t extent, J a m l u can be re
garded as the deif icat ion of the 
v i l lage , a n d as the apotheosis of the 
vil lagers. H i s power a n d influence 
f o r m an in tegra l pa r t o f social con
t r o l generally a n d of the p o l i t i c a l 
a n d j u d i c i a l machinery i n p a r t i 
cular . 

T h e power o f government a t 
M a l a n a coincides w i t h bo th the r e l i 
gious a n d j u r i d i ca l a u t h o r i t y a n d 
resides in a g roup of eleven of f i 
cials w h i c h is the vi l lage counc i l . 
T h e basis of the council 's au tho r i t y 
emanates f r o m the dei ty w h o is be
l ieved by the M a l a n i s to have dele
gated his presiding au thor i ty to this 
body to manage the vi l lage in his 
name. T h e counc i l is composed of 
three pe rmanen t members h o l d i n g 
heredi tary office, a n d eight jestas 
(elders) w h o are elected according 
to democrat ic principles. 

T h e three permanent members 
are collect ively k n o w n as the 
mundie ( leaders) . I t is d i f f icu l t to 
say whether or no t these can be 
placed in an order o f seniority. T h e 
M a l a n i s have a strong sense of i n d i 
v i d u a l equa l i ty a n d w h e n asked 
about the relat ive impor tance of 
officials t end to answer tha t a l l are 
equal a n d tha t no special official 
is superior to any other. T h i s 
ega l i ta r ian feel ing is an i m p o r t a n t 
sociological fact , and is demon
strated over a n d over again in be
haviour . Y e t my o w n observations 
t end to suggest tha t these " leaders " 
can be placed in the f o l l o w i n g 
h ie ra rch ica l order—the Karmisht 
(god's m a n a g e r ) , the Pujara 
( p r i e s t ) , a n d the Gur ( " m o u t h 
p i e c e " o f the g o d ) . 

T h e present Karmisht is a plea
sant y o u n g m a n aged about 22, w h o 
assumed office a year ago on the 
death o f his father. H i s m a i n 
duties are the management of the 
lands o w n e d by J a m l u a n d a l l 
affairs connected w i t h the god's 
treasury. He is responsible to the 
counc i l fo r a l l the accounts ( w h i c h , 
be ing i l l i t e ra te , he keeps in his 

h e a d w i t h remarkable f ac i l i t y ) H e 
is no t recognised as the c h a i r m a n 
of the counc i l b u t seems to act in 
this capacity. T h e Pujara a n d 
Gur are p o w e r f u l f igures in the 
society due largely to the fact, t ha t 
they possess a v i r t u a l monopo ly in 
i n t e rp r e t i ng " the w i l l o f J a m l u " — 
a v i t a l considerat ion to a l l Ma lan i s , 
pa r t i cu l a r ly w h e n a dispute of any 
k i n d has arisen. T h e Gur at cer
t a i n ceremonies goes i n t o a state of 
possession in w h i c h he becomes the 
vehicle of c o m m u n i c a t i o n between 
the god a n d the v i l lager . Shak ing 
a n d t r e m b l i n g v io len t ly , w i t h his 
uncu t black hai r swing ing out as 
he shakes his head sharply f r o m 
side to side to the sound of frenzied 
d r u m m i n g by the band , he indeed 
looks a w i l d f igure . In this state, 
he jerks ou t " w i t h the voice of 
J a m l u " answers to questions pu t 
to h i m by devotees, directions about 
ceremonies, disputes, or problems 
t r o u b l i n g the v i l lage , a n d general 
harangues about the benefits of 
s taunch belief, the necessity of f o l 
l o w i n g ancestral custom, and per
haps threats of w h a t i l l is l ikely to 
befall ind iv idua l s or the vi l lage as 
a who le if the orders of the god arc 
no t obeyed. 

W h e n we come to consider the 
eight jestas, w h o w i t h these " lead
ers " make up the village' counc i l , 
the heredi tary p r inc ip le gives way 
to a wel l -developed f o r m of demo
crat ic election based on a f o r m of 
g r o u p i n g k n o w n as the chug. T h e 
eight clans are po l i t i ca l ly d iv ided 
between the t w o behrs, fou r belong
i n g to D h a r a Behr and four to Sara 
Behr. W i t h i n each behr, the clans 
are grouped in pairs and each pai r 
is cal led a chug. T h u s there are 
t w o chugs in each of the t e r r i t o r i a l 
divisions of the vi l lage. Each chug 
elects t w o representatives to serve 
on the vi l lage counc i l . These eight 
ind iv idua ls make up the jesta sec
t i on of the counc i l . 

A l l meetings (except when there 
is heavy snow) are held on the large 
stone p l a t f o r m in the centre of the 
vi l lage. T h e counc i l members 
gather a n d sit in a group. T h e 
Karmisht tells any vi l lager w h o 
happens to be at h a n d to cal l the 
publ ic to a t tend. T h i s m a n takes 
up a small piece of stick and , f r o m 
a p o i n t near the p l a t f o r m , shouts 
l o u d l y a t intervals for about twen ty 
minutes , a l l the t ime t w i r l i n g the 
stick r ap id ly in his hand . Af te r the 
last shout, he places the stick on the 
p l a t f o r m before the counc i l , thus 
s igni fy ing the closing of the at ten
dance r o l l . By this t ime a l l the 
a d u l t males present in the .vi l lage 

are required to assemble on the 
pa tch o f g r o u n d before the p l a t f o r m ' 
T h e eight elders survey the assembly 
to see w h o is absent f r o m the i r res
pective chugs. If anyone is absent, 
a messenger w i l l be sent to his house 
t o ca l l h i m . I f h e has w i l f u l l y no t 
a t tended, he is fined three paisa if 
he comes immedia te ly , one anna if 
he comes w i t h i n a short t ime , a n d 
t w o annas i f ' he refuses to come 
altogether. T h e attendance of the 
general pub l ic a t each mee t ing of 
the counci l is therefore considered 
compulsory a n d strong act ion i n 
a d d i t i o n to these f o r m a l fines is 
taken against any adu l t male w h o 
consistently neglects this du ty . 

T h u s a l l discussions and decisions 
take place in f u l l pub l i c hear ing o f 
the c o m m u n i t y . T h e publ ic listens 
to the arguments, or evidence in a 
case, and hears h o w a decision has 
been reached. As soon as the coun
c i l has come to a decision, one of 
the permanent members a n d one of 
the elders leave the p l a t f o r m and 
squat before the assembled v i l l a 
gers. T h e y announce the decision 
a n d ca l l for opinions. T h a t is, each 
counci l decision is f o l l owed by an 
immedia te referendum to the gen
eral publ ic . I f the ma jo r i t y o f the 
pub l i c approve, the decision is r a t i 
fied, as it were, a n d becomes final. 
If there is a strong body of op in ion 
in opposi t ion to the counci l r u l i n g , 
the t w o counc i l members r e t u r n to 
the p l a t f o r m a n d there the discus
sion begins a l l over again. Some
t ime later a s l ight ly amended deci
sion is reached, and the same pro
cedure is fo l lowed of referr ing this 
to the general publ ic section of the 
meet ing. If this is s t i l l not satis
factory, the counci l w i l l again take 
up the discussion. In this way, I 
have seen a di f f icul t p rob lem ( i n 
one case, whether or no t an exiled 
M a l a n i — w h o had c o m m i t t e d a 
theft f r o m the god's treasury some 
years ago—be now a l lowed back i n to 
the vi l lage) discussed f r o m early one 
m o r n i n g t i l l w e l l i n t o the evening 
of the second day before a decision 
satisfactory to a l l was reached. 
D u r i n g this t ime the counc i l was in 
almost cont inuous session, breaking 
off on ly for meals and steep, and 
the procedure o u t l i n e d above was 
repeatedly fo l lowed u n t i l l the o r ig i 
na l vociferous opposi t ion by a strong 
section of the pub l i c was gradual ly 
w h i t t l e d d o w n to negligible propor
tions. T o m y m i n d , the f i n a l deci
sion was on ly a very slightly m o d i 
f i ed f o r m o f the o r ig ina l . T h e op
posi t ion seemed to have been re
m o v e d less by a succession of com
promises t h a n by being s imply w o r n 
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away by Incessant a rgument . ( T h i s 
however seems the w a y of pol i t ics 
the w o r l d over .) 

B u t in rare cases an impasse is' 
reached where the counc i l refuses 
to a l ter its decision' fu r the r a n d 
where the public: is more or less 
evenly d i v i d e d in the i r app rova l o r 
d i sapproval . In such a case, the 
counc i l is dissolved a n d a general 
elect ion takes place immedia te ly . 
S i m i l a r l y if one jesta dies, or is 
f o u n d to he exceedingly officious or 
otherwise unsatisfactory, or i f one 
of the three mundie dies, the coun
c i l is dissolved and a general elec
t i o n of a l l eight elders fo l lows. 

D u r i n g my stay in the v i l lage , I 
have not yet witnessed one of these 
elections b u t am to ld by the 
M a l a n i s tha t the procedure is as 
fol lows. A l l the adu l t males of the 
vi l lage are requ i red to assemble 
before the p l a t f o r m . On the 
p l a t f o r m , the permanent nucleus 
of the counc i l — the Karmisht, 
Pujara, a n d Gur — sits apar t 
a n d alone. T h e assembly squats 
on the grass quadrangle , each 
chug be ing g rouped s l ight ly apar t 
f r o m the others. T h e Karmisht 
calls ou t to the villagers to p u t for
w a r d the i r representatives to serve 
on the god's counc i l . Each pa i r of 
clans then elects its t w o elders by 
m a j o r i t y vote. O n l y the head of a 
household is a l l owed to vo t e : the 
p r inc ip l e is " one vote per house ". 
No w o m e n have a vote and are in 
fact no t a l lowed to be present. T h e 
low-caste Lohars m a y be present— 
they sit apa r t—but do no t belong to 
any chug a n d therefore have no 
vote. As the t w o elders arc elected 
f r o m each chug, they leave the i r 
g roup a n d j o i n the permanent m e m 
bers on the p l a t f o r m . An elder 
m a y be re-elected if t hough t satis
factory by his g roup . T h e essential 
qual if icat ions of a jesta are tha t he 
must be m a r r i e d , must not be p h y 
sically m a i m e d or deformed, a n d he 
must have been b o r n in the v i l lage . 

T h e last elect ion in the vi l lage 
took place about a year ago on the 
death of the father of the present 
Karmisht. At this t i m e , the former 
counc i l h a d been in office for nearly 
four years. T h e pe r iod between 
elections i s qu i te i r regular . In 
general pract ice, however , the o l d 
m e n of the v i l lage t e l l me t ha t an 
elect ion usual ly occurs, for one rea
son or another , every t w o years 
or so. 

T h e vi l lage counc i l functions i n 
three ways. F i r s t ly , i t is the secular 
government of the v i l lage , enact ing 
laws, organis ing a n d c o n t r o l l i n g 
c o m m u n a l w o r k such as the repair

i n g of a p a t h or w a t e r - m i l l . Se
condly , it acts as Jamlu 's " vestry ", 

' d e c i d i n g o h w h a t expendi ture 
should be made f r o m the treasury, 
supervising the god's lands a n d te
nants, a r r ang ing for n e w ins t ru 
ments for the band or the r e -bu i ld 
i n g of the temple , and so f o r t h ; the 
conduct of pa roch ia l business, as it 
were. A n d f ina l ly , i t acts as the 
vi l lage cour t to t r y cases and settle 
disputes. The j u d i c i a l func t ion of 
the counci l seems to l o o m largest in 
the minds of the people, and occu
pies a considerable p o r t i o n of its 
t ime . 

The m e t h o d of d r a w i n g the 
council 's a t t en t ion to a dispute is 
f ixed a n d formalised. T h e m a n 
w i t h a grievance goes to the pla t 
f o r m and there l ights a fire in a 
special fireplace for this purpose. 
Here he sits u n t i l one of the m e m 
bers of the counc i l happens to pass. 
On seeing the fire b u r n i n g , i t is the 
du ty of the counc i l member to f i n d 
out w h a t is the mat te r a n d then 
either to cal l an immedia te meet ing 
of the counc i l or to arrange for one 
i n a day or so. 

T h e day before I w r i t e this, 
H u k m u wen t t o the p l a t f o r m a n d 
l i t a f ire. Shor t ly afterwards an 
elder a r r ived on the scene and ask
ed w h a t the t rouble was. H u k m u 
said that he had been b i t t en by a 
neighbour 's dog. T h e elder said 
tha t he w o u l d ca l l a counc i l meet
i n g for the next day. T h i s m o r n 
i n g the counc i l met a n d cal led the 
pub l ic t o a t tend . H u k m u then made 
his compla in t a n d displayed the 
w o u n d on his leg. T h e owner of 
the dog said that i t was no t his dog 
b u t someone else's w h i c h h a d b i t t en 
H u k m u . Var ious witnesses for 
ei ther side were cal led, a n d the 
counc i l then discussed the mat te r . 
I t de r ided tha t H u k m u was r i g h t 
a n d ordered the dog to be shot and 
the owner f ined four annas. O n e 
permanent member a n d one elder 
left the p l a t f o r m a n d cal led for 
opinions f r o m the assembly of v i l 
lagers. T h e great m a j o r i t y of the 
pub l i c ind ica ted its approva l of the 
decision w h i c h was then p u t i n to 
effect. T h e counc i l then t u r n e d to 
discuss a f o r t h c o m i n g ceremony 
connected w i t h the god. T h i s is a 
t r i v i a l case bu t i t i l lustrates the p r o 
cedure fo l lowed . 

Offences are classified i n t o t w o 
groups—those h e l d to be serious a n d 
those not-so-serious. T h e counc i l 
indicates whether i t considers an 
offence to be serious or not in an 
ins t i tu t ional ised way. I f the p a r t i 
cu lar case be ing t r i e d is considered 
grave, the Karmisht takes up a 

piece of stone and draws a l ine w i t h 
i t on the p l a t f o r m in f ron t o f the 
counc i l . Once the l ine has been 
d r a w n , the counc i l insists tha t the 
gu i l t y person pays the exact a m o u n t 
of the fine imposed, a n d not one 
anna less. On the other hand , i f 
the case is not considered serious, 
the l ine w i l l no t be d r a w n and, 
t h o u g h the f ine may have been an
nounced as ten rupees, the counc i l 
w i l l accept whatever the m a n con
cerned is w i l l i n g to pay — perhaps 
five rupees or even t w o or three. 
T h e l ine is always d r a w n in cases 
of theft , however mino r , a n d in any 
cases concerned w i t h the g o d ; the 
amoun t of the f ine is then pa id 
i n t o the god's treasury. I t is on ly 
rarely d r a w n in cases of quarrels, 
assault, l a n d disputes, a n d so f o r t h ; 
and the a m o u n t of the f ine imposed 
is shared equal ly among the m e m 
bers of the counc i l . T h u s the d raw
i n g of the l ine is a visible ind ica 
t i o n of the g rav i ty of an offence. 
(Possibly the Engl i sh phrase " one 
must d raw the line somewhere" 
arose in some such manner as this! 
At a l l events, the M a l a n i s " d r a w 
the l i n e " in fact , as w e l l as 
verbal ly . ) 

Pract ical ly a l l cases are settled by 
f ines w h i c h average about t w o 
rupees. A n y f ine over about f ive 
rupees is considered a severe punish
ment a n d reserved for the more 
serious cases. The most serious 
offence of a l l in the vi l lage is said 
to be theft , pa r t i cu l a r ly theft of any 
proper ty be longing to the god. 
Cases of alleged theft are always 
t r i e d immedia te ly and never post
poned. Once convicted, a th ief is 
always punished by a fine, of no t 
less t h a n seven rupees (no ma t t e r 
h o w t r i v i a l the thef t ) a n d is re
q u i r e d to pay to the person robbed 
double the value of the theft . T h e f t 
f r o m the god's treasury incurs c o m 
plete and permanent ostracism, of 
w h i c h exile f r o m the vi l lage is a 
na tu ra l corol lary . 

T h e most severe pun i shment the 
counci l can in f l i c t is tha t of boycot t 
or ostracism. T h i s involves the to ta l 
w i t h d r a w a l of social relat ions either 
permanent ly or for a pe r i od of t ime 
fixed by the counc i l . If a man is 
ordered to be ostracised, his whole 
f ami ly l i v i n g in one house are also 
invo lved . N o one w i l l speak or 
have any social relations w i t h any 
member of this household. T h e y 
are no t a l l owed to d raw water f r o m 
the springs inside the vi l lage, may 
no t go to the c o m m u n a l water -mi l l s 
t o g r i n d the i r g ra in , may not a t t end 
meetings a n d feasts, and so on . 
T h e i r social excommunica t ion is 
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c o m p l e t e / S i n c e a l l counc i l d e c i -
sions have to be referred to the 
general pub l i c section of the assem
bly before be ing ra t i f ied , the coun-
c i l are assured of popu l a r suppor t 
for the f ina l decision. Refusal to 
pay a fine or to obey a counc i l o rder 
runs con t ra ry to popu la r feel ing 
a n d , in the circumstances, the en
forcement of an order of ostracism 
is re la t ively easy. A n y member of 
the vi l lage can be ostracised re
gardless of whether he holds an i m 
por t an t p o l i t i c a l o r r i t u a l office. 
T h i s boycott is a s trong weapon in 
the hands of the counc i l , a n d is 
greatly feared by the vil lagers. 

Bu t , as i n a l l matters i n the v i l 
lage, J a m l u is the f inal au tho r i ty 
a n d , i f any i n d i v i d u a l protests 
against a counc i l decision, he can 
appeal to J a m l u a n d have the case 
decided by the god. T h i s is done 
b y a n ordeal i n w h i c h t w o young 
goats are used. I n a c i v i l case, each 
side supplies a goat. In c r i m i n a l 
cases, b o t h goats are p a i d for ou t 
of the god's treasury. T h e Pujara 
sprinkles water f r o m a special po t 
be longing to the god over the back 
of each goat. T h e n a l l w a i t to see 
w h i c h goat w i l l shiver f i r s t . T h e 
goat shiver ing first is he ld to be
long to the loser in the dispute. 
T h i s decision is now absolutely final 
(since it expresses the personal 
j u d g m e n t of J a m m u on the case) 
and he ld to be b i n d i n g on a l l con
cerned. Sometimes this ordeal by 
goat w i l l ent i re ly reverse the deci
sion of the counc i l , b u t the counc i l 
members do no t seem in the least 
pe r tu rbed w h e n thei r r u l i n g is thus 
p roved w r o n g . T h e y appear to feel 
tha t i t i s on ly h u m a n to err some
times and that , in d o u b t f u l cases, 
the accused can always appeal to 
the in fa l l ib le j u d g m e n t o f J a m l u . 

Jarnlu is not on ly the final cour t 
o f appeal in the j u d i c i a l machinery 
of the vi l lage . He is said to be 
omniscient a n d omnipresent , a n d 
is regarded as pa r t i cu l a r l y male
volent w h e n his rules ( i .e . the cus
toms of the v i l l age) are no t obeyed. 
He is believed to punish au tomat ic 
a l l y — b y blindness, leprosy, madness, 
death, a n d a wide var ie ty of m i n o r 
i l ls—anyone g i v i n g a false oa th or 
a t t e m p t i n g to bribe a member of 
the counc i l . T h e counc i l members 
themselves are believed to be ex
posed to special danger. T h e y are 
said to suffer speedy punishment 
f r o m the god should they w i l f u l l y 
give an u n f a i r decision or display 
special f avour i t i sm to relatives or 
friends. A l l regardless o f r ank , 
wea l th , or social status generally 

i t y o r the w r a t h o f the g o d i s i n 
cur red . These r i t u a l sanctions are 
a po ten t force in social c o n t r o l a n d 
emphasise some of the fundamen ta l 
values in the society; values w h i c h 
are so i m p o r t a n t as to be guarded 
a n d preserved by the very g o d 
himself. 

Economica l ly M a l a n a is a poor 
vi l lage and the s tandard of l i v i n g 
i s below tha t of the average K u l u 
vi l lage. T h e a l t i tude al lows only 
one crop a year (a poor var ie ty of 
wheat a n d buckwhea t ) a n d this is 
often spoilt by heavy snow late in 
the w in t e r . A l l the l a n d i s o w n e d 
by Jarn lu a n d the M a l a n i s consider 
themselves as tenants of the g o d — 
t h o u g h of t w o classes, permanent 
( h a v i n g a l l r ights of sale, i nhe r i t 
ance, etc.) and t emporary ( h a v i n g 
these rights at the pleasure of the 
counc i l , and in r e tu rn for special 
payments i n t o the t reasury) . T h e 
M a l a n i s supplement the i r food sup
p ly by ba r t e r ing ghi, w o o l , honey, 
and game birds i n various K u l u v i l 
lages for rice a n d maize, rock salt, 
and i r o n for tools. In these t r an 
sactions, the M a l a n i s disl ike t ak ing 
currency a n d insist on the i r t r a d i 
t i o n a l barter rates even when these 
rates are unfavourable to them. 
T h i s insistence on bar ter causes 
m u c h amusement to the more 
sophisticated K u l u villagers w h o m I 
have often seen laugh openly at the 
Ma lan i s for the i r excessive u p r i -
mi t iveness" . B u t I detect in this 
laughter a h o l l o w note, and it is 
apparent tha t K u l u villagers regard 
the M a l a n i s w i t h a m i x t u r e of 
h u m o u r a n d mockery ( for being 
" . b a c k w a r d " ) , a n d awe or even 
fear (because of t he i r power fu l god , 
the i r s t rong g roup sol idari ty, and 
their w i l d a n d uncanny n a t u r e ) . 
A p a r t f r o m these economic transac
tions, the M a l a n i s stay f i rmly in 
the i r m o u n t a i n fastness, interested 
only in themselves, and b rook ing no 
interference whatsoever f r o m out
side. 

M a l a n a is essentially a " h e r m i t " 
vi l lage. I t has developed an almost 
fanat ica l sense of difference, o f v i l 
lage cohesion, a n d of intense g roup 
loya l ty . A l l w h o do no t " be long " 
are t reated w i t h v i r u l e n t suspicion 
a n d even contempt . N o ma t t e r 
h o w open a n d f r i end ly one i s to 
t h e m , this suspicion can on ly be 
al layed, rare ly dispelled completely. 
A t the f i r s t favourable o p p o r t u n i t y , 
i t bubbles again to the surface a n d 
erupts l i ke a volcano. As one K u l u 
v i l l age r said to m e : " M a l a n a is l ike 
a w a l n u t . I t has a very h a r d shell 

outside b u t . is pleasant enough once 
cracked open . " T h i s i s undoub ted ly 
t rue b u t , as I have f o u n d , one of 
the greatest difficult ies in penetra t 
i n g the fo rmidab le social barr iers 
t ha t su r round the v i l l age lies in the 
p r o b l e m of steering a neu t r a l course 
t h r o u g h the p o l i t i c a l currents i n the 
vi l lage . M a l a n a is u n i t e d against 
a l l outsiders a n d its social s t ruc ture 
provides a good case of ex t reme 
social in tegra t ion . Y e t there is 
nonetheless a constant struggle f o r 
power between the three ' ' leaders " 
based on the d u a l t e r r i t o r i a l d i v i 
sion. W i t h i n the severe l imi t s i m 
posed by the overa l l cohesion, the re 
is an interest ing concept of opposi
t i o n a n d balance between the t w o 
behrs, a n d a good deal of p o l i t i c a l 
in t r igue . 

T h e most s t r ik ing fact about the 
p o l i t i c a l a n d j u d i c i a l organisation, 
of the vi l lage appears to be the 
extent to w h i c h i t rests on p u b l i c 
sentiment. T h e system of elect ion, 
the necessity for an i m m e d i a t e 
re fe rendum and ra t i f ica t ion of each 
counc i l decision, the impor tance of 
ostracism as a pena l sanction, the 
compulsory attendance of a l l adu l t 
males at every counc i l mee t ing—al l 
i l lustrate the sovereign power of 
publ ic o p i n i o n . T h e vi l lage i s i n 
tensely ega l i ta r ian a n d has a w e l l -
developed sense of justice as an 
abstract concept. Perhaps the p r i 
mary in tegra t ing force in the society 
is the vi l lage god whose inf luence 
plays a v i t a l pa r t in the w h o l e social 
mechanism of government a n d l a w . 
A l l i n a l l the v i l lage provides an 
interest ing example of advanced 
p o l i t i c a l a n d legal concepts ob ta in -
i n g in an ent i re ly i l l i t e ra te a n d eco
nomica l ly b a c k w a r d society. 

I t w o u l d perhaps be apt to con
clude w i t h the f o l l o w i n g q u o t a t i o n 
f r o m a book by L i e u t . - C o l , C, G. 
Bruce (Kulu and Lahoul, A r n o l d , 
L o n d o n , 1 9 1 4 ) ; 

" W e h a d a good look . . . a t 
the m a i n M a l a n a val ley, a n d a t the 
t rack w h i c h jo ins the Parba t t i a t 
J a r i , a fearsome p a t h d o w n a most 
impressive a n d precipi tous gorge. 
Immense cliffs, m a n y thousand feet 
h i g h on each side, d o m i n a t e d the 
end of the val ley by a mass of 
mounta ins , a n d the best p a r t o f 
e ight thousand feet of precipices. 
N o wonde r the people o f M a l a n a 
have been able to l ead the i r o w n 
l i fe unmoles ted fo r no m a n y cen
turies. . . . N o more desperate coun 
t r y have I seen in the lower heights 
o f the m o u n t a i n s / ' 
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