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INTRODUCTION 

To\\ards an Anthropology of work: 

Though the debate on the concept of wor" is not a ne\\ phenomenon. 

it received great impetus during industrial revolution, with the analysis of labour, mar"et 

and related aspects. Generally, the notion of wor" is analyzed in terms of 'paid 

employment' or 'economically convertable, social or technical labour' . And some times, 

the broader level analyses are made using time, space. yalue, production, and simi lar units. 

But of late, particularly with the study of non-western societies by the western scholars. 

emerged certain models in analysing the traditional cultures, which lead to the 

understanding the occupation in relation to its social construct, while economic rationale 

remained as an important aspect. Particularly from these models, a greater understanding of 

work, and its embeddedness in a variety of structures from which it takes its organization 

and meaning was made possible. Though these aspects surface in western societ) also. 

religion, kinship, politics and family play important role in traditional societies In \\estern 

societies work is al\lays seen as ' a discrete activit)' in a distmct economic realm' "We 

may 100" to the late eighteenth century for this separation out of the 'economic': ~et. 

working in comple:>.. ways .... Cultural connectedness of \lork in the west too, there has 

been the transformation of words investing \I or" from connotations of pam and 

degradation to words denoting dignity and transformation of nature and man's being 

These major transfornlations point to the need for an historical Anthropolog~ or an 

Anthropological histof) ofwork."(Joyce Patrickl987 2) 

Further, Anthropological , or empirical anal)sis made In 

traditional societies, contributed in a major wa) towards, understanding the ' \\ or" 

problem' in a holistic fashion . As Godelier points out that the division of labor is the 

result of the social hierarchy and not its cause, alerts us to the rich pOSSibilities of 

anthropological approaches. (Godelier in Joyce Patrie" 1987:2) HO\le\er. the 

anthropological studies aimed at western industrialized societies not only presented an 

understanding of work culture, but also benefited from the ethnographies of the 

oriental. The anthropological and ethnographic accounts of \lork have much to offer. 



bold facts of material survival The conception of \\ork varies, in societies. and 

individuals, with the inherent necessities and contexts. like for e>.ample. hunter­

gatherers make no distinction between work and non-work activities (Sahlins 1974). 

as the case is same with the people pursuing artistic activities. Some identify. ' work' 

as not work, but means to earn money. This variation has to consider for its cross­

cultural relevance. Though it involves incentives involving 'economic' motifs or 

returns but there are social and cultural meanings to it. Godelier (1972:266 in 

S. WallMan 1979:4) points out in this direction saying 'work is not only "Economic" 

activity; it has more reasons than that'. "Work is at one time an economic, political 

and religions act, and (it) is experienced as such". Removed from its monetary 

implications, the 'work ' one has to think, what relevance it have, to livelihood and 

alternative incentives, (apart from economic ones) it provides, necessary to life. When 

work is seen as an activity in itself and activity emanates from within, the monetary 

value is undermined to its social value. The work of maintaining status and personal 

esteem considered significant within and outside the community. Again work is seen 

as a means in controlling the unexpected situations. Some times an extra value or 

incentive given to a particular work or specialized task gives satisfaction for the 

person, who is proud to be identified with a 'work' or a 'thing' executed or produced 

by him. This paradigm is understood in terms of notion of hierarchy, which is 

bestowed upon a community, where occupation is hereditary, rather than acquired . 

The significant element in this regard is not the 'work done' but who are the 

evaluators of such \'oor\- (considered polluted), who controls it? (Agency, community). 

who works? (Men or \\omen), and further its physical, psychological, and social­

symbolic relevance of that doing (work). So this performance of necessary tasks, 

resulting values, obligations, identity, status, and structure are as fundamental to 

livelihood, as any other immediate need, like food and shelter. Franken Burg (quoted 

in Barth 1966) defines the work in this manner ' as the production. management or 

conversion of the resources necessary for livelihood -'the sum total of capital , skills 

and social claims'. The value of particular forms of work, though changes with 

historical and social context, also depends on the individual contexts. However it is 

mostly the structural or status position governs the resources of the person or 
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individual. The \\orl of a normal activity is some times regarded as a means of 

achievement. "hile \\orls \\lth no economic value are rated as high in some societies, 

or "orls of despised tasls or socially inferior, may become a source of dignity and 

pride. Wadel (1979) points that 'even the most essential tasks remains 

unacknowledged. hidden. those tasks will not be dignified by the status or existential, 

of the "or"er' . And these cores with their peripheral activities i.e., the domain of 

activity, e-..change or meaning and 'conversions' between resource systems are 

ultimatel) \\ hal \\or" is about from the perspectives of social anthropology (Wallman; 

1979). The general out look of work in western tradition is the arnount of energy or 

effort directed to\\ards the achievement of some goal, whether or not that goal is 

realized. Hence a Bushman spends all day hunting and comes back empty handed by 

our definition he has engaged in work. In our society, (Western) when we use the term 

\\ork \\e usuall) mean some activity for which we are remunerated, usually 

monetaril) that is. \\or" refers to employment or what one does on the job. Leisure on 

the other hand. is \\hat \\e do when we are not working. As social investigators who 

ha\ e concerned themseh'es with such definitional matters have learned ... there is no 

sharp dl\ Iding line bemeen work and leisure (David Kaplan; 2000). A common way 

of tT) ing to dI stinguish between the two is to say that leisure refers to voluntary 

actJnt)'. or fre.:: time. no matter what one does with it- "free" in the sense that it is not 

de\ oted to subsistence or maintenance. Work, refers to convert ion of time to money. 

As the Anthropological understanding of leisure, points that the leisure is a 

prerequisite for culture building do convey some rationality in conceptualizing the 

notion of \\ or" As David Kaplan points out the "The leisure that figures in 

discussions of culture building is not simply enforced idleness, on the other hand the 

abundant leisure of hunter gatherer is seen as a mark of their "affluent" existence 

(Dand Kaplan .2000) 

Caste and occupation: 

In the Indian context it is useful to reflect on the concept of work as 

man} of the occupations people pursue are rather ascribed than achieved. The notion 

of jati and the occupation it practices have different connotations when compared to 
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Anglo-Saxon conceptions of work . .. Work is doing (Kama) and the deeds of "work" 

one does both cause and constitute one's fate, karma (Searle Chatterjee 1979:269.) . 

The meaning of work in Indian context is again subjected to the notions of 

inevitability, and without attachment. For many, work is a purposeful activity. The 

general meaning of work in India is all purposeful. But it also implies as inevitable in 

the speakers mind. As some scholars suggested Kaam (work) means involvement, 

instrumentality and self-interestedness. And the work can be performed without any 

attachment. Many scholars provided to local variations of notions of work . 

Studies of work places both in Europe and in the USA as 

well as in areas traditionally studied by anthropologists have revealed the interplay 

between informal, personal and, in Weber's . sense non-rational, patterns and 

bureaucratic ones (S.Chattrejee: 1979). The concept of work varies in Indian context 

unlike the western concepts. In India there is no real work ethic as in the west. The 

work of a blacksmith, or a peasant is not glorified as it is in our school textbooks, and 

popular imagery portrays the rich man, the man who has succeeded, as not working, 

whereas the poor are precisely those who have to work hard and 'carry stone on their 

head' as the villagers say (Deliege: 1993:133). Many of the occupations in India are 

hereditary and hence carry a number of traditional elements in its transmission to next 

generation and the functioning. Hence, there is a necessity to look into the work 

cultures of the various Jatis in ernie perspective. The occupations particularly 

practiced by the ex-untouchable communities are further complicated for 

understanding from the popular notIOns of work, due to its association with the notion 

of "pollution". On the other hand stratification system itself vitally affects 

occupations. The social origin of an individual plays a major role in the determination 

of his eventual occupational placement. The social system and occupational placement 

as a part of the broader system are thus in a two directional interaction process. An 

important consideration in this relationship is the linkage between the two systems. 

(Hall.R.H; 1969:319). In India traditional occupations are hereditary and passed on to 

son by his father and grand father. Here people relate their work to their own notion 

and conceptions of the world. For example, Viswakarmas relate their work to their 

mythical ancestor and follow a complex of ceremonial practices in their work. The 
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\\estern notions of \\or\.. cannot be completely applied to understand the work culture 

of the goldsmith in India He relates and conceives his own world while working. 

Work for him is a devotIOnal act for the Supreme Being. Then emerges the question 

that how can an occupation be percei\ ed? The term perception as applied to 

occupations does not refer solely to perceptual process that occurs when an individual 

is confronted \\ ith occupationally reb ant stimuli. Rather it refers to the complex of 

beliefs and assumptions. \\hich e,ist in the individual's memory. The term 

incorporates the process b) \\hich this complex came to be organized as it is, and how 

it is likely to incorporate ne\\ information. Thus, studies of the perception of 

occupations might be more accurately described as studies of how people form 

concepts about occupational \\orld, ho\\ they interrelate these concepts, and how they 

manipulate and evaluate them \\hen making vocationally relevant decisions 

(Anthony.P.M&CharJesJones. 1978 .2). In this context there emerges a 

methodological question III understanding the work with regard to Indian la/is and 

their occupations 

Though all occupation and works are meant to eek out a livelihood, 

hierarchy based on JaIlS and its value attachments and ritual impurity attached to them 

makes some occupations inferior. The ver) secular occupation of tilling the land 

(cultivation) is conSIdered not a noble occupation in some contexts. Coming to the 

occupations carried out b~ lo\\er rung of the society, those untouchable communities 

and their occupations are treated almost degraded, since they are associated with such 

polluted material lIke dead carrion and human excreta. Collecting night soil, or 

sweeping occupatIOn IS one such and the most degrading work among all . Though it is 

indispensable \\ ork. \\ hich is beneticial to the society, yet its practioners are 

do\\ngraded "Working as mght soIl remo\ers, sweepers and renders, untouchables 

fulfill other simIlar \ ital functions. the work obviously contributes to their 

segregation from other fringe groups \\ ho carry out secondary tasks of no great social 

necessity (Deliege: 1999. 121) Further. the gradations exist between manual labour 

and that of other \\ orks are to be seen in the light of the religious ideologies. In many 

cases \\orking \\ ith the soil is considered impure. And many untouchable communities 
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do perform these "orks involving all the materials of nature. Robert Deliegc 

succinctly puts the problem as follows: 

·The distinction between intellectual work and manual (1/ would be tempting to say 

·physical J labour is clearly marked in India: Brahmins are a sort of 'scholarly' class, 

the only ones able to study the sacred texts, in contrast the heads of the lowly are only 

good for carrying heavy loads. The dirty clothing that used to be worn by 

Untouchables, as we have seen, reflected their disgrace, and even today the upper 

castes do not appreciate their 'pUlling on airs', in other words, dressmg decently. 

Likewise, a Harijan who goes to school is seen as one less worker. Indians think of the 

different castes (jati) as different species, each of which is good at a particular job. 

Brahmins are regarded mediocre farmers, for example In the same vein, the function 

of untouchables is to sen'e society by removing Its impurilles " Why did god create 

carpenters, grain parchers, pOllers, barbers, caltlemen, and the like? ' , one of Wiser's 

(high-caste) informants asked him.. 'Did god not intend that each should perform his 

own work? And certainly it was not necessary for a Bhangi to read when his work was 

(0 clean cesspools "(Deliege, J999.pp: 122-J 23) 

Some traditional occupations like removing dead animals and 

other such defile elements, also gives them special privilege and monopoly on such 

occupation where others cannot dream of competing. Therefore, one cannot see the 

\\ork culture "ith that of the western ethic. It needs a framework, which may be a 

mixture of local and the western model. 

Culture of practice: 

Originating from the core and spreading towards the periphery, 

these actions, or practices, or the domain of doing may be studied under the general 

rubric of practice, and that of saying under the term discourse. It implies that the 

practice and discourse are what is done and talked about the work and environment. 

While the practice involves non-verbal gestures, techniques, is implemented by man 

with his tools, as discourse is a dialogue or interpretation about the work. While 

performing activities on periphery, the boundary of social structure becomes porous 

for individual. It means persons comes out of the structure and enact ~ough roles. To 

7 



start the argull1~nt on practice. th,' m~thod ofti:r.:d by Bourdieu (1977:1) is both 

empirical and applicable to the notion of doing He s.:eks to bridge the ritual or choice 

between objecti\ ism and subjecth I~m. b) proposing lasting disposition to action, on 

the one hand and the place of temporal it) and improvisation on the other. Instead of 

rule bound character of social hfe. he thinks it more appropriate to understand the 

generative schemes that lead to the strategies b) v.hich practices arise, or in his words, 

how the 'orchestrated improvisation of common dispositions (1977: 17) reproduce the 

divisions of the social structure on an evef)da) basis. Bordieu terms this as "Habitus", 

which is realized in objective structures. These Habllus are transposable dispositions; 

function as a matrix of perceptions. appreciations and actions (1977:82-83). As he 

describes Algerian Muslim peasants, he further ·analyses how the Habitus generates 

homologous formations across different social activities, such as funerals, ploughing, 

harvesting. ClTcumcision, marriage etc Through them different conceptual fields 

emerged (fanning calendar). These are \ ariants of a single type of structures. And this 

Habitus is both product and resource for it is logicall~ prior to actual events of practice 

and is subject 10 strategic mal1lpUlatlOn Thus Habitus, as 'core' generates practices, 

yields strategies. knov.ledge of pracllce hes in practice themselves, which are 

dominated b~ material \\ealth. s~ mbolic capital and development of body both 

individual and collective Here prohferation of strategies is related to this politics, 

which seeks to reproduce through \\ealth and bod~. land, and heirs. They fulfill the 

function of lI1tegration b) institullng di\ isions and by giving to practice the 

'appearance of realized m)1h' (1977: 163) As Bourdieu propounds that knowledge of 

practices that Its actors do not reflect. the) \\ itness it without appropriating it. 

Practices as Bourdieu, mentions are al\\a)s unfinished and emergent, helps in 

understanding productive reproduction character of non-discursive practices. Unlike 

Bourdieu ' s. 'theor) of doing ' . based on 'Algerlan Muslim peasants', where, they do 

things, because the) are Muslims. these can be best understood, in the framework of 

Bhaktin's theoT) of utterances (1990) "here the) unfold through an examination of its 

internal coherence and its location" lIh \\ Ider societ), while these utterances, are in a 

form symbolizes. both resistance. and ideolog) . They are best understood in the light 

of theoretical propositions of lames Scott (1990) theory of resistance and hidden 

8 



transcripts . Though based upon the notion (Scott 1990) that weak in certain conditions 

resort to such prJ.ctices, which are both challenging to existing hierarchy and power, 

normall), make no headlines, But they do have an impact and create reefs of their 

own, Though Scott uses the 'weapons of the weak' in a context where peasant life is 

surrounded b) farm restrictions. In this study, the concept is used to show, how the 

'meniar. 'polluted', 'obnoxious' 'mundane' occupation gives rise to certain practices, 

where the group. person and outsiders respond ' 'and recreate events, hierarchies 

resulting in 'Ia)ers of behaviour' and 'super structures'. Those who are dominated live 

b) the practice of a ' contra culture' that negates and dilutes the oppressiveness of the 

ideological domination The dominated keep them as their 'secret weapon' at it was 

and e\ en the) ma) not be fully aware of them at a conscious level. (S.Channa: 200 I). 

The practical \,.nO\\ ledge of the social actors also plays a role in under standing the 

individual and the group Bourdieu understands peoples strategies in everyday life not 

b) individual rational decision-making or as being determined by supra individual 

structures but b) Habl/lis 'once acquired ... underlines and conditions all subsequent 

learning and SOCI:!I e:-.perience. (Bourdieu 1977:72-95; 1990:52-65). The Habitus only 

disposes actors to do certain things. It provides basis for the generation of practices but 

does not determine them 

E\Cf) du) life, person and work: 

The endeavor, towards constructing social 

reality from the ' thick description' or 'intimate' understanding of the people by the 

participant or anthropologist is in vogue in anthropology since its beginnings. Many, 

depended on thiS tradition, to elicit the worldview of community, and subjected them 

to a micro-Ie\el anal)sls to build models or test models. From the imaginist point of 

\ iew, building or understanding social phenomenon in the field, participating in 

e\ eryda) life. though poses, methodological challenges, provides a rich harvest of 

data. sufficient for social construction. The 'words', 'symbols', 'gestures', and 

'e\ents', though not a new source for data collection, they inevitably reveal the 

'structures' \\ithin 'practical taxonomies'. The person who express his social world, is 

replica of people and society at large, and an examination of these individuals reveal , 
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the unknown complexity of nature and function of thc group. SOC II:t) The Ouctuatlllg 

requirements of a variable every day existencc demand the culth <lt ion of more and 

more qualities (Hellen: 1984). These demands may emanatc from the particular 

cultural life, with which one identifies, or dictates of occupational needs The person 

responds to fulfill the challenges thus posed by his surroundings So ' growing up into 

the everyday world is not a process where by one is born selfish (jealous, cowardl) , 

etc .) and only gradually thereafter adapts oneself to the world ' s demands (Hellen 1984 . 

9). A person who responds, and creates an atmosphere around him after, or always 

may not reflect the total culture he may be part, but here arise ' anthropologicalness ' or 

' anthropocentrism ' (Hellen 1984). There will be no exact logical conclusions, like 

'thus it is', 'therefore', etc, for this is not fault of everyday thinking: this dependence 

on human perception is indispensable in everyday practice . Here the question is how a 

person or individual takes symbols or technology, available to him without a logical 

understanding of it. or not concerned about its logic ' s. This e\ eryday life. Hellen 

points the direct reproduction of the ' person' ; hence, its teleology is relative to. 

correlated with the ·person· . And this person who lives in everyday life is 

characterized b) particularity or by individuality. Hellen further opines that evef)day 

thinking is heterogeneous and de-anthropomorphized, and anthropomorphic 

\\orldviews and mental motifs mingle forcibly in undifferentiated fashion within its 

framework. And e"ef)'day thinking is fetishist: it accepts things and instituti ons as 

they are, in ready-made form, and brackets of their origins. Hence a clear note has to 

be made how the 'person' though act upon various roles, the) do not bother about 

their origin or how they carne to them E.g . Imitation of dress. festi vals, functions. 

leadership, dress: the) consider them as role models. As menlIoned earlier. one cannot 

identity the structure or organization of a particular soc iety. by understanding 

everyday life of a person. but we have to take an aggregate of objecti vations. and the 

relationships between them. And here comes conversation as an adjunct to the 

business of everyday living, a dialogue is best understood in identifyi ng human 

relationships though in a limited sense. As Hebdige argues that refusal is \\ orth 

making, that these gestures have a meaning, that the smiles and the sneers ha\ e some 

subversive value (Hebdige Dick: 1979). 
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E\ ~I) da) life otTers rich data to interpret the community. 

Dialogues \\ith IIldl\ iduals do contribute to such an evaluation. But the persons, who 

adapt to various forms of living and their everyday interaction with others, are at times 

particular to indi\ iduals Since individuals who imitate and create a social setting 

around them ma) not be completely representative of their community. The confusion 

always remains ho\\ this person adapts to things without any rationality attributing to 

it. And in these conte:-.ts conversation remains the available objective tool in 

interpreting the situation. 

Person, com ersation and dialogue: 

Taking G.otTman (1974) as starting point, it 

can be argued that e\ eT) da) life does offer the empirical facts to construct the social 

realIty. An indl\ idual or person, when made to talk, converse, unfolds an array 

relations. \\hlch are both reflexive and historical; make us to understand better the 

social structure of the being. and its transformation. These narratives not only offer a 

mechanism to relate his self but also, relate his past to the present. Here, the person or 

the individuaL negotiates \\ ith meanings, opportunities available at his doorstep and 

selects the rele\ 3111 chOIce for him. These meanings and opportunities are best 

anal)zed in theIr discourse or narrative/utterance, 'story' , autobiography, and 

c01l\ersation~ Hence I \\ould like to adhere in my analysis of person through 

discourse. to sho\\ ho\\ he e>..plicitly resists and merges with the outside world. As 

Bhaktin (1985) pOIllIS. e\ el) dialogue, occurs against the backdrop of a present but 

invisible third pari) Bhahtin acknowledges the limitations posed by the discourse or 

dialogue. \\hich cannot be fixed in a unitary structure. Fredrik Barth's generative 

approach to cultural \arialion is another way of understanding the role individuals 

play in moulding and sustainlllg cultural knowledge. 'Among the mountain Ok ... the 

differences are apparent not just to external observers, but, some of them, indeed 

shock the actor~ themseh es. \\ho view them as not merely "ungrammatical", but as 

actually objecllonable The cultural context of "Ok", cosmology is distributed between 

"many sub -tradllions located in numerous villages and temples which are further 

subject to a constant oscillation public performance and personal safe keeping in the 
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care of a small number of ritual experts "(J ' redn k B.lrth 1987). Barth' s arguments are 

concerned v. ith the circumstances of the ~torJgc in the individual mind v. ithout literary 

aids. of comple}. cultural materials 0\ er a long tll11t:". followed b) a demand for their 

manifestation in complex and vital performance of mystery cults'. A process which 

must be highly evocative of personal in\'oh ement by the ritual expert in the cultural 

symbols in his keeping, and could be e"pected to result in his marginally reshaping 

them in form and content in harmony with his own visions, at every nev. performance" , 

(Barth: 1987:30). 

Every day life offers rich insights to construct the social reality. 

Individuals do offer a variety of experiences from both self-reflexi\ e and historical 

point of view. His past becomes present as he narrates himself. Individual narratives 

understood in his autobiography and conversations, have meaningful insights for the 

social structure of the community. His narration is though singular. have always 

reflect the third subjective element. Individual s are also important manipulators in the 

social structure. as they inherit certain traditional advantages v.ith them, it may be 

leadership or skill in particular knov.ledge etc The) form. shape and reshape the 

social settings. 

Understanding EA-untouchables: 

There is no dearth of lIterature on ex-untouchable 

communities in India. and particularl) b) ethnographers. social and cultural 

Anthropologists. These studies offered rich inSIghts in w1derstanding these communities. 

Every scholarl) etTort emiched the existing IIteratUle on these once e"\cluded con1mw1ities. 

With multiple models of analysis, these contnbutlons tried to look at the problem. often 

came out v.ith contradictory analyses. Some times the) had similar argun1ents. tried to look 

at the dynamics, involved in these cultures. in their adaptation and transformation. The 

present work deals with one of the most depressed c0ml11w1ities. \\ho are engaged in an 

occupation considered polluted, and who were treated as "untouchables by 

untouchables". And hence arises the need to explain, \\hy, and \\hal kind of models 

available to us to W1derstand the people v.ho live, v.ith a \\orld\ie\\ of their own, and v.ith 

in a world created and recreated by them The present \\ork deals v.;th a 'sweeper caste' 
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kno\\TI as 'Mcht..lr' in localtenninolob'Y. Before embarking on the literature available and 

the contribution to the wlderstanding of sweeper community, it is necessary to look into the 

!"nO\\ ledge generatcd b! the academia on these eX-Wltouchable communities in India 

Indian caste structures has pro\ o!"ed and generated multiple models of Wlderstanding it In 

the earlier literature 'untouchables are explained as "self -contained groups" or people who 

accepted their 10\\ social status (Dubois: 1959). A kind of "consensus" approach is seen 

here 'Imitation' agreement \\ith higher caste culture by possessing thinner culture or 

possessing culture in le~~ COI1\ IIlcing form is yet another perspective available. Some of the 

prominent 'images' or models de\eloped by the subsequent anthropological literature 

mainly re\'ol\'ed around images of alignment or integration. One model projected and 

'outcaste' image of the untouchable. (Mencher 1974; 476, Gerald Berremanl971: 16-23). 

In another set of models. \\hich basically talked about the diversity of untouchable 

conmlunities. are dlsjunctl\ e (Mofrat 1979: 13). But still they projected 'Wltouchable 

culture as altem31e culture' rather than 'culture less' or 'lack of culture' approach of 

outcaste model Unlt!"e the great tradition of the higher castes and of the BraIm1ins in 

panicular the little tradItion of the Canlars contains aparayan and non-Brahmaruc religion. 

willch empha~lze the propItiation of goddesses of disease, and the use of medicines and 

e\orcists (Coh.:n 1955 8) But 111 the process of Sanskritization of Canlars. new 

dichotomies emerged \\ lIh great tradition at one end while westernization is on the other. 

We find in Paulllle Kolenda's anal)sis of north Indian sweepers, impact of theories of 

!"anna. dhamla among the wltouchable sweepers. But the myths created by sweepers 

rdating themseh es 10 higher 1'11/1 gives a relaxation for the religious anxiety of the 

sv.eepers. opines Kol.:nda (1983) This shows us the internal acceptance of the or perhaps 

juslification of the r.m\" order of casles. Katheline Gough analyses the case of pallans v.ith 

political and ceonomi.: \ariables and radical anti-easte political action. Miller (1966:26-28) 

on Ihe other hand. anal) ses the political action adapted against the dominant greater 

tradItion. and he funhcr elabor . .lled it by asserting that Bhakti devotional ism, and Mallar 

militanc). and n.:o-Buddhlsm attested to the alternate new values But organizallOnal. 

beha\'ioural panems are missed here and how they come out of it is (the system) IS nOI 

dealt \\ith. 
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Outcaste images imply that culture is onl) manipulatlH' 

rationalization, and that culture free perception and action are to sume degree possihle 

In the out -caste image, some cultures can be more realistic than others, some can be 

thinner than others. Models of diversity make no such assumption For this set of 

approaches. all the varying cultures of caste are equally thick and equally relativistic 

Berreman (1972:400) on the other hand viewed caste, as operated and dictated by the 

"power" of the objective facts ... who has the power. .. and how it is likely to be 

exercised. 

The other set of models, "Models of fusion" or "Integration", 

as these models of analysis, stress on consistence set of underlying principles of 

mechanisms, which governed the social structure .and function of culture in a general 

way. Here they are not concerned with disjunctive approaches. as they are concerned 

with opposing elements with dominant ideology in the earlier models. Louis Dumont. 

Mckim Marriot come here, who argue, the "encompassment" of the phenomena. As 

Dumont puts it: "Man does not only think, he acts .... To adopt a \alue is to introduce 

hierarchy, land a certain consensus of values, a certain hierarchy of ideas, things, and 

people, is indispensable to social life .... in relation to these more or less necessaT) 

requirements of social life, the idea of equality, even if it is thought superior, is 

artificial" (Dumont 1970:54-55) Dumont further argues, that. some castes aspiration 

for higher caste titles. or identities, is an acceptance of ranl..ed system of caste. as the) 

do not concede \\ ith the legitimacy of the ranked s),stem The purit) and pollution 

concepts of Dumont are again relevant in the analyses of an occupational communit). 

v.hich is treated as low. As Moffat (1979) puts it "The untouchable makes personal 

purity possible, by removing the strongest source of organic impurity, and the 

untouchable mediates between man and the malevolent demons The "outcaste model" 

and "models of diversity" emphasize on disjunction, as "models of unity" emphaSizes 

on conjunction . The difference between the defenders of the 'outcaste' models and 

those of the models of diversity is slight in Moffat's estimatIOn ' the first stress 

untouchables lack of a separate culture and their exclusion from the dOI11JOant culture. 

while the second, on the contrary, regard untouchables as bearers of an ' alternate 

culture' (Deliege Robert: 1999:29). 
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On the other hand, there is abundant literature on these 

communities. outlining their social position, changing social status, adaptations, 

mobility, idenlit) social movements and development problems. Though these studies, 

(Joseph Mathe\\ 1986. Wankhede.G.G, Nirupama Prakash 1989; C.Parvatamma 1989; 

P.K.Mishra 199~ . RX Kshrisagar 1991; Nandu Ram 1989; K.Saradamani , 1980, 

K K.Pundir, 1997: J.Sarkar, 1984; Benjamain Joseph' 1991; Ravindre Kumar; 1997, 

C.L.Sharma. 1995.1996) highlighted their problems, policy alternatives, and insights 

into planning the de\elopmental programmes, threw little light on their 'cultural life" 

and Processes of social dynamics, unlike the earlier theoretical works. A number of 

studies conducted b~ both sociologists and Social Anthropologists have focused on 

de\'e!opment policy. as \\ell as theoretical issues . . 

Some of the ethnographic studies focused on 

understanding these communities from the proper theoretical perspective. These 

studies in turn offered most crucial insights and models of paramount significance. 

(O\\en L:nch 1969. Pauline Kolenda 1983; Khare R.S 1984; Shyam Lal 

1981.1991.1992.1994.1996,1997,199; Searle Chatterjee, 1979, Parshad Vijay2000; 

Andre Beiteille. 1998. \1ichae1 Mahar 1998; Morris Op1er 1998; Joan P.Mencher 

1998: Oehege Robert 1993,1997,1999). These studies interpreted the untouchable 

culture from \ anous points of view. Though the ethnographic richness has given 

understanding and deep insights into the social dynamics of the community, many of 

them lad. an approach where individual self and identity are represented . Khare's 

( 1984) v. ork in this regard focused on this aspect. The belief, among Indologists and 

ethnographers is that untouchability, in theory and practice, has been an important 

feature of Indian soclet) The argument is that inequality in India is a question, not 

merely of unequal dlstnbution of resources, but of basic ideas and values ' (Beteille, 

1998). Some intapreted saying "the concern with pollution also served to keep the 

untouchables in an mferior economic and political position through enforcement of 

sUl1lptuar) la\\ s and ph) sical separation (Morris Opler, 1998). Group identity and self­

image and emotional ambivalence are focus for some. (Herald lssacs, Miller: 1998). 

Some studies also focused on how the defiling status is not an accepted one but 

resisted. The delilmg nature of their work, including the sweepers handling of human 
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excrement and the shoe makers removal of dl'ad anll11als. provided them with 

bargaining po\\er not a\ailable to thc \\caver or chamar \\ hose goods and services 

could be provided by others. (Mahar . .I.MichaeL 1998 19) In another revelation Joan 

P.Mencher (1998:38-49) finds that "While it is true that the Paraiyans have always had 

a secure place within the traditional structure, such securit~ does not mean that they 

liked their role, or even that they accepted it. one suspects there has always been 

considerable hostility and resentment toward those higher 111 the social structure. 

Paraiyans openly express resentment about the \\ay the) \\ere treated The Paraiyans 

did exercise a minimal type of control over the e\cess of landlords and higher caste 

people through the laner's fear of the Paraiyans \..no\\ ledge of black magic" (Mencher 

PJoan 1998: 38-49). Michael Moffat's (197.9) contribution in understanding 

untouchable communities is important, as he raised basic question, that whether 

untouchables possess a separate culture of their Oil n HIS concerns are that these 

communities are in 'consensus' with the outside jail hierarch). and they continuously 

'replicate' or 'reproduce' those in their o\\n societ) Moffat then concludes, "They do 

not possess a separate sub culture. They are not detached or alienated from the 

'rationalizations' of the system, untouchables possess and act upon a thickly textured 

culture whose fundamental defil11tions and values are Identical 10 those of more global 

Indian village culture. The 'vle\\ from the bottom' is based on the same principles and 

e\aluations as 'the \'iew from the middle' or . the \ le\\ from the top ', The cultural 

system of Indian untouchables does not dlstinctl) questIOn or re\ alue the dominant 

social order. Rather, it continuously recreates among untouchables a micro-cosm of 

the larger system"(1979:3). Though hiS notions are structurall) based on the notions of 

'purity' and 'pollution' have limited relevance in the anal) SIS of untouchable culture, 

as Dumont, himself limited these notions to certall1 domall1 sa) ing that , these notions 

need to be applied carefull).' I do not clall11 that the opposition betll een pure and 

impure is the "foundation" of society e>.cept in the ll1tellectual sense of the term; it is 

b) implicit reference to this opposition that the societ) of castes appears consistent and 

rational to those living in it. In m) opinion this fact IS central. in and of itself (1988). 

L)nch Owen (1969) uses 'reference group theor)' in ll1terprellng the s Chamaras of 

Luckno\\ and their social mobilit) and identit) He mentions that ' ., a caste is an 
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"'adaptive structure" through which its members can relate and re-relate themselves to 

members of other castes in terms of the potentialities provided to them by the socio­

political environment in which they interact (1969:3). He also concludes that the 

political participation is a functional alternative to sanskritization in the context of the 

Jatav community. Lynch uses three modes in his interpretation of reference group 

theory that is 'Imitation', Identification', and Negative reference group' . He makes a 

structural definition of sanskritization not in 'terms of cultural attributes and symbols 

but rather in terms of social structural positions and relations. (See Lynch Owen1969: 

212). Deliege Robert (1989,1992,1993,1998,1999) contributed a great deal in 

e\ aluating and understanding various models propounded by most ethnographers. 

Though he denies certain conceptions he does· merit them for their relevance in 

specific contexts. The main theories of the caste system have given differing degrees 

of attention to the untouchables, but few have dealt with the problem of untouchability 

in depth. A great number of ethnographers have insisted on the integration of the 

untouchables in the caste system and have thus put the accent on the state of balance, 

or even, the harmony of the system. However it must not be forgotten that the 

untouchables are also outside the system and are rejected on all sides. (Deliege 

1997: 103-4). In his study of Paraiyans he presents a holistic view of the community. 

On the whole the structuralist (Moffat: 1979) and conflict, counter cultural models or 

alternative cultural practices (Mencher: 1974, khare: 1984, Freeman: 1986, 

Vincentnathan Lynn: 1993) did indeed manifested in looking at the untouchable 

conceptions and their construction of society and person. Further the models like 'out 

caste model' and 'diversity model' stress on the notion that the untouchables lack a 

separate culture of their o\\n, while models of unity. in contrast considers, that the 

untouchables do posseS6 an alternate culture of their own. Studies focused on the 

s\\eeper communities also used some of the abO\e concepts in their models of 

interpretation. Reversible sex roles and egalitarian set up of the community, 

(Chatterjee Searle: 1979), relevance of traditional notions of Dharama and karma, and 

alternative cultural out look (Kolenda Pauline 1983), models of sanskritization and de­

sanskritization, religious transformation, mobility (Shyamlal 1971,1973,1975,1992). 

social history (Vijay Parshad 2000) are some important franle works that are emerged 
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during the last four dt:cad~s . Thc~~ models helped in understanding these 

communities in multiple \\a)~ , but most of the studies tend to look at the community 

as whole, by neglecting the ' indi\ idual and self within the community. They have 

always seen them as the e:>.pressions of the community rather than the 'Individual self 

except in fev. studies (Vincentnathan L)nn 1993, Khare. R.S. 1984). 

As much of the debate is on whether untouchables possesses their 

own culture or the) do simpl) rely upon the dominant traditiol1,"should be looked at 

through multiple \\a)s of analysis Since ideolog) is guiding force for the creation of 

knowledge of an) sort, including culture. it needs to be addressed here. As Althuser 

(1969, in Hebdige 1979: 12) puts it Ideology is nothing to do with the consciousness it 

is profoundly UI1COmCiOIl~ . . ldeolog) is indeed a .system of representation, but in the 

majority of cases these representations ha\ e nothing to do with the 'consciousness': 

they are usuall) Images and occasionally concepts, but it is above all as structures that 

they impose on the \'ast majorit) of men. not via their 'consciousness'. They are 

perceived-accepted-suffered cultural objects and they act functionally on men via a 

process that escapes them While tall,.ing about replication it is necessary to look into 

its general applIcation in human societies As Hebdige Dick rightly puts it, "All 

human socie\les ,ep,vdllce themsel\es III this v.ay through a process of 

'naturalization ' It IS through thiS process- a kind of inevitable reflex of all social life­

that particular sets of SOCial relations. particular \\ ays of organizing the world appear 

to us as if the) \\ere uni\ersal and time less (1979:14). At times this unreal may be 

used as a means for resistance and escape from the dominance. In the case of outcastes 

this is very much pre\ alent And II is demonstrated in many studies that they replicate 

not merely for the appropriation but to hide in that general acceptance of cultural 

codes. As Berreman points out that 'e\ er) opportunity is taken to utilize any crack in 

the wall of oppression to mitigate or escape it. The most ingenious and persistent 

mechanism imaginable are utilIzed to mal1lpulate the system and to avoid the worst of 

its consequences ( 1975.167) 
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But again when looked into the resulting consequences of this 

domination 'r~!>istanc~' emerges as a means for the subaltern expression. Many of 

the abo\c m~ntioned studies showed how these ex-untouchable communities do 

express their cultural constructions in alternative ways. Here Scott's classification of 

'thic\'" and ·tllIn· \ ersions of hegemony is important. In his differentiation, 'thick' 

hegemon) is one In v.hich subalterns accept the legitimacy of the system in which 

the) enm~shed. belie\ ing it to be right and just. On the other hand 'thin' hegemony is 

one in \\hich the subaltern recognizes the injustice of the system. " ... To define for 

subordinat~s \\ hat is realistic and what is not realistic, and to drive certain aspirations 

and grie\ anc~s into the realm of the impossible,. have idle dreams" (James C Scott 

1990'73) A structuralist like Dumont (1970), and Moffat (1979) viewed the 

untouchable cultur~ has a structure of its own v.hich shared elements with the larger 

structure 1\ lost of the studies though enriched the ethnography of these communities; 

the) tend to see the community in isolation to 'self and 'individual'. The work of 

Searle Challer)ee lI979), which is focused in understanding the work culture of the 

commUllltles and their role in the communities' adaptation. Many Anthropological 

approaches did see these communities as self-contained entities or communities trying 

to climb the SOCial ladder using various means available to them. The role-played by 

'self and IIldl\ Idual in day-to-day life is seldom discussed. Gerrald Berraman's 

(1975) stud) on a Himalayan community does talk about these elements, where he 

dl!>Clb,C:, hel\\ the,e community members sought to escape the worst consequences of 

dcpm allon. denigration and humiliation. 

Anthropological and ethnographic writing on e>..-untouchable 

conunw1ltie, tend to look at the phenomena as a group and community activity. Except 

!;:\\ studle, (Khare R S. 1984), most of them highlighted the community'S culture as some 

thmg of unilied phenomena. Nevertheless rich insights produced by etlmographies, 

pro\ ided an empincal base in understanding these societies. Some of the important 

contributions both from structural and functional ethnographers analyzed them With 

mod~ls akin to tl1~ir framework. They either applied these models for the "'Titing or fitted 

the data in the fram~work. lllese models are either unified certain notions of the 
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cunvnuntl~. Io\\lh Ihal of !he duminant p..'fI,'·rhlltl> l'f l'"pol.1l' ~uhUIJI ,tI .... !"" ,·1 u" 

k,,-,l(1) IlIa1ve In !he ~~ O(I'*l!roill,IfI,1I' oilit'IUII''Il Ilk:~ IO:lk'fI.J Ih,: ",II 1I.JI\.J,j 

illld k) SlJI1IC C\knI!he dnncnl o(~ m!he ~UlIUllWUI~ OIl<C h.uJI~ lil\J, 11., ..... I"'~', " 

Io\llhm Ihnc Io\nll,,¥~ The contnbullon of tht' InJl\l.1wl b lowll~ l'IllII!,J III II ...... 

mh."fJII'dlIIlllfb The Indl\aduaJ'~ conlnbullon m tht' pr~n' 01 HIIIUIlWlII\ , .>JJI'l.Jlh'll " 

I\"lq;lIk\llo tho: convnon .. 11\ J1~ In-group In tho: d.c.,1C cllu)UgJo1p1", u ..JIII,'11 11>" <'Ill ... , 

ronlilllllCluJ !he cornmW\Jl~ or Stmpl) looled oil 1llt'1Il .c. an '1",10111.'.1 "h,," "I.~k, 

COlaJUCtcd m !he urban cmlt'n. adopted tho: nl<.aJd, ot n)Ublhl~. ,Uo1lrlh.o1lr,II1 .11lJ " .... ~ 

dl.lll,,"" At!oSlII III ~ Slixlit', UlIC c-an lu.rJI~ lin.1 .1I'l~ n:it'II."n..t' I,' 11 .... ",II .uIJ IIlJI \ IJUJI 

iilaJ !hetr ~ontnbullOl\) Io\lltun !he CU/lUllWlIt) lll<Ju~h nu/l~ ,Iudlt', "ll 1111.'''' ~"'IIJIlWilll" 

lUI." CoraJu.:II.".1 m !he lnIdulUlJ.11 \l1~ ~lImt;" tho: clllrlm.>1 ub",r. o1l111'b .11'': 4lJlt.: U .... ILl I 

1Il1ll1l"fJlr1."1I111! oil tho: IlldCru Ic\d Ilk: n}oJ,1 'lgrufi~.1I'lIit'oiIW': In Iht'~ 'I~I" I' .1111'11 .. 1'., 

llll 'Ioe'" ClllI,lrUCllorb' 01 rt'o1hl~ 1lk: '\:lmll"I' .1I'ld ~"ntnWlrllll I, u"J bul 101.1.1, I h,' 

.11'1: oilllk\! oil " ... I\..m~ III Ihc ~"nUlIUl\II)', rnp'-'II'" III tht' .k11ll1lU/II IJ'-\II,\~\ lrd. J~.1 

iilld ",II I, .11 ..... redlh:.1 1/1 !ll<,,,,: ntoJcb .1I'k.I 1lk:1I 1,,1,'1111..11 ..1-' h,ublll~ll' ,.1 ,I. L " .' 

Il!'klred 11I1lI.1I'l~ t'lhllll~r.lphlt', 

Iht' 101l1l\\lIlf ,PC\:It"11 objl."dl\C> <if I.' Ir.1l'lIt'J III Ih. IIt!hl .,1 Ih • ..I~'\l JI"U'" I' 

Iht' 'luJ~ ul \khlo1r,. oi '"I."t'pcl loi,I': 111 I hI." 11111':1 'II~ "I II~JI.'I.>b..J 

10 dl."hllt'oill." oill t'lhnog101rhl, 4k.WUlllul lho: \khl..ll "'III1I1U'III, III I h J, '.l~.,j 

... 10 ulI.1.:r~loilld lhe "orl- o1l1J p.>1Il"t1l\ III ""II- "1~o1l11/ .. IJ,'Jl 0111 .. '111- Ii., ,,'11,'1. ,' . 

• h. "'rl,'re lho: \oiIl,'U\ Ulrlll~ IIIC.tIl< .. h oill.1 oiltt'JII..III\': .llltur..ll 1', .... 11,,, ..IJ, i ',j f 

Mt'ht.al) 11\ rl."'I")I1'" lUI .1l."l!lo1J".1 "urI- oill.1 ,00\le IJ'-Illll' 

4 10.1l'l.l1~", Ihrllu~h Mehl.1" IUHlIl!\c> Ihell ,,'11"1'1 ,,1, .. 11 o1f1J \, ,I," 

s..I«liCJ. uf lh" aru a.d ptJl,ulaliCJa' 

\l1~ olll~dI."r.1t\.aJ Ihl' p.rrt lIllt.: lIl\ I' .sl"" llh'''fI.1\ "IJ .Ill "I IIoJ".lf, ' J. 

I,-,uhl~ I~ nwJc up 01 ill oc'j;hbllwlll."'..! "Jlh lllJ 1.1,111,'"1.".1 ,Ul<:h .1IIJ Ih'u" 1 ' • 
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community. with that of the dominant perceptions. or popular cultural Mructure l.f th,' 

society at large, In the process of integration or alienation, they ignored the ~1I~lIldl\ IduJI 

and to some extent the element of protest in the communll). One hMdl) finds thc~e nolloll' 

'" ithin these "'ritings. The contribution of the mdl"idual is totaH) onlilled III the,..: 

interpretations. The individual's contribution in the process of conm1unity's adaptallon " 

relegated to the common activity in-group In the classic etlmographic tradilion the) either 

romanticized the community or simply looked at them as an 'isolated ",hole' Studle~ 

conducted in the urban centers adopted the models of mobilit), stratification and SOCial 

change. Again in these studies one can hardly find any reference to the self and mdl' Idual 

and their contributions within the community. Though many studies on these commw1ities 

are conducted in the traditional village settings, the empirical obsen atlOns are quite useful 

in interpreting at the macro level The most significant feature in these studies IS emphasiS 

on 'local constructions' of reality. The 'conflict' and contestation is used but rarel) The) 

are aimed at looling at the conilllWllty's response to the dominant ideolog). Indl\ Idual 

and self is discredited in those models. and their potenllal as harblllgers of change I, 

Ignored in man) etlmographles 

The follo\\ mg specific objectives are framed m the light of the abO\ e dlSCUSSllln for 

the stud) of Mehtars, a s\\eeper caste in the inner cit) of H) derabad. 

I.To delineate an ethnographic account of the Mehtar commulllt) m H)derabad 

2 To understand the worl, and patterns ofwor\.. orgallilaltOn among the commulllt) 

3.To explore the various copmg me.thods and alternati\e cultural practices adopted b) 

Mehtars in response to a degraded work and caste identit) 

4.To analyse through Mehtars narraltves. their concept of self and ~lKlet) 

Seleclion of Ihe aretl and populalion: 

Present stud) \\a~ conducted In th,' IlIlIer 

city of H)derabad This p.1fl of the Cit) is also \..nO\\(l a~ old ell) of lI)derJbJJ I he 

locality is made up of a neighbourhood. with old-fashIOned street~ and hou~e~ I he 

cit) was built 400 )ears ago, with well-planned streets and dramage facdll) I rum the 

early period various castes and communities from diflerent part~ of the lllUlltf) 

especially from the north Indian region canle to the city The NIZdlll ruler, blllught 

mosl of them. 10 \\orl in the cily and other parts of Ihe Nlzam stJle In ellur~.: III IIIIIC 
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small n~ighbour hoods emo:rged and became part and parcel of the old city. People 

from all ca~t~s, religions and languages are seen in this area, making it a multi cultural 

r~sid~ntial ar~a of the cit). Artisans from different towns and villages of Gujarat, and 

Uttar Pradesh settled in this region. Mehtars whose traditional occupation is 

sca\enging \\ere brought b) the Nizam to work in the royal houses and armory. The 

ear!) setth:r~ of the Mehtar community from Haryana choose this area as their 

reSidential area The Nizam has permitted them and granted the area. Later they 

spread around the cit) and other parts of the state. There are more than forty 

r~sidential areas in the cit) for the Mehtar community. These areas also kno"n as 

bastis \ ar) in size according to the number of households. Some bastis have three 

houses to 1\\ 0 hundred houses. The present study is conducted in the largest and main 

baSil of Mehtars located in the inner city of Hyderabad. This neighborhood also 

J..no\\ n as ValmiJ..i N agar is constituted with 231 households. The basti represents the 

core Mehtar identit) in man) ways. The basti is constituted with many old families 

\\ho are hereditaf) representatives of the knov.n names of the leaders of the 

communit) . In fact the community got spread to other regions from this place. People 

from other baslls also consider this basti as important as its residents are first settlers 

from Haf) ana Man) elder!) community leaders also reside in this basti. It has 

nllm~ncal slgllllicance \\ ith a population of 1600 odd people. The basti is also well 

connected to oth<'r n<'ighbourhoods with roads and small lanes. 

l\Iethodolo~ and Data collection: 

The study is conducted in a small basti (An 

Urban slum) in the inner cit) of Hyderabad. It is located in a sensitive area of the city. 

v.hl!rl! communal clashes bl!tween two religious groups are a common phenomeon. 

Thl! area IS hl!nce undl!r public attention. The local administration is always on high 

alert about this localtt) . ThiS locality is also prominent in many respects. as multi­

ethnic (:ommunities from north India inhabit it. Fieldwork is conducted in three 

phases. b) adopting traditIOnal anthropological and ethnographic techniques. In the 

initial stag<'s s<'\ <'raJ \ isits are made to understand and comprehend the local situation 

and to acquir<' familiarit) "ith the local population. 
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In thc first stage 5 ... \ ... ral attcmpts ha\ e b ...... n made to identify and 

contact the traditional h ... ads of tlw cLlll1ll1l1nit~ 1 he r ... s ... an:her explained the purpose 

of the study to the peoplc and the 11 leadcrs But in spite of the sincere efforts, many 

suspected the researcher as an il1\ estlgator of the police or belong to secret service of 

the government. Many questioned the credibilit) of the researcher in conducting the 

study. Some individuals also questioned v.hat the outcome \\ill be and how it is used. 

A few even expressed their opinion about the futilit~ of the study, as it will no way 

benefit them. In spite of these hurdles the researcher is able to convince the 

community and its elders about the purpose and academic nature of the present work. 

It has taken long time for est , blishing rapport \\ith the people and to make them 

convinced about the project and as \\ ell a to pr~\ e the credibility of the researcher. 

During this period, researcher established rapport \\ith the community and identified 

key informants. Every effort \\as made to be familiar with all the households and 

persons. The researcher was il1\ ited b) man) to participate in household ceremonies 

and community festivals. Good rapport \\as established \\ith the traditional leadership 

and the youth in the community. 

In the second stage. a HOllst'hold suney \\as conducted in the 

basti consistlllg 231 households A dt'talkd schedule and questionnaire is prepared to 

collect socio-economlc and demographic data of the households. During this period 

some more key informants \,ere al so Identified in \ arious categories based on 

occupation and other activities Statistical data are codi/led and analyzed in the SPSS 

package. This helped in tabulating the socio-economlc profile of the community. 

Open-ended questions \,el e used along \\nh the ched.IIst. during this stage of 

fieldwork. While taking household sun e) . e\er) attentIOn has been paid tov.ards the 

accuracy of the information . Inten le\\ s \\ ere conducted most I) with the head of the 

household but often "ith other adult famIi) members. \\llOeVer present during that 

time. 

In the third phase of the tleld\\ork long hours were spent with the 

individuals and groups of people III com ersations. Much time was spent with many 

individuals in taking their biographical information and related data. Participant 

observation of various activities III the basti \\ as gl\ en Importance. This time is used to 



haw access with indi\ Iduals and people who are otherwise less interested in 

conversation in the earl~ period of the fieldwork . Researcher has participated not only 

in the ceremonies and rituals of the community, but assisted in their activities. For 

e"ample he has hdpcd in pamtmg a temple wall for the Valmiki festival. He has been 

obhged to write some letters and accompany some on their personal works. Quite 

often discussions are also made with members of the local communities in the 

neighbourhood . 

From the initial stages of fieldwork, the researcher tried to 

establish close relationship \\ ith the people in the basti. Every precaution is taken to 

observe the realit~ in possible objective manner. Anthropological research, which 

deri\ es its strength from participant observation, is used as an important tool in the 

field\\ork In an effort to overcome certain limitations of participant observation, 

researcher took the help of all possible tools in the data collection. Apart from 

household sun e~ inten le\\ s with the key informants, friendly contacts were 

established resource persons. and specialists. More time was spent in interacting with 

the people in the bast I. Secondary data are collected from sources like census, 

monographs and reports etc 

Obsen ation of everyday day life in the basti became an important ' 

feature in the field\\ork An Important aspect in collecting data from the individuals 

IS making them to talk about themselves and on various issues. These narratives of the 

II1dl\ Iduals are elicited b~ asking them to reflect on their personal lives in family 

\\ Ithll1 and outside the community. These individuals by narrating their selves also 

IIlterpreted the d~ nal111CS of relationships within the family and community. 

DemographiC data is collected through household survey with 

questionnaire on age. S':::I.. education, and other socio economic variables 

Ethnographic accounts on various traditional institutions like family, marriage. 

political organization. religious beliefs and other aspects of the community and its 

surroundings are recorded \\ ith an emphasis on their changing aspects. 
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In each household data on pattt:rns of \\ ork, organization of \\ ork in 

traditional setting, and its transformation secondar), and subsidiary acth Itics are 

collected. Intensive discussions are made with people from all age groups and 

categories including those who are engaged in the scavenging work, as well as others 

whq,are not depended on it directly. Allocation of time, influence of famil) on Ihe 

org,apization of work and hardships faced by these families are also noted hen!. 

Discussions are made with people who are engaged in scavenging work, to elicit their 

experiences and treatment meted out to them by others both at work place and outside. 

While collecting the data effort is made to note the time spent by people in attending 

the scavenging work. 

Mehtars religious beliefs rituals are recorded \\ ith the aid of 

specialists in the community. Various rituals and their organization and processes are 

also recorded Specific rituals performed by people are attended and they \,ere asked 

to narrate their experiences. Persons who are engaged in magical practices are met 

individually to record their experiences with various cases and ho\\ they entered into 

these magical practices. In this process some clients \\ ere also asked to narrate their 

experiences. 

Intensive discussions are made \\Ith people "ho \\ere into 

various criminal activities. In depth data are collected from all categones of 

individuals in this field, and their interactions with vanous people in the soclet~, their 

interrelations, and discrimination faced by them in these interactions. 

It is noted carefully about the traditional festi\ als the 

community celebrates and ho\\ they have taken popular festl\ als 111tO their lifestyle. 

Discussions "ith elderly and aged along with the people who are into modern 

occupations helped to elicit this data. Organization of \ arious festh als in the basti like 

Valmiki Jayanat.i Gallesh challlrlhi and Dasherra are collected. People \\ho are 

behind the successful organization of these festivals are approached separatel) to 

discuss their experiences and interpretations. Pnority is also given to understand ho\\ 

they managed the resources for these activities. 
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Individuals from various occupations are met individually to elicit 

their constructions about themselves and the society. Care is taken in choosing these 

pcople \\ho are not only engaged in scavenging work but people who achieved 

considerable progress in business, education, government employment and politics. 

Narrati\ es from these individuals in the from of 'auto-ethnographies' are collected to 

understand their e:-..periences and notions.i0n the community and wider society 

Anal~ tical frame" ork and organization of the Thesis: 

In understanding the 

theOl") of social change or cultural dynamics, rich resources of data and models are 

a\ailable. In the literature on the scheduled castes ~any emphasized a holistic approach in 

understandmg their social organization. But the role of work, particularly in the urban 

conte .... t is neglected. Michael Moffat (1979) points that to large-scale exclusion of 

untouchables from village life, made them to replicate every institution role, ranked 

relations from \\hich they have been excluded. In looking at the present data, every day life 

and per5c'n fonned the focus. Taking Agnes Hellen' s (1970) conception of person and its 

creation 111 e\ ef) da~ life, an anempt is made to understand the lifestyle of the Mehtar 

communir:- The e\ el) day life demands more and more qualities from the individuals. 

These demands ma) emanate from the cultural life one lives in and also from dictates of 

occupallc1l1J1 needs. Although Janles Scon's (1990) frame work remains the major tool in 

interpreung the data emphasis is laid on recording the dynamics of the local situation on 

ho\\ the p<'ople \\ith polluted identity respond and present themselves. An anempt is also 

made to fo.:us on individual as part of community and occupation. The generative 

approach propounded by Fredrik Barth (1987), in analyzing the 'OK' cultural variation in 

HIDer :-"e\\ Guinea found to be useful for focusing on the role of individuals in cultural 

reproducuon and change. But the difference is that the Mehtars use the knowledge for 

healing and soh ing the problems of others. In the present case the focus is on the 

funcuonal u~e of the knowledge by the individuals in various social contexts. As in the 

Barth'~ 'Ok' stud). it is anempted to look at individual's creativity and modifications in 

using these rituals for enhancing individual charisma and dignity, 
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With thc fnunc worJ...s provided b) GolTtl.lan (1959), 

Hellen (1984) an attempt is made to undel~tand the particular occupational group and its 

life style from emic perspective The 'self or 'pcr~on' is alwa)s a phenomenal 'obJect' of 

analysis in everyday behaviour .. If \\e individuals are to reproduce sociel) .. . must 

reproduce themselves as individuals. We may define 'every da) life' as the aggregate of 

that individual reproduction possible (Hellen A: 1984; 3) The every day thilli-ing. is based 

on historical memory and operates on past and present taxonomies offered to ·the subject' 

(person). The present work adheres to analysis of person through discourse. to sho\\ how 

he explicitly resists and merges with the outside world. A Mehtar lives in the community, 

as a person sharing common values. He is also continuously in touch with outside \\orld as 

an individual. In his everyday life he encounters a variety of situations. and tries to mediate 

between his past and the present. He carries with him memories of m)1h and history. He 

tries to relate and at times uses these memories to gratify his emotional needs In mediating 

his O\\TI values and outside values. he pretends to be a follo\\er. and ) et resists those 

dominant out side values. 

The present theSIS is organized into se\ en chapters. 

Ethnographic profile of the communit) is presented in the second chapter. follo\\ed by the 

literature review. The ethnographic chapter delineates the conmmnil) 's cultural lIfe, its 

traditional institutions like marriage fanlil). and political organization social change along 

with the soclo-economic profile of the households The basti and its ethno-history, is 

described along with the socio economic plOfile population Emphasis is laid on the 

description of various traditional institutions and SOCIal change The data on household 

survey are also included in this chapter. to maJ...e it as a comprehensive te"t on the 

conmlunity with reference to Its traditional base and present situation In the third chapter, 

\\orking culture and life of the Mehtars is plesented. Their \\ork in both publIc and private 

spheres is discussed here. Their perception of \\ ork and others \\ orJ... is also delineated. 

Further quantitative data from various households is used to describe the \\ orJ...ing structure 

of the conmlunity. Fourth chapter is de\ oted to the acts of the indi\ iduals and conmlunity 

and how they have responded to various stigmatized identities In this chapter emphasis 

\\as laid on ho\\ individuals in the conmlwlit) are responding to degradIng Identil) of their 

caste. The ritual specialists and their clients and organization of their magical practices are 
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discussed with case studies. An effort is made in undcl~tanding the manipulation of 

traditional institution of the commWlity towards achieving a new status Ca~c studlcs of 

people engaged in criminal activities are presented here The emphasis is on ho\\ thc 

community members have responded to various pressures of the locality. It is also showed 

how their occupational identity became a problem in the eve!)' day interactions. 

Community's working life and their consequential activities out side the basti, partIcularly 

the misdemeanor activities are discussed here .. Fifth chapter describes the community's 

adoption of various popular festivals from the Hindu pantheon. Emphasis is laid on ho\\ 

various individuals, manipulate the popular festivals in enriching their self-image. But it is 

noted that individuals though are part of the community, yet try to take advantage of their 

position within and outside community. The discussion particularly focused on individuals 

and Mehtars successful adoption of various symbol; of the popular culture around. In the 

sixth chapter individual narratives of self are discussed. This is focused to see how 

individuals from various occupations and with different images, interpret and look at the 

society. Here the emphasis is on self-narrative of the particular persons, to Wlderstand their 

everyday interactions with others In this the case studies are presented to look into the 

narrative as a reflective phenomena of the mind of the individual and community. In the 

last chapter sununaI)' and conclusions drawn from the study are presented. An appendix 

on myths of the comnlWlity follo\\s SWlunary and conclusion. 
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THE MEHTARS: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

Mehtars: A Scheduled Caste and their Occupation: 

Kno\\ n by a multitude of 

names, in various regions, Mehtars are composed of diverse groups of people who are 

engaged in scavenging, leather tanning and other menial jobs. People who are engaged 

in such degrading occupation are named, and called differently which varies from 

region to regIOn I . Further the people engaged in these unclean occupations, have been 

sub-divided which vary in different places.2 These divisions are based on distinctive 

cultural practices, ranging from food habits, to types of unclean occupations. Though 

the Mehtars, or Bhangis, are associated with other occupations lib.e basket making, 

agricultural labour, they gradually entered scavenging and s\\eeping occupatIOns, with 

the intervention of colonial governance and the growth of the urban dwellings. 

Primarily engaged as agricultural labour, these communities spread and their cultural 

practices are often contradictory and sometimes resemble with that of the majority 

population in that particular region or locale. Other communities fOllO\\ ing similar 

occupational activities are Chuhra, Dhanak. and Khallk These people are spread over 

the Punjab region and parts of Haryana People converted to SIkh religion are known 

as Mazbi, and Rangrela, \\ho perform all hereditary dutIes. except. touching I11ght 

soil3. Among the converts to Islam. Bhangis are known as Mwolmoll Chllhra-Ml/~alli, 

KUlana who are spread around the west of Lahore in Pakistan These people are 

known to have given up scavenging occupation. by taking up occupations lib.e rope 

making, and cultivation4
. These multiple names identifying the people engaged in the 

scavenging and other menial jobs are so varied that they struggled to be identified by 

some names like Adi Dharmi, Adi Drayida, Adi Karnatab.a, Adi Andhra etc .. during 

I Sir H.ElIiot gives the follo\\ing list of the subdi\ IS ions of tile Mehtars Banl\\al, Bllan\ar. tal.. GahiOl. Khoh. 
Gagra, Sardhi, Chandalia, Sirswal, and Slrl),ar(H mdu Manners and customs p 397) 
2 Ibid' 396 
) See Punjab Castes' Denzilibetson 1974 p 290 
4Ibid.294. 
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colonial times, particularl) during the period of the census operations. W.Crooke 

; (1986) writing about this community states that the name Mehtar was commonly 

f applied to the servants of the emperor HUlllaran. They are also known as Khakrob, or 

l 's\\eeper of dust" and . Bahal'lI ala . one \\ho is not admitted into the houses. In the 

Northern Indian region. these communities are known by such names like HeIa, 

Lalbegi and Patharpor. etc. "hile in Central Indian provinces and Bengal, known as 

Bangi, 0001. etc . In the Western part they are known as Halalkhors, Olgana 

Bal'l'ashia, Meta/'l)'a. Jamphodu and Mela etc. "In the Deccan, the Bhangis are 

divided into Bhu50d5. Chajgadls. Helas, Lal Begis, Makhiyars, and Sheikhs6
• Munshi 

Hardayal Singh in his 'The castes of Marwar' (1984) writes that the Bhangis or 

sweepers are the lo\\est caste and are regarded as very unclean by the Hindus. They 

are employed in s\\eeping and removing night soil. They also make Chhaj or 

\\innowing fans. The~ are \e~ rarely found in the country, and found chiefly in large 

to\\ns. The Bhangis are also called Lalbegis, Khakrobs, Halalkhors and Mehtars. As 

Sir Elloit opined that the 'Bhangi's are probably known from their drunken habits, 

eating Bhang; LaIBegi from their object of worship; Khakrob from profession Khak; 

earth sweeping. HalalkhVl . from persian halal, meaning, lay,ful, and khor, meaning, 

eating. This is to address people \\ho eat food earned by la\\ful means. The word 

Mehtar is said to be dem ed from the Persian meaning prince, said to have been 

applied to them in dens lOll The s\\eeper or scavenger caste of Punjab is called the 

chul1m. a corrupl10ll of Sudra They ha\ e got a number of divisions viz. Deswali, 

Bagl , SOlal'll'ala. Jall)aka Bahlllkl and Lal-Begi. Most of these refer to Balmiki as 

their progenitor or patron salOt7. Thus it is evident that the community who engaged in 

the unclean occupatlOll is not a single homogeneous entity. At that time they were not 

a caste, but a communit) ' ~lehtar' composed by different lower caste members"
s
. In 

the Eastern India. there are numerous sub-castes of Bhangis. Colonial ethnographers 

liI-e H.H.Rtsely (1891) oplOed that these people are Hinduised aboriginal tribe, which 

"as driven into Bengal b~ the A~ans or the persecuting Moharnmedians. There are 

5 ibid 295 
• See Srivastava, B N (1987)pp 21 
7 See K.P.Bahadur t978. Caste. Tribe and Culture of India 
• See Lynch Oy,en pp.264. as quoted rrom Prashad and Dube (200 I). 

29 



many sub-castes like Barabilagira, or Kaora-paik, Madhya-bhagiya, or MadllUI.lIl. 

Khore or Khoriya, Siuli, Meh/ar, Bangali, Maghya, KarQlya, Parandual etc ., of these, 

e the Mehtars sub-caste alone are employed in removing night soil; as others are 

~ engaged in other occupations like cultivation, playing musical instruments, taping date 
I 
~ trees, making bamboo combs, carrying palanquins, serving as syees etc. But ritually 

~ and socially they are at the bottom, as these members are not allowed to use public 

places or temples9
• In Southern India, as Sirajul Hassan (1920) says 'the Lal Begis of 

the Nizam's dominions have seven groups, who neither eat together nor intermarry. 

These are the Hele, Malkane, Chhichhade, Dumar, Chhajgode, Bhadeye danan and 

Makhyar. Number of exogamous groups such as pha/rod, Sanaka/, Kanderas, 

Surawals, Gaikl1'ad, Sarwan and Kanderia does eKist, who are employed as sweepers 

and scavengers and most of them are employed in the municipalities' 10. 

However these communities who occupied a lowest level of social strata, are not a 

homogenous community but made up of a variety of Ja/is or communities engaged in 

various occupations in the course of time spanning the thousand years. Max Weber 

identified pariah groups more or less with guest residents and defined them 'as 

underprivileged social groups who, though their occupations were economically 

indispensable for their host societies. For this reason they were obliged to live as unsteady 

wanderers, or as people forcibly restricted to settling only on the fringe of cities, town and 

villages. Often the) \\ere ahens who were refused admittance into a closely knitted 

society' II. 

Yet among those poor untouchables is a distinct and separate category of 

despised, even hated people. They are culturally ranked lowest in a cultural hierarchy of 

purity, in part, because of the hereditary pollution associated with some of their 

occupations, such as leather tanning or sanitation work
l2

. The transformation of 

communities into particular occupational group is so complex a phenomenon, which needs 

to be looked in-depth, regarding their origin and spread. Though many theoretical 

propositions are in vogue, there seems to be slight variation with one another, yet they 

• 'bid pp.33 
10 The castes and tribes ofHE.H , the Nlzam's dominions by Syed SlraJ-UI-Hassan 
II See Stephen Fuchs 1981, pp I 
12 See Lynch Owen M 200I,pp.259-268 
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converge at some point or run parallel in eliciting the phenomena of origin of these 

particular caste groups. There are many theories which are extensively reviewed nanlely 

'mythological tenet', 'historical tenet', 'anthropological tenet' , 'ethnological tenet' , 

' conversion and ex-communication', 'invasion', etc 13. Out of all these tenets, it can be 

assumed that these groups are earlier not subjugated and forced by the various forces to 

engage in the so-called polluted or unclean occupations. Many a times their origin is being 

linked to a Rishi known as 'Valmiki' who has written the Ramayana in Sanskrit. However, 

there are numerous myths and legends, which are orally transmitted from generation to 

generation, offer quite contradictory or similar notions, expressed in scholarly theoretical 

propositions. 

Though differently named and called in various regions and states of 

Indial4
, etymologically speaking. according to Crook (as quoted in Shymlal 1991). The 

word 'Bhangi' means 'hem drinkers'. According to Gadgil (1952) "Mehtar Bhangis are 

castes traditionally confined to the business of removing night soil". They are on this 

account considered among the most degraded in Hindu society, moving out of the caste 

occupation is therefore extremely difficult for them 1s . 

One of the 15 duties for slaves enumerated in the Naradiya Sanlhita, was to dispose of 

hunlan excreta (Nagar; 1980:9). In Vajasaneyi Sanlhita. the Chandalas and Paulkasa have 

been referred to as slaves for the disposal of night sojJ' (Nagar, 1980:8). Other scholars like 

Malkani sought to emphasize that 'Bhangis' are those people who were warriors made 

captives after they fell to the enemy. According to Chaturvedi (1980:22-23) Kshatriyas and 

Bhangis have descended from the same source, for, he says, one notices a marked 

similarity between them in gOlras and sumames
l6

. 

I' See Shyamlall99l,pp.II-28. 
14 In Punjab they are known as Chuhras. Mazbi. Balmi~ an the city of Meerut, Bhangi in Rajastan Bhangio an 
Gujarat. Bhumalis, Haddls, Hari, Kaora, Lalbegi. Mehtar and in Bengal and North-Eastern India, Onssa, as 
' Haddls'. 
IS See Shymlal, 1991.pp.23 
• See Bindeshwar Pathak: Road to freedom A SOCiological study of scavenging 
16 ibid. He presents examples of simi Ian ties in their surnames h~e Vas, Vasvar, Bundelia. Chandal. Chauhan. 
Yaduvarshi, Parma, Bundela, and Bargajar etc 

31 



Untouchability and Sca"enging Occupation: 

The essential feature of 'untouchables' 

are that they are excluded from the Hindu society, and hence could not get an) benefit or 

living standards, that are available to others. In the context of people who are engaged III 

the 'unclean occupations' like scavenging. the rules and rituals are much stigmatized and 

rigid, by not allowing them to even minimum avenues offered by the larger soc let) . In 

general the untouchable has no right. only the duty to perfonn, and1to submit to any lind of 

treatment by the people, though his services are essential for the proper function of dail) 

life and work. They are ruthlessly exploited, socially degraded and humiliated lot forced to 

live secluded in unhygienic surroundings often deprived of the essential necessities of 

hunlan life. Nevertheless, with the ongoing assertixe policies and the modernization of 

traditional societ)'. there is a significant mobilit), among the 'ex-untouchable communities' 

in urban areas. Though this achieved positive changes, there still prevails a situation, where 

persons engaged in particular 'unclean occupation are treated separately, and they are 

secluded and live apart in urban dwellings. People engaged in the scavenging occupation'. 

are most significant, and prominent as they represent untouchability, the worst curse. The 

fellow scheduled caste people treat them in the sanle manner, as the other comnllmities in 

Hindu societ)· treat them. Further, in tracing the relationship ofuntouchabilit), to the menial 

work, Stephen (1981) opines that in the early stages ofIndlan Civilization, animal breeders. 

have developed a hierarchical structure. and developed fierce warrior spint .... hlle on the 

other hand the) despised the manual .... ork. as degrading. All the manual .... ork that had to 

be done \\as assigned either to slaves or to craftsmen of other race and culture But III spite 

of their usefulness the craftsmen were not onl) despised for their manual service. they \\ere 

also socially segregated 17. The 'unclean' occupations of certain menial classes \\ ould 

obviously have excluded them from participation in many ritual activities The) and their 

work would have seemed not only repugnant, but also fraught with the danger of pollution. 

and they themselves may gradually have been treated as 'untouchable' 18. Probabl) the 

question of untouchability is a trait in the pastoral societ)', and got strengthened, modified. 

and institutionalized by the interpenetration of Aryan, Dravidian, and Aboriginal cultures 

17 See Stephen Fuchs, 1981,pp 16-17 at the bonom of IndIan socIety. the HarIJan and other 10\\ castes 
18lbldpp II 
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As Steph~n Fuchs (1981) puts it ' It is possible that the Aryans and also the Dravidians 

brought it along to India \\ hen they invaded this sub-continent and settled pennanently in 

the midst of an agrarian village population, with highly skilled artisans. The latter, 

depending for their livelihood on the sale of their products to the cultivators, could be more 

easil) subjugated and enslaved by the new conquerors from Asia than the farmers on 

whose suppl) of grain and other field products even the new lords depended. Thus the 

artisans became outcastes and untouchables while the cultivation retained a higher social 

status and greater economic independencel9. However the emergence of a sweepers caste 

or communi!) is a culmination of groups and people from alljalis who got their distinctive 

nan1es according to the region they inhabit. As this study is focused on urban setting, the 

popularl) used name for a sweeper is 'Mehtars' although other Telugu castes like Madiga, 

Mala. and a fe\\ Muslim families are engaged in this occupation. Mehtars constitute a 

majorit) in this occupation. In the cit) of Hyderabad, Mehtars presence goes back to the 

times of ]\.'lzan1 rule, which becan1e integrated with the city of Hyderabad after 

independence 

Mchtars: 

The caste of s\\eepers and scavengers knO\\l1, as ' Mehtar' is a tenn 

meaning a prince or a leader is an ironic title given to those who are traditionally engaged 

as s\\ eepers and scayengers. This constitutes diverse elements. In certain areas like central 

pro\ inces sections of the Ghasia, Kahar, and Dom castes do sweeping work, and are 

therefore amalgan1ated with the Mehtars. The caste is thus of mixed constitution, and also 

fom1s a refuge for persons expelled from their 0\\11 societies for social offences. But 

though called b) difTerent names, the sv.eeper community in most provinces appears to 

haye the stock. of traditions and legends The name of Mehtar is now generally employed, 

and has therefore been taken as the designation of the caste
20

. 

In Andhra Pradesh, Mehtars constitute 4,553 . (1981 census) and they are mainly come 

from nine districts of Telangana including Warangal, KhaJ11ffiam, and Nalgonda, and now 

are concentrated in Hyderabad21 . Among them there is a classification based on occupation 

19 Ibid pp21 
20 See Russel R.Y. 1916,pp.215-233. 
21 Ibid pp.::! 17. see K S Singh 1998, people of India, vol no Y 
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as 'Gaukhana '. Around this place a large number of Arabian Muslims stayed in residcntial 

quarters, who were part of Nizams Army. On the southern side, both Muslim and Telugu 

communities inhabited, while at the western side a large Muslim graveyard was located, 

known as 'Daire mir Mahmin ". 

A large number of people belonging to various occupations are brought from 

the Northern India, to work in the estates ofNizam, as many of them are familiar in Urdu, 

and professional at activity. Nizam Ulmulk Asafza brought Mehtars for serving the king. 

Apart from Mehtars, Kayasthas, Khatris (for sarkari accounts/correspondence) Rajputs 

(craft, and related works) are also brought to Hyderabad. As oral accounts go, unlike 

others, Muslim nobility and particularly women are not allowed to releive outside, due to 

pardah system. Hence, arrangements were made within the houses for the purpose. And 

hence the particular requirement arose for people to carry night soil, and Mehtars, who 

were agricultural labourers work (khetri, bawdi) in Haryana, and Delhi, were brought here, 

and a small chunk of land is given for their residential arrangements. Before the Mehtars, 

the local Telugu speaking lower castes, who are converted to Islam during Quli Qutubshahi 

period, carried out scavenging and related occupations. Around 1860-65 two persons were 

brought by 'Mahabbat Hyder Ali' who is Tukararn and Bakshiram, to undertake, and 

supervise various \\orks at horse sheds, cantonment. and other regions of the Deccan 

Sultanate. BakshiRarn was appointed as Subedar in1860, while Chotelal was appointed as 

the chowdhari for Mehtars, under the kingship of Osman Ali of Nizam government. 

BakshiRanl and ChoteIal brought number of people from Haryana, and Delhi to work as 

scavengers in various dominions of Nizam's state like Nizambad, Nanded, Jalna, Parbani, 

Aurangabad. Marwad. Bidar, Vadi, Gulbarga etc'. (See the Geneology chart No.1 & 1.1) 

In Hyderabad they were provided some land, and burial ground on the 

outskirts of the city to bury their dead. The local Muslims who were engaged in scavenging 

occupation were known as 'Masalli Mehtar' and the Mehtars also canle to be known as 

'Mashur', meaning people who work with filth and mud. After independence of India, and 

unification of Nizam province with the Indian union, Mehtars became independent 

• Based on key infonnants in the area, who are 80 years and older Intensive dls,ussions are made in the field \\ Ith 
number of individuals 10 ascertain the facts 
• based on field work, and ke) infonnanl interviews of persons. \\ho belong 10 the some lineage of Bakshlchand 

35 



employees wlder nobility and wort,ed for other households. Diverse people like Telugus, 

Muslims, and people from northern India gradually inhabit this region. In the early 20th 

century and till 1970's, the residences of Mehtars are simple thatched houses with mud 

walls, with lots of pig sheds. As municipal administration started its functioning, many of 

these people joined the government employment as scavengers in 1974. Later small 

residential complexes are provided to the inhabitants, which later gradually developed as a 

colony by 1990 with electricity and dnnking water facility. 

The early migrants from villages like Nari. Pohrak, Harerna. Bhowapur. 

Karala. Dhupalpur in Sonaparh. Kablana. Ghadlkesari. Ni:apar etc., are settled in this part 

of the old city constituting a major settlement of Mehtars in Hyderabad. Later they spread 

to different parts of the cit) for convenience of travel , to ",ork places, and fonned about 40 

small residential areas. But majorit)· of them are of 10-15 households composition and are 

relatively small. The Mehtar conununit) in the cit)· of Hyderabad has undergone 

tremendous changes during the last three decades. The basti gradually transfonned into a 

colony with the anlenities provided b) the local government. Further, the locality 

surrounded by the basti. IS multi ethnic in composition, ",here Muslim, Rajpur. Kayasrh. 

Mamari, and Telugu caste population live. though in one residential area, but segregated 

by housing colonies. and newly de\eloped residential, structures. The locality retained 

many primordial elements in its cultural and social life. such as 'rituals of goddesses', 

festivals, ceremOllles. folJ.. festivals. etc .. \\hich are celebrated by many of these 

conmlUnities. The basH has seen and wldergone very twnultuous situations, and most 

violent conmlunal tensIOns During 198-1 and 1988 this area has witnessed worst ever 

conununal violence, between Hindus and Muslims and the worst sufferers are none but 

Mehtars, due to their specific geographical locatIOn. bet\\een Muslims and Hindus. In the 

1988 violence. one person belonging to the Mehtar cornmunity was shot dead by the 

police, and many people injured. Mostl) )outh fought and defended themselves from the 

troublemakers at that time 
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The populalion: 

Thl! basti selected for the study is known as Valmikinagar or 

Sultansahi. is constituted of 231 households. \\;th a male population of 852. and while 

lemale populal1on is 826. totaling 1678 persons altogether. 

Age and Sn Composilion of Ihe population, in Ibe basti. 

Age 

0-5 6- 16- 26- 36- 51- 60 Total 
15 25 35 50 60 & 

I 
Ab 
ove 

Male I 88 228 241 115 '126 25 29 852 
I 

Femal I 8~ 231 233 136 92 21 29 826 
e I 

Total I 172 459 474 251 218 46 58 1678 
I 

The people \\ho migrated from various villages. in Haryana belong to 27 gOlras, and the) 

proudl) hJ...ed to be called \\ith their go/ram names. which are used as their surnames. 

People bdonglOg to 8/(l/an constitute a majoril) group \\ith 274 persons. parella. 

('/1111"£1/;./ Aag"" dhillwd. and others follows \\ith the population of 237, 152.255, 149, 

respecti\ .:I> 

Famil~ : 

Among Mehtars family occupies a central role in their social and 

economic organization Family plays significant role in maintaining 'personal'. or 

'indl\ idual' relations \\ IlhlO the community and outside. The family structure among 

Mehtars. inlluences man) factors in their eve!)da) life, from occupation, to social 

prestige. and to economic gro\\1h. These families are patrilocal in residence, and 

patrilineal descent. ha\ ing a strong patriarchal authority. Joint family is yet another 

slgnilicant feature of the family structure, though it started declining in recent years 

due to \ arious factors. But families are large in size, which helps in maintainmg 

economic securit) of the members. Though joint family system is on decline, the 

economic organization of the family still remained unshaken. as the family members. 
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particularly the brothers, maintain closely knit economic relationships \\lIh support of 

their father. There are four significant family types present among Mehtars. 

The basic family type is nuclear family, which consists of parents and 

their unwed children. There are 80 nuclear families, in the present study area \\hose 

households are engaged in scavenging occupation. Among those, there are 26 nuclear 

families, whose occupation is either in government department or technical service, 

while 33 nuclear families belong to households. whose primary occupation is business 

or private job. As people who engage in practicing magical rituals come from five 

nuclear families in the Basti . Though these five respondents admitted themselves 

regarding magical practices , more than sixty percent households has at least one 

ritual specialists with regular practice or on part time basis. 

The second category is sub-nuclear family . Among them eleven families belong to 

households engaged in scavenging, as eight families belong to non-scavenging 

households Third category is lineal collateral joint family, where eighteen, belong to 

scavenging families, as five families are in government service, while twenty fi ve 

families belong to households whose occupation is either independent business or 

work at pnvate shops. The next category is supplemental Imeal collateral joint family. 

One is engaged in scavenging occupation as t\\O are found in other households 

There are se\enteen famihes of single person houses, where six of them are in 

scavenging occupation Others are engaged in independent works . 

Family types among sea,·enger and non seannger house holds 

SN Fami!) T}pe I 2 3 
o. 
1 Nuclear 80 26 36 

2 Sub nuclear \I 2 6 

3 Lineal collateral JOint 18 5 25 
famllv 

4 Supplementat Imeal 1 2 
collateral 

5 Single person 6 9 

Total 1\6 33 77 

I. Scavenger households 
2. GOYl. employee rrechnical staff etc households 
3. Other independent business I Wor~mg in private shops etc households 

4. Ritual specialIsts Households 
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Family sizes among the l\1ehtar households 

S No Famil) SIze No Of households 
I (1-5) Small 77 

2 (6-8) MedIum 94 

3 (9-12) Large 37 

4 (> 13) Vel) large 22 

5 Other I 

Total 231 

Though there are no rigid rules in terms of married brothers, living together. The 

arrangement is either accepted or follo\\ed. keeping in vie\, the family interests, and 

to facilitate the \\or(..lI1g structure of the famil) members. In the Basti, small and 

medium size families are common phenomena. A household comprises one to five 

members are found 111 se\ enty se\ en families. and sill. to eight members in ninety four 

families respecti\el) . Households \\ith nine to l\\elw persons are classified as large 

familIes. \\ho constitute l\\ent)-t\\o families in the tOlal. There is one single parent 

family. Joint famil) is still preferred b) many than to live separately in nuclear 

families . 

The Head of the famil) is generally the male member of the household 

\\ho is the eldest. \\ho is also kno\\n as " Gharka Bada Admi" (Head of the 

household) He represents the famil) 111 man) of the events in the basti The 

patriarchal authorit) is \ isible in e\ er) aspect of the Mehtar' family. One cannot take 

decisions. \\ ithout consuitll1g the head of the household. Sometimes, the 

responsibilities of the household are transferred to the eldest son, who tackles many 

issues in place of the head of the household. But the head, in terms of his age is still 

respected in the family. Besides doing his job (scavenging) the head of the households 

organizes \\ork and other jajman acti\ities of the fanlily . He also distribute the work, 

and one has to respect him. and follo\\ the rules and regulation laid do\\n by the 

communit). In property sharing elder brother is slightly favoured than others, but 

39 



with the consent of the younger ones. Preference is also given to those, who take care 

of aged parents and their traditional work. The elder brother is responsible for 

searching employment for younger ones, if the father fails to meet the requirements. 

He also represents the family in caste panchayats, enacting the role of a parent The 

brothers help in the marriage of the younger sisters and contribute money and 

material. The disputes among brothers in terms of sharing property quite often go to 

the caste panchayats for settlement Daughters usually do not have any right in the 

properties. After their marriage, they join their husband's families. But She gets the 

ownership over scavenging work in and outside the household after marriage. Married 

daughters are sent to her in laws house, whereas sons generally stay in the parent's 

house. But sons can also live separately, if one is. able to manage his family. As one 

informant says, "Though some are interested to have the nuclear family, majority 

prefer joint family as it is safe and secure. Earlier there \\>ere strict rules, but now they 

are becoming more flexible and changin~". Some times younger brothers prevail 

upon the elder brothers to follow the advice of the parents. as it is evident on many 

occasions, particularly marriages in the Basti 

The elder brother or head of the households treats the unmarried girls with 

respect and they are provided with gifts during the festivals. Women, have little say, in 

property and political leadership and need to adhere to all community rules and traditions. 

Generally, "'lfe of the head of the household commands respect from the members of the 

family and outsiders. All married ",omen should wear 'ghoonghal' (veil) when they go out 

to market and work. Women should wear it, whenever she talks to the men in the house 

particularly with father-in-law. This is known as 'Na=ar Chllrana' (hiding the face). This 

tradition is strictly followed by the Mehrtars. A fev. young leaders among Mehtars 

challenged this tradition, rather openly in caste panchayat SundarTank once raised this 

issue with the 'paunch Committee meeting'. He opined " the woman, in times of 

emergency, cannot convey anything. to her father in-law, due to this traditional problems. 

Hence, I suggested that women should be allowed to cover her face up to nose but not 

completely". Women have relatively little freedom in the family matters. If any problem 

related to family is discussed, the woman is allowed only to tell her opinion, but not to give 

an) suggestion, about what to do. The women undertake many of the household activitie~ . 
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including rearing of children. Among them, more than fifty per cent go for 'sweeping 

\\ork' along \\ ith men As one informant puts it "poorajimllledari Gharki awrat ke ooper 

rellta". (All responsibilities of the house rest with the women). The younger generation, 

though interested i.n many changes preferred a slow and steady pace in accepting modem 

and democratic \ alues My key informant, commenting on the veil and dress code of the 

women sa) s that. the \ ery style of wearing dress is s)111bolic of protection to women and 

her body. It keeps a\\a) the 'flirting' attitude of the men and women. He also points out 

that the \\omen in Mehtar community maintain their dignity and respect, like sita, who 

maintained famil) values and protected herself from the lusty Ravana. Many Mehtars feel 

that the \\earing a \eil protects one's family's respect. The practice of veil starts when the 

girl attains the age of puberty, by wearing a Dothi ' (A thin cloth kept around the neck). 

Women's partlclpanon in the work is relatively higher than the men's as they are also 

engaged in the household work apart from the scavenging work outside. Participation in 

social life of the basti is merely restricted to the ritual and ceremonial activities. Women are 

treated, \\ ith respect. and any immoral activity within or outside are treated seriously as an 

offense b) the community. In the past women are not allowed to attend school and college 

education ~o\\ majority of family members prefer sending their children to school. In 

many of the household activities like, purchasing clothes, food, entertainment, etc., women 

take decisions and make the men in the household to listen. 

Rarely a \\oman participates in panchayat or any such kind of activities Men 

dominate in man) of the affairs in everyday life. 

There are several quarrels among family members, whose girls move freely 

\\ith bo)s Durll1g 111) field\\ork. one girl and boy eloped, and later the elders brought 

them back. and 'caste panchayat' left them after giving punishment. 

Relanonshlps between mother in-law and daughter-in-law 111 the house are 

similar to father-in-la\\ relationship. Daughter-in-law in the house generally maintains 

cordial relationship \\ith the, mother-in-law. There is no direct one to one talk at least, till 

the birth of the first child Children are reared and looked after by the mother-in law in 

majoril) of the fanlilies. In the early period of the settlement of the Basti', children would 

accompan) their parents to their work places. The children share the chapalls or any 

eatables. gi\en to the \\orkingmen or women. Usually father has little time (working 
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overtime) necessitating the housewife to pay more attention towards children. The fami!) 

disputes and quarrels among members are solved within, except in extreme circumstances. 

where they approach caste panchayat. Each family takes pride in its lineage and surname. 

and tries to maintain the gotras (surname) purity and related rules in maintaining the dignity 

of the family. 

Marriage: 

Marriage among Mehtar community in the Basti resembles the general 

Hindu marriage rituals, with every minute detail followed, in every aspect of wedding 

ceremony. Broadly the marriage process starts with a search for the bridegroom, 

followed by wedding preparations by conductin,g ceremonies like Sarnal, Haldi 

Phorna, Gheepilana, etc. Marriage rituals are long and sometimes it takes 3-10 

months to complete a marriage towards consummation. Mehtars strictly adhere to 

'endogamy'. Though they are some cases, where the boys from the basti married 

girls from other castes. Such intercaste marriages are strictly opposed and persons 

engaged in inter caste marriage are ex-communicated. In one such incident a boy 

married a girl from neighbourhood, belonging to Manran community. The caste 

panchayat objected to the marriage and ex-communicated the family. The family 

members of the boy fought back, \\hich led to violent clashes with weapons in the 

communit) people. Later everything settled amicably, and the boy did not pay any 

amount to the panchayat, as one needs to pay the punishment fee after the problem is 

resolved. The family is still treated differently by the Mehtar community. That 

particular famil) lives separately in the basti, though it is part of the same residential 

area. When enquired, many felt that people, \\ho violate community rules, should be 

excommunicated. and they should not be treated properly. In another case, a Mehtar 

boy married to local girl belonging to 'Mala' a scheduled community. The 

community leaders again objected for the marriage. The panchayaf imposed fine on 

the family and the family obeyed the judgment of the caste panchayat. Though the 

couple stays in the Basti, the fellow Mehtar families look down his family. 
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Gutra exogalllY: 

Mehtuts strictly adhele to gotra exogamy and whoevcr violatcs is 

pUllished scveldy, whidl lIIay lead to CXcollllllunlwtioll itom thc commullity. (jO//li as a 

unit regulates family and malliage Iclations among the Mehtrus. One is not allowcd to 

marry within one's go/ra, Illther's mother's go/ra, and mothers mother go/l·a. But nllely 

some rules me Ielaxeu. Uenewlly one Itas to avoiu two generations liOlIl both Iltther anu 

mother side, to have an alliance rlllther, people wlto addless tltemselves as bIOtite I ami 
rG-a.M1 ' 

si~ter, generally Hvoid their 1(llllllies in mall iuge allianccs. /\ pcrson whose ~O/"{1I11 is~ 

can marry into his gland I~tthels-mothcls go/ram Ilc can also nHllly into mother's 

gtandl1lothcr'~ go/ram. Somc timcs malliagcs also take place into one's mothcl 's mothcr 

~o/ra . This go/ra lincagc is clllcial in many ways as plOpClty ltansactions utC involvcd 

;l111()ll!!.lilll1ilie~. 

I he Following ~hows tleplcllllg 111<111 tage alliance bctweelltwo Illlllilics. 

D.llo.l: Mall iage allianccs bctween familics belonging to various gotrams. 

b): ~"'~ 6- 0 C"'''DALII' 

"IIDI.."'" do ~I'c"nl\ 

1\ 
\ 

1-0 
\ 
\ 
\ 
\ 
I 
I 

1 I 
I 

I b- 6 
I 

b. / 

___ Maltiage alliance is acceptable. 

__________ Marriuge alli,ll1ce is ucceptuble, but nil ely such ulliances at e acccpted. 
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Marriage alliances are generally, facilitated and mediated by 'Baluchis' 

(mediators) among Mehtars. Once the bride is selected, the bo) ' s family keeps some 

mone) for example 16, 101 , 506, or 1001 Rupees \\ith the bride's family to confirm 

their selection, which implies that no other families should make any alliance with the 

bride. After this regular visits take place between the t\\O family members with 

exchange of gift items like clothes. eatables and small feasts. which involve drinks and 

pork. This may continue for 1-2 years. During this period both sides may break away 

from the agreement if one is not satisfied with an) aspect of others behaviour towards 

them In the second stage, if both sides are still determined for the marriage, groom 's 

family visits the bride's family and gifts her \\ith ornaments and clothes etc. followed 

by a feast in the evening at brides home s)mbolizing second betrothal. This means 

bride is formally admitted into the groom's famil). 

Bride' s family brings s\\eets, fruits etc, to gi\e to the groom's famil) . 

This ceremony is known as 'Shaadlka lalla ' Along \\ith it ' pillda" is also given to 

the groom's famil) , which is a sort of written agreement for the marriage. This is a 

reminder to the boy' s family, regarding the marriage Part of the ceremony is kno\\n 

as . samal'. This ceremony meant for a commitment towards the marriage of the girl. 

The boy's family generally visits the bride's famil) and e:\change sweets. clothes, and 

sometimes ornaments with the bride ' s famil) . A lot ofpart~ Ing takes place among the 

members and this signifies the acceptance of both the parties with regard to 

confirmation of marriage. A ceremony called ' lagan " takes place. well in advance of 

the marriage. It is actually a reminder to the pending marriage. The girls family 

members usually accompanied b) the father come to the groom's residence, \\ith 

sweets, fruits, garlands, red threads, clothes and turmeric . The groom 's family is 

honoured on the occasion, while the head of the famil) , usually the father, is key 
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person in all ceremonies. Bride's father also breal-..s a few turmeric roots with stone, 

and applies the powder on the forehead of the groom. This event is known as ' 

Haldiporna' signifying the bond between the two families . From that day, bride and 

groom, take turmeric water baths for five and seven days respectively. These are 

known as 'Banwade lag gaye', and 'Matana maslte '. They also take oil bath, known 

as ' Baantael'. It signifies that the bride has become a member of her husband's 

family. 

Gajbangba (Erection of wedding pole): 

The groom is given some ritual objects, like 

Konga (Haal Kaya), Ga}; and a pair of Kangua, which are made with iron. Ga} is an 

object made with iron; this is kept on the ground for eight days. Groom, does this to ward 

off evil spirits entering the home. A wedding pole is also erected near to it in front of the 

groom's house, near the front door of the home. Two twigs of wood are kept in criss- cross 

manner beneath which a pot with water is placed. During that time young girls are invited 

to home and served sweets. Mehtar's believe that this ritual brings auspiciousness and 

prosperity . 

Heela baat karomama: 

The maternal uncle of both groom and bride, participate in 

the marriage rituals with gifts. They bring haldi, gifts and new clothes to these fanlihes 

dunng Haathleva ceremony. During this ceremony, bride's hands are kept in the hands of 

groom, and his new father in-law gives some gifts. 

Maaka dood peer .. : (Sucking of motbers breast): 

Before heading in ceremonial 

B",."at (procession) to bride's home, the sucking of the mother's breast takes place. The 

groom is decorated with turban, and wedding clothes and he is accompanied and helped b) 

mother's brother. He sucks the mothers breast or in her absence or if she is a wido\\ , 

brothers wife or chachi (mother's sisters) who occupies the mothers place. After this, 
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mother's brothers give him somc gifts or money. Then the procession begins, 

accompanied by women and mcn folk of the conmlUnity to bride's home. 

Milna: 

The elderly person who officiates marriage rituals recites some mantras, 

while bride's family welcomes the marriage procession. Clothes and gifts are exchanged 

between bride and groom's parents Then the groom stands on a panda! erected in front of 

the house. He exchanges garlands with bride. The groom's family gives the bride seven 

saris. ornaments. and small gifts. Bride is again decorated with the ornaments and brought 

to malldap «("hollri). Bride and groom are allowed to talk to each other, as elders watch 

them. They take marriage oaths and walk around the sacred fire lit in the Mandap. The 

elders keep their hands in each other's hands. The ceremony is complete and bride goes to 

her house. and paints her handprints on the wall, 

Maataka dhokan: 

Various Goddesses are ~orshipped at bride's house during this 

time, for the \\ ell being of the ne\\ I) wed couples. Later' Dohidhaan' or unknotting the 

threads tied in the marriage takes place. Bride and groom together worship the family 

deities. The sister of the groom also receives gifts from the bride's family. Afterwards, the 

ceremony of Mudlkai is celebrated. as relati\ es of the groom give money ranging from 10 

to 100 rupees as gift , Everyone looks at the face of the bride, by lifting her veil and bless 

her. She has to bo\\ do~n and touch the feet of the elders in the family to receive their 

blessings. The near and dear in the fan1ily also gift new clothes to the newly wed couple, 

After this. the marriage ceremon) comes to an end. 

Attitudes towards intercaste marriage are quite rigid 

among man) people in the baSH In spite of their educational level and occupational 

mobilit), \ er) fe\\ expressed their willingness to have matrimonial alliances with 

other castes. Responses are collected from heads of the household in many cases. 

Some responses are also collected from persons of the particular houses who had 

better education and climbed the ladder of mobility, than others in the community. 
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3. 
4 
5 

Attitude to inter caste marriage according to occupational status of the households. 

S.no 

I 

2 

3 

4 

5 

Occupation of the house I 2 
holder 
WorJ..mg as s"eeper in 2 28 

houses 

Sweeper m Pvt Organization 3 8 

WorJ..ing in MCH as sweeper 8 43 

Other scavengmg "orks 4 73 

Others. "ho are not directly 17 31 
engaged in scavene.ing work 
Total 34 18 ..s 

0) 
Inter caste marriage IS acceptable. 
Inter caste marriage is not acceptable. . 
Boys ITom the Mehtar community can marry outsiders. 
Our communi!) rejects intercaste marriages 
I cannot e).press an) opmion 

3 4 5 Tota 
I 
30 

II 

I I 2 55 

I 4 82 

I 2 2 51 

3 7 4 231 

Many felt the need to maIl) within the community. Irrespective of their occupational 

mobility, they feel that the maIl)'ing into other community means loosing many social 

and cultural values. Some opined that these marriages do not last long, as there is ajali 

differences. Thirty-four out of t~o hundred and thirty one households expressed the 

feeling that the intercaste marriage is acceptable as long as both sides have proper 

understanding. But a fe\\ households responded saying that boys from Mehtar 

community can marry girls form other communities But boys of other communities 

are not acceptable to maIl)' to the Mehtar girls. 

Attitude to inter caste marriage according to Educational levels 

Educatlo Opimon Tota 
n I 
Nil I 2 3 4 5 

Pnmal) 10 37 I I 50 

Secondar 5 47 53 

} 

Interrned 12 61 I 3 3 
late 
Degree 3 23 2 28 

P.O. 2 II I 13 

Total 34 183 I 4 2 231 
. . 

• OpmlOn index IS the sanle as above table . 
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Some of the rules of the maJTiage are very crucial and are 

strictly adhered by one and all among the Mehtars Wido\\ remarriage anlOng Mehtars, is 

acceptable but a widow is not allowed to maIT) old people A person can have a widow 

of his elder brother, if both the widow and younger brother agree for such marriage One 

can also marry second wife, if the first wife is unable to bear a child Some times 

restrictions are stringent in widow marriage, as the community may reject it if the groom is 

a bachelor, or too young. Though intercaste marriages are not allowed, there are 7 inter 

caste marriages among the Mehtar, which got approved finally, after some punishments. 

Dowry practice is also slowly entering into Mehtar marriages. As one informant puts it " 

Joor fulum Hona Nah,., . One should not be forced to give dom)". Among Mehtars, 

there is strong notion about the endogamy, and irrespective of their educational level and 

occupational mobility, majority stressed for the need for the marriages in the same caste. 

The notion against inter caste marriage is 3ignificant. smce Mehtars live in multi ethnic 

urban sening. Out of 231 household respondents. 183 Said 'no' to inter-caste marriage. 

There are 34 responses positive. but fifty per cent of the respondents are not directly 

engaged in the sca\ enging work. 3 responses are positl\ e for bo) s maIT) ing with other 

castes, as four household respondents said that the community del1les such alliances. 

Among the literate, there is a positive anitude to intercaste marriage but for majority, 

endogamy is preferred. As one ke) informants puts it . e\ en though we maIT)' outside the 

caste. one or the other day we are looked dO\\ll b) others. then \\ hy to gh e a chance for 

divorce' . 

Gotras in the basti: 

The following are the gotm.1 or sumames of the families; they are 

Bidlan, Parcha, Chindalia. Kagda. Dhillod DulgaJ ClIlgolled, Malltill alia Sal'(I5l1'al, 

Taunk, TlIshamad Boath, Plll'Gr, Sarll'ul', HOIlIGI, Am ala Khande/{/, Ballglli, Shud, 

Rldlun, Baagdi, Salldui, Chollri, Laholll, Keel', alld Deal Among Mehtars there is no 

distinction between got and surnanle. ColI'a nanle is simultaneously used as surnames or 

suffixes. But largely the dominant groups in terms of nunlerical strength. as \\ell as 
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leadership belong to Bidlan. Parcha. Chindalia alld Kagda. Dhi/lod. Many of the 

dit1i:renccs and hierarchy among them are due to owning of rights over scavenging work, 

and among the early settlers in the basti. The early settlers became zamendan, and they 

controled the rest of the population with regard to worJ" and Badli system'. Fanli1ies 

belonging to Dhillod generally used to lend money to others in their community, and 

becanle an influential section among Mehtars. Bidlan group, from the beginning controlled 

the conmlwlity and supervised their work in and outside of Hyderabad, had their nunlerical 

and economic dominance reigned for a long-time and continuing even today. The next 

group is Kagdas. and Chindalia's whose ancestrors are also to some extent acted as 

traditional leaders, but not to the extent of the Bidlans, and Parcha group. But Chmdalias, 

Kagdas. slowly started their entrepreneurial activity and became economically well off 

than other community members. In the matters of political and social issues, these families, 

fought ",ith each other continuously for a long time, over many issues, like marriages, and 

leadership. In one incident narrated by a member of Parcha family, some years back, there 

\\as a problem ",ith regard to marriage of a boy and girl who belonged to different gotras, 

\\ hich led to violent fight. Later though the matter was settled, the differences bet'" een 

Pareha and Bidlan families remained and their interaction has been limited in many 

r.:spects 

• A, man~ of the Mehws are migrants from HaJ)ana. some after working for cenaln penod. "ished to go bac~ to 
their \ Iliages to 1001. afu:r their fields and other "orks As they cannot leave an income generating \wr~ here the} 
used to gl\ e their rights of\loork on panicular households (where the) ~ork as s"eepe~) to the fello" Mehtars. 
\\ith an agreementofSO"IO of the income should be returned to the ongmal o"ner of the "ork 
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Distributiun or households. ramil) f)'pes and population according to Gotra~ 

GOlra I 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 'I 

I 
Bldlan 23 5 8 I I 38 138 136 n~ i 

I 

Parcha 20 4 5 5 32 127 110 ~37 I 
Chlndaha 13 I 4 I 19 80 72 15~ 

Kagda 18 I 6 6 30 133 122 255 I 

Dhillod 17 I 5 I I 25 73 76 149 

DulgaJ 5 I 2 I I 10 31 41 72 

Glngotted 4 I 5 13 18 31 

Mang"ana 7 7 20 25 45 

Saras"al 4 4 8 31 35 66 I 
Taan).. 4 I I 6 ~4 22 46 I 

I 

Tushamad 4 4 8 29 34 63 I 

Boalh 8 2 4 I 15 55 53 108 I 

PI"ar - I I 4 3 7 

Sarvar I 2 I 3 6 II 17 I 

Hal"al 5 I 6 16 16 " J_ 
I 

Karala - I 4 4 8 I 
Khandera - I I ~ 4 8 

I 

Bag"1 I I 2 6 6 12 
I 

Shud I I 2 10 5 15 

Rldlan 2 I 5 ~O 14 34 

I 1 ~ 2 6 I 

Baagdl 

Sandal I I -' 3 6 

Gha"rI - I 5 3 8 

Lahottl I I 2 9 6 15 

Keer I I 3 2 5 

Deol I I ~ 3 7 

TOlal 142 19 50 3 17 ~31 85~ 8~6 1678 

Nuclear 
2 Sub nuclear famll\ 
3 Lineal collaleral iOlnl fanlll) 
4 Supplemenllll collaleral fanlll) 
5 Single person household 
6 Number of House holds 
7 Male populallon 
8 Female Populallon 
9 TOiaI populallon 
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Economic organization: 

In the Basi; out of 231 households, Ninet) -five 

hOllsehold~ derive their income from the sweeping occupation, while one hundred and 

thm) four deri\'e their income from other sources. Out of them, eighty-two households 

get their income from more than one source. The sources includes, both scavenging 

and other occupations. In majority of the cases, the income derived is from the rights 

on ~\\ceplllg occupation, which they sold to others. They do not go or engage in that 

\\orl-.. . in~tead some one else who bought the right from them will do the worl-.. and pay 

the amount as per the deal. Thirty households depended on sweeping work in 

indi, idual Households, 10 households are engaged in shops and theaters. Fift)-five 

households depend on sweeper jobs in Municipal c!Jrporation and Government offices. 

Oc\:upational structure of households depending on scavenging l\'ork as primar~)' 
f ' d' source 0 mcome accor me: , 'anous got rams, 

S Gothram Household Pvtf[heatre MCH ' Other Others 
1\ G.O Kinds 
0 of , 

"orks 
I B,dlan 2 I 13 9 13 
2 Pareha 5 8 13 6 
3 Chlndaita I I 6 9 2 
4 "a>!da 3 2 9 10 6 
5 Dhdod( 6 I 3 9 6 
6 Dul~uJ I I 4 2 2 
7 GIIl~olt~d I I 2 I 
S \tHH'!\\Jna 2 I 2 2 
9 SarJ" al I I I 3 2 
IU Taanl. I 2 2 
II Tu>hamad I 6 I 
12 B,)Jth 4 4 4 2 
13 PI\IJr I 
14 Sanar I I ) 

15 Hatllal 2 2 I 
16 "arala I I 
17 "hand~ra I 
18 BJ1!nI I I 
19 Shud I 
20 , Rldhan I I I 
21 , 

Ba~dl 

" Sandal I 
~3 Gh,""1 I 
24 Sudha I 
2~ Lahotll I 
2b Rldlan 2 
27 "ccr I 2 
211 D~oit I 
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Among Mehtar families in the BuslI 39 families depend on s\\ceplllg occupatIOn 111 

individual houses. and among them majority belong to nuclear familIes Fifteen 

nuclear families depend on sweeping work in private theaters and other comple:-.es, 

while fifty-six families are into municipal corporation work. There are nine famIlies 

whose members search for work everyday by going to the nearby market areas. Some 

families, particularly belonging to nuclear families, go to work of sweeping but some 

of them sold their ownership rights to others. 

Occupational Categories among Mehtars according to family type 

S Type of Family type 
Occupation 

N 
0 

Nuc Nuc JOInt Exte H Extended Pol) 
lear lear nded gam 

(0) ous 

I S",eepIng 30 3 3 I 2 
House holds 

2 S",eepIng 15 I 
",or!.. to PVI 
Complex, 
Theatre etc 

3 Municipal 35 8 \I I I 
Corporation 
/ GO\' 
offices 

4 SearchIng 2 3 I 
for seeping 
\\or" etc 
Badh I..a 
"aam 

5 Who attend 30 23 I 4 I 

s\\eepIng 
\\ork, 
occasIOnally 
or wor" sold 
to others 

6 Others ",ho 35 3 I 0 4 0 

do not 
scavenging 
",or!.. but 
derives 
subsidiary 
mcomeofit 
Total 145 19 50 3 \I I 
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Secondary & Subsidiary activities in different households 

S Activity Fanlll) T)pe 
N 

° Nuc\e Su Lmeal Supplemcnt~1 Sin 

ar b- collateral lineal glc 
Nu Joint collateral JOint 
c\e 
ar 

I Auto 5 7 I 
driving 

2 Finance. 3 I I 
Petty 
business 

3 Playing 12 8 3 
cards. Auto 
driving 

4 Bacon & 9 3 
other 
anomal 
rearm!! 

5 Shamanosm I I 

6 Sweepmg 18 2 7 I 

\\or" & 
other 
related 
"or"s 

7 Household 50 10 12 2 

,",or" 
8 Other 44 7 15 3 7 

activities 
Total 142 19 50 3 II 

Income le\ els: 

In the basti. fifty percent of house holds come under the IIlcome group 

earning between 1000-3000Rs Nearly thirty percent come under the IIlcome groups 

earning 3000-6000 Rs. Fifteen percent come under the income level between 6000-

IOOOORs. Five percent households cross 10000Rs income per month. People who cross 

these income levels are generally engaged in business or pig rearing occupations 

Material possessions: 

In its gradual linking up to the outside world, the Mehtar 

basti acquired a number of gadgets, ranging from that of TVs, cars, two \\heelers and 

other such gadgets like cell phones. In the basti, one enterprising family has setup a 
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cabl~ network in association \\ ith some partners in from neighborhood . This made 

accessible all the sat~lhte channels to the Basli Nearly all households possess radio 

and TV sets. This facilitated them to watch the popular programmers on the TV. It is 

observed that in some households' members also watch education channels. This 

though has not brought a great change but significantly brought an attitudinal change 

among many in the Basil Watching popular games like cricket is a common 

fascination for man) ) outh in the Basti. The youth flock together whenever cricket is 

pla)ed. T\\o wheelers became a common means of transportation for many, especially 

oftice going elders and youth There are 63 households who possess the two wheelers, 

\\-hile two households ha\e four \\heelers. Since driving auto is a subsidiary activity, 

many possess them and some hire them quite often. Altogether the Basti is well 

equipped in terms of these tools for better accessibility and to maintain required 

contacts \\ith the cit) and its surroundings. The following table gives the list of 

material possessions of the households. 

Material possessions among households of Mehtars in the neighbourhood 

S Matena l po,s~ss lons of No of House 
household , holds 

N 
0 

I RadiO &. T V 52 

2 RadiO &. T \' C~ c1~ 82 

3 RadIO & T \ . 8.. Auto 5 

4 RadIO. TV T\\ o \\h~e ler & 2 

Four \\ heel~rs phon~ 

5 Radio. T V t\\ 0 \\ h~eler. auto 13 

6 Radio, T V T\\o \\heeler 63 

7 RadIO, TV T\\ o \\h~eler , 2 

Telephone 

8 Nil 4 

9 RadIO, T V C~cle. Auto 8 

Total 231 
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Women and \\ork: 

Women play key role doing work in and out side the family in 

the Mehtar communit) . The work force of the women is more when compared to men 

and they invol\e a multitude of works. They go to work along with men to both at 

private and municipaht) \\ork places. Except a few women who otherwise belong to 

economically \\ell off families, all of them go along with their husbands to work. 

Some belonging to the former category sold their oV'.nership right over work, or some 

body will do their \\or\'" under badli lea leaam. Women who accompany their husbands 

to work places generally return early by afternoon, while their husbands stay back 

doing other \"'inds of \\or\'" and return in the e~ening. Women in the Basli are 

contributors to \\or\'" in a major way. All the cooking and household needs are taken 

care off by them. \\ hich includes rearing the children. Some of the women work for 

more than eight hours The) come and prepare food for the supper. For women there is 

a strict code of dress One needs to keep her veil around the face while she is out of 

the house. Hence their Identification is easy for others. Though men have the liberty in 

\\earing the pants or an) kind of western dress, women folk are strictly prohibited 

from wearing an) dress other than their traditional one. 

Religion: 

~1ehtar~ In the basti follow a host of cults and beliefs, and their religious 

behaviour is a mi\ lUre of multiple belief systems like worshipping various malevolent 

spirits and gods \\ 'orslllpPll1g. Durga, Ganesh. Valmiki and other Hindu gods and 

goddesses are common among them. Their offerings involve worship in Hindu style 

li\"'e offerings of ghee in a hal'Gn, incense and fruit, and also sacrifices animals like 

pigs. goats. fCl\ds etc. The religious beliefs of the Mehtars in this urban area are 

gradually transforming since the last two decades. They have been adopting many 

popular Hindu fesl1\ als and ceremonies in their daily life. Some are showing interest 

in follo\\ ing certain sects like Brahmosamaj, Arya samaj etc. Many individuals 

emerged, as Magical practioners since the last one decade. In the early days of 

Mehtar's settlement in the area, they worshipped a variety of goddesses, apart from 
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worshipping their ancestral gods and Valmiki at small shrines located in the Basti. 

Mehtars or Bhangis elsewhere, have undergone various reform movements and 

adapted to various religious cults both from Hindu and Muslim religions paving way 

to a unique religious life style, which offers them 'an ideological solace' and 

integration with the larger section of the society22. While their transformation as 

followers of 'Valmiki' is a clear manifestation of integration of Mehtar or Bhangis into 

mainstream religious life, they still retained their own religious practices and rituals, 

which simultaneously co-exist with changing religious practices2J
• Mehtars worship a 

number of goddesses apart from Kali, who are both malevolent, and benevolent in 

nature. Known as gammurtal (village Goddess) following goddesses are propitiated 

in household. Some homes having a Bhagat among them give more emphasis on the 

rituals related to the goddess. Sikhpatri (mapatril'ali) also known as scherwali, is the 

goddess believed to be fond of red sarees, and Mehtars believe that the very presence 

of the goddess brings riches. But she is ferocious. Huge pigs are sacrificed in the 

rituals. Wednesday is auspicious to the goddess. It is believed that she is born on that 

day. Along with the pork, sweet bread and 7 fried breads are also offered . 

Goddess Sitalamata: 

Also known as Gurganl'ali, wears yellow dress (peda). She is 

very benevolent in nature, and does all peaceful things. Once in two or three years 

this goddess is worshipped with special rituals by sacrificing lot of pigs. Mehtars 

believe that this goddess also heals diseases like smallpox chicken pox etc . 

22 Writing about Chuhars, Owen Lynch (200 I: 259-268), quotes, ' Convergent with chuharas Violent 
history of domination and exposition IS history of their transformation mto Balmlkis withm Hmdutva's 
embrace. During the late 19'h and early 20 th centuries chuhars followed the Bal Sahl religion It was 
composed of elements eXisting in the culture around them, but' in creative ways' ma)..mg it an emanCipate, 
separate, and superior religion 
Enjoying a maximallst notion of equality among its adherents "ho could commence dlrectl) 
2J Ibid. British investigators, while uncovering the major elements of chuhar's preViously secret beliefs, found 10 
the genealogy orBal Sha four figures with names sound 109 lI)..e Valml)..1 Usmg that as eVidence. colontal offictals 
attributed Valmiki, as the author of the Ramayana, the Chuhras 'true' ancestor Thereby, the) erased 'entire 
causations of' (untouchable) religious mnovation P.71. 
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Basantimata: 

Also known as KullllWlu She is blad. in colour and considered very 

dangerous (Khulurnuk). Whatever the devotees ask, she blesses them. She is offered 

pork and sweets, and if the devotee is satisfied and blessed for his prayers, she is 

offered the liver of the goat. 

Phulandemata: 

Also known as Madn ki MUSUIll, she always resides on the cross 

roads of the residential area. at graveyards, and on the outskirts. She likes white and 

red colour saree, and she is always worshipped outside the house. In the rituals along 

with a mud lamp is lit. ghee is offered by pouring it on the fire\\ood. A small pig is 

sacrificed in the ritual and it should be left there. She is believed to be the protector of 

the children from smallpox, and looks after the \\ell being of the head of the 

household. She is kind and compassionate goddess Apart from these goddesses, 

Lalilamala. Kantrul1lula. Madllubun are also worshipped b) the Mehtars in the basti. 

Excepting a few variations in the ritual process almost all households worship these 

deities, by sacrificing pigs. Manchudevi is a goddess \\orshipped during chaitra 

month. Seellamala. Palnl'ule. Glirgaml'Qlee. Basal1lima. Kalllimal. Phubundemala, 

Mahakali. Bawri, Durga Bhal'ani. Gall/murlol (salbol1 /'Is) . Madllllban sikpalri are 

\\orshipped by the Mehtars. From this BaSil many people go on pilgrimage during the 

month of April, to worship Mapalrimll in Pallarggad VIllage in HaT) ana. These are 

two myths narrated b) the residents of the Basti as fo II 0\\ s 

Bowri Devta: 

Mehtars \\orship Ball'ns, at household level, \\ IIh \ ariant features 

The ritual processes vaT) from house to house, depending on its ancestral tradition. 

For example Jeelmal Bawn is offered a pig while Kesarmal Bawri is offered goat 

sacrifice. Each household consists of one ritual specialist. \\ho performs all religious 

activities of the house, and if required in other household also One of the Bhagats in 

the Basti narrated about the BOlI'rie Devata saymg that 'Bol1T1 signifies a caste name. 

Bowrie devata is a daughter of Yam raj and his wife Kapllri . Accordmg to him that 
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there are five Bowries, who are actually brothers, \\ ho ha\ e also a sister. The eldest of 

Bow,.; is 'kesarmal BOIl'ri, or Zee/mal Bowrie Their sister's name is 'Shedoban 

Shamko'. These bOll'rie5 always appear in the police dress. and quite often they 

indulge in stealing in Jhat's fields (land lords) and distribute the grain to the other 

poorer jatis in the village, like dhanak, chamer guilUr, etc. Among these five bowris, 

'saalrsingh Ball'ri is brave and gentle. He is Balshali (strong) and knows 'Raajnee/i 

(politics), kootneeti (civility) and chalneeti (black magic). That is why he is head of 

the Gang. (G~uech Iw sardar). During the period of Moughal sultanate he fought with 

the soldiers of Moghal army at 'shahere wffadam' and died at Murtha!. Temples have 

been constructed on that place. Their sister 'Sheddo" used her magical powers and 

brought her dead brother's spirits under her control. Since then these bawries are 

helping Valmiki community, and they have been worshipped. Apart from these 

BOlI'ries, Garugaram Bowri. Harlal Bow";. Haalimal Bow";. Todarmal Bowri, also 

died in the fight with landlords, who subsequently are being worshipped by the 

community. I SabaI' Singh BOll'ri·. died at saffedom v.hile. fighting Moghal army, 

and rest of them died at murtal24
. Apart from ancestor v.orship, Thai Manama 

(Valmiki), sevadars are also worshipped by the Mehtars Sevadars are those people, 

who practiced many occult rituals and achieved a higher spiritual status, after their 

death. Almost every household v.orships one sell adar and in some houses their 

number exceeds more than two. 

Myths of origin:2S
: 

In this world there are onl) 1\\0 DaIs. One is Shll'dal and the 

other is Vishnu Dal. All the people in the world are born into these Dais. Whoever 

born on paurnami day (full Moon). have Brahman h\..e mind. They ha\ e Gupt Gyan 

(Goregumle) (Secret Knowledge), whoever born on A mu\'U.l h) a day loo\.. black. They 

believe and have faith in shil'dal. This world is made of blac\.. and white. Amal'a5hya 

represents kala (black) and pow'nami represents Gore (\\hite). One person sa) s he is 

24 Based on conversation with a Bhat Mangll ana shaman at hiS house In the basil 
2S As narrated by Haridos MaharaJ. a key Informant and acellc hlillseif. dunng 01) field \\orl.. H~ maintains a 
temple of his own. and perfomls regular BhaJans eve!) da) 
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great and another says he is also great. But Shil' Dal has more rights. In kllmbmela, 

shivdal takes first Bath. There is always interaction bet\\cen shivadal, and Ramdal. 

There is no fighting. Sometimes one is strong and another becomes wea\... They fight 

with each other. We have faith in Shivgllrll and use lots of meat and other such 

materials in puja. People, who use lot of mil\", have faith in Ramdal (Vishnu). 

Duniyake jati are 36. (The Jalis in the world are 36) Today there are 41. Nowadays 

they have increased. This Valmiki is not_made. He is old among Dheds. Among 

Dheds, eldest is Valmiki followed by Ravidas, Saw1Sl, Kumjan, Dlya Kasib, who 

have two wives, Dill, Aditi, the first son of Dlli is Brahmon, as second son is Bhangi . 

In the world sevaks (servants) are more. One went to till the land, became farmer, 

another went to see the marketing of goods beca,?e Baniya, another went to pujapat 

became brahmin. one went to safai Karneko (scavenging), sabko seva karneko (to 

serve all) and became Mehtar. People who wor\..ed .... ith filthy things became 

scavengers. Our people used to eat meat of hunted animals. But some ate dead 

animals' meat. People who ate dead ones are. cllInkzlI"I also eat big animals and 

Bandkuri eat donkey horse. 

Dead animals like horse, and donkey are taken away or lifted by the 

Valmikis only. And rest of the animals are taken b) chamars. Valmikis sweep in 

villagers and Mochis take out skins and make chappals. Valnu\..is are village servants, 

chowkidars, Jaggis (midwifery activities) Dais, and cultivators To serve the public 

we are doing scavenging wor\... 'Bandkuri" are titled. due to their association with big 

animals like horse. donkeys, whose foot prints loo\..s h\..e closed semi Circle. Whereas 

chiris are associated with removal of goats. \\ hose foot look like projected ma1l11) 

because their fingers are open ended and are separate. Donke) s are rarely present in 

the village and thence there is no necessity arises for their remo\al. Valmi\..is rear pigs 

and animals als026 

2. While shanng thiS infonnation Handas Maharaj. said that he came to ,,"0\\ about these differentiations, due to 
one incident in his village. "There was a dispute In the Village for the remO\al of the dead horse. \\hlch \\as In the 
midst of the village for two days Nobody came fornard to remove It The paanch (village pancha) at) called Bhat 
(genealogists for the ValmiJ..i) to tell whose responslbllil) It IS to remove the dead horse That IS ho\\ I ha\e 
come to know about it ", said Maharai 
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Follo\\ing are the festivals associated with various gods and goddesses, celebrated by the 

Mehtars in the basti. 

Januaray (pho) 

February (Phagun): Gurugoraknath 

March (Chaitra): I, 

Patrivali, Mapatril'ali puja. The rituals for the goddess involve 

sacrifice of pigs, both male and female. Slaughtering of the pigs takes place in the evening 

after 7-p.m.The blood of the pigs is kept in a small bowl, along with sweets, ghee, hukka, 

halwa etc. Nine rows of charcoal are kept, which are burnt with ghee while performing 

puja. The ghee is sprinkled, on the burning charcoal. A light in the small mud vessel is 

kept in front of it. If the direction of the light moves towards the burning charcoal,it is 

believed that that the goddesss has consented the householders invitation. In the basti 

except people belonging to Dhillod and bidlan gotras, all others celebrate and perform 

these rituals. As the ancestors of these two gotras are believed to be violators of a code 

restricting the drinking of a particular drink auspicious in the worship of the goddess. 

April (Vaisakhi) People, who miss to offer pujas to patril'ali goddess, offer the same in 

this month 

May (Jhet) 

June (Asaaad): Ma patril'aii, urgall/mll are worshipped in this month. 
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Sayan 1..1 thees (7Jr .... ~(Jllka /)'ohar) From this month whoever 

believes in Gurugurtlkl/ll/Jr. avoid eal!ng meat for t\\O months. This festival is 

celebrated. during June or end of Jul} being an excJusi\ e festival for the women folk 

.The newly wed \\omen and )oung \\omen among the Mehtars particularly celebrate 

this Women swing on the ropes tied to tree branches. and wear new clothes on the 

day. Several varieties of s\\eets are made like Ghulgee. saag, etc. Near and dear are 

invited to attend the event This fesl!\ al celebrated enthusiastically during the early 

period of the settlement of the basti But now slowl) this festival is disappearing from 

the lifestyle of the Mehtars 

Gugapeer IS \\or~hlpped tn thl~ month Goats are sacrificed 

and kheer. puri. and hah\a are offered MaJoril) of the people in the basti celebrate 

this festival. 

September (Aasoj) 

Pltr.lma\a~ I~ celebrated Where ancestors are remembered 

and pujas are performed in Ihm name Angar (Burnll1g ch.lrcoal) is kept in front of the 

photos of dead ancestor~. If the phlllO~ are a\all..lble The number of bo\\ls kept 

depending on the number of dead am:e~tor~ Lea\ e~ of the peepal tree are made into 

lutle hollo\\ cups. III "hlch "Jr .. a (~\\eetlmade ~pe':IJII) for the ntual IS kept Later. 

panlcularl), the children III the hllu~ehl)ld are ~ef\ ed \\ tlh the food and sweets Tllllhc 

end of the ritual. e\ er) one fast~ 111 Ih~' hou~e 

OClobrr (Karlik) 

Hoika fe~II\JI I~ celebrJt~'d tn this month Women 

specificalJ) obsef\e thiS and their pdrtlclpal!on I~ ~iglllficdnt in many ways Women 

obser\e fasting on thiS da) Ne\\l) marned \\omen participate in this festival more 

actively. Their mothers-in-Ia\\s are tn\ lied If the) h\e separately and are given ne\\ 

clothes. along \\ ith some frUits In the ea~tern corner of the house a pot full of \\ ater IS 



kept. A sli~er anklet is draped around the pot. This is significant because, this anklet 

contains round silver balls, which signify the number of years, this festival celebrated 

in the household. A metal bowl is kept on the pot. On this another bowl containing 

five varieties of fruits and sweets are arranged colourfully. A sareee is covered on the 

top of the pot in a triangular fashion. This part is known as Odri, while the bowl full of 

fruits containing bowl is known as mullika dakkan In front of this pot is arranged a 

lamp. The women who are fasting, performs first puja, followed by others in the 

family. During the ritual process one should not cut vegetables with knife, and avoid 

eating pork or any meat. Digging the soil is also prohibited. After this festival, follows 

Devulana a unique ceremony, involving young girls in the community. On the seventh 

day young girls and women make arrangements for the hoika festival. A brightly lit 

mud lamp is kept in front of the house, which is decorated with fruits and flowers 

around it. The footprints of the members of the household are printed on the soil in 

front of the house, where the deities to be worshipped are invoked. Some times even 

the footprints of goats are also worshipped in the ritual. The lan1p is covered with a 

plate. The young and unmarried girls are invited by the members of the household to 

participate in the festival. They are served with sweets and flowers. Girls also dance 

around the decorated lamp. After this , the elderly women in the community tell the 

girls about the significance of the festival. Girls, who participated in the festival, later 

go out and burn their naadis (A knot of the under garment tied around the waist of the 

girl). The burning of this knot signifies, the death of evil spirits present in an un­

married girl. In the early days of the settlement of the basti, almost all households 

practiced this, but no" only few families are following this tradition. Because the basti 

and its neighbour hood spread to such an extent, without leaving any open space, said 

one elder. Another informant felt that all new kinds of festivals are entering into Basti, 

keeping away the old traditions of the Mehtar community. Dubki punnamai is also 

observed in this month by the Mehtars who take a sacred bath in memory of dead 

ancestors. 
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Jul) (Saamman): 

Savan I-a thees 171/(:e~oIlAa I)'olwr) From this month whoever 

believes in GurugorukllCllh. avoid eating meat for t\\O months. This festival is 

celebrated, during June or end of July being an exclusive festival for the women folk 

.The newly wed women and )oung \\omen among the Mehtars particularly celebrate 

this. Women swing on the ropes tied to tree branches, and wear new clothes on the 

day. Several varieties of sweets are made like Ghulgee, saag, etc. Near and dear are 

invited to attend the event This festival celebrated enthusiastically during the early 

period of the settlement of the basti . But now slowly this festival is disappearing from 

the lifestyle of the Mehtars 

August (8ad\\a): 

Gugapeer is \\orshipped in this month. Goats are sacrificed 

and kheer, puri. and halwa are offered Majorit) of the people in the basti celebrate 

this festival. 

September (Aasoj): 

Pitramavas is celebrated. Where ancestors are remembered 

and pujas are performed in their name. Anglr (Burnlllg charcoal) is kept in front of the 

photos of dead ancestors. if the photos are a\ allable The number of bowls kept 

depending on the number of dead ancestors Lea\ es of the peepal tree are made into 

little hollo\\ cups. 111 \\ hich kheer (S\\ eet) made speclall) for the ritual is kept Later, 

particularl), the children in the household ate sened \\ith the food and sweets. Till the 

end of the ritual. everyone fasts in the house. 

October (Kartik): 

Hoil-a festl\ al IS celebrated in this month. Women 

specifically obsenc this and their participation is signtlicant in many ways. Women 

observe fasting on this day Newl) married \\omen participate in this festival more 

actively. Their mothers-in-Iaws are 111\ lied if the) It\ e separately and are given ne" 

clothes, along \\ ith some fruits In the eastern corner of the house a pot full of water is 



kept. A sli~er anklet is draped around the pot. This is significant because, this anklet 

contains round silver balls, which signify the number of years, this festival celebrated 

in the household. A metal bowl is kept on the pot. On this another bowl containing 

five varieties of fruits and sweets are arranged colourfully. A sareee is covered on the 

top ofthe pot in a triangular fashion. This part is known as Odri. while the bowl full of 

fruits containing bowl is known as multika dakkan. In front of this pot is arranged a 

lamp. The women who are fasting, performs first puja, followed by others in the 

family. During the ritual process one should not cut vegetables with knife, and avoid 

eating pork or any meat. Digging the soil is also prohibited. After this festival, follows 

Devutana a unique ceremony, involving young girls in the community. On the seventh 

day young girls and women make arrangements for the hoika festival. A brightly lit 

mud lamp is kept in front of the house, which is decorated with fruits and flowers 

around it. The footprints of the members of the household are printed on the soil in 

front of the house, where the deities to be worshipped are invoked. Some times even 

the footprints of goats are also worshipped in the ritual. The lamp is covered with a 

plate. The young and unmarried girls are invited by the members of the household to 

participate in the festival. They are served with sweets and flowers. Girls also dance 

around the decorated lamp. After this, the elderly women in the community tell the 

girls about the significance of the festival. Girls, who participated in the festival , later 

go out and burn their naadis (A knot of the under garment tied around the waist of the 

girl). The burning of this knot signifies, the death of evil spirits present in an un­

married girl. In the early days of the settlement of the basti, almost all households 

practiced this, but no\\ only few families are following this tradition. Because the basti 

and its neighbour hood spread to such an extent, without leaving any open space, said 

one elder. Another informant felt that all new kinds of festivals are entering into Basti, 

keeping away the old traditions of the Mehtar community. Dubki punnamai is also 

observed in this month by the Mehtars who take a sacred bath in memory of dead 

ancestors. 
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No\'ember (Mangsar): 

Devutni gyas is celebrated in this month, depending on the 

calender year. 

December (Pho): 

Apart from the above festivals there are intensive rituals 

performed, for propitiating goddesses and bowries, which are limited to various events 

in day-to-day life. The worship of these deities happens at household level and the 

members of the household perform the rituals themselves. There are extensive rituals 

during the birth of the first child in the house. And the propitiation of the goddesses 

goes as and when. depending on the position of the householder. There is a ceremony 

known as Gonakarna or buklva, which is linked to sending married daughters to her in 

laws house. \\hen she attains the age of puberty. The father in law is invited and 

served a feast b) his counter part. He is provided \\ith new clothes, whereas the girl is 

provided with 2 pairs of clothes. Whatever is celebrated according to Hindu dharma 

are followed here, sa) s one informant. Like the Hindus who visit shrines to perform 

ceremonies connected with birth rituals we also do the same, mentions the informant. 

Apart from propitiating gods and goddesses. Mehtars in 

the basti, celebrate all festivals, which the neighbouring Hindu castes celebrate. 

Vinayak chatunlll is celebrated with lot of fun and frolic attached to it. Though not 

celebrated at household level, this festival to a large extent is a group activity among 

the Mehtars. In the basti two Ganseh pandals are erected, b) collecting money from 

individual donations and from households in the basti and elsewhere. The youth and 

community leaders in the basti manage these events. The colourful platforms are 

raised with electric illumination and papier-mache decorations. There are also 

entertaining e\ ents during nights, which are attended by the youth and ,chi Idren of the 

community. Further, community elders are also called and they are felicitated during 

these events. Dashera or Durga puja is another popular festival among the Mehtars, 

which is celebrated both at household and at community level. In majority of the 
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cases, the festi\ al is \ er) much intertwined v. ith the Mehtars household goddesses. 

Kali is appropriated b) many as the "great goddess or supreme goddess" among all the 

goddesses v.orshipped b) the Mehtars. The religious specialists among the Mehtars, 

who generall) ofticiates, sho\\ devotion to v.orship goddess /cali. Popular calendar art 

of the goddess adorn the rooms of these ritual specialists who involve in magical 

practices. Some of them. \\ho practice shamanism, celebrate Dashera by installing 

life-size figurines of the goddess. The important event that gradually developed and 

integrated into the basti life is annual celebration of Dashera festival by installing a 

Du/,gamata idol m the bast I. This is celebrated for nine days. A Brahmin is brought to 

perform the initial rituals on the first day. In the evenings the hired artists from the 

city, who sing songs and bhajans throughout the 'night, stage cultural performances. 

Known as maalajl ka \"151101 jagaran, one of these days during this festival is marked 

for this. All the leaders and community members, attend this bhajan kirtans throughout 

the night. A VIP or some political leader is im ited on this occasion as a guest of 

honor. Wide public It) is gl\ en in the neighborhood by printing leaflets and posters, 

\\ hich are circulated and pasted on the v. ails. 

Dill air the festi\ al of lights is also celebrated by the Mehtars, 

some performing the Lahl1l1ll pUja in the households. ValmikiJayanti is another 

significant event celebrated b) the commul1lt) . /'alnllkl being the saint god of the 

Mehtars occupies an Important place in the annual ceremonies of the Mehtar 

community. A committee appointed by the caste panchayat of the basti manages all 

the events related in organizing the ValnllklJyallll festival. The Valmiki temple in the 

basti is built v.ith the donations from the various households. Now it has a shrine 

replicating the north Indian temple style \\ith sanctum sanctorum. Some individuals 

took special care in makmg the temple comple:>. into a place of hygiene and serenity 

On the Gopuram of the temple a saffron flag is hoisted with rising sun symbol painted 

on it. Every year this temple is painted \\hlte dUring the Jayanti day. There is no strict 

ritual rules laid do\\n as an) one can come and \\orship on their will and wish. On the 

ValmikiJayanl1 da) almost all Mehtars come to \\orship Valmiki. Women come with 

plates containing coconut, banana and s\\eets A person who sits near the idol of the 

Valmiki receives them and returns half of the offerings brought by the devotees. In the 
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evening Bhajan~ are arranged Whoever is interested come voluntaril) and participates 

in the event. Some of them recite verses from Ramayan. A procession is taken out In 

the evening. which goes through various lanes and by lanes of the neighbourhood 

Once in a while a large-scale processions are also taken out in the city. depending on 

the resources available. One such procession was taken out in 1998 with lot of fan fare 

and celebration. Colourfully decorated horses, children enacting the characters in the 

Ramayana are taken out in this procession. Many small Mehtar bastis participated in 

this event though large participants coming from the Valmiki nagar in the old city. 

Mehtars also worship the local deities of the Telugu speaking Jati5 , 

though selectively. During the festival of Bona/u, they worship pochamma and other 

goddesses. and they follow rituals of local traditions. There is a small shrine for pochamma 

in one of the b) lanes of the basti. The history of this shrine is traced back to nearly 50 

years back by its caretaker. Once the Mehtars also invited a local leader of the 

neighborhood to participate the Bona/II festival . The residents in that area proudly points to 

the shrine, which is built and developed by them. Further nearby residents take pride in its 

elevation to a small temple, as it attracted the local leader. This enhanced their prestige and 

status among basti members. The basti rapidly adopted and practicing these ceremonies. 

which were once not their tradition. 

Political organization; Caste PaDeha) at: 

Traditional leadership and caste punchu)'al 

is well structured and organized in Mehtar basti. The traditional caste elders, who are 

elected b) the members of the caste. are generally known as persons who have good 

knowledge about the customs and rules of the community, apart from being politically 

superior in many respects Some of the early-migrated families of Mehtars occupied these 

higher positions as they controlled large areas of Nizan1S'S provinces as heads of 

municipal, and household scavenging activities. These traditional heads of Mehtars, quite 

often also controlled the local castes like Mala-Madiga sweepers and MuslIm Mehtars, 

who opposed their leadership, as Mehtar heads came from Haryana. One such Mehtar 

leader 'Sheik Chotelal' belonged to parch family. Nizam Asman Alikhan, \\ho provided 

66 



him facilities like horse, brought him fame among the community This Mehtar head 

controlled all sweepers in the area of Hyderabad, Raichur. Bhecd. Mahboobnagar. and 

Jahbla etc. Around 1920 Nizam Osman Ali Pasha awarded him the title 'Sheik Chotelal' 

(see genealogy 1.1). These traditional leaders are somewhat well versed in communication 

wld maintained good contacts with people outside the basti. particularly with police Wld 

politiciWls. Generally a caste panchayat in the basti consists of 5-11 members. The heads 

of the pWlchayat elected by these members are known as PradhWl Wld Chota P/adhan. 

under whose leadership the panchayat sits for regular meeting to look after the affairs of 

the basti. This panchayat particularly imposes fines Wld punishes those individuals \\ho 

violate the norms of the caste. MWlY of the conflicts Wld disputes are resolved Wllicabl) , b) 

not necessitating the people to approach court or police. Generally known as Mohalla Maa­

Baap (basti pWlchayat) these II members of the paanch are elected by the people once in 

two years. These Mohalla panchayats come together to elect Sehar Panchayal. The 

members of seharpanchayat members elect Seharpanchayat 's head known as Mehtar sha 

Wld treasurer known as Khajanchi. Earlier traditional caste head used to be the leader or 

head of SeharPanchayat, known as 'Mehtarsha, is no\\ elected by the people Man) 

po\\ers are vested with him, which the communi!) abides He has the power to e ... -

conununicate persons found guilty. MWlY of the disputes. which are not resohed 111 

Mohalla pWlchayat, CWl approach shehar paanch. In the city, Shehar pWlchayat is fOll1led 

with 17 Molala maa baap, and this generally constitutes a distnct The head somellmes. 

kno\\TI as Mahachowdhary is accompWlied by others like upmahachowdary, treasurer Wld 

other members. But the other numerically strong households often challenge the 

judgements given by these leaders Who in spite of their strength had little po\\er Wld 

access to mobility. Some of them entered into the criminal ,",orld. For eXWllple the paarc!w 

households are equally strong in terms of their nUll1ber. As the traditional leadershIp is 

always with the Bidlan fwnilies, they dominated the deciSIOn making process in judgments 

There is relativel) less mobility in tenllS of education Wld occupation in the paarc!w 

households (See Genealogy chart No. 1.1). With the democratic institutions like coun. 

police, government offices are accessible, Wld with the growth of the literac). the 

traditional authority has been challenged by mWly. Participation in politics outside the baslI 

is prominent among some household, particularly belonging to kagda wld chmdalim 
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lSa: Gencalo.:~ Chan No. 1.3, 1.4). The)' have access to more political partlCS than an) 

lliher group In th~· basti. These families also lChieved significanl mobilll) 10 leml~ of 

l"ll:cuJ'ilI","al di\c:r)ily and economic developmenl. Though Bidlas have achle\cd mobil II) 

in IcmlS of educallon and occupational mobility, their participation in pollllcs oUlSlde the 

)phcrc: of the community is less. 

0.no.2: Pancba)'t organization or Mehtars. 

I Maha cho\\dhary Upmaha Kbarjachi Members 

I 
cho\\dhary (Treasurer) 

..... f' 

Shebar paDcha),at 

II' 

Bast; PllnchllJVlt 

(Mohalla Maa 

baap) 

I' 

Sarpam:h ,PraJhan) Upsarpanch (chota Member) 

pradhan) 

61 

I 

I 



(Se~ Genealogy Chart No. 1.3, 1.4). They have access to more political parties than any 

oth~r group in the basti. These families also achieved significant mobilit) in tem1S of 

occupational di\ersity and economic development. Though Bidlas have achieved mobility 

in tenns of education and occupational mobility, their participation in politics outside the 

sphere of the conm1Unity is less. 

D.no.2: Panchayt organization of Mehtars. 

Maha cho\\dhary Upmaha Kharjachi Members 

chowdhary (Treasurer) 

.II' 

Shehar pancbayat I 

I 

BasI; Pallclla),al 

(MohaUa Maa 

baap) 

Sarpanch lPradhan) Upsarpanch (chota Members 

pradhan) 
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Since 1970 onwards. there is a dra~tic decline of number of 

meetings of the caste panchayat. Many, especial\y the youth. who arc educated and 

belonging to underrepresented gOlras or persons whose population is relatl\el) small 

within the caste, started challenging the caste panchayal. There are Instances \,here a 

person who married a girl from a Telugu caste, was excommunicated from the caste, 

rebelled against the paanch, and went to police for settlement. In another case. marriage in 

the same gotra' is regarded as a crime, families belonging to parcha, got into confrontation 

with the paallch, who rejected the marriage. This resulted in violent clashes anlOng the 

Mehtars, and even today these incidents created a dividing line among Mehtars in the basti 

and families belonging to parch (second largest in population). Some households whose 

numerical strength is smal\, quite often chal\enge the :punishments' and 'judgments' given 

by the paanch committee. Among the Mehtars, there is a strict rule regarding begging One 

should not beg and it is prohibited. If one found practicing it he .... ill be punished severely. 

The punishments given to prostitution are also very severe and sometImes 

excommunication from the caste is carried out. Though in recent times paanch is mainly 

dealing with disputes in the basti, some people are approaching the police station Often 1l 

is done deliberately to create awareness anlong the basti people. Sundar one of the key 

infonllant .... hile narrating one such incident opined, that 'our people should also knO\\ the 

'constitutional safeguards' and about la .... enforcing agencies, so that the conununity \\on't 

feel. that the:pl/unch is acting ruthlessly'. Many a times, he says, punishments given b) the 

paallch are relatively less intensive when compared to punishments given b) police. He 

narrated an incident where a young boy happened to steal sports items from the conununit) 

gym in the Vabmki temple. This is witnessed by a group of youth and the culpnt IS brought 

before 'paanch' with all the evidence. HIS parents were sunulloned, and the boy confessed 

stealing the sport items. Paanch committee gave a judgment that the boy should touch the 

ground of the /'almiki temple with his nose, by folding his hands bac\.. Aftemards he \\as 

handed over to local police station kept there for 5-6 hours and he was brought bac\.. to the 

basti on bail. Sunil opines that the there must be severe punishment so that, they ma) not 

commit same mistakes, perceiving the intncacies in law. There are many instances where 

the people, who in tum approached the court, by not accepting the paanch judgments The 

basti pal/nch settled 7 inter caste marriage disputes so far, and one rape case In the latter 

69 



case the culprit refused to mall! the victim, and the paanch, forced his brother to marry, by 

threatening excommunication from the caste. Ran Singh, my key informant says, our girls 

never commit such crimes of intercaste marriage, as we watch them. Any thing pertaining 

to the girls is considered prestigious, among Mehtars. But in spite of many conflicts 

between the modem democratic institutions and traditional caste panchayat of Mehtars, 

people in the basti still value any judgments by the paanch. 

Education: 

Education among Mehtars is rather a recent and a new dimension in 

their lives. Particularly the establishment of Municipal Corporation of Hyderabad and 

subsequent absorption of the 'Mehtars' into government jobs, led to the transformation. 

Many primary and secondal") schools were setup in and around the neighbourhood of 

the basti since the 80's This helped many Mehtar households to send their children to 

schools. Due to 'untouchability' and polluted 'identity' attached to them because of 

their 'work' of s\\eeping many did not pursue education in the early periods of their 

settlement in the basti E\cept one or two households, majority of the children 

remained either at home or accompanied parents in their daily work. As narrated by 

Arun. 'earher these children accompanied their parents to their work place to get 

money and other eatables came back to play in the basti of mud walls". Now every 

family is sending their children to school. Even girls are also encouraged to go to 

schools Households, \\hose primary or substantial part of living depended on 

sca\ enging occupation. sho\\ ed relatively poor results; when compared to households, 

ha\ ing gO\ ernment and other employees or people who are into enterprising activities. 

There are more primal") and secondary school students anlOng non-scavenging 

households. 
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Educational levels among, scannging and non-scavenging households. 

Occupation of the Literacy Levels Tot 
households al 

NI Pnma Secondar Inter- Degr P 
I rv v mediate ee G 

House holds where 26 29 37 12 6 6 116 
scavenging work IS 
not primary 
GoVl Employee, 19 15 31 14 6 I 56 
clencal,police,class 
IVjobs,petty 
business, pig rearing 
etc. 
Scavengers, 5 8 12 2 I 28 
/"orking in pnvate 
firms 
Total 50 62 80 28 13 7 231 

Educationallenl among (persons) "hose households engaged in different forms of 

scannging occupation. 

Education 

I 2 3 4 5 

Nil 7 2 II 3 

Primary 8 4 16 

Secondary 12 2 15 I 

Intermediate I I 9 

Degree I I 3 

P.G I I I 

Total 30 II 55 I 3 

• Literacy rate is collected from the households where children are admitted mto I" class 
All population totaling 1678 people's hterac~ IS collected 

•• Percentage does not al"ays add up to 100 due to 'rounding' error 

I Household wor!. 
2. Non house hold "ork I Pnvate offices ' Theatres 
3. Municipal corporation : Govt offices 
4. Searches work every da} 
S. Work system (Budlika ka kam) 
6. Others (who wor!. on a dail) basIs and other kmds of Jobs) 
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Educational levels increase from joint families to Nuclear families High incidence of 

illiterates. are found among joint and other families. \\ hereas the progress is quite 

ahead in Nuclear families 

Educational Lenis among households of different famil) f) pes 

Famil) Educallon Tot 
type al 

Nil Pnmary Second Intermedl Degr P.G 
an ate ee 

Nuclear 30 36 50 12 8 6 145 
SubNuclear 2 5 7 4 I 19 
Lineal 12 II 15 8 3 I 50 
collateral 
Joint 
Supple men 2 I 3 
tal hneal 
collateral 
Single 6 I 6 3 I 17 
Jlerson 
Total 50 53 80 28 13 7 231 . . . . .. 
Dropout levels are high among nuclear fanuhes. as compared to JOint famIlies. The 

interesting thing about joint families is that there is better control and supervision among 

the joint family members. In the basti. famihes \\ho are into business and other 

entrepreneurial activity are giving more attention to their children's education. Some even 

drop their children at school and colleges. Dropout levels at secondary schools are high in 

all families and there are few dropouts at inter mediate level anlOng joint families. 

Dropout ICHls among different famil) f)'pes. 

Fanlll) EducatIonal le\ els Total 
type 

NIl Promar) Seconda Intemledl Deg 
r) ate ree 

Nuclear \O~ 15 15 7 I 142 

SubNuclea 16 I 2 19 

r 
Lineal 34 2 13 3 I 50 

collateral 
joint 
Supplemen 
tal lineal 2 I 3 

collateral 
joint 
Single 13 2 I I 17 

person 
Total 167 17 31 13 3 231 
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Many respondents from nuclear families felt that the dropping out from school is a result of 

economic hardships as many helped their parents in their work. A fev. also felt that 

frequent involvement in quarrels at school made them to leave. There are also incidents 

among them where students quarreled on their caste status in school or abused children in 

the name of caste. There are others, due to lack of interest left the school, whose number 

is high in the nuclear families. 

Reasons for dropouts from school among different family types 

Family Reasons Tot 
type al . To Quarre Not Faile Marn 

Assist Is mterested d ed 
Parents 

Nuclear 104 19 8 7 4 0 142 

Sub 18 1 19 
nuclear 
Lineal 34 5 4 2 5 50 
collateral 
Jomt 
Supplemen 1 I 1 3 
lal hneal 
collateral 

Smgle 13 1 2 1 17 
person 

Total 169 25 12 10 12 3 231 

There are altogether. 13 graduates, and 7 postgraduates found among these households 

One engineering and one medical graduate found in one family. 

In the basti, many elders, and youth opined that education, is a 

valuable thing and their children should go to schools, so that they will be able to ta\...e up 

other occupations But, many expressed inability to send or persuade their children to 

school. One infonnant said that 'these kids, are habituated to this basti environment, and 

they make friendships, which are not good'. As others say, many are not pursuing 

education as they ha\e occupational security and nobody can take away their jobs, as their 

occupation is considered polluted. Very few families in the basti, who are early migrants. 

or holders of Jajll/an rights, among Mehtars are well ahead in imparting education for their 

children. Families belonging certain Gotram~ like Bid/an, Chindalia, Mangll'an, and 
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Kagda. contain more number of literates than others. But with the opening up of 

govemmcnt and private educational institutions in and around basti parents are sending 

their children to school. In the earl) period, due to 'Urdu mediunl' schools, nobody sent 

their children. Now some households are also sending their children to English medium 

schools. These households are those. whose members are either in govemment servants or 

not dependent on income from scavenging occupation. 

Daily life: 

Daily life in the Ba~1I starts as early as 4:30AM. In the morning people 

who have to attend the s\\eeping \\ork at private houses get up early. They go for the 

work around 5:30 A M. and finish their work by 8:30 AM. If some one is engaged in 

some private works or pre\ iously arranged work, .they look after them, and return 

home by IIAM. But some. \\ho search for work daily, return home at 6:P.M After a 

meal and an after noon nap some get ready for the evening assembly of friends and sit 

for playing cards. and \'isit local marJ...et place for the purchase of the goods. Generally 

if some friends are available the) sit for a drink or two. For many, leisure activity 

means pia) ing cards and ha\ ing a drink with the friends. A few do prefer movies, but 

with the cable TV nel\\orJ... man) \\atch them at home during evening time. Women 

after returning from their \\ orJ... 111 the morning. attend to all household activities. 

Many participate in all the commumty festivals. 

The Basti and its Surroundings: 

The basti with its very location in the inner part 

of the old city ofler a unique. composition \\ith a <:omplexity of human relationships. In its 

early stages, this Mehtar basil is relatively isolated and was at the end of the inner city 

outskirts. But in course of time. \\ ith the growth of local population the residential areas 

have spread to\\ards all comers of the Mehtar bastL Now it is surrounded by Muslim 

residential area at one end and on the other side by Hindu communities belonging to 

various Ja/is. This basti has \\ltnessed severe communal clashes in the years 1992, 1997 

and 1998. The conununal clashes ha\e taken place due to some prejudiced propaganda by 

the mischievous elements \\ hose intention is to settle some political scores The very 

location of the basti is so significant that the Mehtars especially youth are automatically 
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33 59 
dragged to the violence, in which on~ of the youth belonging to my key infonnant family 

also died In yet another incident one of the Mehtars who went for the scavenging work in 

a particular household got killed and the body was dumped into the sewerage tunnel, 

according to one of the infomlaJlt This case is registered with the police. And this also 

becanle an issue for the communal \ iolence later on. Though these riots have created some 

distance between the Mehatars and the Muslims, later they were pacified with the 

intervention of the police, \\ho fonned friend ship committees. The youth and other do 

normally go for the shopping aJld for other petty things like tea etc, to the Muslim 

residential area. Some of the Muslims are even invited for the marriage ceremonies held in 

the basti also. Muslims also invite them for the marriage functions. 

The local Telugu communities also maintain friendly relations with 

the Mehtar community. And quite often they are invited for the marriages, festivals 

and other such popular festl\als like Ganesh chaturthi and Dasherra. But the 

participation of Telugu communities in the festivals and marriages of Mehtars is 

relativel) absent Mehtar youth's pamcipation in others festivals is also less. But on 

individual level they are related to man) people in course of their work. The frequent 

meeting points for many are the local liquor shops in the neighbour hood, where 

Mehtars interact \\ ith the local population. Some times there were clashes with others 

\\here the youth of the basti are 1m olved People who started enterprises like, 

tailoring. cable TV, are able to m\l1gle \\ ith many outsiders than the people who are 

engaged in the sweeping work. But \11 many instances, "we" "they" demarcations 

exist \\ithin and outside the ~1ehtar community, as it is evident in everyday 

interactions, and in the daily life st) Ie In the discourses regarding politics and other 

such topics, it is aJ\\ays mentioned b) the Mehtars that it is they (Hindu Jatis) who did 

that way or this \\ a) Apart from thi s e\ er) da) interactions, are limited to such things 

like, \\ ishing each other or some pelt) business interaction. In general there is a clear 

mental demarcation between the ~1ehtar's (\\ho engage in the scavenging occupation). 

and rest of the Telugu communities residmg in the area. 
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Public Amenities: 

The basti with its well-laid tar and cement roads is quite transfonncd 

during the past three decades. As one conmlUnity elder puts it, "earlier, our children played 

in dust and mud, pig sheds co-existed with us, even we faced difficulty in getting drinking 

water. We used to take our morning meal after the work, at work place. Children also 

accompanied their parents to assist and often to eat the food given by the householders". 

The Basti has undergone many changes in this respect, as it got many facilities. Its gradual 

transfomlation, from an isolated 'basti' to 'Nagar' (planned colony) improved many of the 

parameters of the living standards'. 

The basti is well connected to other part$ of the inner city of Hyderabad. 

Small b) lanes from the main road leads towards the basti . Both tar and cement roads 

are laid dov.n during the early nineties. Though the basti appears to be on the 

periphef) of the neighbourhood, a wide road towards it's southern end connects it. 

Facilities like water and electricity are available to all the households in the bastl. In 

recent times all most all households are connected with the cable TV network The 

police station is located a half kilometer av.ay from the basti . A high school run by 

the Go\ernment of Andhra Pradesh is established in the early nineties. But the 

medium of instruction is Telugu and hence man) of the children in the basti prefer to 

go to the other schools in the area. Though there is no hospital in the baSH, many 

private clinics are located in the area at a walkable dIstance. In fact the Va/lll1kl Bastl 

is located on the fringe of the larger neighbourhood facing east side, known as 

Go\\lipura I'a/miki basti is very close to a Muslim neIghbour hood in the region. The 

Muslim neighbourhood is connected with a tar road. Muslim community uses the 

connecting road to the basti. There are regular commuters from that part Though there 

is no \ehicular traffic in the basti, auto rickshaws, two wheelers and bicycles move in 

the area. There is one Public distribution shop in the basti, managed by one of the 

leaders in the community. Essentials like kerosene, sugar, wheat, soaps, etc are sold 

• Generall) 'bastl' sIgnIfies a residential area, almost aJ..m to slum WIth 10" standard ofl,\mg WhIle, 'Nagar' IS 
associated \\ Ith a more structured residential area with all amenotles 
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here. Many of the homes use this facility. A few go outside the basti for buying 

essentials. Often the). visil the nearby markets to buy the essentials. 
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WORKING AS SWEEPERS: WORK, IDENTITY AND CASTE. 

In the Valmiki basti persons engaged in the 

scavenging occupation belong to the second and third generation of people who migrated 

from various villages of Haryana in North India. In the last part of nineteenth century, and 

towards early twentieth century the Mehtars in the basti are engaged in the sweeping 

occupation in the houses of the then ruling Nizam and their officers. The early settlers were 

brought by the Nizam along with an army battalion to look after the horse sheds of the 

palaces. They were given a place to live, which is almost at the dead end of the then old 

city. Majority of the early migrants settled in this basti. This basti became a central 

habitation area for many Mehtars. Apart from this place Mehtars also spread over to serve 

the nobles in the various parts of the city. The work pattern and topography of their work 

changed with the enlT) of the municipal administration in the area of urban sanitation. The 

Mehtars were slowly got absorbed into the municipal administration as sweepers. In the 

city and in the neighbourhood, they are identified with their work that is sweeping. The 

name of the commumty that is "Mehtar' gradually come to be associated with the work 

they do. For many Mehtar means sweepers. In the public they are popular as 'metarollu' , 

"mefarodu' , who are scavengers. The community and its work became synonymous in the 

city. An ascribed status based on their work is given to them. which is a common 

phenomenon in Indian society, where birth- rights are ascribed rather than achieved. 

Working as s\\eepers: 

The "ork sphere of the Mehtars in the basti can be looked in terms of 

two spheres. One is "orking in the public sphere, which includes working as sweepers 

in the municipalities. This is managed by the state administration and the persons 

work there are salaried employees, employed by the local administration. In the 

second category work is analyzed keeping in view its private domain. Here Mehtars 

are engaged in the sweeping work, which is managed by themselves and the 

community. The payments and other benefits they get out of the work are based on the 

agreements made between their masters and themselves. Out of total two hundred and 

thirty one households in the basti, one hundred and sixteen are directly getting their 
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income out of the scavenging occupation. Among them either one or all the family 

members are engaged in sweeping work . They are engaged in a variety of sweeping 

works. One hundred and fifteen households derive their income not primarily from 

sweeping work, but from other occupations. These householders have either sold their 

rights on work or leased the work to somebody. 

There are thirty households who totally work as 

sweepers in the independent households in the city. Out of them twelve households 

belong to the small families ; thirteen belong to the medium size families. while five 

families belong to very large families respectively. Eleven families are engaged in the 

sweeping work in private companies, shops and theaters Fifty-five families are 

working as sweepers in the municipal corporation and other government offices. In 

this category twenty-one belong to small families. as twenty-three, eight and three 

medium and large and very large families respectively. Fourteen families, mostly 

belonging to small and medium families, search for their work eyel')' day. They also 

do regular sweeping work in some households and then go to various market places in 

the city, in search of small works, where payments are made immediately. Such works 

includes, either cleaning some floors of a shop or theaters or commercial complexes. 

Six households belonging to small and medium families are engaged in the Badli Iw 

kaam. They are working on some body's behalf. Here they pay fifty percent of the 

anlOunt they earn. to the o\\ner of the work. 

See the following table 
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Occupational Categories among Mehtars according to Family Size 

S Type of Occupation Family Size Tota 
N I 
o. 

Small Medium Larg Very 
(1-5) (6-8) e Large 

(9- (> 13) 
12) 

I Sweeping in 12 13 I 4 30 
Households 

:1 Sweeping in Pvt 4 6 I II 
Companies, shops, 
theatres etc 

3 Working as Sweeper in 21 23 8 3 55 
MCH, Govt offices 

4 Daily search, apan from 7 6 I 14 
household" ork 

5 Badh ka kaam, also 2 4 0 6 
some house hold "ork 

6 People "ho sold or 29 46 25 15 115 

leased their "or!.. 
Total 75 97 37 22 231 

Structure of the \\ ork: 

Persons working in the Municipal Corporation and 

government organizations attend their work early in the morning and return home by 

e\ening. Persons ~orking in such jobs rarely attend other works, as many of them 

attend to the household chores after returning from work. Mehtars engaged in the 

\\ort- of private firnlS and other market areas rather spend more time from the morning 

to the late evening. They do multiple job works in different parts of the city. Persons 

who are engaged in the s",eeping of independent houses start their daily routine rather 

earlier than those who work in the shops and government offices. Mehtars who have to 

search their work on a daily basis spend more time in the city and they travel more 

time in search of the ",ork. The) also work as daily wageworkers. They get their 

payments immediately after they complete the work. These persons some times also 

take up the works of others in the basti. And on their behalf they go and attend work. 

Persons, engaged in municipal work, quite often depute these people to work on their 

behalf. Both the parties mutually negotiate the payments made to such works. Since no 

body objects to such replacements there is more flexibility here. than in other 
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occupations says one informant. In another category people do the work of other 

Mehtars, in individual houses. The owner of the work generally holds the right to 

~ work in specific house. Persons employed by him will pay him fifty percent of the 

earnings. Generally such deals happen in closely connected families. These 

arrangements are also known as kaam karidna and kaam bechana (buying the work 

and selling the work). 

Work and time: 

Time spent on the sweeping work varies according to the nature of 

the work they do. It also determines the earning capacity of the members of the household, 

which varies according to family size and types. There are thirty-eight members who spend 

less than five hours in attending and completing their fomlal sweeping work. Among them 

majority belongs to the nuclear families. Members spending more than five hours are also 

largely from nuclear families. Nearly members of forty-nine families work in both the 

shifts from morning to evening. Twenty-three members work mainly in the morning hours 

of the day, while thirty-six members work till late morning hours to afternoon. Ten 

members regularly attend the work from 10'0 clock to 5'0 clock in the evening. Very few, 

works till late in the evenings. The following table gives the details. 

Time period, and time spent on scavenging work, according to family types 

S Working hours Type of Family 
I 

Total 
no 

I 2 3 4 5 
I < 5 hrs. 28 4 3 3 38 
2 > 5 hrs. 7 I 4 I \3 
3 Noon I I 2 
4 Working in both 27 5 13 2 2 49 

Shifts 
5 Till late evenin& I I 2 
6 Morning hours 13 I 7 2 23 

(5.30 - 10) 
7 Late Morning hours 24 3 9 36 

(8am -2PI1ll 
8 lOam - 5Jlm 7 3 10 
9 Others 34 4 II 9 58 

Total 142 I 50 3 17 231 
9 
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Nud~ar lanul) 

Sub Nudear famll) 

Llncal collaleral Joml famll} 

Suppicmental hncal collateral 

Smgle person hou,~ holds 

• Dala are coll~ct~d from household, and p~"on' __ ho arc cngaged 10 SC3\engmg occup.tlon. and altend 10 \\or~ 

dall) . ellh~r mdl\'lduall) 

•• Wor~ In bOlh shin,. mcludes. both MUnicipal. and pm.leI) emplo)~d s\\~cpcrs 

For persons engaged in sweeping work at individual houses, the day starts at 5'0 clock in 

the morning. If wife and husband are also working, they together go to work by 6A.M in 

the moming. They complete their work by 9 A.M, and.go round the bastis to collect their 

payments. Since payments, are made (9 independent!) by the householders, the time 

varies. Monthly pa)ments made by householders vary according to the agreement between 

the Mehtar and his employer. Mehtar collects their payments through ought the month on 

rotating basis. In all most all the days in the month there "ill be some sort of payments 

receiVed b) the Mehtars. They then go to the marJ..et place after wards to buy some 

vegetables or home needs and return home between 12-1 P.M in the noon. Some return 

early in the afternoon. After having an hour and half sleep women generally attend to 

homework in their houses. Men generally play cards. or some go around the market or look 

after any other subsidiary activity they can pursue A fe\\ families rear pigs and run the 

petty business shops. The afternoon free time is thus utilized in taking care of their 

subsidiary activities. In some joint families, sweeping ... ork is shared and exchanged by the 

members of the fanlily. This facilitates them to save time and look after other activities at 

home and outside. Due to this flexibility, members from joint families are able to manage 

time, efficiently to undertake subsidiary occupations. Among the joint family members, pig 

rearing is a common acti\ it)'. Pig rearing is an actl\ II). \\hich needs more time in 

maintaining and managing the sheds. 
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Subsidiary aeti"ities: 

Thirty five percent of the households are engaged in the 

various subsidiary activities. Auto driving, rearing pigs, and going for additional work 

in sweeping are common subsidiary activities for many. Sixteen members agreed that 

they play cards in the free time. Some are engaged in the magical rituals. Known as 

removers of the evil spirits, some persons in the basti adopted this as important 

secondary occupation. Many in the basti favour playing cards and smoking hukka. 

People play cards in the basti, in groups. Generally, many decisions are made during 

this time regarding the work, and evening activities. Many youngsters also play cards 

without any objection from the parents or the elders. Playing cards is a daily routine 

for many. Fe\\ are into local politics and social service activities. They are either 

members of some political parties or they work under some leader. Free time is 

available at one's will and wish, as any body can opt out of the wok. Their work will 

be completed or attended by some one from the family . One informant puts it this 

wa), 'what else one wants, this work gives plenty of free time and leisure' . 

The follo\\ing table presents various subsidiary occupations carried out by the Mehtar 

community. 

Subsidiary Aeth'ities in Different Occupational Categories 

S Subsldlal) actl\ itles Occupation Tot 
N al 
0 

I 2 3 4 5 6 
I Auto dmine 2 I 3 7 13 
2 Pen) bUSiness & I 3 4 

Finance 
3 Playing cards & 3 5 8 16 

House hold work 
4 Social ~orl. & PolitiCS 2 I 3 
5 Bacon & Rearing 7 10 17 

Animals 
6 Additional sweeping 4 I 2 17 24 

Work 
7 Physical e:l.ercises 

Sports 
8 Shamanism 1 I 2 
9 House hold work II 5 33 25 74 
10 House work & other 78 78 

~el:!L thines 
23 1 
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I Working as s\lccper al hoo,cholds 

2 \\'orLmg a. ... ~"l!l.!pcr In pfI\ah.: offices Icm~I1lJ th.:.lln:~ 

3 Working on MUllIeipal Corporallon / GOH olli"e d' '\leeper 

People \\ho \\ork on Bad/lw wm. pan lime ,\I cepe" /J.. \\ho search for \\ork e\el') da). b) gOing to markel 

Olher-. \\ho do nOI dorccll) work as sea\enger, Jnd do nol go 10 s\lcepong \lurk. The) arc engaged on other 

occupallons 

Work and Savings: 

The saving patterns among many households are similar with 

few having individual bank accounts. Mehtars engaged in the sweeping work in individual 

houses, and whose income comes from the scavenging work, mostly save in the local chits. 

Those who are engaged in the petty business, and are working in private organizations save 

their money in both chits and saving bank. accounts. There are few government employees 

who save in the local chits, followed by persons engaged in magical practices. There are 

onl) four who have taken Lie policy. Seventy households belonging to all categories of 

income sources have savings in local chits, banJ-s and life insurance policies. Families 

\\hose income comes from petty business and other areas are more. Those who are 

engaged in scavenging are relatively in small nunlbers who have these accounts. Thirty 

four house holds do not save in any manner as their incomes is not sufficient for their 

needs. Again in this category maJonty belong to the households whose income is from 

scavenging occupation The infomlal saving pattern is preferred more among Mehtars 

whose primary source of income is scavenging. This helps many to take money at 

convenient intervals with more flexibility. Whereas institutionalized savings are more 

among house holds who diversified their income generating activities. 

The following table furnishes the details 
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Types ohniogs in different occupational tIltegoriH (Non Stln enging bousrhold~) 

S 
N 
0 

I 
2 
3 .. 
S 

6 

SaVinI: p&lItrn Occupallon of Ihe household 

I 2 
Chits 76 8 
BanI. I I 
L1C 3 
ChllS, BanI. . 17 20 
L1C 
Depositing" IIh I 
indiViduals 
No savlnl/s 22 2 

116 35 
tlouscholds pnman "".001': !;Ollle) from )\\tt:plO~ "or" 

Go\1 anplo~(~ I \\orL.lII~ 10 ulli\.('~ eh. 

3 
30 
I 
I 
32 

9 
73 

Pen) buslO':)) an!.l\.'p,nJ.:nt cnlt:rJlll~ \\orL.lOM- In Prl'dl( (irm~ M \\atchmd.n sak~ no) cl\. 

MiliCI' pr.'1H.c, 

" 4 
I 

I 

I 
7 

• 0.... arc coll':Lh:J d~ n~\c,Jkd b\ IOfunntr .!luut tht:lf maIO ~\In~s bUilt mJ\ be: conSidered th.at hllU)dlOld, 

ha\C' mort than one 'urm 01 ~\ In~ 

Work and edutlltion: 

Educdtlun le\e1s among the MehtlID are \ery 10\\ Persons engdgeJ In 

the: scavenging \\ orl- pu~se~~ \ el) 10\\ Ie, el of educatiun T we:nl) -St", en household~. ne' er 

send their children to ~huuls EIghteen households are: able to IlldlJage their ..:hIIJren ·~ 

education till pnmaJ) le,e1 Fon)-se\en continue:d till the seconda!) level, as Ii,e: dlld three 

households respe..:m el~ are able: to manage till grdduate: and postgrdduate degree~ There" 

a better a\\arenes~ alllong the fanulte) and house holds \\hu are mto gU\e:nUllent 

employment than persons worl-mg 10 pm ate sphere 

Edueationallenls of persons and household oceupation. 

£duel/ion T)IX of" or" 

I 2 3 .. 5 6 
Nil 7 2 II 3 27 
Priman- I 4 16 I. 

12 2 15 I 47 
IIIIa.dealt I I 9 II 
DNIft· I I 3 ~ 

P.e:; I I I 1=-_ 
TOIII 30 II 5S I ) 110 
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'r 
• Literacy ratc IS collected lrum all popul.tlo" totJllng 1678 person, 

I Household "or~ 
2 Non house hold "or~ / !''''Jle oni,", ' lh~Jlr", 
3 MUnicipal corporation / (,0\ t oll;'c, 
4 Searches " or~ every da) 
5. Mutual exchange or"or~ (Bad/lAo Aaam) 
6. Others (who \Vorb ror hou,choldl non hou,chold etc) 

Drop out levels, are more among the Mehtars who are engaged in the household 

scavenging work. When the data are collected it is revealed that the majority of the 

dropouts assisted their parents in their work. A significant number of them have failed in 

primary and secondary level in schools. Some dropouts are due to quarrels at school with 

the fellow students. Among them many reported that one or the other time these quarrels 

are due to abuses using the caste name. Following table shows the details. 

Dropout Levels According to Occupation type of Households. 

SN Reasons for leaYlng Occupation Occupation Total Other 
a school Scavenging Non-Scavenging s 
I Assisted parents In 116 103 219 

their work 
2 Quarrels at school, 13 16 29 

for reasons of abuse 
and others 

3 Not Interested In 18 39 57 
studies 

4 Failed In the Exams 38 43 81 
5 Married 4 14 18 
6 Commit riots I I 

Total 405 1265 

·Dat. ar< colkclcd about II1dl\ IduJls In Ihe hou>chold 

Mutual e;\change ofnork: 

In many instances, Mehtars mutually support themselves 

irrespective of their working either in Municipal Corporation, or private organizations If 

two persons belonging to same family, working in different areas, they support each other. 

If the other person is sick or cannot attend for certain reasons, one of his family members 

and attend his work. Usually the) do not face any problems at the workplace, as no body 
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Types of savings in dilTerent occupational categories (Non Scavenging households) 

S. Saving pattern Occupation of the household 
N 
o. 

I 2 3 
I Chits 76 8 30 
2 Bank I I I 
3 LlC 3 I 
4 Chits, Bank. 17 20 32 

LlC 
5 Depositing" Ith I 

individuals 
6 No savines 22 2 9 

116 35 73 
Households proma,) Income comes from S\\ceplng \\or' 

2 GO\1 employee I \\or'lng In offices etc 

Petty bUSiness. Independenl enterpme. \\or'lOg 10 pmate firms as \\atehman . sales boy etc 

Magical practices 

4 
4 
I 

I 

I 
7 

• Data are collected as re\ealed b) IOformer about thm maIO sa\lngs, but It rna) be considered thai households 

ha\ e more than one form of sa\lng 

Work and education: 

Education levels among the Mehtars are very low. Persons engaged in 

the scavenging \\ork. possess very low level of education. Twenty-seven households, never 

send their children to schools. Eighteen households are able to manage their children's 

education till primary level Forty-seven continued till the secondary level, as five and three 

households respectively are able to manage till graduate and postgraduate degrees There is 

a bener awareness among the families and house holds who are into government 

employment than persons working in private sphere. 

Educational lewIs of persons and household occupation. 

Education Type ofWor!,. 

I 2 3 4 5 6 

Nil 7 2 II 3 27 

Primary 8 4 16 18 

Secondary 12 2 15 I 47 

Intennediate I I 9 II 

Degree I I 3 5 

P.G. I I I 3 

Total 30 II 55 I 3 110 
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• Lileracy rale is colleeled from all pOpul.llon IUlalong 1678 person, 
I Household "ork 
2 Non house hold "ork I Pm ale "nicc,' lhcdlre, 
) Municipal corporal Ion I GO\ I ollile, 
4 Scarches "ork cvel)' da) 
5. MUlual exchange of"or~ (8ad"~a ~aano) 
6. Olhers (who works for hou,eholdl non household elc ) 

Drop out levels, are more among the Mehtars who are engaged in the household 

scavenging work. \Vhen the data are collected it is revealed that the majority of the 

dropouts assisted their parents in their work. A significant number of them have failed in 

primary and secondary level in schools. Some dropouts are due to quarrels at school with 

the fellow students. Among them many reported that one or the other time these quarrels 

are due to abuses using the caste name. Following table shows the details. 

Dropout Levels According to Occupation type of Households. 

S.N Reasons for lea\ mg Occupallon Occupation Total Other 
0 school Scavenglllg Non·Scavenging s 
1 Assisted parents m 116 103 219 

their work 
2 Quarrels at school, 13 16 29 

for reasons of abuse 
and others 

3 Not interested III 18 39 57 
studIes 

4 Failed in the hams 38 43 81 
5 Married 4 14 18 
6 Commit riots I I 

Total 405 1265 

"Dala arc colkcted aboul Ind" Idual s on the household 

Mutual exchange of work: 

In many instances, Mehtars mutually support themselves 

irrespective of their working either in Municipal Corporation, or private organizations. If 

two persons belonging to same family, working in different areas, they support each other. 

If the other person is sick or cannot anend for certain reasons, one of his family members 

and anend his work. Usually they do not face any problems at the workplace, as no body 
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comes forward to do the sweeping work. These kinds of exchanges are quite common in 

the basti. These arrangements are made across families, barring few individual differences 

Some times work arrangements are made from both short periods to longer durations. The 

actual employee or the person who is supposed to do the work is replaced by the one who 

is actually is not an employee or owner of the work. Kinship and famil} ties are also useful 

in many ways in making agreements. The older people who cannot continue in their work 

as sweepers give their worl to one of the family members. There are no stringent rules with 

regard to exchange of work. If any dispute arises due to personal reasons, they are solved 

b) the caste panchayal of the community. 

People and work place: 

Mehatars encounter people at various work places, 

involving government officers to petty businessmen. In the public sector offices, usually 

they maintain good relations with the staff. As sweeping work is nothing to do with the 

other domains of the work sphere in the office spaces, there is little interaction with the 

officials. The lower rung officials who are supposed to be supervisors of sanitation are 

quite fanliliar with the Mehtars. They attend the work in offices much earlier to the office 

hours. and later the} keep roaming around the office and its surroundings. During the 

festi\'al times like Dashera and Dn'ali, they collect money and gifts from the office staff. 

Though other category employees do collect the money, sweepers demand their own share 

and special contributions from the staff and officials in the offices. These kinds of 

pri'ileges are not available to Mehtars who work in the public areas like cleaning toilets, 

removing garbage or in sewage tunnels. They maintain relatively little contact with people, 

as there is no need for going to offices, except on salary day. Mehtars working in the 

offices rarely went on strikes, as described earlier, officials help them, in all kinds of crisis 

or needs. If a Mehtar is unable to go to work for some reason, one of his family members 

or some body will be sent to do the work. Persons engaged in the sweeping work of the 

pri\'ate houses, maintain relatively good relations. There is not much one to one interaction, 

except during the time of payments. Few Mehtars who are directly engaged in the 

scavenging work are quite often invited to the public ceremonies and events, like marriage. 

But these people are relatively less in number. Persons working for individual houses as 

s\\eepers, have very less interaction with them except during festival occasions They enter 
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the house from the back yard and yell at them infonning that the Mehtar came to clean the 

toilets. The broom and water bucket is readily kept in the toilet, or water is provided upon 

his arrival in a bucket kept exclusively kept for the purpose. In some Muslim houses, 

Mehtars enter the house from the front door itself. In these houses Mehtar is allowed to 

take water without any inhibition, unlike the Hindu houses where water is provided upon 

the request of the Mehtar. In these private houses Mehtars get all kinds of alms during 

festival seasons, including money, food and clothes. A few of them, also receives food 

items every day. Generally the treatment at work place is normal. But thirty-one 

respondents feel that people maintain distance from them and treat them differently. The 

interaction with those people is also very less in many occasions. Eight respondents feel 

that the pa)ments they receive are small and are delayed many times. A few of the 

respondents said that. while they come out after cleaning the toilets, many sprinkle water of 

their footsteps, so that the pollution caused by them can be removed. They also felt that 

their behaviour is suspected since they belong to Mehtar Jali. 

The foJlo\\ing table gives the opinions expressed by the various respondents. 

Treatment at l\ork place, by the employers, towards persons l\orking as sweepers, or 

belonging to the Sl\ eepers family 

S.No. Opinion Persons 
1 No Problem. "e are treated nonnaliy 178 
2 Ke~p distance from us I some treat us very mhumanil 31 
3 Lo\\ wages are~pald at irregular time periods 8 
4 The) sprlnl.le \\ ater, on our footPrints But give us gifts 2 
5 Some su~ct our behaVior. because we are Mehtars 6 
6 No response 6 

Total 231 

• Data is colkCled from ondl\lduals. \\ho arc \\or~ong as s\\cepe" presenll). and abo on the past. from all 231 · 

house holds 

After their work hours, Mehtars go to the market and interact with 

number of people. But many of them are peny businessmen or shop venders. Their 

interaction with them is normal. In their everyday interaction in the local market, teashops 

and hotels. they usually maintain good relations with men. But they are known with their 

occupation. 
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Work place-c:oping with polluted identity: 

As described earlier, Mehtar's work in a 

variety of public and private spheres as sweepers. Unlike the constraints involved in the 

private sphere, sphere of work at public places are bener organized. Persons working in the 

private institutions or houses. have to cope up with many uncertainities and risk factors. 

These involve from the low the wages to behaviour like looking upon the sweepers with 

caste identity. Many Mehtars felt, though the treatment meted out to them is relatively 

normal in many respects, still they some how are unable to mix freely with their employers, 

particularly in private organizations and houses. All, in the basti, have emphasized this. The 

work that is scavenging practiced by them is considered as their unique feature. 

A person who works as a sweeper and also into auto' driving as subsidiary occupation, 

revealed the following strategies employed by him while cleaning toilets. He says ' ] 

employ a variety of tricks 10 get more money as well as to tease the persom who pay me 

meager amounts as salal)' Some times] keep more stone in the toilet, so that they ask me 

to remove them in m) next \'isit to the house They pay me whatever] demand Other wise 

III nurmal occasions the)' do not pay in time. it al~o happens that] visit their houses a bit 

lale, so that they feel my need But you knOll', this all becawe of our helplessness (majburi) 

thai] do such things YOIl knOll' to maintain afamll)' is rei)' difficult, you see ] also took to 

all/a dril'ing'. Raj further says that he never kept his identity as a secret anlong the friends 

and other college mates '1 never felt bad that 1 am born into Mehtar caste.' Says Raj . 

Another informant sa) s that he has been sweeping the school toilets of the local Muslim 

community for almost two decades. He says he is unable to remove the stones piled up in 

the toilets of the schools. As it is known practice among Muslims that one has to clean the 

genitals completely and many use the small pieces of bricks for the purpose, which are 

piled up in large numbers. He further says" 1 was never paid extra money for this hard job, 

rather they scold me if I go late to the work What to do. I scold them in the low voice and 

start doing my work'. But many of the Mehtars are of the opinion that they go to work to 

do it completely and return \\ith the payments. But due to the inferior treatment, meted to 

them they avoid the work half way or do it superficially. ' U71O iulOWS what Ii e are doing 

and ho\l' much powder or acid we use' says one informant. 
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Most of them opined that they are identified with the \\or).. they do 

rather than, valuing their honesty. As Saroj puts it .. The Hindus any way do not treat us 

properly. However trustworthy we are, nobody believes us. You know we clean the dirt of 

the people and still we are not respected. Even though I give services by cleaning their dirt, 

toilets, and their feet and drink that water, they don't believe me. Instead they believe their 

O\\n caste men. The doctor, who every day touches human excreta for testing is respected. 

He cuts the body and puts his hand in the womb, and cleans it again, and people respects 

him and salute him. Don't they think that we are equal to them". Then the informant 

pointing to the demeaning attitude of the people towards Mehtars pointed that he respected 

the researcher for his age, but not by caste. He further comments by saying that the world 

respects rich, irrespective of his identity. 

Women, Household and \\'ork: 

Women's contribution to work at home and out side 

is very significant among the Mehtar households. Majority of the households needs are 

taken care by the women. In the early hours, women accompany their husbands to work in 

various bastis. Women return rather early by 12 P.M to home. On their return they buy 

\egetables and other required ration for that day. They prepare lunch and wait for the 

children to return from the school or work. Apart from this regular household work is 

totall) taken care by them. It is regular feature for many housewives that they have to 

attend the needs of their husbands during their drinking time in the evening. Generally 

preparation of some vegetable or pork curry is very common Housewives, have to serve 

\\hatever is required during this time. Though a few men participate in house keeping 

activities. it is the women who do the maximum household work. For many there is no 

entertainment except going to the local theaters for the noon shows. Watching movies is 

once a great past time. but with the invasion of the television, many stick to their homes to 

\\atch the popular cinema and other prograrrunes. Women apart from their household 

chores do accompany their husband in some cases where the work burden is more. If the 

husband is sick and unable to go to work, she goes and completes his duties It happens at 

both private houses as well as government offices. Generally no body objects if wife of a 
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sweeper coming and doing job on his behalf. Buying essential goods is also a women's job 

anl0ng the Ml!htars. Men rarely go to the mar!,.ets for shopping Women go to the nearby 

market area to buy vegetables and other essential commodities for the home. Though there 

is no clear sexual division of the labour, women traditionally engaged in the scavenging 

work. But in recent times the educated and socially mobile families, are not sending the 

girls to the scavenging work. In the recent past, there is an incident where some residents of 

a nearby neighbourhood assault a Mehtar girl. Women observe strict veil system while she 

walks in the basti . The same also applies in the house also, if some elderly people are 

around. Though women perfoml many services and other ritual functions, they are not 

allowed to visit the burial ground and to participate in the death processions in the 

community. The earnings of the women are spent on the household needs. Generally the 

tips and other alms they get are spent without any hesitation on children. During the house 

hold functions and ceremonies men sit separately as all women assemble at one place. 

The work sphere of the women and men though is same; the community life is quite 

segregated and limits the women only to certain social activities Children are more 

dependent on their mother for many things. The women mostly manage the savings. It is 

interesting to note that many women have their savings" lth their employers. Generally the 

ceremonial practices carried out in the basti , have good contribution from the women in 

terms of participation and activity. Apart from these acti\ ities many playa key role in 

organizing and maintaining the famil) relations. They loo!" after the mutual exchange of 

pleasantries, and other activities. In many cases it is found that it is women who contribute 

to family sustenance in times of economic hardships and unJ..novm set backs. 

Economic hardship and Family: 

In most of the fanlllies who work under the badli /w 

/warn (where income is shared between the owner of the work and the worker), face 

hardship due to low level of income and Insecurity. Most of them try to cope up with the 

system by working for others in the basti as well as working out side, by taking up part -

time jobs etc. Some work in the neighborhoods as part time sweepers as others go on 

searching for work in the outskirts of the city. In this category many work as sweepers and 
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• manual labourers at marriage function halls in the city. Though the \\ork they are engaged 

is temporary, it gives them instant income. Some children belonging to these fanlilies also 

assist parents in doing private works related to sweeping etc in the market areas. Another 

way is taking petty loans from individuals in the basti itself. This helps them to get money 

at low interest, as well as timely. But the other obligation is the moneylender even if he 

belongs to the sanle community demands them to work in his house without payment. 

Many work on such occasions but without any payments. They receive some eatables from 

such assigrunents. The lender also requests them to work on his behalf in some government 

offices as scavengers. A few families who are slightly better off in the basti started small 

kirana shops for selling pett), things. Generally such businesses are either, looked after by 

some siblings in the fanlil). One of the nuclear families .even started a hiryani shop. In this 

fanlily both wife and husband are working as sweepers. After the wife returns from the 

work around the noon she prepares the hiryani with pork. The small shop at their house is a 

place where they sell it, till the late evening. This is in demand as many sit for the drinks in 

the evening. Apart from this kind of activities, some individuals do engage in the local 

dispute resolution and other such activities. They get commissions depending upon the 

deal. Many youth in the basti are attracted towards such practices as it gives them regular 

income, not only during the dispute time but whenever they require the money. Many 

individuals whose income IS mainly from scavenging are into this part time venture. Some 

are even part of the larger groups else where in the city and work on their behalf. This 

caused a lot of havoc \\ ithin the community as some youth are arrested by the police, and 

are kept in the police station for long time. Some youth in the basti do maintain 

connections with local petty businessmen, and other traders to help and solve certain 

disputes pertaining to business and personal matters. The persons belonging to lower 

income families among Mehtars also resort, though rarely to stealing the pigs from others 

famls and such activities. Though this practice has relatively come down in recent times, it 

was a common practice for many in the past. 
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Work and leisure: 

For Mehtars the notion of leisure is not separate from their work 

It is quite integrated into their work and every day life. As Robert A. Slebbins (2000) 

points out" The singular values, anitudes and expectations that constitute an important part 

of the sub-culture of some professions are so attractive that an unknown, but nonetheless 

significant proportion of professionals, are further moved to seek them outside the work 

place, hoping to continue experiencing the rewards of challenge, personal appeal and 

psychological absorption they have come to expect at work'. In the popular notion leisure 

time is considered as some rejuvenating period, where after a hard days work one expects 

or will be longing to enjoy that time. But among Mehtars, work is some thing, which 

happens mechanically, without much expectation. And they do the work not because they 

enjoy but it is their basic means for the survival. The motivation required for work does not 

come from the gains they make from it. It is a compulsion for he or she to work for 

survival. Mehtars leisure or free time is not a planned schedule, it happens in a daily 

routine. The dail) leisure of Mehtar conununity is also intertwined with the nature of work 

they do that is sca\enging. Work offers them multiple choices and freedom to make 

decisions. about how to spend the time. 

As described earlier many retWll to the home by noon or early evening. 

Fe .... of them spend their time in relaxing either by sleeping or chaning for a while with the 

neighbours. Majority takes this time, to play cards with the friends in the basti. Generally 

pIa) ing cards is almost an every day acti\ ity for many. There are some individuals who 

regularly meet on a specified place and time. Youth have their fiiendships and net-works in 

this regard In the basti there are t\\O major divisions anlOng them based on their affiliation 

to gUfra. Though everyone moves cordially, still there is some uneasiness anlOng them. 

Due to earlier fights among them and other feuds related to land and marriage disputes. 

there exists a clear demarcation between some families. In playing cards, no particular time 

is fixed. As and when two or three people assemble they start playing the game. Younger 

persons never go the places where elder people are playing cards. Unless some one asJ...s for 

any help like getting a cigar or water etc, younger people do not approach them. It is a 

conunon tradition anlong the Mehtar that, one should respect the elderly and should not 

play any sort of games with them The younger people play in their 0\\-11 age groups There 
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are no fights among them during this play. It is observed that they never had any quarrels in 

these matters. Playing cards continues till in the evening some times after evenings also. 

Some leave the game by early evening, about 4'0 clock, and go the market or go for the 

auto driving if one has. If it is youth, many prefer to go to the local gym maintamed by the 

conmlUnity. Some also go to the local ground for playing. A few among them go to the 

market areas around and go for some personal works. Between six and seven in the 

evening many return from their daily chores. And this time is important for many, as many 

prefer to have a drink. 

Work, drink and community: 

Drinking in the evening is a daily activity for many in 

the basti. This is part and parcel of their life style. Around 6'0 clock many return from their 

daily work. Some prefer to drink in their homes. But many form groups and they assemble 

at particular time, where they participate in the drinking acti\ ity. Money required is some 

times pooled from the participants. or some individuals share the cost. Few of the Mehtars 

go to the local toddy shop for the drink. There they drink along with others in the 

neighbourhood. It is observed that during the drinking time Mehtars do not quarrel. It may 

happen outside the basti . There is no restriction for any regarding the drinking in the basti. 

One infornlant said that ·drinJ....ing is essential for the work they do. One has to tolerate the 

bad smell in the lavatory during their work in the day, and hence having a dnnk in the 

evening will make them sleep better' . It is also claimed that sexually they will have better 

stanlina than many. It is noted that many take drink even in the early hours in the morning. 

Before going to work they take a few pegs of alcohol, again to escape the diny smell in 

their v.ork place. Though there are no restrictions for the youth on taking alcohol. all 

activity of the youth regarding alcohol happens in private However elders do not object for 

such acti\·ities. Some youth who are progressive in nature tried to stop the drinking activity 

b~ formulating strict rules and punishment for such activities. But they are all in vain due to 

callous attitude of leaders, says one youth. Though drinking at work place does not occur. a 

fev. persons who work in sewerage tunnels of the municipality do take alcohol These 

persons go deep into the tunnels to remove the din. filth and poisonous gases like methane 
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causes trouble to their breathing. Drinking activity is household activity in small families. 

since the persons in the small family and small income groups cannot afford large amount~ 

of money. Youth and individuals from large income fanlilies quite often get together to 

have a drink. Some of the individuals who are engaged in the magical practices do sponsor 

to friends quite often. But many a times they sponsor such activity to please their clients, 

who visit for solutions for their problems. Very few who are in their old age and people 

engaged in the magical ritual performances take ganja (intoxicant derived form the leaves 

of cannabis sativa). Families, whose income level is very low, rarely participate in 

communi!) dinking activity. Many buy their drink in the market area, after their work, and 

bring along \\ith them to home in the evening. 

Part time political activity, and social work: 

Participating in local political 

parties, and their activities is another part -time activity for many. Youth and leaders 

among Mehtars take pride in such association with the political leaders. Some proudly 

boasts of their relationship with certain influential leaders in various parties. Most of 

them, who actively participate in such political and social work activities, are not 

completely engaged in the scavenging worh. . Either some one is working on their 

behalf or if it is private work. given to others on Badil ka kaam. Joining a political 

party or maintaining close relations with government officials is regarded as some 

achievement among the community members 111 the basti . These persons who are 

connected to political parties like Congress, Telugu De!> am, Bharatiya Janata party, 

Majlis illehadul Muslimeen etc, often manage in getting funds for the various activities 

in the basti . One informant is successful in getting funds through his political 

connections and is able to organize the Ganesh challIrthi very successfully. A few are 

also engaged in the local dispute resolution, with the active support from their political 

bosses. Some participate in the social work. These people collect the names of the 

some of the eligible beneficiaries for government developmental programmes. They 

maintain good relations with the beneficiary, as well as the officials in processing their 

papers for a loan. Though people in the community have objections about these 

middlemen. they seldom protest, and rather go to them again and again to pursue their 
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mallers with officials. A few youth are officially elected as members of the local level 

organization for the political parties. The relations are always used to assert individual 

domination on others, in the basti, for getting some favours from the local public as 

well as government institutions. These may include the local police station to private 

businessmen in the neighbourhood. There are many events managed in the basti with 

active financial support from the various sponsors. In spite of jealousy and personal 

interests in everyday life there are no conflicts among them. Though the community is 

one in many respects there exists a strong notion of self-identity among these 

individuals who are potential harbingers of and change. 

Self- esteem and the individual: 

Though there is certain amount of self-elevation and 

glorification an10ng many castes, it is seldom aimed at ridiculing the others. In many of 

the ex untouchable communities it is found that their self esteem and prestige is derived by 

opposing or contesting the upper castes. And in the process they ridicule or invent gossip 

on them. This IS evident in many riddles and m)1hs analyzed by the ethnographers. 

(Moffat· 1979. Oehege: 1998). Mehtars engaged in the scavenging occupation never agree 

that the scavenging occupation is a choice for them, but thrust upon them, and they are 

doing it out of the necessity. Many felt that the very occupation gives them certain 

pri\ ileges. unlike man) others It is pointed that there .... iII be no takers for this job of 

s .... eeping and hence there is no competition for them in getting a work for livelihood 

Therefore no one can challenge his or her right to pursue this occupation. In spite of 

other castes joining the municipal jobs and other private organizations, there is no 

significant threat perceived for their job security. It is a common perception among 

Mehtars that no body comes and intervenes in their affairs. Whether it is at a 

government office \\ork or in a private organization. there is no involvement from 

others, particularl) from the officials. This is because there are no significant stakes 

for them in this kind of a job. 
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Occupational unit)· and Caste: 

There is a common feeling among Mehtars that no 

body comes to their rescue in the times of crisis. Most of them feel that their 

occupation is linked with low status, for others seldom come to rescue them, as they 

cannot benefit in any manner. This perception made them to believe that a community 

unity only helps them to protect their interests. In the hours of crisis and also in normal 

time they come together on various issues. Unlike other occupations this gave them a 

chance to benefit from the various kinds of public and private sector employment. It is 

also noticed among them a strong bond of kinship ties. If any thing happens to any 

persons either man or woman in t?e neighbourhood· or elsewhere in the city, all of 

them go to their rescue. Once there was clash between some outsiders and Mehtars in 

the local toddy shop. In no time there are nearly a dozen people gathered there for his 

rescue. Though he belongs to the rival group, they did not mind helping him. The 

mobilization of people happens in no time irrespective of the issue. Mehtars in the 

study area also maintain a close relationship \\ith Mehtars working in other areas. In 

fact they are connected through family and kin relations. They also often come to their 

n:scue if needed. There is a well-developed communication network among them to 

inform the activities of one another. GeneraJl) the) meet at various work places and 

e'l.change ne" s on matters of mutual interest In many of the disputes involving such 

issues like land and property dealings with others, Mehtars help each other by 

negotiation as well as resorting to mild violent practices They very much know that 

their caste identit) bring them strength in negotiation The common perception of the 

neighboring people is that it is futile to ha\e a fight with the Mehtars, as they are 

considered. as people capable of creating unease for them. 

Another feature of the community is that certain people emerged 

\\ithin the community as leaders, who have questionable criminal background who 

\,ere booked under various criminal acts in police station. Most of them. with cases 

pending in the court or some who participated or convicted for many unlawful 

activities, emerged as leaders in course of time. Some later started working for 
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political parties or else functioning individually. They help people in solving disputes 

regarding property and other related activities. These kinds of individuals are known 

as 'Tigers' among the Mehtar community. They yield power in the locality as well as 

influence the local,leadership and bureaucracy. Many issues, which cannot be solved 

in normal conditions, come to these people who solve them quickly. They use all 

means in dealing with the problem, which some times include very severe 

punishments involving life. In their biographical narrations of the events, it is noticed 

that a good number of people are involved in such activities. These individual have 

created a niche for themselves as well as for the community. Many a times, the 

community identity goes along with the individual and individuals with the 

community. This situation helps many to negotiate or to deal with certain issues very 

firmly. The members of the community are well aware of these individuals and their 

activities. 

Polluted Identity and Violence: 

In the neighborhood many feel that Mehtars 

live a life style of very peculiar sorts. Eating pork and rearing pigs are considered as 

equally polluting along with the occupation they are engaged. Mehtars are also aware 

of the others notions about them and their caste identity. Normally life passes off 

peacefully in the basti except in rare occasions. But many of the disputes and feuds 

happen out side the basti. Potential dispute sites are local teashops, small business 

units and the liquor shops in the neighbourhood. The collective identity of the Mehtars 

strengthens their unity in the hours of crisis Once there is an incident in the local 

bangle shop involving a girl from the Mehtar community. The case is that Mehtar girl 

is assaulted by the bangle seller, while she is bargaining in the shop. It also reported to 

some of the youth that the vender touched and squeezed the hands of the girl. Within a 

few minutes time a handful of youth from the basti went to the area and barged into 

shop of the bangle seller and gave him severe beatings. The seller did not report to the 

police, as it is a big hassle for him. He is afraid that the case may hamper his business. 

Later when the youth returned from the shop they took great pride in beating the 

businessman not because he assaulted the girl but he did not report to the police One 
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of the youth proudly claimed that 'it is because of MC!htars that the businessman did 

nut complain IV the pulice If It i~ sume Telugu caste person beats him, he might have 

retaliated immediutel) Mehtars are Mehtars, they cannot be conquered'. 

In another incident a Mehtar youth is beaten and stabbed by a 

person in the local todd) shop. Immediately after listening the news, a group of people 

from the basti \\ent and beat the whole group present in the toddy shop, After a few 

hours of shouting from both the sides, the matter ended peacefully. One of the youth 

opined that no bod~ can hurt a Mehtar, since they know about our 'power' and 

'tiger 's . There are numerous incidents where Mehtars out witted many in their 

fighting. During man) of the communal clashes that occurred in the neighbourhood 

Mehatrs had violent fights with the local Muslim -population. During one of the 

communal clashes in the year 1997, many were killed in the violence. Mehatr youth 

went to defense as the rival Muslim group stoned their basti. The fight occurred on a 

large scale with all possible destructive weapons like swords and spears. One of the 

Mehtar youth \\ as shot dead in the police firing. After a few weeks the matter was 

forgotten but the memories of the death still persist among many. In some of the 

conversations man~ pointed out that it is Mehtars, the people who are engaged in the 

dirty occupation defended the majority community who are other wise attacked by the 

Muslims. The communit~ took great pride in this, that it defended many and it is only 

possible for them but not others. One of the informant says that' it is because of our 

\'(/Iul/r and bral'el) tile pride of the Hindus is protected But we are slill Ireated as low 

by them', The notion that they are contributing productively to their fellow citizens is 

very strong among the Mehtar community. The relative isolation and subjugation in 

caste hierarchy makes man) Mehtar youth feel that they cannot be stopped by any 

body, in whatever acti\ it)' they do. They felt that the society owes them in many 

respects. It is a strong feeling prevailing among many Mehatrs that the very acts they 

do reflect the freedom they enjoy. The relative isolation and living in a basti with a 

stigmatized identit). gave Mehtars an unbridled freedom. The polluted identity and 

relative segregation of the basti made many local Telugus to shy away from them. 

They also felt that the) couldn't be threatened by anyone, as the people are aware of 

the consequences, This has contributed to a sense of freedom and security from others, 
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Segregation and Strength: 

The relative isolation resulting from the polluted 

identity of work turned into a positive element in the day-to-day life of Mehtars. 

Various notions built around them by the outsiders also became a plus point for many 

Mehtars. When some wants to enter the basti, they cautiously manage themselves and 

surroundings. First it is mandatory for any body to speak to the local leadership, 

before embarking on any work. Outsiders always have suspicious eyes with regard to 

valmiki basti . No body in the neighbourhood wishes to maintain relations with them 

except for routine works. There exists no fear among Mehtars that some body will 

enter the basti to steal or do some harm to them. A.s pointed out by an informant, 

people are scared of us; no body can dare to enter this basti . No one can steal our pigs. 

Hence no theft problem arises. He further says that if at all an}thing happens it is 

because of our people but not because of outsiders. There is a sense of freedom among 

the Mehtars, which is a result of their occupational identity. and relative segregation. 

One informant says that outsiders do not like pigs roaming around in the basti. They 

do not eat pork . That is the reason why they try to avoid coming to the basti. People in 

the neighbourhood try the maximum to avoid contact with Mehtars in the basti. 

Mehtars also feel that, others are scared of them because of the past incidents 

involving Mehtars in many violent activities in the neighbourhood and elsewhere. 

Some of them even proudly boast of their valour in fighting With a laughing voice 

they say log darlha Iwi (people are scared of us). These perceptions of Mehtars are 

derived from their, every day interaction with the people at \\ork pl ace and as well as 

with others. One of my mformant while describing the basti to me says that . ye 

MehtaI' Basli hai IdaI' aane keliye log ko sochana padla Iwi Because this is MehtaI' 

Basti. One needs to thinJ.... before entering here. It is Very notorious and the den for the 

tigers'. These perceptions reflect the Mehtars understandmg of others and as well as 

themselves. Many development personal and people related to various government 

offices though make visits on official works; they seldom stay for a few minutes in the 

basti. They quickly complete their job or either hand over some responsibilities to the 

local person. In the community hall located in the basti , teachers are supposed to come 
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to give feed to the children under child development scheme. But rarely the teacher 

visits and the work is managed by a local person. There is a feeling among the 

Mehtars that they are obliged to none either in the neighborhood or outside, and they 

are empowered to get the maximum benefits from the society. 

Lobbying for Development: 

Mehtars in the basti are quite confident of getting 

any development benefit There are provisions for certain development initiatives, and 

the community leaders are successful in getting their due in time. This is made 

possible because of the strong lobbying skills, coupled with the community identity. 

Everywhere the identity of the community becomes. strength in forming a pressure 

group to demand certain benefit or program. The degrading identity of caste is 

perceived as strength in many ways to assert their right and to get the benefits in quick 

manner. The lobbying skills of the leaders helped them to get many facilities in time. 

For laying a tar road in the basti the community leader went to the municipal officials 

and convinced them to lay the road according to his wish. Within the community there 

are certain leaders \\ho became brokers for the development programs and mediates 

between the communit) and go\ernment officials. Though there is some opposition 

for such individuals \\ lthin the community, people are submissive as they get their 

loans and other benefits through them and often depended on their help. The inferior 

status of caste, at tllnes gains strength in itself for demanding the benefits and favours. 

The assertion of many that they need more benefits, comes from the notion that they 

are treated as 10\\ and they \\ork for others by cleaning their filth, which no other 

person ever willing to do. The comparison with others, and individuals belonging to 

other castes is a common trait in the life style of the Mehtars. 

State initiatives and Affirmatin action: 

Several programmes and special 

development schemes aimed at scheduled castes and particularly communities 

engaged in menial occupations benefited the Mehtars to a great extent in spite of some 

lapses here and there. The special constitutional safeguards and several measures 
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taken up by the respective ' governments both at National level and regional level 

helped and motivated these underprivileged communities to take up modern 

occupations and gain access to education and other public facilities . 

Mehtars in Hyderabad experienced significant 

change during the late sixties with the Municipal administration coming into 

existence. Till then they were employed by the private houses and engaged in 

occupations in royal houses. llWhen municipal administration has taken over the 

supervision of public amenities like sanitation and health, Mehtars are absorbed into 

jobs available with the Government. Most of them joined in the public sector jobs as 

scavengers and helpers in sanitary work. Subsequently they are into two spheres of 

work one in public sphere with an organized workforce and another in private sphere 

with independent working schedules and rules governed by the traditional institution 

of the community. 

This shift towards the public sphere brought considerable 

change in their life style and outlook. Coupled with these changes government 

programmes aimed at the development of scheduled castes also helped them to get 

exposure to the outside world much more than earlier period. Near about eighty 

percent of the population in the basti are beneficiaries of some development 

programmes It is found that more than thirty percent of the households benefited with 

the auto ricksha\\ loans provided by the state. Though some of them are not successful 

in running these autos. quite a large number of them are able to get benefit from this 

scheme. A community center was established in the late eighties in the basti with the 

aim of taJ...ing care of children and their nutritional needs This community hall also 

helped the people to organize themselves effectively. Apart from being a center for 

children development this hall is quite often used for arrangmg community feasts and 

celebrating festivals and recreation center for youth and children. A school was setup 

with the local governments initiative, which is running successfully, but some prefer 

to send their children to private English medium schools. UnliJ...e the earlier period the 

special housing schemes aimed at scavengers in particular paved the way for 

construction of a colony. This is an important programme. which transformed the life 
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style of the community as they shifted from thatched houses to pucca houses with 

water and electricity supply. This gradual transformation subsequently led to the 

incorporation of many new things in everyday life . 

Apart from many programmes the special developmental 

programmes under the scheme of eradication of scavenging and other menial 

occupations by the government of India has benefited the community. Self 

employment schemes like auto driving, pig rearing petty business heavy vehicle 

driving sewing machines and various other training programmes aimed at imparting 

technical and professional skills have brought positive changes among the Mehtars. A 

sewing center in the basti was established to impart various technical skills for girls is 

successfully managed in the basti. It has achieved considerable change in economic 

development and well being of the society. Assertive policies in educational 

institutions also paved the way for many to have access to the opportunities. Number 

of families benefited under this scheme are very few, but the) became role models for 

many in the community. 

These programmes aimed at the partIcular occupational group 

brought changes in their everyday life. Occupational shift is one such positive result of 

the program. Shift of occupation and increased income le\ els and purchasing power 

paved the way for social mobility. Most families realized the importance of education 

and invested substantial amount of their earnings in educating their children. But the 

drop out levels and discontinuation at school were common. the success of a few 

families in the process inspired others. However development programmes aimed at 

the eradication of scavenging work have not brought any note \\orth change. But this 

programme benefited who are in search of alternative \\ ork These changes helped 

them to gain mobility in terms of earning capacity securing diverse job avenues and 

higher standard of living compared to the past. But Mehtars still feel that they are a 

segregated lot. The community and the individuals made se\ eral efforts in the process 

to be identified with the larger society outside though selectively. The positive 

changes brought out by these policies further strengthened the urge anlong individuals 

to organize themselves through various ceremonies and festivals of popular kind. 
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These activities are two fold in nature one to enhance the individual and self-identity 

at one end and secondly the communities in general. 

We the Mehtars (Hum me/liar samaaj ki): 

Among most people in the basti , the 

strong feeling of caste idenity exists. There are innumerable references made to the 

community in various contexts, and discourses. In every day discussion on any topic 

ranging from politics to marriage, the 'we' feeling is consciously built in the minds of 

Mehtars. In valourizing the community, various symbolic expressions are used . 

Mehtars glorify themselves by saying that they never die. There is no death for 

Mehtars. After the death from this world they ~come bawries and hence the 

community lives forever. Many hail food habits of the community as superior. For 

example eating pork is considered as a sign of strength and physical well-being They 

attribute many qualities of valour to by citing various incidents in history though 

vaguely. They relate their contemporary position to certain historical mishaps or 

mistake. 

Most of them especially the elderly felt that the occupation they 

are doing is for livelihood. As told by one elderly man , ., We do Ihe work for rearing 

ullr children ThiS wurk has IV be done (/coam kama padlUh hm) There is no e~cape 

frum Ihe 1\ ork We du nul cOlISidel Ihis as dirty We are serl'/Ilg Ihe sociely as molhers 

care thell' children In fOCI we are working for other~. nol for 1/" Families frOIl/ 10\1' 

income grollps and a few families who are engaged in dally II age work fell thai IllIS 

work i.l In el'itable (or their .ll/n'/I'al (majburi se ye kaam kama padlha hai) 'Wile/her 

ulle like.\ ;1 or not we are .llIppoud to work for living Who do nol wanl beller II ork, 

we "erwinl)' want IV shift IV Olher occupalion, blilihere are no uppurlUnllie~ , 

Many hold the view that they serve the society as mothers But the 

attitude to work changed according to occupational and educational levels of the 

households. Sixty-nine respondents replied that the scavenging is a famil) '" ork, 

which they inherited from their parents and grand parents. Out of these respondents 

majority belong to the families whose primary income is not from the scavenging 

work. Equally, about sixty-eight respondents said that the work they are doing that is 
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sweeping is inevitable, and there is no alternative for it, and hence they are doing that 

work. Some felt that the work gives them plenty of leisure, which no other occupation 

gives. A few felt that this work may not be continued by their children as they are not 

interested to keep their children in this occupation. Twelve respondents said that some 

dominant forces thrust this work, upon them in the past. Because they wanted them to 

be slaves forever. Forty-four respondents felt the need to change the occupation. They 

feel that there is no meaning in continuing in the same occupation when others are also 
o . . 

changing. But the desire for the change into other pvessIOns is more In the 

respondent's households who are getting secondary income from the scavenging 

work. Following table gives their views. 

Views on the nature of work according to occupational status 

S Occupation I 2 3 4 5 
No 

I Scavenging II II I I 2 
2 Non- 52 51 5 2 7 

Scavengln u • 

3 Others •• 2 2 

Percentage 69 68 8 3 9 

• The) do nut .:ngage themselves In SC3\engmg the~ sold the \\or!... right. thc'lr 

Fathl!'r~. or mother~ have done It 

6 

I 
II 

1 

12 

7 8 Tot 
al 

6 33 
3 8 
7 
1 25 
0 
4 I 
4 8 

•• Oth~rs I1lclud~ those IIho arc complctcl~ out of saca,englng occupatIOn But liVing among the commullll~ 

people 

I This " our famll) lIork 
2 ThiS lIork IS Inc, nable 
3 ThiS lIork Il"es us lots leisure 
4 Our children rna) engage In scavenging \\ork 
5 Our chlldr<n should not do scavenging lIork 
6 ThiS lIork thrust upon us 
7 Ther< IS ncod to change the occupallon 
8 ThiS not our ongmal OCcupalion 
9 No Response 

Opinion towards the work also varied according to the educational levels of the 

individual respond\,!nts in the households. Majority respondents felt that the work they 
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are doing is family work, which they inherited from their parents and grand parents. In 

the second category sixty-four respondents felt that the work is inevitable and is 

required for survival. Interestingly the views are contradictory from those who are 

educated and illiterate. There is a common understanding among many that the work 

they are doing is for survival, and it is not by choice. Many are also willing to change 

the occupation as some still wanted to continue as it provides benefits such as leisure 

and other securities. The following table shows the respondent~ views on work, 

according to their educational levels. 

Attitude to work, according to Educational level of Households. 

S.N Education I 2 3 4 5 6 7 Tot 
o. al 
I Nil 17 19 3 4 4 2 I 50 
2 Primal) 24 17 2 2 5 2 3 55 
3 Second~1L 29 19 2 5 10 6 8 79 
4 Intennediate 15 5 1 2 2 2 2 28 
5 Dearee 9 1 2 1 13 
6 Post Graduate 3 3 I 7 
Tota 231 
I 

I. Th,s is our farmi> \\or~ 
2 This \\orl,s Inc; liable 
3 Th,s \\0"'11'\<5 US lots oflelsur. 
"' Ch,ldren ma~ or ma~ not prefer to do thIS \\ orl 
5 \\c should change our O.cupallon 
6 ThIS occupatIOn IS thrust upon us 
7 Th,s tS not our ongmal o« upallon 

Mehtars work in two spheres one in public and the other in 

private. They have adapted themselves in the work structure by coping with the 

challenges posed by the polluted identity resulted by their traditional work. Mehtars 

looked at the traditional work of scavenging as a means to their livelihood but not 

beyond. Many try to valorize their work as a service and productive contributio~ to the 

wider society. The relative segregation and polluted notion attached to the work are 

overcome by adopting various coping mechanisms. For instance, creating or citing such 

problems like unable to attend work giving false reasons for not attending or putting 

stones in the toilers so that cleaning becomes a difficult and puts them at better end in 
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gaining with the householder. In certain instances absenteeism from work is also 

~racticed to make the others realize their importance. The relative leisure they get from 

the work is seen as freedom, which no other occupation provides. The notion of leisure 

and free time thus intertwined among the Mehtars. The segregation and other aspects 

attached to their work on the other hand strengthened their unity and spirit of community, 

which helped them to manage a slight leverage than others in demanding certain benefits. 

The community also made efforts to diversify their occupation and attain better access to 

education and occupational mobility. The increased income levels better standards of 

living enhanced the community' s spirit to identify with others and inventing new 

methods and cultural symbols in the process. Mehtars argue that they are the victims of 

history who are relegated to and forced to work as scavengers. Many do not accept their 

inferior status as scavengers but relate to it as some mishap happened in history against 

their wish. Most of them claim themselves as a warrior race and farmers who fought 

against the Moughal invaders. But in spite of their rejection of their occupational identity 

many feel that they are serving the society like mothers care about their children. 

" 
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FOR A BETTER POSITION: MAGICAL RITUALS AND CRIME 

Mehtar's entry into the magical practices, gained popularity 

as the number of people who visit them has increased in the' past one decade. Many 

people in the neighbourhood believe that Mehtar possess healing powers. It is observed 

by some that as Mehtars remove human excreta, and other garbage material, they can 

deal with the malevolent spirits better than anyone else. They became popular in the area 

and known in the local Telugu dialect as 'Mantragadu' who can diagnose people 

suffering from a variety of psychological, physical and other problems caused by the 

spirits. Mehtars used to worship their family deities and other Bawries (family and village 

deities) in the basti, as part of their religious beliefs. Till the 1980's hardly any person in 

the Basti, took to magical practices as a full time or part time activity. But from 1990 

onwards more and more people showed interest in learning and practicing rituals as an 

alternative occupation. By 1999 there are more than forty practicing Bhagats and ritual 

specialists in the Basli who deal with variety of clients. Out of them more than a dozen 

people are engaged in this occupation with regular clientele from the city and nearby 

areas. The number of young people getting into this practice is increased enormously. 

Living standards are also improved along with the growth of these magical practices in 

the Basti. Though many rituals connected with the family deities are household in nature, 

the) have been largely revived and practiced with much fanfare for the sake of clients as 

well as to attract the attention of the people. Most of them take pride in performing such 

unique rituals and like to be associated with them, as they involve some incentives like 

food, meat etc during the performance of pujas and related activities. These practices and 

practioners have their own critics in the basti who do not believe in these rituals 

involving sumptuous exposition of materials and goods. Some even criticize the 

authenticity of such practices saying that they are merely acts of wit and intelligence, to 

attract the people and earn easy money. The increase in the number of practioners of 

ritual healing brought a new identity for the Mehtar's as well as to the individuals who 

practice it. Their networks with other communities' and people have increased, otherwise 
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ot possible with their occupational identit}. Some of these practioners established 

themselves as successful ritual practioners. They are popular outside the basti as healers 

and magical practioners. Some have spread their operations even to the overseas clients, 

such as non-resident Indians who work in Saudi Arabia and in the Middle East. Except 

few all are able to own modem digital gadgets, which are gifted to them, by their clients. 

Rituals and magical practices in the urban setting: 

Though ritual practioners in the 

urban setting is common, it has got new connotation and familiarity in the recent past 

(BlazerJ993, Kendall1998, Carol Lade Man 1981, Caroline Humphry 1999). Many 

discussed these practices as a response and adoption to the economic adjustments or 

transformation (Kendall 1996). Others described it as element involving implicit and 

explicit behaviour of the individual and the community. As Levi-Strauss (1963) points 

out stories of anomalies in magical practice, rather casting doubt upon the prevailing 

belief system, they add to its force. Some enter the practice of magic to disprove and in 

course they become the strength of the very practice Quesalid, a K wakitul Indian became 

shaman in order to expose "trickery". But he ended up as powerful shaman. " Quesalid 

did not become a great shaman because he cured his patients because he had become a 

great shaman" (Levi-Strauss 1963: 180). Accordmg to Levi-Strauss the success of 

Quesalid is due to the respect of his clients and esteem of colleagues. In the basti magical 

practices gained momentum in response to certam cultural practices observed by the 

outsiders and the Mehtars urge to get a better deal \\ith the domlllant society around. The 

gro\\1h of these practices can also be attributed to the 10\\ income and polluted identity of 

the Mehtars in the area .. Many opted for this profession by choice, as there is instant 

money and recognition. Performing rituals for others though not a custom in their life 

style, it has become an alternati\e profession for many m the basti. Various factors 

influenced the Mehtars to get into this actlvity. 

The large-scale revival of traditional rituals is one aspect of asserting 

their cultural identity. Many of them even \\ent back to the native villages in Haryana in 

northern India, to learn the techniques of the \\orship of the Ball'l'ies and malevolent 

spirits. Even after convicted in many cases and contlllumg \\ ith undeSirable life style for 
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a long time, a few Mehtars spent two to three years time among the experienced ritual 

specialists in their villages and came back to Hyderabad to start their new careers as 

bhagats.
1 

Most of them are well connected to various people, in the neighborhood and in 

the city. They range from the small businessmen, to people who are into various 

consultancies engaged in sending people to Saudi Arabia and Dubai. These clients are the 

people who provide networks for the Mehtar ritualists ' lmd contribute significantly both 

for the popularity and prosperity of these practitioners in the basti. 

Mehtar Ritualists and their Clients: 

Ritual practitioners in the basti receive a variety 

of clients from all communities and economic backgrounds. They serve a variety of 

people from various backgrounds. Though majority clients are from lower economic 

strata, quite often they also get clients from high-income groups. Generally such high­

income groups belong to business classes or people from Saudi Arabia and gulf. It is 

noticed that clients from these countries also approach them for services. In the 

neighbourhood a few Telugu clients visit them though rarely. Most of the clients come 

from the far-off places in the city. A Mehtar ritualist in the basti classifies the clients 

into two categories. One, the 'Girak' and the other. Clients in the first category are 

knO\\n as people who come for the treatment and approach the ritualists directly without 

an) third party mediation or help. They directly approach the Bhagats in the basti for 

solving their problems. In the second category people who approach the Bhagats through 

intermediaries or middlemen. These middlemen were the same people who were once the 

clients of the Bhagats. Some times they may not be their old clients but for friendship or 

other relations they bring clients for them. These middlemen get some commission for 

such works. Individuals, who are satisfied with the services of these specialists, would 

become successful middlemen in course of time . Majority of clients belong to the Muslim 

community who constitute nearly ninety five percent of the total visitors to the basti , who 

approach these practitioners with their problems. As Rana points out majority people who 

come for treatment to them are Muslims with family problems. Cases of domestic 

\'iolence, husband beating the wife, barren women seeking children, people who suspect 
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Rana: 

Rana works in Municipality as a sweeper. He is born into a family of 

eight siblings and he is the third one. He did not go to school due to economic and other 

family problems. After the death of his mother he joined in a mechanic shop and works 

in the shed. After a few months, he joined the job of his mother who worked as a sweeper 

"ith the municipality. He got married at the age of eighteen years. He worked hard 

during the early years even some times doing over time to support his family. During this 

process he experienced the spirit possession. He says that the spirits also possessed even 

his grandfather and grandmother, and it is a hereditary tradition in their family. He said 

that he had no guru who taught lessons of these rituals. But he learned on his own. He 

says that" when I sit to perform puja, I get to see all the past and future in my memory'. 

He also gets clients through his colleagues at his work place. He says that 'I am the 

de\ otee of the Goddess. I show the way to my clients on how to go. The goddess helps 

me 10 guiding them.' He recei\'es three to five clients a day, of whom at least four 

belongs to Muslim community. 

While narrating an incident he tells, " Once a Muslim family approached 

me. Mother from the family came to treat her son who is employed in Dubai . Whenever 

he visited India he would spent more time at his mother -in -laws house and paid less 

attention to his mother and other family members. He also stopped sending the money to 

his mother. The mother of the boy asked me to give the treatment in such a way that his 

son should visit only their home but not his in -laws home. I sent my spirits and treated 

the problem within a month and her son started visiting his mother. In another case I 

treated a person possessed by the spirits and though they are Muslims they performed 

pilla to the goddess. here, in my home by sacrificing a goat. I have also attended a case 

again in a Muslim family. The husband left his home and eloped with his lover. His wife 

lady came to me saying that her husband should come back to her at any cost. I settled 

this problem within fifteen days and she was happy and overwhelmed gave me sweets 
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and money'. He further comments that he never charges any body beyond their capacity 

but he receives whatever the clients give him. 

Anurag: 

Anurag narrated his experiences in the following manner. 

" In my childhood I led a very difficult life. My father wa5 a 

drunkarp. He is supposed to take care of our family. Nearly eight members have to eat 

from his earnings. I am the second son in the family. Mother did not work in the 

beginning, but she started working eight years back. I went to school but never studied 

well and instead played the games with friends. I never had any books and used to 

borrow from the friends. Some how I was able to manage up to ninth class in the school. I 

was unable to write the exam, as I could not pay the fees. Then I left the school and 

joined the sweeping work in individual homes and I worked as sweeper for three years. I 

drove auto and did some small jobs. When I was sixteen years of age got introduced to 

various ritual performances. In fact I developed an interest in spirit worship as some 

riNals subjected my father to these evils. He lost his senses due to the black magic 

targeted against him. In our house someone would throw lemon and other ritual items to 

scare us. I would clean them every time. In course of time I became interested in 

discovering who is doing all these activities. I started learning the magical practices M) 

guru stayed at dud khan and his name is Kiran. I learned the intncacies of the profeSSIon 

from him. While learning one should not look at the ladies One has to consider eveT) one 

as mother and goddess. My guru used to give some mantras and ask.ed me to recite them 

repeatedly. In this learning and in practice one should possess good character. If the 

Goddess is possessed one should drink the burning ghee (clarified butter) from the lamp 

made of rice flour. One has to give the guru clothes. meat and drinks after completing the 

learning process. After receiving the blessings of the guru, we start \\ork.ing as bahagat~ 

Though one learns all the techniques. to practice successfully, one needs the luck. (kism{/t 

sal dena). and the blessings of the goddess Many Telugu people also come to me \\ ith 

their problems. You know I have helped people suffering with fertilit) problems. The) go 

to doctor and also come to me. I give them better advice. I can deal "ith an) spinto 

ho\\ever dangerous it is. I tell you a stOT)' of a client; one gentleman came to me sa) In);! 
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, that his wife is having some illegitimate contacts with some one at her mother' s home. 

She would visit her mother's home quite frequently and some times for months together. 

He told me that he was unable to bear this pain and asked to make his wife change her 

mind and love him. I gave him a medicine, which I asked him to mix in the food and 

serve her. He did so. After four months he visited me saying that his wife is now staying 

with him and left her lover. He gave me a pair of clothes sandals and a few rupees as gift 

(75IRs). The extra rupee is for good fortune. 

In another case, a young girl came for treatment. Her mother died and 

father married to another woman. After one and half year, father has also passed away, 

and her problems started from then on wards. The stepsister became an enemy to her. 

This unmarried girl suffered a lot as her stepmother spoiled all the alliances who ever 

proposed to her. The girl narrated all her sorrows to me and asked my help. Then she 

asked me how much it would cost to correct her evil-minded stepmother. I told her that I 

would not take money from her and solved the problem and made her live happily. I do 

not take money from such people whom I consider as my sisters whether they are rich or 

poor. I started the rituals and after two and half months she got married at Yadagiri gulla, 

a nearby pilgrimage center. She married out side the home because her stepmother is still 

against marriage. I personally attended the wedding along with my friend Ramu. Now 

she leads a happy life. You know it is my conviction and as per the advise of my guru' s 

orders, I should not take money from them. 

In another case, I got a patient who happens to be a Muslim girl, eloped 

with TeIugu boy. The girl is niece of police officer. The boy and the girl are in 

Hyderabad. I helped them in such a way that the girl and boy returned home within four 

hours. The girl was brought here . I explained her not to do such things and one should 

respect the sentiments of the elders Then she left the Telugu boy and accepted to marry a 

Muslim boy. Later I went and attended their marriage. She came to me afterwards and 

presented me two sarees. In another incident I cured a woman aged 65 years, who is 

suffering from the knee problem. She is also unable to walk. I was taken to their home. 

And asked for some items for performing the ritual to solve the problem. I asked for liver 

115 

\ 



" 

of the goat, soot pan ki patte, seven items of sweets, seven insence sticks and two cloves 

and one sweet paan (beetle leaf) along with vermilion and turmeric. After performing the 

Puja, I took all the material in hand, went round her and kept the material in the Kali 

temple. Within thirty minutes, she became normal and went to bathroom, walked around 

without any help. The family showed the gratitude by paying me RsllOl, as my fees. 

You know ifit is purely physical ailment, I can't deal with them. Ifit is a cancer, T.B, or 

stone formation in the kidney etc, those things will be cured only by doctors, but not by 

us. First we will see the client and then start the process of our practice. 

Among Mehtars who practice in these rituals, majority expressed the 

desire that they should be known as more than a Mehtar. Some very candidly said that 

they are not satisfied with their traditional occupation of scavenging. Many aspired to 

become a ritual specialist as it gives them privilege. of being ritual expert and carriers of 

secret knowledge of rituals. Many have seen a new life in practicing this occupation, and 

in spite of many difficulties they tried to stick to it. The life of Vikram Bhagat who is 42 

years old stands out as an example in this regard. He hates the occupation of scavenging, 

and says that 'every morning when all people see god or some good things we need to see 

the dirty human excreta 10 clean it, what a life it is '. 

Vikram Bhagat in his ovm words; 

I am from village Bhagna in Haryana. My parents 

worked as agricultural labour in the fields. We have also reared our own cows in the 

village. Ours is larger family with two boys and five girls. All of them worked hard to 

eke out a living. We also worked as daily wageworkers under Jhats. I came to 

Hyderabad in the year 1972 to see my sister. I stayed here for five years. Later I went 

back to the village and did some retail cloth business. In the year of 1984 I got married at 

the age of twenty-five. As usual I started working as scavenger. I hated this work (mai ne 

naftra karlata). You know anybody who wakes up in the early morning, perform pujas. 

But we need to do this work. I took up cloth business and go around the bastis on cycle 

with a bag of cloths. But my wife Naina would work as sa/ai karam chari. I again went 

back to village and v.orked in the agricultural fields During that time, I met a Sadhu who 

taught me occult practices. I spent 2-3 years learning the art. Then in 1995 I returned to 
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Hyderabad. In fact I visited Hyderabad to attend my niece's marriage. My mother- in­

law asked me to stay back here, and practice these magical rituals. I also thought that I 

could live with my family if I am in Hyderabad. I receive patients who got possessed b) 

the spirits. Some are satisfied with my treatment and some are not. The patients bring 

flowers and sweets to me. Usually I attend to 3-10 cases, in a week, and many of them 

are Muslims. Because they believe in spirits. A few Hindus also come here but rarely. 

You know some time these problems are mysterious. Some come with physical ailments 

like Gas problems, indigestion etc. I give them Vibhuthi kept in the goddess puja 

Yesterday one boy came to me, of course you are here, to observe. He is in love with one 

girl and she is not, giving him proper attention and dislikes him. He asked me to help 

him. I told that it will cost Rs1200, and takes two to three month's time. Though initially 

he is bit hesitant about the fees, later agreed for the treatment. 

An identity, which is degrading in the eyes of the larger society, 

kept Mehtars always in the watch list. Irrespective of their efforts and honesty showed in 

other works they are never treated equal. Some even struggled through out their lives and 

still remained dissatisfied. They partially or completely adapted to such practices of 

devotion, Bhakli, and magical practices in their very day life. The every day discourse of 

these people is aimed at self-propagation and struggle for asserting their individual it) . 

This happens in many cases. Some glorify their past deeds and some live with the ver) 

fact that they can not be treated equals by others and hence try to either imitate or 

reciprocate with similar cultural symbols and practices of larger society. Prabhu Das 

Valmiki is a person who tried establishing himself, with the community and outside He 

finally ended up as Sadhu who built his private temple in the basti. Some times he 

becomes critical about his own community about their practices. He never denied the fact 

that Mehtars worship various spirits and their authority in ritual performance, but at times 

he criticizes the individuals who he says are not fit for the job. Prabhu Das had a long 

itinerary in this regard. 
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Prabhu Das Valmiki: 

I was born in Lahore (presently in Pakistan) in a small village 

After partition we moved to Haryana. My father was an employee of Railways. We first 

came to Delhi and stayed in the village karal for fifteen years. After that my family went 

to Bombay to work in Bombay Municipality. There we stayed for two years. Again we 

went back to village and decided to come to Hyderabad. My mother- in- law had some 

relatives in Hyderabad and it is one of the reasons we shifted to Hyderabad in search of 

work. I was appointed as scavenger cum caretaker of dogs in the haveli of saiduarj 

bahadur. After a short stint there I went and worked with my community people as 

sweeper in private houses. Later I joined the malaria prevention department and retired in 

the same department. From 1976, onwards I started making pujas. I also write poetry. I 

wrote on life ofValmiki. I learned all the rituals fr,?m Chandigi Ram. During my work in 

the government offices I experienced severe problems. The officers punished me and 

discriminated a lot. I spent life like an animal. In those days it was time of Muslims. I 

worked in the baldia. After that I did social work. In 1976 I constructed a small temple 

here. Every one came here with the problems. But we are not blessed with happiness. ( 

humko suk ki prapti nahi). In those days work was more but payments were less. Some 

Muslims got promotion. But we did not get it. These people always looked at me in a 

filthy way. These Hindus and Muslims have treated us in the same manner. My boss 

abused me many times referring to my Valmikijall. I always try to spend more time with 

visitors in my temple. I like to do pujas and bhajans than performing magical practices 

like others in the basti. Do you know what they do under the carpet? 

Parbhu Das did not elaborate his talk on this point. Unlike others he 

leads a different life style. He believes in the Ram and story on Ramayan. He has good 

collection of books of Ramayan. In the company of children and visitors he sings songs 

in the evening. He has also recited Ramayan on the valmikijayanti day. He says that the 

Mehtars belong to Shiv gan and otherwise born in the same stock of people where 

Brahmins are bom.2 He has evolved his life style, unlike other Mehtars in the basti. He 

also identifies the cornmunity with those warriors of the yester years. 

l Details are given in ethnographic chapter. 
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~8hagats and their Magical Practices: 

Bhagats2 who are practicing these rituals in the 

Basti, are into this occupation either as full time or part-time work. Persons working in 

government offices as sweepers, usually practice as part-time Bhagats. A few housewives 

do practice but not on a large scale. On the other hand, some individuals assist the full 

time or part-time bhagats to earn money as well as to learn the techniques involved in it. 

Some entered the profession, as it is more lucrative than their traditional job while others 

entered for both the money and status involved in it. As Rana points out 'There is much 

more demand for this occupation as our neighbouring people migrate to Saudi for jobs. 

This will put us in touch with many people in the daily life, which is other wise is very 

difficult to achieve by doing sa/ai lea leaam (sweeping work),. A few practicing ritualists 

have established themselves in such a way that tht:y manage their daily schedule like an 

employee in a commercial firm. They maintain office boys, messengers, and public 

relations in-charge. These people regularly maintain contacts with the clients and help the 

bhagats to get ne\\ clients. Very posh settings are erected in some of the consulting 

rooms for the guests. It is observed in one of the bhagat's house where visitors lounge is 

neatly maintained with the carpet, flowers and air conditioning. This woman Bhagat gets 

clients from such far off places like Dubai, Saudi Arabia and the local areas, majority of 

whom are neo-rich. who acquired wealth from the recent job opportunities in the Middle 

East. There are varied reasons for practicing this occupation as mentioned earlier. 

Following is a case study of Jani Singh who entered into the field of magical practices 

due to poverty and insufficient income from s\\eeping In his own words 

"In my childhood my father and mother used to work in private homes 

as sweepers. I went to school up to 4th standard and stopped my education. My father and 

mother would come home by 4 0 clock in the evening. Ours is a large family with seven 

brothers and nine sisters. It has become very difficult for my father to provide them food 

'and clothing. When my brothers want something to eat, there is nothing in my house. 

These events in the family compelled my father to put me in the work. I have great 

interest in education. I used to sweep the homes near my school in YakUlpura. And 

continued my education till fifth standard. My schedule of the day used to start at 4 a 
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; clock in the morning. I also swept the houses of some Muslim families in the area. With a 

small amount of 10-15 Paisa I would have my breakfast in the nearby shops. After the 

work I used to attend the school till 4 0 clock in the evening. This helped the family to 

recover little bit from the financial hardship. In the school many students came to know 

that I am working as scavenger in the households. One of them even saw me during my 

work. I felt ashamed in the class. I asked my father to either keep me in the work or 

school. My father told that studies any way wont give anything, and asked me to settle 

down in the work. I became full time sweeper. But later I learnt about the Bhagats and 

their ritual practices and I learned the techniques from one of them. And started 

practicing. Later I got job in DDL a public sector institution as sweeper. 

A few also entered the profession \\ ith humiliating experiences in schools poverty at 

home, domestic problems and hatred towards the tr~ditional occupation and its identity. 

Bhagat Mohan aged t\\enty-three years, suffered due to his identity as 

Mehtar, which made him to explore the possibilities for a respectable alternative 

occupation. Magical practices are vel) handy and looked lucrative and he started learning 

it in spite of difficulties. He served many senior ritual specialists in the basti and is now 

on the look out to start his 0\\ n shop in the bastL 

Bhagat Mohan stopped hIS school education, and got initial training from 

his father who IS also a ntual specialist This young man regularly makes visits to various 

goddess temples 111 Hal) ana and Gurgam. He says that in his school days, he had fought 

\\ ith his teacher. The son of the Pundll and he were good friends. But he says he received 

cane beatings from his teacher for e\ el) small thing. In his o\\n words" I tolerated many 

times. But some times I would tell him to stop beating me without any reason. Once my 

teacher looked at me and said. what can you do? Then immediately I took a brick nearby 

and hit him on his forehead After that I did not go to school for two months. Later when 

I attended the school e\er)thing \\ent \\ell for three months, but again lafda (problems) 

started. It so happened that one da) the teacher commented by saying that you' Mehtars 

always are like that. fighting \\ith the people doing nonsense.' Then immediately I took a 

broken leg of the \\ ooden chair nearb) and beat him on his legs. And after that incident I 

stopped going to school Later I \\ork.ed as s\\eeper in houses. A few months passed by 

and I thought this \\ork of Bhagats suits me well and I started working with senior 
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< Bhagats in the basti as their assistant to learn the various methods involved in it. Further 

he says that' you know people learn these techniques on their own Some times, with a 

Guru, in my village there are many Bhagats and Jadus (Magicians). And I visit them 

annually. Otherwise, these goddesses do harm. Many worship these goddesses according 

to their wishes. 

Some have developed natural inclination to various rituals 

performances and started practicing it. They are also of the opinion that scavenging is 

more menial and practicing as a Bhagat is more respectable. As Rathod says, it gives the 

practioner satisfaction of a doctor. He narrates his coming to the profession with little 

ease and satisfaction. In his own words ... 

When I was 10 years old, I experienced the religious devotion. I had 

relatively new feeling since then. I started worshi,?ping the mother goddess. I started my 

early life as a scavenger. But some how this occupation did not suit me. Nafral aali hai 

(used to hate, and pity my self). At times my parents scold me why I was not going to 

work. I left home, and started staying in a temple, living, eating and sleeping in the 

friends home who are Hindus. It was exactly thirty-five years ago, I left home. During my 

stay in the temple one person introduced me to AryasamaJ. With the guidance received 

by them I started learning about Vedas and other books. After a short stay at Aryasamaj. I 

thought of becoming a sanyasi. But my brother stopped me. I have become an employee. 

I got married at the age of twenty-nine years. I started practicing the herbal medicine. 

which I learned from my guru Sri Amaligi also taught me some occult sciences. I learned 

some techniques from a Bengali guru also. Why I am attracted in this is, you know 

doctors do not treat poor properly. I believe in the goddess and started giving, medicines 

to these poor people. I receive whatever they give as my fee. I never demand any thing 

from them. I do not accept these goddesses from Haryana, as they need lots of blood in 

the offerings. I do not know much about them. My aim and work in life is to save the 

poor. Some times I also face problems within the family. I take pride in begging food 

from the people. As I cannot supplement, my income. Chari muj se accha nai /agll hal (I 

don't like stealing). Some times I pay my self for the medicines. I help the poor in such 

matters. hamara gharib bhai dukhi na ha ( let our poor brothers not suffer ). You know 

men generally get ill due to lack of strength. I treated many people \\ith water. I read a 
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mantra and get the poison out from snakebite. I have treated many snakebit cases. Some 

times our doctors commit such horrible mistakes of removing important parts of the body 

while operating the patients. Doctors cut the pregnant woman, by doing cesarean 

operation. Hum ise da/'\\'ajse ana hai (People should take birth from the natural way). 

Men should born from the right \\omb and come out from the right door. Fifteen years 

ago one woman came to me. Her newbonl 'babies are dying every time after she give 

birth. I treated her with m) pra)ers to the Sun God. I gave her some herbal medicine also. 

Now she is mother of a thirteen-year-old son. I did this with mantra. I always pray to 

SUlJ1a. There are only t\\O gods; one is sun and another moon. Some approach me for the 

treatment of physical ailments. insect bites and disease. Some people come with family 

problems also. Some come here with hysteria and I keep them for two hours and treat 

them. Some come with sexual problems like impotency, erectile problems. I give them 

homeopathic treatment. Some patients approached me with kidney problems also. So far I 

have treated three such patients I gi\'e them water and prayed with mantras. I recite some 

mantras of SUlya Del'. Because he is omnipresent and universal. Further commenting on 

his own community he sa) s that these people eat pigs and drink liquor and worship 

spirits. Some times mIsled b) the .\fanln (minister) even the King becomes an ordinary 

man. 

But unlIk.e Rathod, Suresh suffered both poverty and developed a kind 

of hatred to the occupation of sca\ engmg. He tried and relentlessly searched for a 

venture, which will bring ne\\ identit) and money to him. He is one of the successful 

)oung Bhagats in the bast!. \\ho is look.ed at jealously by the other Bhagats. Suresh is 

menty six year old) oung man in the basti, who is practicing magical rituals from the 

last seven years. He says at \ ef) ) oung age he lost his father who was main bread eamer 

in the family. Later his mother helped all the family members to live in dignity. She 

\\orked in private homes in addItIon to her employment in Municipal Corporation of 

H)derabad. He joined the school but unable to study as he used to work in the lunch 

hours as s\\eeper in the mark.et areas Later he joined in the private houses for the salary 

of Rs300 a month. With the help of hIS uncle he was able to join in a chemical factory, 

\\here he worked for a long period After 10th class in the school he left the school and 

took. up sweeping as a full time occupation. But still the family was in trouble and they 
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were struggling to see both ends meet. His mother was struggling with great difficulty to 

maintain the family. His uncle took him to Chandigarh where he learned the techniques 

of ritual perfonnances and now successfully managing his shop. He says it is profitable 

and meaningful to him as he is able to support his family. In his own words" after 

entering into this field I am able to buy two houses. I left sweeping work and gave it to 

others under badli lea kaam. I treat patients without demanding any thing from them. 

Majority of my clients are Muslims. Some come to me with their problems, which are 

deeply rooted in poverty and family. People come from all social backgrounds. I make 

them to touch my feet. They know very much that I am a Mehtar and clean their toilets. 

But still they respect me. I get variety of clients including prostitutes of nearby areas who 

come to me to complain about poor business they are doing. They ask me to help them in 

such a way that more lovers approach them. Some complain against their neigbours who 

are disturbing them. They ask me to do something to shut their mouth. 

Suresh tries to put his occupation as a Bhagat at the forefront than his 

traditional occupation of s\\eeping. He also tried to explain the researcher that he is the 

most professional in dealing with his clients. He introduced me to some of his clients to 

verify his claims about his \\ork and honesty. During the course of conversation it is 

learnt that many factors such as poverty, family disputes, and anxiety influencing the 

clients to come to these Bhagats. Here is a conversation with a client of Suresh who is a 

small time businessman in the old city of Hyderabad. 

Suresh asked him to tall-. \\ith the researcher, regarding his experiences with him. 

Client: 

Babu khan: 

I have been visiting this basti for the last six months and consulted 

t\\O persons for my problems. One is Kiran and another is Ramu. They could not solve 

my problem. Ours is a big family of four brothers and we have dispute over the share of 

the property. We are a joint family and having a family business. We have one sister who 

is not married. My sister- in- la\\ is Wicked and selfish that she wants to retain all the 

property, including a lorry o\\ned by our family. We in the family come to know that m) 

sister in law approached a Bhagat to keep us silent on this matter. Whenever I see her I 

become nervous and my knees gets weakened and I pissed many a times. This has been 

123 
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happening for many days. Then I doubted that this is the work of the Jaadu. (Black 

magic). I approached the Bhagats to keep my sister in law silent on all matters. But the 

two persons I approached failed to deal with this problem. Disappointed I tried to go back 

home. Being Muslim, I do not have much knowledge about this basti. I am little hesitant 

to ask people about the other practioners in the basti. I have seen some Muslims entering 

into Suresh's house. I have enquired about him. They told me that he cures fast and also 

charges little money. I went to him immediatel) after they left his room. I am also 

convinced about his talents. Since then I have been \ isiting him. After three months, I see 

some progress in my family affairs No\\ I want him to totally shut the mouth of my 

sister- in- law and her powerful family members. 

Suresh: 

Ask him whether he has experienced any change or not? You know I 

take small amounts and treat patients. I may complete his work by next full moon day. 

The case is getting complicated, and becoming po\\erful Hence it is necessary to kill one 

of his family members. so that the lady Will mourn the death and keep quiet. You know 

they have to see m) real magic Oh I I asl.ed one of my helpers to leave me. He is 

demanding more remuneration for his help. You l.nO\\ all these people are jealous of my 

earnings. They don't kno\\ ho\\ much hardship I ha\ e undergone to become successful in 

this worl.. Have you seen this tape recorder? It is beautiful. And gives good music, its in 

very good condition. It is a gift to me by one ofm) client. \\ho is a resident of Dubai. 

Researcher: You get good gifts from your clients. 

Sanjay (Magical Ritualist): 

I earned more than seven and half lal.h rupees during last eight years. 

These small kids. who \\orl. \\ llh me. thinh. \ ef) high of themselves. This bhagal 

(pointing to one of his assistants) says he spent tifteen lal.h rupees, how is it possible? 

You tell me. Is it possible fOl a ) outh aged t\\ enl) -one) ears? Further he is asking me to 

provide him a Muslim girl. You kno\\ fort) percent of my clients are prostitutes. If he 

goes there he rna) loose his ritual powers These small l.ids do not listen to me. In my 

child hood, I faced lot of dlfficulues As 01) father passed away at a very young age of 

t\\enty-eight years. m) mother tool. all the burden of the family. She would get Rs 27 a 
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month and somehow managed the family. I cleaned the toilets and function halls even 

while I am studying at school. In the early morning I would drink only water and go to 

school. After work in the function halls and house I was provided some food there My 

friends were so surprised by looking at me working as scavenger. After college hours, in 

the evening I would go to garage as helper boy to earn money. I have spent my entire 

child hood in misery, and hunger. Our neighbours some times beat up my mother, and we 

the children were the mute spectators to the scene. You see today! I own flats in 

Shamshabad and lublilee hills area and now I purchased three houses. I maintain two 

phones and a cell phone. And I am going to earn some more. What these assistants think 

of me. They are fools of their thinking 

Suresh ended his commentary by asking me to understand it. Apart 

from aspiring for other modern occupations some preferred to the magical practices and 

performing the rituals to have their o\\n identity and assertion among the community and 

wider society. Domestic violence, patriarchy and drunken habits of the husbands also 

forced some women into these magical practices. Though their number is small, the cases 

are strong enough to prove their asserti\e identity by adapting to new works like magical 

practices. In the basti there is a woman practioner who is the most successful of all. She 

also owns a three-storied building. t\\O cars and properties elsewhere in the city of 

Hyderabad. Following is the case study of another successful woman ritualist who 

entered the field recently but successful with her practice. She took to mother goddess 

worship, and every year she installs a panda! for the goddess Durga and celebrates the 

Dashera with great attention by performing sumptuous rituals. 

Sunanada: A "oman Ritual Practitioner 

She narrated her Auto-ethnography \\ith questions asked by me in between. 

Suananda in her own \\ords, 

My father worked in arm) . He is a soldier at Ahmedabad When I was ele\ en 

years old he died. I have undergone many turbulent events in my life. I lost m) elder 

sister the following year. I have also got three brothers. One of them works in the army. 

Third one is job less. I got married at very young age of fifteen and came to Hyderabad 

My husband works in Municipal Corporation of Hyderabad. I faced difficulties in m) 

own house, with the mother- in- la\\. M) in-laws would beat me for no reason They arc 
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not satisfied with the money and my earnings. I did not bring any dowry. Moreover I am 

second wife to my husband. I never received love and affection in the home. Some times 

even food is a rarity for me in my home. I tolerated and stayed because, mi, kaan dan ka 

ladki (because I am a family girl). I became devotional in course of time and started 

worshipping Durga. I stopped eating pork and non -vegetarian food. But if some times if 

clients bring any meat I eat it. The goddess possesses me on Tuesdays, Wednesday, and 

Sundays. Even on normal days also I get possessed ifl pray to Durga Mala. I regularly 

get patients from variety of social backgrounds. Hindus, Muslims and Telugus also come 

here for solving their problems. All are one but we made the castes. Scavenging work is 

not a hindrance to me. If it is, let it be a hindrance to the world. Sweeping occupation is 

our necessity and livelihood. Pel tho papi hai tho kuchbi karna padtahai (The sin is with 

the stomach. One has to do anything to fill it). 

My patients corne to me with variety of problems. Some with 

health problems and some with family problems, for example that their children are not 

listening to them, husbands are not coming home properly etc. You know earlier I would 

perform rituals by taking small loans from friends. But now the Durga Mata is giving me 

e\el) thing. My patients donate money to the goddess. They also bring all necessal)' 

items for maataji ka puja. Most of the cases are related to wife and husband and their 

problems. I give them sacred amulet, which they wear after the puja. Once a MuslIm 

carne here with her son. The spirits regularly possessed her. These spirits ask for chicken, 

liver. sweets etc. Some spirits ask for fruits. I treat them with my Mantras, and mal.e 

them to speak out through spirits. The clients need not bring all items demanded by the 

spirits. When I treat them with my Mantra dand (Magic wand) spirits go away from 

them. 

Once a Christian also came to me for treatment. I treat physical 

illness also. A Guru trained me in treating these physical ailments. Every year I go to the 

lulja pur mantra to visit and pray. There is no mllhabal in Hindus. But among Muslims 

whatever they say they do it They offer coconuts, sweets. They bring sarees. Even during 

ganesh Chaturthi they come here and perform the pllja. Hindus cry and weep on others. 

Hindus do not give or help others even if one is dying. But Muslims do a lot of service. 
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and they help others. I alv.ays invite people into my Durbar (the main hall in the house). 

There is no discrimination in my treatment. 

While Sunanda is narrating two young persons came there. They 

complained about the tenant of the house. They are not vacating their house. The two 

youth asked Sunanda to help them to get rid off the tenants. She gave them some powder 

packed in small packs and asked them to put into various comers of the house. She 

promised them that their tenants will vacate the house in fifteen days, and it will cost 

around thousand rupees to perform pujas. The youth agreed to give the fees. They paid 

half the fees immediately. 

Relations between clients and the magical practioners are very 

cordial except in rare cases. Though there are no tensions between them, there are mild 

incidents of dissent, \\hen the clients are not satisfied v.ith them. Payments are generally 

made in cash. Clients provide all the ritual items, whatever is necessary to perform the 

pujas. There are some persons in this field who are pov.erful enough to demand what they 

want. In this categol) either they are generally well established in the field or have strong 

ties with clients across the city, both at their work place and other private activities. I 

term such people as enterprising Bhagats and magical practioners. They use multiple 

identities to attract the clients. And also use their occupational identity in a very 

intelligent manner to manipulate the situation, towards their benefit. They never express 

resentment, for v. hat they are doing: rather they effecti \ ely use the available opportunity 

for their benefit. Raghu Veer is one such person who v.hile working as a sweeper in the 

legislative assembl~ in Hyderabad meticulously managed his practice successfully. These 

individuals belong to one section among Mehtars, who do not hate the system much, in 

which they are li\ ing. unlike the others v.ho dig into the injustice of the system where 

they were treated badly for their occupation of sca\ enging. As James Scott (1990) 

distinguishes bet\\een 'thick' and 'thin' versions of hegemony, a thick hegemony is one 

in which subalterns accepts the legitimacy of the system in which they are enmeshed, 

believing it to be right and just. A 'thin' hegemony is one in which the subaltern 

recognizes the injustice of the s) stem, as phrases it, to define for subaltern what is 

realistic and what is not realistic, and to drive certain aspirations and grievances into the 

realm of the impossible, of idle dreams 
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Following is the case study of Raghu Veer, who has very little opposition 

about the system in which he is living, but intelligently exploits his networks for the sake 

of his business. He narrates about himself and specific cases he treated. Being a son of 

one of the prominent leaders of the community, as well as a local leader of the Majlis 

luehaddul MlIslimeen (local Muslim political party) he is popular among many in the 

basti and out side. 

Raghu Veer in his own words: 

Oh! In my childhood I spent relatively happier life, as 

my father Hul...um Singh Chindalia was a leader in MIM. Now he is a basti leader. There 

were no problems in my child hood, but I did not go to school regularly, as my friends 

and others forced to play with them. My father th~n helped me start a cycle shop of my 

own. I started a small cycle repairing center in the basti, and registered in the local 

employment bureau for a job. In a very short period I got a job as a scavenger in 

assembly office. and I joined without any hesitation. You know in our family there is a 

tradllion of Bhagats Our forefathers used to worship deities and spirits. We have 

inherited that tradition. I learned techniques of ritual performance from my father and 

grandfather and started practicing. I had started regular pujas since 1989, with rigorous 

rituals. Initiall) there are very few people coming to me, but once I treated some cases 

successfull). m) name became popular among many in the city. People started coming to 

me from m) \\or!,. place as well. Friends also informed about me to many people. In due 

course of time I becanle popular, that there is an increase in flow of population, quite 

often I am unable to attend. Nearly 30% people come with family problems Another 

20% people \\ ho come have love related problems and 10% with physical ailments. 

Another 20-25~o come with some socio -economic problems like their business is not 

doing \\ell etc Some come with problems like spirit possession etc . I generally treat 30-

40 cases per month. Out of them except one or two all are successful. 

Further he narrated the following cases, which he has taken up during the last few years. 
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'. 

Once there is a case where a Muslim housewife eloped with her servant in the 

house. Her husband, who is twelve years elder than her, came to me. I told him that, I 

could get his wife back within a week . The wife who went to Delhi, along with the 

servant returned home after four days and told him, that she went to Bombay and other 

places for site seeing. But the angry husband beat her thoroughly, and secretly told her 

mo$er that he would cut her head. After listening to that his wife again fled. I told him 

that I wanted to see her first. But he unnecessarily aggravated the problem by beating her. 

Again he came to me for help, which I refused. He insisted, that I should help him. I 

received some money, and performed usual rituals, but not sincerely. Slowly he stopped 

coming. 

Case2. 

Khan Kalil came to me, whose sister married to a Sheik stayed in 

Dubai . The problem is the Sheik. Even after having 12 children, he wanted to marry 

second time, that too in Hyderabad. He visited Hyderabad with money, in search of a 

bride. The two brothers of the first wife came to me, and requested me, that some how I 

should stop this. They gave me his photograph and address. I did puja for a week, and the 

man spent all his money and returned empty handed. A few years later, he again came to 

Hyderabad. and the party approached me. This time I worked in such a way that he 

changed his mind. and bought a small piece of land to build a mosque. Then it so 

happened that. he also gave some money to his in laws to build the mosque. Since then he 

has been sending money to his in-laws. They are happy and paid me good amount of 

money as fee . 

Case3. 

Once, a family approached me regarding their daughter' s 

marriage. She is not listening to her parents They brought the daughter to me. I 

performed some pujas and asked her to maintain the decorum in the house. Once I made 

a visit to her college and saw the situation there. I aske~ her parents to bring her again, 

and tried to convince her. She agreed to my words and paid attention to her famil) 

members after that. Some unique cases also come to me. After the fixation of the 
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" marriage dates they come secretly. They ask me to create some problem so that marriage 

will not take place. Some people come to me at an advanced stage of their affairs and 

these cases take weeks to tackle. Some not satisfied with my treatment come again and 

again and I repeat the ritual exercises. That is why I accept the cases very carefully. 

Case4. 

There is a case from Goa. I treated the case within a short time. This 

case belongs to one of my friend's wife. She used to behave in an abnormal way, and talk 

nonsense in the nights. She was actually disturbed by the spirits. He took her to many 

hospitals, before bringing here. When she was brought here I treated the case within 

seven days. You know when women's menstruating cloth is thrown away on the road, if 

a snake passes over that cloth; the spirits certainly possesses the women. Some times 

unknowingly they walk on the streets. The sare~ pallu if touches the ground, where 

people throw the disli (some ritual objects kept to wardoffthe evil spirits). It will be a big 

deal for people like us to help them. 

CaseS. 

You know once a person came to me with a problem in his heart . There 

was a hole in his heart valve. And he visited hospital , and wasted money on doctors. 

Doctors advised him to get operated. Poor guy came to me and I treated it within 6 days. 

The hole in the valve closed within five days, and the patient was very happy and paid me 

good amount of fee . Some times prostitutes, mainly belonging to Muslim community. 

approach me. They generally complain that they are not getting their lovers, and hence 

their business is slow. I give them some herbal powders, sandalwood, jasmine powder 

etc. After spraying them on their bodies, if they go out many will be attracted to them. 

and there are many such cases that are successful. I collect the required herbals and other 

material in nearby fields only. 

The process and techniques of ritual healing though al\\ a) s "-cpt 

secret are generally kno\\n to all kc) practioners in the basti, with little variation thc) 

change from person to person . But each person follows a typical pattern of ntuals, taught 

by his Guru. It is found that rituals arranged for the spirits are some times very expensive 

and time consuming. In one of the cases treated by the Bhagat Mohan, he made a garland 

with the teeth of the pig. He kept this garland on the neck of the woman \\ho is possessed 
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by the xin spirit. The payment for such ritual is Rs 15000. As Bhagat said. we demanded 

the fees because we made rituals to La beg bowrie, Mala Patrivall . These rituals involved 

sacrificing of pigs and chicken in huge numbers. 

In another case narrated by Bhagat Mohan, he delineates the process of healing and 

interaction with the clients. 

easel. 

In the words of Mohan, 

Once there was an interesting case, which was very difficult to tackle. The 

head of all spirits known as Jind possessed two persons. They happen to be wife and 

husband. They are very much disturbed by the male and female spirits. These spirits 

possess them in alternatively that's why it is very risky for me to treat. One day I kept 

this wife and husband together. I kept kalavdath (~lack gram), and the teeth of the pig in 

the puja and recited the mantras for three and half hours. Then I spoke to spirits face to 

face . They narrated me why they are troubling these couple. I have asked them to leave 

their bodies and go to others. But the spirits did not listen to me, saying that they wont 

leave the couple. Then I offered the smell of the can1phor and sambrani for five and half 

hours and made the spirits to leave their bodies. I kept amulets made of pig teeth on the 

neck of the couple. I have completed the work within one and half month costing Rs 

5,100. I took only Rs1500. The rest of the money was spent on the material for 

performing puja of the goddess. 

ease2. 

A Muslim woman came to me with her family problems. Who is a 

resident of Syed Ali Chabutra. She is facing problems with her mother- in- law, and with 

her husband who was a drunkard. He would beat her every day. The woman asked me to 

get her rid off the mother-in-law and make her husband normal. I have taken up this case 

and completed the work in seven days. I also gave her some medicines for her. I asked 

her to some how obtain the urine of her mother-in-law. This has to be mixed in the 

medicine I gave. This medicine sprinkled with the urine of the mother in law should be 

kept in her food. I gave her clear instructions and she followed them exactly. You knO\\ 

whoever it is if subjected to this treatment they will remain slaves to the person who ga\ e 

them the food . The lady succeeded and paid me thirteen hundred rupees. I recited the 

131 



mantra by holding the medicine. You know with this mantra any spirit can be called or 

sent back. This mantra also helps to trace the missing persons. Finally this mantra makes 

people to surrender to us and they listen to us. 

Following is the mantra recited by the Bhagat Mohan used in his treatments. 

Kala Kalav kali Raat 

Javo kalve uslre paas, 

Usko laavo mere paas. 

lsi raam ki tala 

Mere so aman ketalo 

Dardho kaleje phute 

Alia mohammad, aapkare 

Adiki kurshi ajaari 

Chadi mohammad saab 

£- safari la i1/a-

Ka- Jandara - Mohammad 

Sarki kunji - chafe mantri 

Ishawr uvacha pind laacha 

Mere Guruka sabat sacha 

Dekure suleman paegambar 

Tere lamka tamasha 

Ancestors and Magical Practices: 

Ancestor worship in the form of spirits for acquiring ritual power is 

common among Mehtars. The dead person in the house, usually a ritual specialist. 

becomes the bawrie (household god or goddess) for that household. These dead ancestors 

are both worshipped and invoked by the descendents. The common tradition among 

Mehatrs is that whoever dies in the family without getting married becomes the deity for 

the household. Those, in the family who carry the ritual tradition, worship these Bawries 

specially. As one of the informants says that 'Mehtars never die like Hindus. There is no 

death and rebirth to Mehtars since they are alive as ba\l"ries '. They relate their magical 
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strength to these Bawries. Except a few in the basti, all ha\e faith in the bawries and their 

strength in healing. Mehtar ritualists, who are into magical practices, regularly perform 

the pujas for these bawries. Clients who visit them are asked to sponsor the costs of these 

rituals. The magical practices and worshipping spirits, as many opined are their 

hereditary traditions. It is also said that they are the carriers of this secret knowledge of 

the mantras. It is felt by many that their traditional occupation gave them enough strength 

in worshipping the malevolent spirits. It is also noted by an informant that many secret 

rituals performed by them require Human excreta. One informant said that there are some 

secret rituals, requiring utterance of a particular Mantra by holding the excreta on the 

tongue. And hence the powers of the Mehtars are intact as no other person can dare to 

touch the human excreta except the Mehtar. He also says that 'these characters are unique 

to the Mehatr community, and hence they are best .endowed with magical powers of the 

dead ancestors and spirits. No other community can possess powers like us'. People come 

to us, precisely for this reason for our help. The strong view that they are the carriers of 

the secret knowledge exists among many in the basti. But there are also people within the 

community who do not subscribe to the same views expressed by the Bhagats. 

Magical Practices: An outlet to the outside World: 

The major consequence of the magical practices by the members of the 

community is exposure to the ",orld beyond the basti The) ",ere able to peep into the 

lives of others. As descnbed earlier, relative sense of isolation. polluted identity attached 

to the occupation, po\erty coupled with family problems. and more than anything else, an 

urge to mingle with people and earn easy money are the reasons for many in the basti to 

opt for such practices as an alternative to earn their living. Due to this practice many 

Mehtars have a feeling that they are becoming closer to outside society. Though their 

value remains the same in the society, their proximity ",ith theIr clients, made them feel 

like any other person. and a sense of belongingness Majorit) clients are from Muslim 

community, maintained intimate connections with the Mehtars. and shared many personal 

things. This made many Mehtars feel, that they are privileged enough to peep into other' s 

lives. In the normal \\orking conditions, either as scavengers or people belonging to non 

Muslim communit), they might not ha\ e got the chance to interact so closely with them 
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- As it is evident, many individuals have elevated themselves through this ritual healing 

practices. These clients helped the Mehtars by paying huge amounts of money as fee . 

They developed contacts with an array of people from all walks of life in the city. This 

helped some of the Bhagats to interact with people, which is otherwise not possible in 

normal conditions. The) maintained relations with these people, later went beyond the 

usual practice and made alliances with some businessmen. There are occasions where 

some young Bhagats have maintained, romantic relations with their clients. In a 

conversation I had with Suresh, he boasted himself of having romantic affairs with some 

of his clients. Further the clients have also gone beyond their usual routine and treated 

relationship with these practitioners as unique as they are troubleshooters of the most 

complicated problems faced by them. These clients also started inviting Bhagats to their 

pri"ate and family functions. This helped many Mehtars to get their status elevated. As 

Suresh says that he felt proud in attending one of'his client's marriage ceremony in the 

cit) . In his own words .. I would have never received such an invitation to the party 

\\ ithout my client. I wore a suit specially purchased for the occasion. I had drinks with his 

friends and danced the entire night to the tunes of melodious music'. These kinds of 

e\ ents made Mehtars to identify with the social groups, and a sense of pride prevailed 

upon them. These incidents coupled with the increased human contacts helped them to 

climb the ladder of social mobility and a sense of achievement. 

Apart from the social mobility they achieved through these 

relationships. there is valuable accumulation of material wealth among them. Ninety 

percent of the persons engaged in the ritual practices, maintain cell phones. Most of them 

ha\ e t\\ 0 wheelers. Some have purchased cars and sold later. One of the richest 

practitioner in the basti a woman, maintain two cars and an array of modem gadgets for 

communicating with her clients in India and abroad. Gifts received by these ritualists 

from their clients include all kinds of fancy and electronic items. Some donate Television 

sets. tape recorders, cellular phones, and other kinds of fancy items. This eventually 

changed the life style of these Bhagats and their families, which became envy of the 

communit). Lured by these material comforts, others also aspire for the acquisition of the 

same in the basti. Many felt that they will stop those practices at some point, once they 

are satisfied with their earnings. As Vikas says, who will believe all this in the era of 
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technology? I am thinking to stop this business. 1 have already purchased a plot in jubilee 

. hills. I will shift my residence soon and keep my children in that. They should be away 

from this basti. Otherwise they will get spoiled. Suresh also expressed similar opinion 

saying that, though this practice gives money, in the long run he wants to quit this to start 

some business of his own. Though some individuals are satisfied with their 

accomplishments and earnings, they seldom identify with the community. Rather they 

want to live outside the community once they achieve sufficient economic freedom. 

Though some of the people failed in their efforts to live in the middle class 

neighborhoods, many still feel to go out. Some prefer to identify with caste and their 

occupation for the sake of personal security and safety. But when comes to the self­

interest it overtakes the community interest for fulfilling personal goals. This is evident 

among many Bhagats who, in spite of their success, as magical practioners, nevertheless 

criticize other colleagues in the basti. 

But they seldom acknowledge their merit in healing practice. In spite of 

knowing each other's capabilities, they try to be individualistic in many cases. There is 

no common code among them in dealing with the clients. Everyone has carved their own 

niche in dealing with their clients and related activities. Self-identit) is always in flux 

with the community identity for both practicing prosperous Bhagats as well as the mobile 

individuals in the basti as they continuously negotiate the terms between the community 

and their personal interests 

Self-Individual and Communit)': 

Among the practicing Bhagats, everyone tries to blame each other, by 

pointing others inability to attend successfully to cases successfully. They try to have an 

individual identity for themselves. There is no hesitation to criticize their fellow ritualsits 

for enhancing their personal pride. Whether it is practicing Bhagats or some one like 

leaders in the basti are often try to establish identity, different from their caste It is learnt 

from some of the Bhagats, that they try to connect themselves with some middlemen in 

the city and maintain closely-knit relations \\ ith them. When these clients visit the basti, 

they were taken into their homes directly. They see to It that no other person in the basti 

contacts them either for a usual greeting or a business talk Their helpers and well wishers 

strictly guard the relations maintained by these practitioners. It is noticed b) many, that in 
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spite of a closely-knit family bonds among Mehtars, these primordial sentiments play 

little role when come to their, individual career or interests relating to business and other 

dealings of economic and political importance. The community identity is limited to the 

residential arrangement that is living in the same geographical zone. The self and 

community are clearly demarcated phenomena among the Mehtars. The personal and 

familial squabbles demarcated clear lines of the individual and the community in the 

basti. The individual tries to express himself or herself, through his acts and maintain 

relations with outsiders, with his skills in ritual practices.3 Each individual practioner 

established their own network and organize certain festivals like Dashera and Vinayak 

Chaturthi on their own. These ritual specialists are not only trying to establish, 

themselves as unique than others. but the) are trying to assert their presence in the light 

of other dominant individuals, and families v.ithin the community. Their dominators are 

some times the community leadership, persons who have reached some level of status, 

with their wealth and education have exposure to out side world. The Bhagats also 

protest these people and their families . though in subtle manner but they try to imitate 

them for their o\\n mobility. 

The cases of Suresh, Sunanda. RaghU\eer are important for illustrating the above 

statement. 

Suresh as described earher is a )oung man with dreams of his own, who 

wants to quit the occupation of magical practices, and start a new enterprise. Unlike 

others in the bastL he \\ ants to be in the forefront of the boys with good image. He slov. I) 

nurtured into a successful Bhagat \\ith his work and tactics. In one of the long 

conversations he revealed the internal d)namics of his community, and how he is trying 

to struggle v. ith those elements that ah\ a) s tried to look dOYon. He has many things to be 

proud of and he described the people 111 the basti as people aspiring to earn money and 

prestige. He refers to some of the dominant families in the basti, for their political 

wickedness, in asserting their po\\er He tells that he belong to the gotra, v.hose 

l Here I would hl..e to disllngulsh bet\\een persons \\ho engaged In magical aClI\ltles and others Persons. 
who are attached to \ anous pohllcal panles. members of aSSOClallons or self-proclaimed leaders. try to be 
different from the a\erage Mehtar In the baSil But for the present discussion. I cover only indiViduals .. ho 
are mto the practice of shamanism In the baSil 
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members are always small in number and hence they have no say in the larger Mehtar 

community in the basti. All the decision-making process and organization of events are 

taken care by families who are numerically dominant. They never allow others in the 

basti to part take in their organizational process. Hence I have taken to this magical 

practices, through which I can make money and build a house, Suresh offered the 

researcher that he can provide a dinner for him in any of the hotels in the city, as he has 

wide connections with his friends, who were once his clients. The neighboring people 

also never tolerated his progress and tried to create problems for his mother by dragging 

her into petty quarrels in the basti. He confesses that he had some affairs with the visiting 

clients who belong to Muslim community. He attacks those who are criticizing him of 

cheating people. He says that they have gone up and better off than us the poor families. 

Why they criticize us, it is they ",ho exploited poor families in the basti, in the name of 

badli ka kaam4
• They behave like Marvaris. 

Suresh is trying to boost his own image in the basti, in spite of all these 

odds. He still remembers the suffering undergone by his mother in bringing her children. 

He points out that it is not the onl) dominant families show discrimination against them 

but it is also equally practiced by the prosperous Bhagats. He says that he needs to obey 

whatever they say in the matters related to the ritual healing. Some also look at him with 

suspicion, and this makes him further worried about his safety. He wants to come out of 

this dragging net to become a ne\\ man. When I asked him about his marriage, he says all 

",ill happen b) the blessings of the goddess. But he says that before his marriage, he 

would like to build a house. I have to look after my brother's children and take care of 

mother. Though he is bit angry about the people's attitude towards Mehtars, and their 

work. he says that there is nothing "'TOng in doing any work, which provides livelihood. 

His identification with the community is two fold. One is at family level, and another 

through occupation. But he nevertheless, hesitates to be identified with common Mehatrs 

in the basti, as he always tries to be at a different level. He says, mOl to Jhadll se kaam 

, As e'plained elsewhere in the text. bad" ka kaam means, working for some body else In thiS agreement 
the o"ner ofthe "or!... for e"ample appoints some one to wor!" on behalf of him as sweeper Usually 
earnings are shared equal!) But It IS al"a)s the "or!..er "ho IS at the lOOSing end. as he cannot demand the 
amount he thin!..s appropnate. Famil) dominance. COmmUnll) leaders. and other factors hl..e po, en) of the 
wor!"er pia) a role In these arrangements. In the basti more than twenty percent people are engaged In the 
bad" ka kaam But due to the fear man) did not reveal it in m) household census 
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," kiyu hai. Lekin mere juise koi dukh Ilui dekha (I have also worked with the broom. But 

they have never experienced difficulties like me). Vikas's construction of himself and his 

community, are fluid and they are intemo\"en. But nevertheless he is not ready to loose 

the community identity as it gives him the security. and offers benefits. The case ofVikas 

is also same but he relates himself with his great ancestors in ascertaining his position. 

Vikas: 

Vikas is relatively well off than Suresh, but he never experienced the 

poverty as is the case with the latter. Vikas is also a practicing ritual specialist, with rich 

clients from the neigbouring areas. He was quite reluctant to talk to me. He firmly 

believes in the Mehtar traditions and challenged whether I can with stand if he sends a 

spirit on to me. One of the evenings I had a long conversation with him. He opines that 

'Many does this (Magical practices), but not with knowledge but with their wits. AI 

hough at times it is saddening me to be part of this game, but still I have to continue for 

some time' says Vikas. He learned his techniques of ritual practice from his own father, 

who was a Bhagat. His family belongs to a gotra' who are very few in the basti. Vikas by 

explaining various societal problems says that though he is not totally convinced about 

these rituals and ball"ries, one has to do it for a living. In his own words" Do you think I 

will stay in the basti forever by practicing this healing and treatment business? I have a 

plot in the balljam hills. After some time. I v. ill lea\ e this basti and build a home for my 

children. They will be educated if they are out Side the basti". He is not alienating from 

the identity of the community. It is evident In his dialogues, that he acknowledges the 

contributions of the community and its role in the erst"hile kingdoms as soldiers. He is 

searching for new alternatives to escape the impure identit) attached to the caste and its 

occupation. He is trying to construct his o\\n reality and hope for his future. He 

nevertheless is veT) confident about lea\ ing the basti . He took me to his brother, who is 

an aspirant for the leadership in the basti. 

, I have used the ternl gotra In the ethnographic profile chapter Mehatrs have got names as their surnames 
There are near I} 33 gotras In the baSil MaJonl) famlhes belong to Bldlan I,.agda, chindaha, parcha, dulgaJ 
etc . rest of them have relallvely small representallon In the bastl And hence man) tend to think that others 
are dominating them In all respects 
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He says. even if he leaves the basti. there are people like 

him who will take care of the basti. By referring to this kind of ideas, Vikas is not 

attempting to completely negate his affiliations with people in the basti. But trying, to 

search a respectful living for him self and his children. He also plans to buy a maruli car. 

But he says that one should not invite the problem of the 'evil eye'. And hence wants to 

buy it after he leaves the basti. Vikas not only points, about the dominant leaders in the 

basti, but also says, that they lack the courage and hence, hang on to their traditional roles 

in the community. He is not optimistic about the education of the youth in the basti. He 

says that people never get civilized if they stay here. As they eat pork and drink liquor, 

they can never be led to the right path. But when asked about himself, whether he eats the 

pork or not, he smilingly says 'Yes', to my query. by further elaborating his argument 

that it is the family which makes people. Vikas contest the traditional leadership, in the 

community. He opines that they yield power only to dominate the fellow Mehtars. But 

they cannot get any respect or power outside their caste. He also mentions that through 

the magical practices, and also by amassing material wealth and public contacts, one 

cannot achieve status. He tries to use these ritual practices aiming to be different from the 

community as well as building his networks, away from the stigmatized identity of their 

caste and occupation. 

Some, while participating in the community rituals and festivals 

organized in the basti try to maintain distance. This indifference or self-esteem 

management howe\ er. is not completely a protest but rather a way of expressing ones 

0\\ n disagreement within the community. The) try to be specialists and carriers of unique 

kno\\ledge than others and in this way use these practices for promoting themselves and 

their families. They have either experienced utter turmoil in their family or merely have 

no role to play in the community. They keep asserting their identity through various 

practices, which are unique in style, and get the attention of others. Sunanda a housewife 

has started magical practices, which are unique and trying to connect to those practices 

with an element of spirituality in worshipping the goddess Kali Despite the fact that she 

is relatively. a new face in the basti among senior practitioners, she has attracted enough 

attention of people in and outside the basti. Sunanda has experienced severe problems at 

her home with her in- laws and her husband. Vexed \\lIh these domestlc turmoil , and no 
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body is around to help in the family, she resorted to the worship of the goddess. EveI') 

year she installs a statue of the goddess Kali at her home. Under the leadership of the 

elders, a common platform is erected every year for celebrating Dashera and Vinayak 

Chalurlhi. But she makes her own arrangements. Apart from Sunanda there are other 

individuals who also started installing their pandals6 in the basti. 

Sunanda invites her clients, to sponsor, or contribute some money towards 

performing puja for the seven days. She says that she is not like others who do the puja in 

a routine manner. She comments that' I sit for puja with lots of attention and devotion. I 

do not even touch the water during the daytime, till the puja is completed. In her own 

words 'I my self perform the puja for the goddess and do not allow anybody to meddle in 

the process. My home becomes sacred on these seven days, and whatever I ask the 

goddess kali I get it. I wiJJ be able to treat my patients better in those days. You name it 

any ailment I wiJJ cure them in days'. When asked about her, visiting the other kali 

pandals in the basti, she says that one has to obey the community also, but any way 

'Goddess is one and omnipresent' is her answer. Though she is not in a position to 

contest the others but in private she claims to have possessed more powers due to her 

unique worship. She worked as sweeper for some time and later left the job and gave it to 

others under RadII ka kaam. She is able to manage things in a better way at home and 

outside. She created an ambience, which is very unique in its presentation, She prepares 

amulets, and collects herbs by sending her sons to nearby areas in the city. In the family 

she is able minimize the tensions. if not every day, particularly on the ritual occasions. 

She attained a special status in the home, as she became a source of income. She narrates 

her wish to do good to others, by saying that 'Many people come to me, but for what 

purpose? To fulfill their wishes! I ensure that they fulfill their wishes, and the goddess 

grants my wishes. Sunanda tries to be modest keeping in view of her social position in 

the basti when compared to relatively influential Bhagats. She tries to achieve her 

objectives of escaping the marginalization by means of magical practices, and adopting 

various symbolic elements in goddess worship 

6 A pandal is a raised platform on \\ooden sticks or empty barrels This gives the 100J,. of brick built 
platform, when it is covered With cloth On thiS beautifully decorated idols of Durga and Vma}aJ,.a arc 
adorned every year as part of the festival celebrations in the city. Though a recent ent!) into the Mehtars 
life style this is well absorbed b) the commumt) 
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Contesting the Bhagats and their Magical Practices: 

Among the Mehtar community 

there is some discontent regarding the Bhagats. As one informant who criticized these 

people says that "these Bhagats do nothing, but play with the minds of the people. The 

poor and hapless Muslims who visit them believe that they fulfill their wishes. But it is 

the time, which drags the problem. In the mean time things become normal, and the 

clients think it is all due to the efforts of the Bhagats, that their problems are solved. The 

same argument is heard among many people in the basti. But all of them either belong 

to non- scavenging occupation or persons v.ho do not derive their primary income from 

the scavenging occupation. A few of them, though know that the practicing Bhagats do 

nothing, do support their practice by saying that they need some income and livelihood. 

The general notion that prevails among many is that the gods and goddesses they worship 

are true and powerful. But when it comes to their invocation, for carrying out some 

specific tasks they say that it is not possible for these practicing Bhagats. Some of the 

Mehtars particularly those who are into s\\eeping occupation, consult the Bhagats for 

particular problems If some one is not feeling \\ell in the house, or children are having 

small ailments etc, approach them for perfoml1ng pujas But the families who possess 

slightly better education and mobility and \\ho are aware of many alternative practices of 

medical care hardl) approach these people for the cure. Some even filed complaints 

against the practicing Bhagats in police statIOns. These kinds of attempts are made to 

disturb their practice for personal differences and jealousy. It helped the people to have a 

working relationship with the local police As per the law one should not practice or 

encourage people to follov. occult practices and are said to be illegal. However many are 

aware of these laws, but no bod) is scared about them. It is observed that police visit them 

to take their dues. It is also noted by one of m) informant Dharam Veer that' these police 

take their usual bribe and keep silent. Otherwise. \\h) , all these Bhagats are not arrested. 

By pointing to a ver) prosperous woman in the basti . he says that I have tried to get her 
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". convicted, but our community people and elders resisted me, as it will bring bad name to 

our community. You know I can challenge them and prove their wickedness. There is no 

truth in all these acts, it is all about money and they play with the minds'. Dharam Veer 

who is an employee in the central government office narrates his experience with the 

Bhagats and about himself in defending his argument. 

Dharam Veer: 

My grand father was a Bhagat. He died in the year 1985. I do 

perform regular pujas but not the kind of pujas performed by these Bhagats. I do not 

believe in their practices. It all depends on individual thinking. In our community 

education is uncommon and people are ignorant. And people who got degrees are unable 

to get jobs. Drinking is not a habit in our families. ~ut otherwise some people drink due 

to necessity, as they work in drainages and lift filthy things with hand. In our basti 

drinking is a everyday affair. Some drink because of domestic problems. In our families 

no body is interested in ritual performances. But some times people do it because of 

helplessness. There are no other alternatives. The leaders of the community have done 

nothing for the betterment of the community. I do not have hopes that they will do any 

good for the community in future too. Government has a policy to keep our caste as low 

that is why we are like this. Earlier due to illiteracy, our people were unable to get any 

jobs. But now they are literate, why they are not getting any job. It is the government 

policy to keep us awa>. In our community people with degrees are living as auto drivers. 

What's the use of that degree? Children are not getting proper attention due to drinking 

habits of some parents. Earlier we are assured of a Municipal sweeper job. Now that 

guarantee is not there. In the present situation many remain idle in the basti, particularly 

the youth. All this is the handiwork of the upper castes. Even if our people wanted to do 

safai work, government is not allowing them to do by giving those works to contractors 

And hence youth became idle in our community and they are passing time leisurely. 

Hence youth are attracted to these magical practices. as it gives them easy money. 

Majburi se admi kuch bi karla hai. (In a helpless situation Human being does anything 

for survival). 
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Occupational identil)' and Magical practices: 

On the whole the outsiders identify 

the Valmiki basti as a place of the Bhagats and magical practitioners. Though it has a 

traditional identity derived from its occupation, in course of time it also acquired multiple 

identities other than the 'Mehtar'. Many regretted about naming of the Basli by outsiders. 

Many try to refer it as Valmiki basti. A few educated are of the opinion that the people in 

the basti are miserably wasting their money in performing these rituals. Although they are 

critical about the rituals within the basti, seldom criticize the Bhagals who perform them. 

There is a common elation and a sense of pride among many in the basti. If a Bhagat in 

the basti gets a new client, who happens to come in a car, he feels proud. His status gets 

elevated if he keeps attracting new clients who can afford a car to visit him. They also 

regularly, keep their contacts with these clients for developing possible future relations. 

Some even ask them to donate money for organizing such festivals like Ganesh chaturthi, 

and Dasherra in the basti. Even if People in the basti do not identify or support the 

activities directly, they do derive a sense of pride. Since the prospering Bhagats bring not 

only wealth for themselves but are potential contributors of material and other kinds of 

support for the community. Many issues like part-time employment, getting a loan, and 

other kinds of favours are easily available to people, if a Bhagat refers to his influential 

clients in the city. On the other hand these connections are also used in dispute resolution 

and settling petty business dealIngs in the cit) . Many approach these individuals to, solve 

a problem or settle the business dealings. They efficientl) manage these things through 

his networking with the clients in the city. The prosperous Bhagats not only support 

themselves, but they have become harbingers of opportunities for others. Persons in the 

basti are related to one another on two grounds, one is due to co residence with the same 

occupational group, and secondly sharing the common goals in e\'ery day life. These may 

range from the mutual business understandings to v.or\... relation ship like badli ka kaam 

to the status levels an10ng them. The Mehtar identity and their ritual identity as Bhagats 

or magical practioners are intertwined in man) respects The criticism of magical 

practices is often comes from the individual differences. jealousy and other family 

differences. However people who do not criticize these specialIsts are either have cordial 

relations with them or connected b) kin 
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The opponents of these Bhagats say that they (people who are engaged 

in ritual healing) are simply, searching for their alternative career and income generating 

activities. But they do not possess any powers as !hey boast of themselves. In contrast to 

them, people who have some lenience towards them say, that they have been engaged in 

the occupation for a long time as Bhagats. But it is effectively used in the recent times for 

the public good. They are assisting people, who come with various problems. They say 

that it is the people who are coming to these Bhagats searching solutions for their 

problems. but bhagats are not going to them'. They validate and support the practice, by 

pointing to the tradition of the Mehtars as well as the local situation of the community. 

They try to use the Mehtar identity of the community, both to validate the position of 

practicing ritualists as well as upholding their right to do so. The polluted identity has 

become strength in itself in defending these practices. The traditional ritual practices of 

Mehtars are used in inventing the new identity, status and livelihood for the community. 

In the process of struggle for a better position they have resorted to numerous activities 

such as adoption of popular festivals and symbols. Substantial numbers of people are also 

into various activities termed as unlawful, for several reasons. Working for private gangs 

is common among them. However various forces of the locality, made them to resort to 

such practices and pressurized them to plunge into such activities but they eventually 

derive a sense of satisfaction and pride as being part of such groups. 

Crime aDd Community: 

One fourth of the individuals have a long track of criminal 

records in the basti. Most of them are taken to police stations several times and are 

charge sheeted. These crimes vary in their natureand context. However many of them 

are charge sheeted as Rowdy-Sheeters, by lhe police People in the basti are well 

aware of these developments. Traditional leaders in the basti also know about these 

activities. On the other hand the outsiders and immediate neighbourhood population 

perceive the Mehtars in the basti in a negative way. As one informant puts it • these 

people are nasty. and indulge in all such activities. They also have questionable 
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'. 

records with them, hence DO one touches them'. These kinds of attitudes are common 

in the locality and its surroundings. Though these attitudes are very general , yet many 

respect some persons belonging to the first generation in the basti. Moreover some of 

the basti people are involved in many communal clashes in the locality, which became 

another point of suspicion even by the police. Residents in the basti are either 

convicted for committing small crimes or for some disputes in and outside basti. Some 

are even charge -sheeted during the communal riots. 

These individuals who emerged as rowdy-sheeters have long 

histories of themselves and their respective families. Most of them hail from the 

families who first settled in basti, for working as scavengers. Some of them are even 

known for their skills in the wrestling and sports They were good sportsmen once, 

and also earned a good amount of money for thei~ livelihood. Some of them hail from 

relatively, well off families within the community. Their educational levels are also 

better than many in the basti. People belonging to these families are also quite known 

with others in the neighbourhood as 'respectable' persons. Though Rowdy-Sheeters in 

the area belong to various communities, Mehtar community is viewed differently than 

others. 

Rowdy-Sheeters in the Basti: 

Most of the times it is the Mehtars, who are 

identified as people with potential harbingers of trouble and violence. If some trouble 

breaks out in some part of the neighborhood or else where, the police immediately 

suspect the involvement of Basti people and rounds them up. It happened several times 

during my fieldwork. It is observed that some times police searched for a person for 

weeks together. In the house I stayed during the fieldwork period, I was cautioned by 

one of the key informant that, if any police comes he asked me to tell them that the 

house owner is a traditional scavenger, working in the private houses. The person to 

whom the house belongs in fact narrated many stories to me, regarding his personal life 

and involvement in some land dealing cases. He told time and again that he wanted to 

change his life style and wanted to be on the good path Like him there are many 

individuals in the basti, who often either caught by the police or voluntarily 
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surrendered to them. In many cases, community is weJl aware of these individuals. and 

seldom there is any objection to their activities. Many view these individuals as people 

who are earning their livelihood or people whose life style is very difficult to change. 

As my key informant says, that' it is their life style. They are tuned to it. You cannot 

bring them back by force, when they realize that, it is not good for them then 

automaticaJly they come out of it. Machili paani me jeena chahatahai (Fish wants to 

live in waters only). Others, though aware of the actions of these people outside the 

basti, remain mum and leave it to their families and kin groups to take care. Several 

people also caJl them, as 'tigers' meaning people who can make others scary with their 

actions and can yield power among the police and the politicians. Such individuals are 

also respected quite often but in the process, it is community, which became 

significant. They identify the individuals as some one who is an asset for the 

community. These individuals also help the community people, in their hours of need 

and crisis. Hence they gain sympathies from them and get the emotional support. There 

are also quite good number of people who oppose these 'tigers' on several grounds. 

The reasons range from enemity, associated with the family and old disputes in the kin 

groups etc . In spite of these, their consciousness about the community prevails. As one 

informant says ' they may be doing bad things and indulging in many iJlegal acts, but 

after aJl they are our caste people, who will support them, if not, us' . 

They also join with the people in other parts of the city, where they are 

engaged in the deviant behaviour, mentioned above. They generally engage in property 

disputes and take money from the parties who assign the task. Most of the times, the 

police are less interested in these dealings and the parties also bribe them. In the 

recently expanding real estate business a large amounts of money transaction was takes 

place, where disputes are common. In these dealings many people rely upon the 

private parties and these tigers than the 'institutional ' sel up of the Law. Though in 

recent times it has come down a bit, they stiJl favour to engage in such activities Other 

kinds of activities are acting as middlemen for business deals between individuals. 

Apart from these activities there are some activities, which are very negligible, like 

part time crimes, like stealing etc . Most of the activities operated outside the baSil and 
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J: far away from the neighbourhood. Each individual is highly conscious about their 

interests as well as the communities. Members who are involved in these activities 

share information. The pride and feeling of the belongingness exists among them. 

People make good references about them during the daily conversations. There is an 

intimate association and communication between the individuals who engage in such 

activities. 

Types of Crimes: 

Persons engaged in these activities can be classified into two­

three categories. Generally people, who are into these activities, seldom attend their 

traditional work that is scavenging. They may give the work either to some one to 

work on their behalf, or sell it. They sometimes engage other people to work on their 

behalf in government offices or elsewhere. The first category people can be described 

as people who manage all their affairs on their own and these people function 

individually, by taking part-time assistance from others. They generally hail from the 

traditional dominant families in the community, whose forefathers are traditional 

leaders of the caste. Many of them are also moneylenders, who used to lend money 

within the community. These people also command some respect in their respective 

families and influence certain people in the city. They generally attend the dealings 

involving huge amounts in transactions. These individuals are also harbingers of 

change in the community. They have the potential in influencing the people and their 

everyday life. Many fol1ow them in their everyday life. People give some importance 

to these people and their sayings. 

Some families and individuals maintain close relations with them, and 

receive favours. In the community there exists a clear distinction between these people 

and others who achieved greater social mobility with their occupational change and 

education. But these persons engaged in the activities of business deals always try to 

attain the status of certain level on par with the families who achieved mobility with 

their good credentials in education. Most of them started sending their children to the 

schools regularly, which is an important change in the past ten years. In the second 

category, come people who work under some body in the basti, or elsewhere and 

engage in activities on their behalf. They regularly maintain contacts with their master 
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receive the orders and implement them. They also engage in their traditional 

occupation of scavenging and do their work as any other Mehtar in the Basti. They 

seldom try to identify with the socially mobile group in the community. But it is 

noticed that many try to have their independent life, by starting some small business 

etc, but very few succeeded in their efforts. In this category there are families where 

both wife and husband work as sweepers. In the third category, there are people who 

by doing both scavenging as well as other occupations, tend to engage themselves as 

middlemen for business disputes. These people seldom dream to improve their 

condition, but rather they try to eek out a living. Their life is a hand to mouth 

existence, and they rarely question the dominance of their bosses over them. These 

people either work for some body, or they take up small problems to deal with. 

Crime and Caste: 

In the neighbourhood and the locality, it is generally perceived 

that the Mehtars are the people with potential for committing crime. Many opine that 

the community and its life style are quite unusual, and they can be easily triggered to 

fighting. The surrounding communities, \\ho are largely Telugu speaking people, see 

them in the above manner. They say that ' Mehtarolu always like that, they are dirty 

and rear pigs, what kind of life it is'. In their every day interaction it is the caste 

identity, which surfaces than any other things. The caste identity is nothing but their 

occupational identity. As revealed by many informants in the basti, 'outsiders always 

looked at their casle than any other thing in their every day interaction. In most of the 

cases registered in the police stations, Mehtars are charge sheeted as Rowdy- sheeters. 

And in the local area some of these people have Rowdy sheets, as suffix to their name. 

These things made many to believe that the scavengers living in the area commit 

crime and they cannot be believed. In the normal everyday interaction with the many 

people outside the basti, it is found that almost all of them are having similar opinion 

about the community. There are also many individual instances where, many fights 

occurred due to the utterance of the caste name. Many such feuds made the people to 

believe that Mehtars possess a violent character and are dangerous to deal with. Apart 

from this in most of the communal roits that broke out in the locality, Mehtar 
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community became the focus of the police. During the firing incidents, many are 

injured and one boy was shot dead. These memories coupled with the local fights 

earned the Mehtars an image of fighters and violators of the law. These general 

perceptions along with the history of case sheets against them strengthened the views 

of many in this respect. In the eyes of the police they are a stereotype. Wherever there 

is an incident of crime and other related activity they rush to the Mehtar basti and 

make enquiries about the suspected people. 

Crime, Indil'iduals and Self-esteem: 

Most of the people, engaged in criminal 

activities directly or indirectly, maintain excellent public contacts both within and 

wider society. They quite often resort to various ,cultural strategies to maintain their 

status. Some families have excellent rapport with these people and maintain good 

relations. Families respect these individuals for their contributions to the community 

as well as to the respective families . These individuals are also very active in many of 

the festivals and rituals organized in the basti. Quite often they sponsor those events. 

They maintain good rapport with outsiders also. Whenever they organize the festivals 

they go out and manage good financing for their festivals. In many situations it is 

observed that they go to politicians whoever is close to them for getting funds for 

organizing various popular festivals . Another important feature of the choice of the 

festivals is selection of popular Hindu festivals. Alhough it is a recent phenomenon the 

organization of these festivals is quite attractive in many aspects. Festivals like 

Da~hera, Ganesh chaturthi, are celebrated with great fanfare. These leaders organize 

these events with total involvement and enthusiasm. In the basti these two festivals so 

meticulously organized, that even the local leaders paid visits to these events. These 

individuals try to negotiate their identity with the community as well as the outsiders. 

They mask the identity of their past or the present situation by resorting to these 

cultural practices. Some times organizing a festival brings a lot of appreciation from 

the community. And this enhances the moral standing of these people, \\ho in tum 

derive happiness from these events. and satisfy their needs Though many know the 

person is involved in the criminal activities or charge sheeted. it hardly matters in their 
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,'" ' ~ day life. As one informant says that th;y'Iearned to live with it. It is noted by 

• many that these individuals some how manage the funds by some means to maintain 

their status, but rarely they were part of the traditional leadership of the community. 

The traditional leadership does not consider them as the true leaders. But on the other 

hand, the people in the community accepted them as their leaders, as they cater to the 

needs of the individuals and families in the basti. 

Individuals who are into these activities balance their work between the 

community members and outsiders. They equally maintain good relations with people 

in other areas. In every day life they have been in touch with all kinds of people, from 

police to the petty traders. There is a well-knit network among these people and the 

petty businessman. The inner city of Hyderabad is well organized with these traders. 

The trading communities role in the local small markets are subject to rapid 

transformation. These changes brought new tensions and conflicts within the 

community and intra community relations. Disputes are mainly with regard to 

business, at times they cross these barriers and aim at settling personal rivalries. Many 

feel that the justice is delayed in police stations and hence they approach the people 

who can act as middlemen to settle their differences, if needed using physical force . 

Their immediate focus will be on those people who are into this kind of activities, or 

people who have earlier listed as Rowdy sheeters. Others perceive Mehtars in the 

neighborhood as having the potential to deal with such situations. They hire them for 

doing such jobs. In this process, Mehtars slowly integrated into the unorganized sector 

of dispute solving mechanism. Even some of the politicians maintain close relations 

with the Valmiki Nagar. Most of the basti people are close aids of the leading 

politicians in the city. Apart from being party workers, they also actively engage in 

the activities of trouble making. At times, leading politicians used the Mehtars to 

create the communal strife in the sensitive areas of the old city. The social identity 

coupled v.ith the pressures from the local socio-political situation, led to the culture of 

crime in the basti. Many are easily drawn into its fold due to vulnerability of their 

living standards, along with the social segregation they experience. These established 

relations with various people made Mehtars more comfortable. In a sense they are 

related with the close interactions they enjoyed with outsiders, which otherwise is not 
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, , 

possible because oftheir caste identity. These outsiders have also encouraged them, by 

providing good finances to meet their needs. In course of time, these Mehtar leaders 

adopted and tried to integrate into mainstream cultural activities by organizing popular 

festivals. Getting identified with the public is much easier with these festivals. They 

imitated their own political bosses in organizing and sponsoring the cultural events 

Many have become sponsorers of cultural activities in the community. This 

participation has enabled them to get a new status within and out side the community. 

And this philanthropic activity became a means for maintaining their social status 

within and outside the community. 

Following case studies demonstrate these phenomena. 

Ravi Singh (Ex-Rol'dy Sheeter): 

My child hood passed very happily. My father 

Gulab Singh was a pahilwan (\\'I'estler). He was highly respected among the 

community members He provided a rickshaw to my brother to go to schoo!' He was 

also a powerful man in those days. But fate had decided something else. During my 

child hood, due to quarrels at school, I left it very early. I had also worked as sweeper 

in some households. Slowly I came into contact with some friends and started learning 

the skills in wrestling. My forefathers were also good wrestlers. One day I happened to 

meet myoId client, who is a Marwari businessman. He invited me to settle a case 

involving property dealings. He has been fighting with his fellow businessman for 

quite long time. He served me Toddy. I was already drunk on that day. I used some 

toddy to wash my face. He became angry, for my act. He said how dare I am to do that 

in front of him. I told him that it is very common among our community. 'why do you 

feel bad about it' . Then he said that' how can a Mehtar can talk like this ' He said he 

is not scared of any Mehtar, even if he is a Pahi/wan (wrestler). Immediately his 

friends and family relatives surrounded him, and there was a scene. He started abusing 

me by calling my caste name, and I was alone there. I left for my home, immediately. 

I returned to his house with a big Ta/war (sword). In the basti, family members 

resisted me a lot, not to go there. But I did not listen to them. My three brothers 

accompanied me. I barged into his house and directly went to that Marwari . and hit 

him on his head with the sword. There was a big fight there. We three brothers fled the 
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place immediately. The Manrari \\lth injuries on his head got hospitalized. It was big 

news in those Days. Police started searching for me. My brothers and me were fled to 

various places. I went to Nizamabad. The police commissioner was suspended, as he 

could not control the Rowd) - sheeters. During this time there is an increasing pressure 

from my family members to surrender to the police . Even some of my close friends 

requested me to surrender. Some police even secretly approached and asked for my 

surrender. I agreed to surrender but only on one condition that I will be allowed to go 

to the police station by a Rickshaw. The police did not chain me. But their higher 

authorities, suspended them for not chaining my hands. I was beaten up very severely 

in the police station. I am jailed for six months. I came back from the prison and 

became popular. I started meeting people in the crime world. I came into contact with 

most powerful and influential political leaders. SOJTle political parties asked me to join 

their parties. The local MLA supported me a great deal. Many lured me with their cash 

offerings. I did many things for the local politicians - created troubles in the basti, beat 

people up. etc . I was also associated my self in creating problems in the communally 

sensitive areas in the old city. I \\as paid well for these activities. Many political 

parties lured us with the mone) . Recentl) it is the ruling party in the state, which tried 

its best to lure us. We have also assisted many politicians in settling their property 

disputes in their villages. In thIS case \\e were paid a large sum of 2 lakh Rupees. 

Once I attended a case. where a .\lUI \I an and a Raj/JlIl Thakur were fighting over a 

piece of land . I tried to convince the Thakur, about the compromise plan. The Thakur 

responded to me saying, that· ho\\ can a Mehtar dictate terms and conditions for him. 

Further he said that' Mehtars ",ork in our homes, and eat the left over food. I am a 

RujpUl. I don't care you Then immediately I shouted back saying see we are also 

RUj/Juls. but due to po vert) and circumstances \\e are doing this work (Scavenging). 

We are brave enough to defend oursehes We are not like you, who converted to 

Islam without any resistance and ga\e your daughters and wives to Moughals. We are 

protecting you. Don't you kno\\ this fact? And after this there is a big fight among the 

groups. People from both sides died 111 the clash . Again there was a bandh. Police 

became highly alert. 1 \\ent in to underground once again. After some months 

everything became normal and no\\ I am hYing m.e this. 
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Ravi is now father of grown up children. He constantly makes 

every effort to come out of this vicious circle of criminal identity. In every day 

interaction within the community, he tries to be a modest person. At the teashops and 

at Valmiki temple, he moves closely with his community. He says, • I would like to 

leave this, I am sincerely thinking on this matter. But the people finding it difficult to 

forget my past. I wanted to give better education to my last son. At least I wanted to 

see him as an employee'. Ravi also contributed significant amount of money to the 

construction of an arch to the Valmiki temple. He mooted the proposal that his 

Paarcha family would like to sponsor the construction of an Arch in front of the 

Valmiki temple. He regrets for differences and inequalities based on personal 

prejudices and family disputes. His elder son who got married is not employed. But he 

quite often takes up works as middleman. The police arrested him recently in 

connection with a murder case Following is the narration of Vikram Singh, son of 

Vinod. 

Vikram Singh: 

When I was studying in school, I regularly missed the classes. My 

father was a \\ell knO\\TI Rowdy-sheeter by that time. I never went to school regularly 

and watched some movies in nearby theaters, during the morning hours as well as in 

the afternoon. I got married at the age of fifteen. Once there was a fight in the basti. In 

this fight some people beat up my sister in law. I became furious at the incident and 

have beaten those people severely. That person was bleeding. Heavily injured he was 

admitted into the hospital. Police arrested me. I spent eight days in the police custody. 

Some ho\\ my father managed to get me out of the jail. But finally we won the case in 

the court. From that day, police started suspecting me for every act. Whenever and 

wherever some incident occurs, they rush to me and suspect my involvement. 

Yesterday I was severely beaten up by the police. See my swollen hand. They are 

suspecting my involvement in a murder that took place recently, near Charm mar area 

I left that gang long back. But still they suspect my involvement in that incident. I 

have never committed a crime deliberately. I am at times dragged by the prevaihng 
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conditions around. But police listed me, and I cannot escapee from their eye, as they 

are not going to believe what I say. 

Following is the case study of kumar who worked under many 

noted politicians as well as gang leaders. He is no\\ trying to establish himself as a 

responsible householder. Father of three children, he is struggling to start a small 

kirana shop, so that his family income can be supplemented. His wife works in the 

private homes as sweeper. They are also into spiritual activities and his wife is a 

devotee of Goddess Kali . Kumar feels that he has been in the field of social work, and 

as middleman, in settling business disputes. but never thought of working 

independently, as there are many pressures in the field. Following is his narration. 

Kumar: 

My child hood has been spent in the vel) large joint family . I was able to 

continue my education till my first year B.A and discontinued that course. I assisted 

my parents in their work, while studying in school. My father worked in the Zoo, and I 

helped him in the evening hours. Soon after my school hours, I attended his work at 

the zoo. And we together returned by To clock In the morning I would get up at 5'0 

clock and started preparing to attend the usual work. 1 fought with many people in the 

school. My caste became a problem at school. I had good friends among the Pardhis. 

The other schoolboys are frightened at the vel)' looks of our friends. We are like 

'tigers'. At the very young age 1 got engaged to my fiance. I had fallen in love with 

many girls. I never hide my caste identity. I am also a good dancer. I worked vel)' hard 

during my school days. I worked as boy in a makeshIft restaurant in the Abidj area of 

Hyderabad. I have realized that money is everything and thought that I should earn 

money by any means. I got married during this time During college days I made 

friend ship \\ith rich boys. One of the boys told me that he had sexual relations with 

Mehtar girls. He said that' Mehtar girls are easily available and are of loose morals I 

have beaten him without any hesitation. After some time I stopped going to college. 

Though I gave the exam, I failed. Slowly I entered into the world of politics with 

Malia who is a well-kno\\TI Rowdy sheeter b) that time. I worked as his 
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assistant.,collected money from various people on his behalf. He paid me good 

amounts of money for the services. I enjoyed that type of job very much. In course of 

tim~ I entered the gangs and got used to their life styles. I was introduced to many 

criminal leaders during that period. People like Gulab Singh of Dhuipel. Sallupaka. 

Munna singh etc. But after a while I stopped all these activities as Malla became ill. I 

have opened a kirana shop. I also entered into the chits business. During this process I 

have come across other noted people in this field, and worked for them on part- time 

basis. 

Malia: 

Oh! What is there to tell, about my life? I have passed my childhood 

relatively in a happy mood. My father is a renown~d wrestler and well known in those 

days. He provided us good education when compared to others in the basti. He worked 

as safai karamchari for a fe\\ years, and quit that occupation. He has taken up money 

lending business afterwards. Though I have discontinued my B.com , I am the only 

one among the four brothers \\ ho continued education till the graduation. My 

ambition was to become a sub inspector. I made it till the interview board. But some 

of our own caste people created a problem and they stopped my chances of selection. 

They have complained to the oflicials branding me as a Rowdy. I was not a Rowdy­

sheeter though. From then oll\\ards m~ problems started. I could not achieve my goal 

of becoming a police officer Then I entered into a new mode of livelihood that is 

dispute resolution. I acted as middleman for many disputes. These assignments earned 

me name and mone). In those day s there were lot of fights within the community. No 

bod) believed the other. Here. in the basti. there are families from various villages of 

HaT) ana They thinJ,. that the) are different from each other. Again there are 

differences based on go/ras. But thmgs have changed now. Now day's boys are 

addicted to alcohol. They are not \\orking properly. They imitate the Heroes and 

Villains in the movies. No bod) is interested in education. You know these boys eat 

lots of pork, some times even a J,.ilogram. without doing any \\ork. What happens in 

that circumstances the) get sleep and sleep only! They watch all rubbish on the 

television and get spoiled Perhaps the kind of work they are into, and the leisure they 
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enjoy might be the reason for these developments. No body is aware of ones own 

culture. If you ask them about their deities no body will answer you. They tell you 

instead about heroes and heroines in the movie. I do have faith in these deities, but 

there are no capable Bhagats in the basti now. Once it so happened in my village, that 

I was sleeping outside the house after taking little alcohol. In the dreams I saw a 

woman clad in white saree and big claws sat on me. I could not move my legs. But I 

was wearing an amulet, which is very powerful. This helped me and the Bawrie ran 

away. Once a client approached me to solve his problems. He was a Muslim guy, and 

wanted to settle his problems with a girl, with whom he has fallen in love. But she is 

married to a Sheik in Dubai. He brought some of her clothes, and asked me to help 

him. I took him to one of the healers in the basti . And the case is finally not succeeded 

You know these people get addicted to various things after they see money, and run to 

these bhagats for every small problem. In another case one of the bhagats was 

successful in helping a person possessed by some spirits. He charged him heavily, and 

later I persuaded him to return the extra money he has taken from the patients. I 

always insisted that my children study well. But they did not listen to me. They are 

spoiled, due to the basti environment. Here parents do not take proper care. And in the 

absence of parents they do all non-sense. Parents return from the work in the evening. 

The) drink in front of their children. And it spoils the kids. Though in recent times 

basti has been undergoing lots of changes, there is no progress in the youth. My son 

returned home, after leaving the navy. He likes this place, and wants to live here. This 

is the environment he is adapted to. 

Following is the case study and narrative of young Man who was 

convicted once and worked as a part time assistant for many people Now he is living 

with his parents, by selling pork and exporting pigs to other parts of the country. His 

narration is important in understanding how persons are drawn to the world of felony 

and subsequent pressures of the outside world on them. Moreover this case stud) is 

important, as the there is complete narration of the criminal act committed by him. 

Pratap is a young man of twenty-seven years old He is engaged in the business of 

selling pork and pigs at present. 
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Pratap: 

I dreamed a lot in my child hood. My parents were poor, and we 

stayed in a rented house in the basti. I played a lot in my childhood. I moved more 

with T e1ugu friends of the neighbouring area than with our caste people. I maintained 

distance from our boys. I watched the life of the Telugu boys a lot. I wanted to be like 

them. Wanted to go to school dress like them and liked to ride a bicycle. My elder 

brother left the family after his marriage. But he helped me in joining the school at 

Aliabad. I went to school by walking without any chappals. One day my friend gifted 

me a cattle bar. On way back from the school; I shot a bird with it. I felt very bad 

about it. I almost shivered. I fell ill and got fever. I did not recover for seven days. My 

mother worked in a nearby household as scavenger. Everyone knows in the school that 

I am her son. In the school I was treated as' low caste boy. One-day teacher 

commented at me saying. oh! Mehtar you people have come to this level. In the 

interval. I waited outside the class for the teacher. When the teacher came out of the 

class. I had hit him with a duster nearby. Again outside the school I hit him with the 

brich., and injured him severely. I did not go to school for fifteen days after this 

incident. M) father has beaten me very severely and locked me in a room. He 

accompanied me to my head master in the school. The son of the head master Mr. 

Anand helped me to come out of this problem. I said sorry to the teacher, and started 

gomg to school. M) mother passed a\\ay. There are some problems within the family. 

Our jomt family is not all that good. There were lots of quarrels among the family 

members. We shifted to a new house. We have nothing in our house. Even there is no 

lamp. I \\as always gloomy about my home. My neighbours have every thing. Why 

not us? My father used to give all his earnings to my uncle to save it. Once during the 

dimli festival my brother and sister in law came to our house. There is no money with 

us Ever)one is celebrating the festival. With great despair I watched the people who 

are celebrating. M) sister in la\\ brought me some fire works and gave me. Later my 

sisters got married I was still a student in the school. I used to help my mother in safai 

\\orh. . I continued like this for three years. Later I decided to leave this work and start 

a ne\\ life. I al\\ays regretted why I was able to lead a free life like others. This 
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question is always saddened me. I made friend ship with Venu and Sony in the basti. 

We shared our problems among ourselves. We formed a group and fought on petty 

things with others. My friend Guna took me to a Theater and provided a job. He had 

some problems with a friend due to some love affair. I had some fight s with his 

friends and they harassed me a lot. All this is due to their problems. These two guys 

are fallen in love with the same girl. One day he has beaten me very brutally. I also 

retaliated with the same might. My uncle has seen all this drama. One of my friends 

Shankar was also there. After seeing our fighting skills, my uncle thought that we 

would be useful for him in assisting his illicit activities. Those people who have beaten 

me came for the compromise. But when we went to see them for compromise, they 

attacked us. My uncle told me once that the Ravi is parting with them, and he is enemy 

to us. He provoked us saying that we should a~tack this Ravi. But I resisted saying 

that whatever is happened is happened. Let us not fight. 

I have also told him that I am not in a position to fight. I also 

told him that I wanted to study and change my life style. I started my studies and gave 

m) sse examinations. My friend has fallen in love with one girl. He used to tell me 

about his IO\'er and other stories. Again my uncle came to me and asked us to join with 

him. He told us that Ra\'i beat him up. He asked us to smash his head and legs. My 

uncle's friend came and kept a wad of currency notes in front of us. I am lured after 

seeing the wad of notes, as my sister's marriage is on the cards. We are surprised at 

the kind of offer he made to us. But we are still in a dilemma, whether to accept his 

offer or not? My friend Son) advised me not to miss this opportunity, as it gives good 

money to meet my needs But we are still in quandary as it may spoil our lives. 

Fmally \\e decided to use this money for the family needs, and ready to take up the 

assignment. Due to impending economic needs at home we resorted to such a 

decision. Again \\e questioned ourselves, whether it is a good choice. My friend 

advised me 10 get trained, so that he can fight Ravi effectively. It has become big deal 

for me. Some people in the basti like Giri also encouraged us for accepting the offer. 

They all encouraged and told me that i am not bold enough to tackle Ravi. It pinched 

me and asked him who is this Ravi anyway? I told to my friends that I could easily 

smash him. I also challenged my friends, saying that I will meet this challenge The 
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next day Jany has taken me to a hotel and showed me Ravi. My uncle is also there in 

the hotel, waiting for us. We are served some Beer by my uncle. He said that 'let's go. 

Take beer and finish the Job. They asked us to see a movie in a nearby theater. 

During the interval, I came out of the movie theater, as I felt vomiting sensation. 

Shankar made me eat more food and drink beer, and said that this is the right time to 

kill Ravi. But I am frightened with his choice. But moments after, I recollected my 

challenge to friends and followed my uncle on two-wheeler, along with other five 

persons, who followed us in Auto. One of my friends designed the plan of action. We 

barged into the house of Ravi. I am unable to take out the knife. Sunil is forcing to act 

immediately. In the mean time there is lots offuss around. We forcibly made our way 

towards Ravi. Ravi held my uncles neck. On one hand he had a sword. I immediately 

went in defense of uncle, and pushed Ravi away. And my uncle became free and came 

forward. In the mean time my accomplices switched off the current. I hit Ravi with 

huge wooden pole, and Shankar stabbed him with a dagger. Ravi stabbed me with 

another knife. Immediately I took off the knife and stabbed him repeatedly. Ravi v.as 

dead. His mother and other basti people cornered us. I am shaken at my act. We 

managed to escape from the crowd and ran away from the scene on scooter. Sony still 

in the crowd and some how managed to escape. My friend gave me the scooter to ride 

After a while. Sunil came running towards us And we managed to run a\\ay and 

reached Medchul road in the early hours, around 2'0 clock. Finally m) other 

colleagues also managed to reach us by Auto. At Boinpulli cross roads we v.ere 

follov.ed by a police Jeep. Sony is scared, and lost hope, thinking that the police may 

catch us. I told him even if we manage to run they will follow. I asked him to convey 

my parents that I was dead . The dagger was still with me. It was kept under the matt 

of the scooter. Two policemen in uniforms came near us, and asked us to come near 

to them. They checked us. I told a lie to the police, saying that, my grand father is 

dead and hence we are in hurry and going to relatives to inform. Police dId not 

recognize what exactly is happening We succeeded in escaping from that place. We 

headed towards Medchal road, and am bleeding and shivering in the cold weather I 

gave the scooter to sunil to drive. We stopped at a tea stall, and asked them hov. long 

it will take to reach Medchal. While v.e are approaching the main road Shankar and 
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his friends are waiting there. I became vel') angl')' at Shankar. I hit him on his head. 

His nose started bleeding. I hit the scooter with a stone. I became almost 

uncontrollable. I threw a burning cigarette on the scooter and it is burnt. He has taken 

us to a secret place. In the morning he brought his friend, who is an influential MLA 

of the ruling party. He assured us that nothing is going to happen. He asked to remain 

cool and calm for some days. My friend took to an ayurvedic hospital for treatment. I 

was injured very severely. The doctor asked me to remove my clothes. Shankar tried 

to help me out. But I again became angry and hit him. Because I felt, that due to him 

all this mess has happened. My uncle made me cool. I removed my clothes and 

cleaned the wounds. I am scared and in total confusion, for the incident that occurred 

last night. I prayed to God, so that my soul rests in peace. Some friends came around 

6:30 in the morning and gave me some solace .. The day was 1'1 January. I told them I 

want to go home I burned my clothes with blood markings. I threw the knife in the 

local toilet. My friend hired car and asked us to leave for the home. We asked for the 

money he offered earlier. He told us that he would give the cash at home. I asked him 

how would they go without giving mone). He paid me Rs7000. I asked my uncle to 

pay my cash. He said money is there. I ",ill give you. I told to Sudheer that if any 

thing goes wrong. I would not spare him. I told him that I would show the same path 

like the one sho\\n to Ravi. I have come home \\ithout any trouble. One of the eldely 

people in our famil) Vikram Rana came to knO\\ about this incident. He has beaten 

me. And asked about the Banu I started crying in front of him. Banu is very much 

known to the mother of the Ravi. Police started their enquiry with the Banu. I am 

scared. as I beJie\ed that police would come to arrest me. My friends gave a lot of 

moral support and made me rela... They pro\ ided lots of beer on that day. My parents 

came to know about this incident They ha\e scolded me for this act. All the family 

members abused me. Unable to bear these insults I went to stay with one of the Sony's 

brothers on the outskirts of the city. Then \\e have decided to contact Subash. Banu 

went to the bank and joined his \\orb. He gave us 3000Rs that day. He told us that the 

police are being taken care of by the Shankar. And told us that the police were paid 

some amount He said that the local circle inspector is with us and there is no need for 

panic. Shankar paid Rs30000 to him to safe guards us. Four fake members presented 
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themselves as culprits before the police station. But the victim's parents did not agree 

with the police. They approached the assistant commissioner of police and requested 

him to take up the case. Some how the news of circle inspector taking sides with the 

culprits reached the Assistant commissioner. He transferred the CI from that police 

station. On the other hand there spread a rumor in the basti, that some of the people in 

the basti are involved in the murder. I along with some friends went to Delhi , and 

stayed there for 22 days. We were returning to Hyderabad. We came to know that the 

police are searching for us. We have almost jumped from the train at Moulali station. 

Some of the important people like giri's father and sonyl's father were arrested. 

Friends informed me that police might be searching for me. They advised me hide 

some where in the city. I told to my friends it is better to surrender to the polIce than 

hiding. Gopal came to my help. He is searching for.a good lawyer to deal our case. To 

save Banu Pal also came forward. In fact he made us to surrender. Giri 's mother 

sensed some thing bad happening and advised us not to surrender. I am bit frightened 

with her advise. Gopal confirmed his mother's suspicion. He told us that, some people 

in the basti are playing to protect Banu from life imprisonment. Gopal brought an SI to 

us, who promised us saying that if we reveal the total case in detail, we would be 

provided some mercy. The police later caught Gopa!. I have come to conclusion that 

at any time the police will raid my home. The very thought of this scared me I have 

decided not to trouble my parents I went to the police station, and asked for the circle 

Inspector. I sat on the bench for a while. I am scared that the police will beat me up. I 

came out of the police station. I have seen Gopal and others with a car Gopal asked 

me why I am doing liI"e this? . I told him that I should not be a problem to my father. 

He made me sit in the car and took me to an advocate . The advocate along with some 

people took us to the police station. The circle inspector Dhirendra asked me full 

details of the murder. I narrated the total incident to him as advised by the lawyer. I 

told him when Shankar went to kill Ravi I tried to stop him. But in the process I am 

injured. Terrified with the incident we ran away from the scene. I also told him, that 

the total members involved are five and not more than that. Then he asked me who is 

Sony? I told him that he is our friend . After some time Anurag Sharma the assistant 

commissioner of police asked me to give total narration of the story, including I"nife. 
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Sony and the payments we received. Police arrested Azzad, a friend of Sony to nab 

him. Police are beating the boy. After seeing that I told them, that I would tell about 

Sony. I requested the police to leave the boy. I asked the police to make an enquiry on 

how we committed the crime. Police have beaten me severely. But I was very tough 

to give them full details of the murder. They have also beaten GirL I requested him to 

keep quite, as it is not proper to reveal Sony's involvement. There was a big fight 

among us. The policeman came and warranted us. Later we compromised and cried. 

Finally we have come to know that Sony is also attending the court. We were jailed 

for thirteen days. Even the CI, SI, and others shared beer with us, to get some clues 

about the murder. They served us good food and biryani. We were sent to 

Musheerabad Jail. They keep changing our rooms in the jail. Later we spent fifty-six 

days in Jail. I got bail order. Others also got it. When we were in jail many people 

visited us, including representatives of some prominent political parties, such as MIM, 

Congress, MBT, Khan Mustaf etc. They extended their support, and invited us to join 

their political parties. I never believed that this kind of things would happen. 

Politicians lured me with money and promised me that they will save us. One person 

came to me and took me to one prominent political leader. Later I worked with him for 

some time. After some time I joined under a different leader. One of the basti leaders 

introduced me to a well-known Rowdy sheeter in the city, who belonged to our 

community. He supported me a lot. He encouraged me by saying whatever happened 

is happened, and asked me to forget everything. Many people used me in settling the 

real estate property dealings. Many castes including Muslims used our services, to 

settle their scores. From 1995 I have been engaged in pork business. My uncle Mr. 

Kher Singh helped me in settling into the pork business. Later I am into small 

businesses like finance, chits and other family businesses. The case is closed on 25th 

June 1995. 

Individuals from the community are drawn into these activities not by 

choice but by various compulsions within and outside the basti environment. Some have 

entered the world of criminal activities compelled by the family problems like poverty 

and lack of proper parental care. A few are drawn towards these activities by the lure of 
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.' money, and for certain status. They also enjoyed those recognitions and economic 

prosperity it brought. Moreover, the general environment in the basti at times, so subtle 

for any person, to restrain from entering into such activities. The general stigma attached 

to the community related to their traditional occupation, further aggravated the temptation 

of some to choose this path. It is noticed in many cases that by an accident or due to some 

unavoidable circumstances, they are caught in the trap. Once the police register them as a 

rowdy -sheeter it becomes very difficult for a person to come out of the 'branded 

identity' . These very branded identities circulate in the popular notions of the society and 

public at large, and help build the perceptions about these communities. The trivial 

situation that is state popular opinion and stigmatized identity of the community, 

structured these individuals. Some individuals' derived personal satisfaction by working 

with those branded people. Or by enjoying the monetary and material comforts derived 

from those assignments. But the people and civil society on the whole look down the 

community. They are always viewed as people with potential to instigate or commit some 

crime or violent activity. In many cases their occupational identity became a hindrance to 

come out of this branded structures. 
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POPULAR FESTIVALS 

AS AN INSTRUMENT OF ASSERTION 

Apart from celebrating many traditional festivals 

and ceremonies, Mehtars also incorporated popular festivals in their everyday life. They 

include traditional Hindu festivals like Ganesh Chaturthi, Durga puja etc. These were not 

part of the Mehtar life style in the past. How these festivals are managed and staged by the 

actors involved is important. Rituals have been interpreted and analyzed in a number of 

frame works, by various ethnographers. Broader discussions of rituals are devoted to the 

ritual construction, deconstruction and reconstruction of society via the evocation of 

sentiments, reified social borders, and the nature of domination and resistance as specified 

cases (respectively) of fusionary and fissionary process (Bruce Lincoln, 1987). Other 

prominent interpretations of rituals are rituals of rebellion (Gluckman 1963. ln, Bruce 

Lincoln: 1987). Socio-political and sentimental dimensions (Bruce Lincoln, 1987), 

s)mbolic actions as integral probabilities of life situations (Levi Strauss 1963; Gluckman 

1965; Leach 1973). Ritual symbolism as frame work in understanding socio cultural 

behaviour of the group, and its relations (Durkheim 1954; Smith 1956; Radcliff Brown 

1964; Firth 1967; Turner .V.W 1964; Leach 1976). If the ideological backdrop is seen 

along with ritual action, they may yield significant insights of community and group in 

focus (Geertz 1977, Turner V.W 1967). The ritual actions are generalized medium of social 

interaction, characterized by various marks of symbols, acts, talk and forms etc, which are 

mutually intelligible with the group's cultural life. Moreover, rituals help to understand the 

contemporary life situation. They represent in varying degrees the world as microcosm. 

Mehtars in the basti celebrate a variety of ceremonies rituals and 

festivals, which are part of their life style. Though they have been celebrating the Valmikt 

jayanti ever since they have accepted him as their Guru, the birthday celebrations of the 

saint. acquired new colours in course of time, in the bastL' The systematic development 

, Mehtars in the basti used to worship various gods and goddesses of their local traditions One infonnant also told 
me that till recently that is till 1990, the) used to worship Baba kaksha. Lal beg and other saints He also showed 
me the small temple that is located in a comer of the basti. As, noted b} ViJay Parshad (V'jay Parshad, 2000 
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organization, and incorporation of various religious and cultural symbols are unique feature 

of this festival. Before discussing the festivals and rituals of the Mehatrs in the basti, a brief 

discussion about the religious behaviour in the basti in the past and present is in order. 

Religion in the basti: 

Mehtars in the basti as described in the second chapter, follow the 

cults of different gods and goddesses, which also include their family deities, who are their 

dead ancestors. Ever since Mehtars came to Hyderabad, to work in the Nizam state, they 

brought all their local traditions along with them. They worship their cult leader like baba 

Iwksha, lal baig etc. Apart from them, they worshipped a variety of goddesses, like 

patrivali, gurgan vali, MataDutini etc. Primarily their worship involved, folk traditions 

along with a mixture of parochial traditions of Telugu people and Muslims. They also 

worship and visit various Muslim Darghas in the !>ld city of Hyderabad. In course of time 

they started worshipping the local village goddesses, by visiting them in the neighborhood 

during the festival occasions. There was not much change in their mode of worship till 

1990. But things have changed after a series of communal riots in the neighborhood 

between Mehtars and Muslim population living adjacent to the basti. During these riots 

some got killed from both sides. These events made some local leaders to approach the 

Mehtars for joining their political parties2
• some leaders in the basti joined the political 

parties either as local volunteers or ward members or as simply as members. These parties 

include the local Tell/gu Desam, and the Bharatiya Janata Party. It is also noticed that a 

couple of years ago. a fe\\ persons also joined the Bahujan Samaj Party. The subsequent 

interaction with the leaders of these parties and their participation in the local political life 

has transfomled the social life in the basti. Many started sponsoring the festivals like 

Untouchable ITeedom A SOCIal h,stol) of a dalit community) Mehtars are dra\\n to the worship of Valmlki the 
legendary author of Rama) ana b) Hindu volunteers He further notes that ' the militant Hindus claimed that the 
earlier faith came to these dallts ITom Mushm rulers, who. they erroneousl) claimed, captured and confined the 
Balnllkls. As these dahts increaslngl) placed culpabihty for their oppressIon on the Muslims, they entered willy· 
mil) into the ITame\\or~ ofHlnduta\a despIte the fact that most Hindus refused to sup with them or to marry them 

21t is to be noted here, that In the earl) da)s covering until 1987, many leaders of the Mehtar community are With 
the local Muslim party kno\\n as MaJits Illehadlli Musltmeen. Some of the Mehtars are also in the congress The 
relations between Mehtars and Mushm community are quite normal It is also noted by one informant that they 
used to get bener treatment ITom the Muslim households than the Hindus, where the) worked as sweepers The 
lo)altles and perceptions of the people have changed drastlcall) after the communal nolS in the bastl 
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Jf: Ganesh Chalurlhi and Dashhera in the basti, by giving donations and other material 

assistance. These changes not only brought new cultural symbols and practices in the basti, 

but helped individuals to expand their networks and assert their identity within and outside 

the community. In doing so, the community made its presence felt in the neighbourhood. 

Some leaders have taken control of the events and their organization in the basti. This 

resulted in competition among them. This will be discussed later in this chapter. Given 

below is ethnography of Valmiki Jayanli and its systematic celebration in the basti. 

Valmiki Jayanti: 

A few years, after the Mehtar basti came into existence, a small 

place Wider the banyan tree was dedicated as temple place for the Valmild. Initially there 

was no idol, except for the banyan tree. A few years later, some one in the basti contributed 

money to make an idol of Saint Valmiki. The idol though in crude form was installed and 

remained Wider the tree for some years. The basti residents celebrate ValmikiJayanli every 

year, in the month of June. Till the last decade they worshipped Valmild during the Jayanli 

day. In the early years, Valmiki festival was just a festival for one day, where some of the 

people in the basti used to offer fruits and sweet made of ghee in the puja. In the evening, 

particularly the women folk bring the fruits and sweets in plates covering it with a cloth. 

The temple did not exist during those years. The temple construction started in the late 

nineties, with contributions from the people in the basti and from individual donations. 

This festival has remained as one of the big social event, in he basti. Rana a self­

proclaimed leader of the basti and also a member of the congress party, made it as an 

enthusiastic event in the neighbourhood. The event gained prominence that it even attracted 

the top leadership of the Baharaliya janata party in the year 1998. From the early period 

of formation of the basti to the late eighties, no one worshipped Valmiki either at home or 

in temple. But from the beginning of the nineties leaders in the basti transformed the event 

on par with many popular Hindu festivals. For many it has become mandatory to contribute 

some money for this festival. In the past it is purely voluntary, and some people who could 

not contribute any amount are left out. It is observed that huge amounts were spent in 

organizing this event. People in fancy dress like Lord Rama, Valmild, and lav Kush are 

seated on a decorated platform on a four-wheeler. In the evening around 4 0 clock the 

procession is taken out from the basti , towards the Gowliguda basti. (Another small Mehtar 
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basti. where another valmiki temple is built). At this place some of the political leaders 

welcomed by the leaders of the basti, are presented a shawl as mark of respect. They were 

also given colourful headgears as mark of respect. A huge procession with two horses in 

the front and saffron flags. bearing the sign of the sun god is taken out. Women and 

children in the basti are specially asked to wear good dress and participate in the 

procession. A good number of women participated in the procession. A huge painting of 

the vaJmiki is placed on the top of the lorry with garland put around the frame. Two leaders 

of the basti Rana and Pavan managed the traffic police while the procession is going on the 

road. The Jayanli procession is taken out from the old city Valmiki basti to the main city 

center known as tank bund in HyderabadJ
• The procession passed through many narrow 

roads and market areas and drew good attention from the crowd. The procession ended by 

90 clock in the evening. The next day, the news of the procession appeared in all the news 

papers with the photographs of its leaders, which again became a point of discussion for 

many in the basti. Though some are ambivalent about these activities, they remain mum, as 

the festival is symbolic representation of their community. Rana is well appreciated by 

many people in the basti. On the same night he arranged some cultural programmes. When 

asked where he is getting money for these activities he replies sa)ing that he gets from his 

sponsors and political bosses Rana is not the only young politician who is enthusiastic in 

managing events. He takes pride in putting the Valmiki photo in his office. He also 

competes with traditional leadership in the basti. A close associate of some of the top brass 

of the congress leadership in the city, he is able to gain observer status in the state for the 

committee on eradication of scavenging and other menial occupations setup by the 

Government of India. He also became one of the nodal persons to oversee the 

implementation of the developmental programmes aimed at the scavenger community in 

the state. Rana takes pride in telling that he has helped many in the basti to get loans and 

other benefits from the government agencies. He gets funds from the political leaders to 

organize various ceremonies and festivals in the basti . Though criticized by his own 

community people that he gets funds from those politicians who are not so good for the 

'In the city of Hyderabad, tank bund IS located In the heart of the city The place attained significance due to its 
central location Some of the Idols of the leaders and poets are kept here slgnij) ing the great contributions made by 
them There is also a statue of the Dr B.R Ambedkar In a nearby Junction The procession of the Mehtars IS taken 
till this Slatue .in the year 1998 
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community, Rana manages to function in a balanced manner, with the support from his 

family and members belonging to his Go/ram. 

Valmiki Jayanti as an Instrument orSelr-assertion and Identity: 

People in the basti, 

feel that they should not be addressed as Mehtars. Instead they will be happy to be known 

as Va/milds. It is said that the word Mehtar signifies their occupation but not their caste. 

Even though they are engaged in the occupation, others need not call them as Mehtars, 

which is derogatory in many respects. As one informant puts it, " why they call us 

Mehlarodu? Why not by name of the individual? They (others) wanted to identify us with 

that name. And hence they call us as Mehtarodu '. Most of them prefer to be addressed by 

their names. They add their gotra names as suffix with slight modifications. Though it 

indicates that evel)'one is trying to get better identity, they feel that their caste should not be 

known to others in the public life, particularly when they deal with people outside their 

work sphere that is scavenging. Va/mikUjayanti has become an instrument in propagating 

their unique ness from others in the neighbourhood and elsewhere in the city. In the 

following year of 1999, there is another procession taken out on the occasion of 

ValmikijayallIi . lbis time Rana managed to cover-up some differences within the 

community, by inyiting leaders in the rival groups of families in the basti to participate in 

the Jayanti celebrations. A procession was taken out in the neighbouring areas, including 

the Muslim dominated residential areas. There was wide publicity given to the event. The 

local cable operator covered the event and telecast it in the evening news. This event 

broUght a great joy among many in the bastL Youth leaders celebrated in joy and 

particularly elated and everyone tried to identify with the success of the function. 

Irrespective of family disputes, all elders came to the temple. Valmiki temple was white 

washed and colorfully painted'. Alhough everyone in the basti are not familiar, they know 

Valmiki's name and his story, it has become mandatory to visit the temple at least once in a 

year. Donations are collected from the households depending upon their earning capacity. 

lbis particular festival is celebrated in the basti as a community festival , unlike others, 

• Even the researcher helped them in their activities The researcher was asked to officiate the rituals in the temple, 
as there is no one to take care of the money received during the rituals However the researcher Quietly kept a\\a) 
from it 
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~. which are celebrated as household ceremonies. The community gets recognition not only 

with the, organization of the festival but they also invite the local leaders to visit the temple. 

This brings them a sense of having a particular tradition of their own which is popular in 

the wider society. It helped in forging relationship with the outside people from different 

walks of life. However there is a common belief among folks about Valmiki as their guru, 

there are people within the basti who contest these perceptions by providing altemative 

explanations. Even among some of the elders strong sentiments have been expressed with 

regard to Valmiki as the guru of Mehtars. Following is the case study ofGiri who belong 

to Taank gotra, whose family members are small in numbers. He is also one of the 

organizing members of the Valmiki festival, who has taken care of the financial matters 

related to temple and its decoration etc. He is one of the active members of the community 

who is always in the forefront in organizing the people. Youth in the basti are trained by 

him who to got into the state level sports training . . 

In bis own words, Girilal: 

In my childhood and in school days, I was the class monitor 

in the school. I studied well. I was a captain in sports and won many gold medals. I 

dreamed of becoming lawyer. But again due to financial problems I could not continue 

after intermediate education. The way back, around twenty years ago there was plenty of 

work. But the payments were very less. Some of my friends helped me to start a small 

business. I am also interested in social work. I had educated and helped many people in the 

community to get benefit from the state and central govenunent schemes. I also questioned 

the local politicians about their sincerity in working for our cause. I criticized the Sulab 

International for their policy. We have been working in the dry latrines for the last hundred 

years. Now sewage and flush latrines have come and these organizations employ and pay 

us such small amounts as Rs 2 per latrine for our work. Benefits went to private 

organizations. Those people from Bihar are employed in the Sulab international in 

Hyderabad. Same people who hated this work have joined these occupations They 

employed us as wage labourers. We have organized many press conferences but the 

government went against our wishes. We have struggled against this oppression. We made 

several attempts for achieving the positive things for the community. In our society bad. 

good, rich and poor people are there. I tried to bring unity among the Mehtars in the basli 
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and else where. Many issues, which are not part of our tradition, are encroaching into us. 

Many are demanding the dowry now. We have settled some cases by calling them to our 

panchayat. I acted as general secretary for the panchayat many times. We punished people 

who demanded the dowry. I also acted as general secretary for Andhra Pradesh Valmiki 

Samaj, and all India safai majdoor congress. Through these organizations I participated in 

many social activities beneficial to the community. We have also tried to educate people. I 

had never taken any money for doing these things. Though some senior political leaders 

criticized me for my style of functioning, I never showed my back. I kept doing things. We 

(I) accept Ambedkar as our leader. We tell the students to follow him and his ideology. Our 

community people think that they are dirty. We always try to change their mind set. We 

also tell the families and their parents to educate their children at least till graduate degree. I 

also organize sports events on 26th January, 14th April and on Valmiki Jayanti day. We 

celebrated Ambedkar centenary in the basti, by inviting educated people of the community. 

Among them lAS and IPS officers are there. We take rallies every year. These rallies pass 

through many areas in the city covering sha Ali banda, charminar, Afjal ganj Nampally 

Basheer bagh and tank bund3
. Girilal continued his narrative when asked about saint 

Valmiki and how he became their (Mehtar) Guru, and why they are following him. 

Girilal: 

In fact Valmikl was a Brahmin. But in Tulsi Das Ramayan he was depicted 

as A 'Bhil'. We have accepted him as guru thinking that a person belonging to 'Bhil' has 

written Ramayan The 'sabari' is also 'Bhil '. We have also accepted Hanuman as our 

guru. whatever characters depicted in Ramayan belong to our community. Valmiki is not 

respected even after he has written Ramayana. You ",ill find Ram, lakshman temple, 

Hanuman temple, but not the Valmiki temple. So we built a temple for him, and accepted 

him as our guru. 

In the sanle way many contend that Valmiki became their guru by 

accident. Even an elder named Maharaj says that it was the pandu Ami chand who made 

Mehtars as Valmikis . Raj singh another respected leader of the community has altogether 

3 These are the prominent places in the city, y,hlch historical!) important and occupies Important place in 
Hyderabad city. 
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different interpretation of Ramayana, where he denies Va/miki as their Guru. But in spite of 

these views and sentiments the symbol of the valmild has become an identity for them. And 

they are trying to use this symbol to assert the community identity in the neigbour hood and 

else where. It is very interesting to observe that in many instances the community does not 

want to get identified as Mehtars, as the word is derogatory in meaning. Rather they like to 

be known as Vafmilds. In spite of their denial, that Valmiki is not their Guru; they accepted 

him as the symbolic representation of the community. Most of the times it is the 

individuals in the basti who made fervent efforts in registering various voluntary 

associations in the name of Va/miki. Except for few individuals like Girilal, many 

consciously or unconsciously subscribed and relate themselves to the va/mki. 

Va/miki temple has become a symbolic identity for the community. It has 

also become reference for others to identify the Mehtar basti. This temple especially 

became a landmark in the local neighbourhood. Soine leaders from city and are invited to 

the temple for a darshan of Va/miki. This has strengthened the morale of the community 

leaders further. It has also become a meeting point for many. Any activity, meetings 

important sessions of the local panchayal are held here. But in course of time it has also 

received criticism from its own people. Some in the basti are of opinion that few 

indi\'iduals are benefiting from such meetings, and try to dominate others. As some like 

Maharaj says that, it is unlawful to manage a temple without government intervention. This 

man of course has no say in the temple administration and he constructed his own temple 

in the basti. As described earlier Valmiki temple has become a platform to assert both 

indi\ idual identity and the community identity at large. Individuals try to engage in variety 

of activities like Sagar and Randheer to have their dominance in community affairs and as 

.... ell as achieving a distinct identity outside the basti . At the same time, they are successful 

in managing many events. These individuals try to attain a secular image for the caste and 

their occupation. 

There are other festivals which became significant among Mehatrs 

are the popular Vinayak Chalurlhi and Dasherra. I call them as 'symbolic adaptations' in 

the context of Mehtars life style, as these are used by the community to relate themselves to 

the larger society outside, and tried to incorporate into their life styles. Yet these festivals 

also offer an insight about how the community struggles for secular identity for their 
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~ occupation and the community. Individuals and community made efforts to be part of the 

popular celebrations not because these festivals give any material gain, but benefits from 

the cognitive point of view. It helps to create a sense of belonging ness, and inclusion 

where they can be proud of their capability in organizing such festivals. 

Valmiki festival and Mehtar Identity: 

Though many followers of Hinduism accept 

Valmiki as a Sage. who wrote the sacred text of Ramayana, they seldom worship him as 

deity or as Guru in temples or at home. After Mehtars and other communities engaged in 

the scavenging accepted him as their Guru, they started constructing the temples for him. 

Eventually the celebration of Valmiki Jyayanli became the part and parcel of the arumal 

festival Calendar of the Mehtar community. 

As noted earlier Valmiki Jayanti celebration is non- Mehtar festival 

like Dashera and Novaral/'i, which belong to wider Hindu community. The organization 

and conduct of the jayanti procession of Valmiki festival epitomizes the eagerness and 

efforts of the community in asserting their identity in the multi cultural and multi lingual 

neigbourhoods in the city. The constant changes that have been taking place in the form 

and content of the festival are some of the empirical facts for the above assumption. In 

celebrating the Valmiki festival Mehtars are not in total agreement with the perception 

that Valmiki is their true guru. This is evident in most cases in their preference of 

organizing of the festival in c10urful way. Most of them also felt the need to identify 

themselves as Valmikis instead of Mehtars. The organization of the festival is also an 

attempt aimed at identifying with others. In each and every step of celebration they tried to 

incorporate the general values and behaviour of the others to get a place for themselves in 

the cultural milieu of the city. The invitations given to various political leaders, and 

felicitating them on the JlalmikiJayanti day is case in pom!. They also taken care that it 

should be publicized widely, so that people will come to know about their existence and 

political support they enjoy. Moreover the adoption of certain symbols of popular Hindu 

festivals is also to be taken note. Symbols like Sun God, saffron flags, in the procession is 

part of their strategy to share similar cultural platform with other Hindus. This they feel 

never curtailed their identity as Valmikis; rather many felt that it will strengthen their 
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position among the people and the society at large. The fancy dresses of the children in 

attires like Rama. laksllmcllla. Hanuman, and Valmiki is also part of this exercise. In spite 

of strong criticism of these mythological figures they have adopted them in their cultural 

life. This is to hide the polluted identity and to lobby the place for a dignified status. In 

effect the procession is invented and designed very colourfully. They keep improving 

various techniques of presentation and adopted all modem instruments of electronic media 

in arranging these public events. It is repeatedly described by all members of the 

community that' it is those Hindus who do like that, or have done so etc'. This reference 

to, out side society as Hindus and Musalman reflects the clear dichotomy in their 

perception of 'we' and 'the) , feeling. But nevertheless they follow the very symbols and 

cultural strategies of the larger population, in order to contest and challenge the polluted 

identity they inherited. A sense of achievement and shared sense of belonging through 

these rituals are felt b) the Mehtars. As Anthony Cohen (1985) has argued that symbolic 

activities are relativel) fluid and expansive enough to allow participants to articulate a 

shared sense of be longing, of common identity, and of difference from non- participants. 

Some leaders in the basti maintained their contacts with the 

influential people in the cit) by organizing these popular festivals. They have activated 

their earlier contacts \\ ith them and built an active net- work with the outside world. They 

were also able to e>.tend the day-to-day interactions with other people in the city. The 

leadership is also successful in using the media for popularizing their activities. During the 

Valmikl festival the) have invited the local cable network to telecast the celebrations in the 

temple. Some of the leaders also spoke of the importance of the Valmiki Jayanli. All the 

important leaders in the basti except few hosted saffron flag with the sun God symbol. 

They also gave these photographs to local dailies to be published as news items. Here some 

of the leaders have successfully utilized their networks in dealing with the outside world. 

Nevertheless there is usual frustration within the leadership about the perceptions of others 

about them and Valmkl festival as such. Some individuals felt that their caste people 

identified ",ith the ValmiklS initial life as a robber but not with his reformed part of life 

Commenting on this. one of the informant says some times our people are also pleased 

with this identit)·, because the mistakes they commit can be forgiven or defended by 
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comparing to the Valmiki guru.
7 

The leadership in the basti is also not too much concerned 

about this identity when it comes to the political relation ships and net works. Unlike in the 

past, now every political party has its representation in the basti. And these very networks 

make the basti adopt and invent novel processes in organizing the festivals to cope up with 

the degraded identity. 

Ganesh Chaturthi in the city of Hyderabad: 

Popularly known as Vinayaka chaviti, 

the festival of the elephant headed god acquired, prominence during independence 

struggle. Started in the mid nineteenth century, by Balagangadhar Tilak, a revolutionary 

freedom fighter from Maharashtra, the household ceremony has become a popular public 

festival. This festival like in many parts of India attained significance in Hyderabad too. 

Most of the participants are Hindu youth. It ~formed in many ways in its style and 

presentation. It attracted particularly the youth for its festive and celebrative element. In 

Hyderabad, this festival has become an important event in the cities aru1Ual festival 

calendar. Massive processions are taken out from all comers of the city. They merge at the 

center of the city, Hussain Saagar Lake for the immersion of the idols. The youth and the 

organizers have never compromised in showing the novelty in their presentation of the god. 

There are many creative elements go into the making of the idols. Beautifully decorated 

motorcars and four wheelers are a common element in the Ganesh processions. This 

festival is celebrated for a period of three to nine days period. During the last two decades, 

the festival of Ganesh has been transformed into many novel ways. The festival 

particularly became Attractive to many of the low-income neighborhoods in the city, where 

youth are mostly unemployed or under employed. Many collect the donations from people 

as well as from the traders in various localities. This festival also became popular in 

Hyderabad, due to communal riots occurring during the processions. It has many 

connotations in the context of its place and history. In the old city of Hyderabad, the 

festival is well organized by various groups under the banner of Hyderabad Ganesh ulsal' 

committee. In recent times huge Pandals are erected in all junctions of main roads. The 

7 Valmiki is saint. who belonged to the Bhil community and authored the popular Hindu Mythological text 
Ramayan. Before becoming a saint valmiki used to rob the people in the forest and loot the wealth from the 
travelers. Later he is transformed into a saint with the blessings of a Guru 
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presentation of the Lord Ganesh also changed every time with some of the important 

events and changes that occurs in the COWltry or in the city. For example during the Kargil 

war, Ganesh has been depicted in the form of soldier, in many places in the old city of 

Hyderabad
4

• The politicians from various political parties in the city address processions. 

On the last day of the celebrations a huge procession is taken out where number of people 

participate along with the beautifully decorated vehicles canying the idols of lord Ganesh. 

This festival also became a community event. Many install the Lord Ganesh under banners 

of their community or colony names. It is quite normal in the localities where traders live in 

large numbers; there will be a Ganesh Pandal, under the name of their association. In the 

small neighbourhoods. it is people who come together to organize the festival . And hence it 

also became a tool for many to assert their community and caste identity. Moreover many 

of these Pandals also receive political patronage of some local parties. Leaders belonging 

to these parties also visit regularly. Cordial relationship is maintained among the leaders 

and the local members of the party. Many individuals feel proud if a leader visits his 

residential area. and it gives him a special place among his people in the neighbourhood. 

Thus the Gane~h festival and procession motivated many individuals and the communities 

in expressing their community identity as well as their status and prestige. The adoption 

and organization of the festival in the Mehtar basti, though recent in nature; acquired all 

necessary skills and traits to imitate the other people in the immediate surroundings and the 

neighbourhood. 

Ganesh festi,'aJ in the Mehtar basti: 

Ganesh festival in the basti was initiated by a 

few youth in the late nineties. Children especially in the age group of 13-20 years 

participate and install small idols of Ganesh, which is a common feature in all the 

localities in the city. But after the communal violence that broke out in the basti and its 

adjacent area in the late eighties, the urge to organize a Ganesh festival in large scale 

became a necessity to show the strength to others. Many youth in the basti have close 

connections .... -jth the local politicians in the city. as they are very 'active workers' of the 

political parties. They assist them in all circumstances to fulfill the needs of the politicians, 

• Kargil war is fought b~ India with Pal.is1an. over the Pal.lstani inuusions into the KashmIr valley In the year 
1998 India em~rged vlctonous in thIS short-term war 

175 



in organizing meetings, protests etc. They patronize the Mehtar youth irrespective of theiT 

caste identity as they assist these politicians in the hours of crisis. MoreoveT these youth are 

available to them in all occasions. Close contacts they had with politicians are one side of 

the coin, as they also maintain relations with the local traders. Traders pTefeT to take theiT 

help for many reasons. They assist these traders in theiT everyday business pToblems, land 

and financial dealings with the various parties. These closely knitted contacts helped the 

youth to raise funds for the sumptuous arrangements of the Ganesh festivals in the bastL 

Rana who is the key person in organizing the festival , collected huge donations from his 

political net works to organize the events in the bastL He also invited some of the important 

politicians to inaugurate the events. During the year 1998 and 1999 the festival was 

organized with lavish decorations in the Pandal. Huge sets are arranged in the basti with 

focus lights. Film music is played in loud speakers throughout the day and all nine days. 

Some film set makers are brought to create artificial cave settings in the premises where the 

10Td Ganesh idol was installed in the basti. In the evenings, musical pTogranunes are 

arranged with hired artists from the city. Every day children and some volunteers are asked 

to give theiT services in the evening to OTganize the people who are visiting the Pandal fOT 

the darshan. On the inaugural day a Brahmin was hiTed from the city, to install the Ganesh 

Idol. Some volunteers in the nearby valmiki temple pTepared special food offeTed to the 

god. The committee looked after the arrangements of the festival is titled as Valmild 

sammaaj Ganesh Puja committee. Rana acted as chairman of the committee, who is also 

treasureT of the festival. On the last day of the festival a lorry is hired to keep the Ganesh 

idol on the beautifully decorated vehicle. Sunanda a lady who practices magical ritual 

healing has installed a Ganesh idol at her home, later kept it along with the main idol in 

the basti, to be taken for the procession. After taking the vehicle around the basti and 

neighbourhood it joined the main procession at Charminar, where all the similar vehicles 

assembled to go around the city for procession. 

There are another group of people in the basti, who have some 

differences \\~th Rana group and installed another Ganesh Idol in their premises. Sarat and 

others who led the group are also sponsored by some of the traders in the city. They have 

taken out a different procession, and not joined the otheT group. Belonging to diffeTent clan, 

they always had some or other differences among them, regarding land and otheT family 
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disputes. This group also competed with the Rana group in number of ways. Whenever I 

would visit the Panda/, they asked me to comment which one is better organized. They 

also invited a Brahmin of slightly higher rank who performs the pujas in big temples in the 

city. They narrated me that this Brahmin performs pujas perfectly than the others who 

performs similar rituals in the basti during the festival. It is also stressed that their mode of 

worship and presentation are more authentic than anybody else, as others are only 

interested in glittering lights and bright filmy sets. Some youth belonging to this group 

opined that there is no need for loud music during the festival. By commenting on the other 

group, who arranged loud speakers and dance programmes, they did not mention the 

names or individuals in that group. Though they have arranged the event on a small scale, 

they competed with them in Dashhera festival, where huge idol of the goddess Iwli was 

installed in their area, with fan fare. 

Dasl/era Celebrations in the Basti: 

Dashhera, popularly known as nal'Qralri festival 

is the festival of the Goddess Kali. This festival is celebrated to mark the occasion of the 

Goddess Kalt 's victory over the demon Mahishasura. The festival is popular among the 

Hindus and particularly celebrated as commWlity festival in urban centers. In the city of 

Hyderabad, this festival though not very popular unlike the Ganesh festival , a few 

communities celebrate it by installing idols of Iwli at street comers. The city is also known 

for the mass celebrations of Devi Navaral,./ In some of the old city neigbourhoods 

Gujarali speah.ing marvari community also installs such huge Panda/so Though relatively 

new to the Hyderabad city, these Devi Navaratri festivals are incorporated into the cities 

religious life, particularly among urban middle class residential areas. Apart from these 

some small Pandals are erected in some areas. 

Mehtars started celebrating the Na\'aralri~ only in the late nineties. The 

festival also acquired significance in the basti due to two reasons. There is an open 

competition for people within the basti in organizing the events like, Ganesh chalurlhi, and 

/cali festival. Two there is an increased consciousness among Mehtar leaders to identify 

S During the Dasherra celebrations. the goddess kah IS installed on a raised platform for nme da)s DUring these 
da)s the goddess IS \\orshiped with all VediC rituals After the pUJa ceremOnies, generall) cultural programmes 
follo\\. which contmue through out the night Hence the festival IS also I..nO\\l1 as DeVI Na\ ralri 
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with the larger community outside the basti. In the nearby basti where TeJugu.speaking 

" • population are large in nunlbers ceremonies related to goddess are organized in the temple 

quite often. It is also important to note that after the communal riots, some neighbouring 

population vandalized the popular temple of the goddess known as Akkanna and Madanna 

temple. The over all cultural setting of the neighbourhood and its surroundings influenced 

them to organize these festivals. 

Sarat is the key person in organizing the Devi navratris in the bastL 

Maataji ka VIS/lal Jagarall (A reverential night for the goddess): Near the eastern end of 

the basti , a beautifully decorated Panda! is erected during the Dasherra festival. Though the 

celebration is for nine days, the platform was consuucted with cement base so that it will 

remain permanently. Sarat and his friends relentlessly worked for almost a week to 

supervise the arrangements. Youth belonging to. some of these families, who are bit 

opposed to the other group, took up this task seriously. All activities concerned with the 

erection and decorating the Panda! are organized by the youth. The Panda! along with all 

its decorated settings remained for nine days in the basti. Loud speakers are arranged to air 

the bhakll songs both from the popular film as well as devotional songs from the special 

audiocassettes. It is explained by one informant from this group, that they are not like 

others who put filmy music, ' we follow the importance of this Devi puja, and hence we 

choose only devotional songs for the event'. Due to many restrictions imposed by the 

police. airing of the songs had to be stopped by 9 0' clock in the evening, however some 

times it is continued till the 10 0' clock. People belonging to other group used to complain 

about such activity, to elders in the basti. One people from the other group mumlUred 

sa) ing that . these people think that they are the only persons who are organizing the 

festival. the) should also know about others'. These kinds of comments and gossip are 

conunon \\ithin the basti, about the opponent groups. 

People maintain the pandal with hygiene and care. No body is 

allo\\ ed to enter the makeshift premises without permission. One should not enter the 

premises \\ith chappals. All the nine days, every morning and evening women in the basti 

\\ashed the floor and decorated it with white flour designs. In the evening specially 

appointed Brahmin used to come to perform pujas and other rituals. Women visit in the 
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evening with coconuts and flowers to offer the puja, with help of the Brahmin priest. A 

sword and Irishu/ are kept in front of the Panda!, symbolizing the invocation of the 

goddess. Lemons are fixed on it as yellow cloth with tunneric is tied to this Irilhul. 

Interestingly there is no animal sacrifice in the ritual process. When asked why it is so, one 

informant said that they should avoid it to maintain the sacredness of the event. He also 

said that, any way we are eating the non- vegetarian food every day why not leave it for 

nine days for worshipping the goddess. 

Sarat and his group left no option in making this event a grand 

success. He invited top political leaders to grace the occasion on the seventh day, where all 

night devotional music is arranged. He also went to the extent of inviting a minister, but he 

could not succeeded in it. Some local politicians turned up for the event. A private 

orchestra is booked to sing devotional songs for the night. A local Marvari who is famous 

for singing the devotional songs was invited and· paid RsIO,OOO for organizing the 

orchestra. Invitations are printed on a glossy paper, for the event. Printed posters were 

pasted in the basti and neighbouring residential areas inviting people to participate in the 

event. Specially purchased material was used to prepare the sweet for offering to the 

goddess. This sacred food was neatly packed in the banana leaf and later distributed to 

important families in the basti. The evening wore a festive look in that part of the basti, as 

women dressed neatly with coloruful sarees while children wearing fancy dresses Some of 

the basti leaders were specially invited to grace the occasion. These leaders later 

individually called to the podium meant for the orchestra. Before the orchestra begins the 

Sarat felicitates these leaders by giving them flowers and shawls. Later the devotional 

music started which went on till 3 A.M in the morning. Both men and women also started 

singing songs along with the orchestra. Some individuals also offered cash gifts to 

particular songs sung by the singers. Whenever a person is presenting some money, his 

name is announced three times in the mike and the singer, used to bless him on behalf of 

his team and the Goddess. On the other hand the other group of the Rana and his friends 

canle to watch the event as spectators. There is small discussion anlong them about the 

arrangements made and about the success of the program. They stood apart and watched 

the entire program from a distance and left early. The festival and other ceremonies 

conducted in the basti illustrate the dynamics of the community identity. These are also a 
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manifestation of how community and individual use popular festivals for promoting the 

asserting self and the community identity. 

Living with the locality: Challenging the past with popular festivals: 

The organization 

of the festivals especially Ganesh chaturthi and Navratri celebrations are especially meant 

to follow the religious processes for asserting their place in society. Mehtars in the basti are 

identified by the others as people with odd habits and characters. And hence living in the 

neighbourhood is itselflinked with some sort of stigma. To avoid these stigmatized notions 

Mehtars as a conununity used all sorts of symbols and popular elements in their daily life. 

The absorption and novel celebration of Ganesh puja, and installation of Durga idol and 

all- night devotional music are some of the activities towards this goal. Though there are 

elements of individual differences and rivalries exist .within the community, the successful 

management of the festivals epitomizes their community unity, in projecting their identity. 

They have incorporated elements from both Muslim and Hindu neighbours in the process 

of innovation of rituals and their subsequent presentation. Mehtars of the basti visit some 

of the Dargas nearby and attend the ceremonies. Some also attend to the festival of peers. 

Families visit Dargas to fulfill promises made earlier. Offering of goats is a common 

practice in those rituals Very simple customs like covering the ritual objects with cloth, 

and imitation of dress style are some of the features they adopted from the local style. 

Some of the ways and means of organizing particular ceremony or festival, cultural 

symbols etc are also adopted from the local culture. By resorting to such techniques of 

novel presentation methods the leaders in the basti achieved a veneer of professionalism in 

their acts. Organization of these two festivals also showed the public their material welI­

being and prosperity. This helped to elevate the public image and status of the leaders in 

the beginning and the community afterwards. Despite rivalries among individuals they 

were never surfaced, rather these differences remained \\1thin the community identity. The 

community leaders were able to produce reliable cultural s)wbols to present to the local 

neighbourhoods and other conmlunities. The Pandals erected for installing Ganesh and the 

Goddess idols are recognized by the Bhagyanagar Ganseh utsav samiti as one of the 

important Pandals in the city. The Samiti leaders have visited these Pandals. The local 

leaders and other personalities visit even the Goddess Pandal. Here the self-elevation of the 
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individual community sattus elevation coupled with acceptability by wider society is made 

possible with these festivals. However the level of acceptance is again a contestable 

element, the immediate satisfaction derived by the visits of the dignitaries is significant, in 

the basti vis a vis its relations to the neighbouring people. 

In projecting these rituals, the leaders of the community are very 

enterprising and innovative in approach .. While giving the press reports and speeches they 

always interpreted these rituals as great traditions of the country. They tried to identify with 

the larger or popular notions about the festivals and ceremonies But in the private 

discourse, they vehemently denied the rituals as some thing part of their tradition. They 

always feIt that these are things some times inevitable and one has to perform for being part 

of society. The subtle references made against some of these traditions are note worthy in 

this regard. In a discussion, with one of the very imp?rtant leaders of the community, who 

is also local representative of the Bharatiya Janata Party, he seldom agreed that these 

festivals are part of their tradition. He says that these have encroached into our lives and a 

few are follov .. ing them, as it is very much essential to counter the dominance of the others. 

In his ov.n v.ords . if you participate in such activities, only then you will be able to defeat 

the enemy better, you should always be an insider but not outsider.,6 

Every individual wants to be identified with his or her special 

characteristics. In the process of organizing the rituals and festivals in the basti it is these 

differences, which surface every time. Yet they are not in direct confrontation, with each 

other as their eve!)' day interaction is quite normal without any troubles. There are many, 

who are ready to share conflicting perceptions about one another. These basically revealed 

their inner structural adjustment within the community and also the hierarchical structure of 

the community. Ritual performances in the basti, as noted earlier are organized by self 

proclaimed leaders in the basti reveal many facets of the self and community identity in the 

basti. 

• I had intensive diSCUSSions with this young leader in the basti He has been working In the flghl wing political 
palt) for a long time He has also lost his younger brother in communal violence thaI brol..e OUI between Hindus 
and the Muslims This prompted him to join the political party. He says he can only achieve hiS goals by jOining a 
pohllcal palt)' On some other occasion he introduced me to a local BJP, M.L A But he did not listen to him 
properl) and paid vel") scanl) anemion to him He tTled to meet him but failed Later. he mterpreted 10 me saymg 
that they very much knO\\ the) are always kepi way and hence he wanted to jOin them on I) to defeat them 
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Two Festivals and their Organizers: 

Leaders and their struggle for self-identity can be 

understood with their involvement in the two popular festivals in the basti. Those are, 

Ganesh festival, and Dasherra. Within the community, family disputes and the age-old 

rivalries made some families to live apart in the basti, although they share common 

occupational identity. One of my informants while trying to narrate the events and 

subsequent differences within the community used the word 'caste feeling in the basti'. In 

this context it is not the hatred towards the other, but it is a struggle for leadership and 

sharing of resources and power. The early settlers in Hyderabad city, claim the status of 

chowdary, and equate symbolically themselves with· the by gone Zamindari system, and 

try to impose such dominant practices on others. This is not acceptable to others, who also 

claim the similar status by saying that every one come here in search of a livelihood, and 

hence there is no meaning in claiming superiority on one another. However there are 

constant changes occurring, in the, social structure of the basti. Some went back to their 

native villages in Haryana and some remained here. People who earlier controlled others 

sold their work and established themselves in other fields. Some families started money­

lending business some are drawn into poltics and in private gangs. The internal d)namics 

of the community and craving for respect within the community and out side paved the 

way for conflicts and subsequently led to divisions within the community. 

When one group of people organized the Ganesh puja in the 

basti , the other group remained indifferent and their participation is nil. They haw made a 

courtesy visit for once and there ended the matter. The same has happened \\ith the other 

group who organized the Durga puja with great fanfare In the Ganesh Pandal, there are 

no restrictions for the people and the visitors except following the queue. They organized 

the festival without much fanfare there is much fun and frolic in the basti during those 

events. But the Durga puja organized under the Sarat leadership, there were strict rules 

laid down on various aspects of every day rituals. The hiring of the Brahmin priest fTOm the 

temple was boasted as a great achievemnet. There was sacred fire lit up in front of the 
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Pando'. S)mbolizing the &mskritic rituals. Every evening some special pujas were offered 

and strict rules are observed in organizing this. The all night devotional music is yet 

another attraction of the Sarat managed festival. With this he proved himself as more 

capable and connected than the fonner. Each group competed in giving the press 

statements about their festivals in the basti. During these events every effort is made to 

invite some political or local leader as the guest Apart from this there is also another 

Durga Pandal installed in the community hall in the basti. This belonged to the other group 

who with little money could setup the small idol of Durga in the community hall. But there 

are no all night cultural shows organized. What comes out of this ethnography is that there 

is strong competition \\ithin the group for lead~p and acquiring public recognitIOn 

within and outside community. In spite of their community identity they have successfully 

managed to link up \\ith the outside world, through these activities. There is also an 

element of superiority in some of these groups. Some claim relatively better by following 

the popular Hindu traditions. Few established excellent net works with the politicians and 

feel superior to other upcoming youth in the basti. Kinship and family relations become 

important in differentiating other communit), people Leaders or individuals whoever got 

bener proximit) \\ ith those in the cit)· are considered more powerful in the basti and 

command respect in the community. These veiled differences never became hindrance in 

asserting their COnmlUnlt) identit~. 

Festi\'al as protest: 

Many individuals in the basti, have connections with the most 

influential politiCians in the cit)'. Though they act as normal worJ...ers in the part)', the 

politicians use them in various activities from business deals to dispute resolution These 

activities some times, go beyond the law and take l\\ists and turns, be}ond ones 

imagination. The acti\ ities for "hich, they are employed are not transparent. They may 

range from small disputes bet\\een l\\'0 businessmen, to property disputes invohing land 

"onh lakhs and cron:s Though some of the persons in the basti do engage In small fighb 

and other \ iolent activities, it is "el)' much neghgible when compared to the aoo\ e 

dealings. Individuals \\ho engage in these bigger ckalings are very much \\ell , e~d III the 
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activities and subsequent implications of those. Most of the times the police and other 

agencies made searches in the basti, either to nab the culprits or to bookcases of theft or 

cheating. In recent years the frequency of these activities came down, and eventually there 

is considerable change in the basti, especially in its religious life. Of these the organization 

of the Ganesh and Dasherra festivals gained prominence as the leaders who organize them 

are not only connected to powerful but also engage in diverse social activities. During the 

house hold survey when I asked for what occupation or job they do some replied 'social 

work' . When questioned inquisitively what kind of social work they are into I got the same 

answer. The researcher found it very difficult to trace the nature of social work, and in 

couple of years my informants as well as the people who replied their answers as social 

work, revealed their political connections and other activities they carry out. 

The two festivals described earlier. are not only reflections about the 

communities struggle for a self-identity but it also includes individual's efforts in 

promoting themselves for a respectable place within and out side the community. As many 

know what they do under the rubric of social work, some questions the very credentials of 

these two persons as festival organizers, though in private. Rana the one who successfully 

manage several Ganesh festivals also has similar connections with the leaders of 

questionable status. Most of the time he proudly boasts of how much money he gained by 

sponsorship. And he also manages to get some money through organizing the festival of 

Ganesh. He documents the photos of the festival to show to his sponsors. At times my 

informants became v-.ild to share some of the sensitive information about the organizers of 

these festivals. Many usually say that ' who does not know from where they are getting 

money, and how they are managing the show' . One informant by pointing to a scooter 

belonging to a person says ' we know how he manipulated a business man to get this 

scooter, they behave as if we do not know any thing'. There is some honesty in each and 

every one engaged in 'social work'. They also admitted to some extent that they indulge in 

such practices, as there is no other way. They are deeply into this and cannot avoid it. They 

also help others and come to the rescue in case of trouble. 

Festivals became an entry point for many in the basti , to pave way 

and interact with outside society and assert their identity. Even some individual's managed 

to install their goddess statues and Ganesh idols at home. This is nothing but the withdrawl 
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from the main event. Many in this category are people who are engaged in the magical 

practices. The organization of the festival is closely linked with the self-esteem 

management of the leaders and individuals who are grappling for an identity of their own. 

These men also negotiate conununity identity simultaneously, by keeping the tag of their 

occupational identity. The Mehtar caste identity is an undeniable fact for them and hence 

they are bound to negotiate these identities with the larger section of the society, through 

these festivals or in some other platfonn. These celebrations enabled to mask though 

temporarily. some of the veiled identities of persons in the basti. 

Identity, Inclusion and Celebration: 

The festivals and processions celebrated in the 

basti can be classified as festivals of identity and festivals of adoption. The celebration of 

ValmikUayanti by taking out a procession in the city· is an example of how the conununity 

makes efforts to be recognized as Valmikis. Whereas festivals like Ganesh Chaturthi, 

Dasherra are adoptive in nature, and the community selectively taken them into their life 

style. I use this classification because the festivals that are celebrated by the Mehtars in the 

basti are not part of their rehgious traditions but are taken from the popular practices of the 

dominant society. But the feslIval of Valmiki can be seen as specific to the conununity. 

They also accept the ValmiJ...i as their guru, in spite of contested arguments, and some 

expressed their reservations. VahTIlki procession is designed modified and moulded into a 

community festival by its leaders. The long processions they take out reflect their eagerness 

to identify as a particular group of followers of Valmki. Even if every one do not have 

equal stakes in their argument and do not have equal role in participation, there is common 

agreement that the tenn Valmiki belongs to them. Self and individual interests also playa 

role in that whole process of organization. Most of them feel that the Valmiki identity is 

bener than the caste identity . which is familiar Vlith public. They like others to recognize 

them as a Valmikis but not as Mehtars. The Valmiki Jayanti in this respect played a role in 

bringing together the people under one umbrella, unlike the other festivals of Ganesh 

chatllrthi and Dashhera festivals Therefore the I'almki procession is understood as a 

religious practice for gening better place in the society. Though there are manifold of the 

community and the individuals. the) want to be knOVlTI from some thing other than their 

caste and occupation. Degraded identity still haunts them. In spite of their OVITI cultural 
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i, practices the) craved for some thing that gives them better recognition. Quickly they 

adapted to local popular cultural practices and symbols by making Ganesh and Durga puja 

as part of their every day life and community activity. The celebration of these events also 

brings out other facets of community life in a segregated situation, and religious boundaries 

of the community. Mehatrs are struggling with branded identities imposed by the 

neighbourhoods and trying to cope up with the tragedy of the inevitable. And in the process 

they resort to the practices, often not their own, but appears to be followers of the tradition 

in the eye of the others'. The practices and performances of the Mehtars are always 

watched through the suspicious eyes of the wider society. They projected an image that 

they are followers of the popular Hindu traditions and festivals. In spite of this the 

neighboring Telugu speaking Hindu communities still treated Mehtars with inferior status. 

Ganesh puja and Devi puja are adopted by the Mehtars in 

recent years as a response to the local religious sentiments and dominant cultural setting. 

By adopting the popular festivals like Ganesh Chalurlhi and Dashhera, Mehtars in the 

basti showed that they are capable enough in organizing and managing these events. 

Though there are some limitations regarding this adoption, the successful staging of these 

events in the public elevated their position. It is noted by one of the old resident of the area 

that • Mehtars improved a lot. From food to dress in their beliefs and practices, these 

people earlier followed the Muslims, or lenient towards them, but there is a great change 

among them'. He is particularly referring to their adoption of the popular Hindu festivals 

and ceremonies in their life style. As described earlier, many communal conflicts in the 

area resulted in great damage to property and life of the people in the basti. These events 

subsequently made the community to adopt certain ritual practices on par with other 

dominant communities in the area. This adoption is not out of their desire to be part of the 

larger Hindu community, but to protect their own space and self-interest. As noted by a key 

leader in the community, both Hindus and Muslims treated them in the same way, but only 

with little difference. 

'In this case it is Muslim community. Mehtars have undergone very tumultuous situations with them In much 
communal violence. In the eyes of the Muslims Mehtars are Hindus and the every practice and symbol they carry 
represent the HindUism for them. Whereas for the surroundmg Hindu communities Mehtars are nothing but 
untouchable S"eeper community, speaking their own language and following their gods and Spirits 
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This adoption also reflects the efforts of the community to 

identify with dominant society and the urge to be recognized as a dignified commwlity. 

The symbolic presentations of the festivals of both categories only reflected their adoptive 

nature. They have brought the novelty to these festivals, by imitating the styles of festival 

celebration in the city. The visitors mostly the local leaders further enhance the pride of the 

leaders in the community. Though these events are local in its spread received attention 

from the outsiders particularly the political leaders and media. These acts helped to 

strengthen the sense of community among them. Mehtars, constantly, negotiate their 

identity with the neighbouing communities. Their rituals and festivals are embodiment of 

this phenomenon ever since they started practicing them. The adoption and performance of 

these festivals do not necessarily imply that Mehtars are endorsing them as valid cultural 

symbols for their mobility. But there are some of the cultural practices adopted by them to 

escape the stigmatized identity. 
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LIVING WITH POLLUTED IDENTITY: 

MEHT AR CONSTRUCTIONS OF SELF AND SOCIETY 

Mehtars in the basti have their worldview and 

perceptions different from the larger society, who consists of Hindus and Muslims, in 

the neighbourhood. They express feelings and reactions, emanating from an inferior 

identity, which is the most degrading in the eyes of dominant society. They not only 

perceive the society differently, but do not subscribe to the values and notions about 

the sacred and the rebirth in the popular Hindu thought. Their outlook and perceptions 

about them and outside world is the result about the multiple experiences of these 

people, who other wise have little access to mingle with the dominant society. Though 

some of the people have managed to escape from the scavenging occupation, their 

caste identity remained the same. Many of the concepts and constructions of Mehtars 

come from their everyday life and experiences . These notions and ideas make them 

dynamic and at times sully them. These every day experiences make them to construct 

reality around them and help in coping with the degraded status. People from different 

occupations have come out with hoth explanations and strategies in dealing with the 

situation. They not only depended on their own experiences to reveal their 

understanding about themselves and society hut also on others experiences. They are 

also not in total agreement with the community perceptions, hut at times contradict 

those notions. Nevertheless, there is a common feeling among them regarding the 

identity of their work. All of them are on the same platform, in vehemently opposing 

the caste tag attached to them by others. Many also opined that it is thi s identity, 

which prevented them from progress and distanced from others. Some are very 

philosophical in accepting the fate or karma but not in the same spirit as the wider 

Hindu society accepts it. 
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Some strongly oppose the way people treat them with their 

caste identity. They are not ready to accept the system, but they continue to support 

the alternative practices of their people. If some one engaged in theft or some illegal 

activity, the identity of community is invoked in defense. These arguments legitimize 

the mistake, rather than opposing it. Though this is not a big rebellion of the sort, it 

does convey the dissent and protest. Suraj narrated his story, with confident voice and 

expressed the deep nexus of suppression and crime. Many also contest the 

perceptions and outlook of the people outside their cultural realm, who treat them as 

creatures of low category. As noted by Vincent Nathan (1993) 'They can, however, 

cognitively escape the negative value accorded to their identity by viewing people and 

society differently, that is, by having different underlying concepts of person and 

society which explain their position in a way that does not damage their self-esteem'. 

Suraj who is working as sweeper in a local telephone exchange and possess some 

criminal record narrates his views in the following manner. 

These Hindus do not treat us properly. They have also taken, away 

our traditional work of scavenging l
. However trustworthy we are, nobody believes us, 

and call us as Mehtars. Even though we clean the dirt and toilets of the people, they do 

not respect us. Even if I serve them with honesty, by cleaning their dirty feet with 

water and drink that, the) don't believe me. Instead they believe their own caste 

persons and help them with various favours What is this? Aaap ko kya kehna hai? 

(What do you say?). Doctor who everyday touches human excreta for testing is 

respected. He cuts the body and puts his hands in the womb, and cleans it and he is 

respected, people salute him. Don't they think that we are equal like them? Once 

there was an incident, which cannot be forgotten in my life, it happened in my native 

village in Haryana. In the village there is a common well where people take 

drinking water. After hard days work I sat on the nearby flat stone, as there is some 

tree shade falling on it. The Brahman of the village came there and after seeing him I 

JUS! leaned on the other side and offered him a seat there. He sat on the other side of 

I Here he means that many other castes are also appl) 109 for the jobs of s\leeper.; In the munocipalol) and other 
private Non Governmental organizations have undertal-en sanltal) \lorJ,., by deprovlng the 
chances for the Mehatarcaste, \\h,ch are dOing thIs job rradltlonaliy 
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the stone. He started chatting with me, and asked me who I am; I told that I am a 

Mehtar. He immediately squirmed at me. And asked whether I know the rules of the 

village. I told him in Hyderabad people like him come and sit with me and eat food . I 

also told him that I gave him respect for his age not for his caste. It is also conceived 

generally in the society that many activities they do under the ritual practices and other 

activities are highly criticized. There is no common agreement within the community 

for all the ventures of others. They wanted to identify with the other kinds mobility 

than the acts of some people who are practicing a variety of occupations for their 

survival and identity. S~iv Kumar who is sixty-five years old have some reservations 

on people who practice magical rituals on a commercial basis. 

Shiv kumar: 

My uncle brought us to Hyderabad, some twenty-eight years 

ago. We are basically cultivators in the vi\1age and also engaged as wage laborers. Our 

people used to work in the fields and remove cow dung in the lands. We used to get a 

few rotis and linle milk as our salary. Later the farmers also give a few anaz to us. 

After some time our community realized that this work is not rewarding and they 

started migrating to various places in search of better livelihood. Some came to 

Hyderabad and settled here as Mehtars and spread in the Deccan country. Mehtars is 

the name of our work. Like many Sudras, we have started working, but we did the 

scavenging work and hence we are known as Mehtar. In fact we are known as 

Valmikis in Haryana. 

Due to poverty and lack of work and wages we came here. I worked in 

more than twenty companies and would eam 20-30 rupees per month. In those days 

the ceremonies were less expensive. Drinking and eating pork was a common thing in 

marriages. Nowadays there is no respect for the elderly in the basti. Those days they 

avoided standing in front of the elders; never smoke in front of them. But now it is a 

common feature. Earlier marriages are celebrated with traditional rules. Now it is the 

TV, which is telling us how to celebrate a marriage. One day I am watching a program 

on the TV. Where a girl is asking her father to arrange for her marriage, as she is 
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pregnant. And I am watching the programme with my grand daughters, what these 

girls think after watching such programmes. They try to imitate the same thing. 

In my opinion our community should adopt new 

businesses. And our traditional work of scavenging is slowly vanishing. People who 

practice this (chu mantar) are ridiculous. You know these practioners do not show 

anything. Doctors show medicine, what these people show? All is magic . I believe in 

Shiv Bhagavan. Our families believe in Bowries, it is a family tradition, our Bowrie is 

Gangaram Bowri. My grand father worshiped this deity. He himself became a bov.Tie 

after his death. These magical practioners make fools of public. Earlier there are one 

or two Bhagtas in the basti, but now their number is not countable. Public made them 

as magicians. These Muslim people believe in our Mehtar community. They are 

holding moneyboxes no\\' . They go to Dubai and earn a lot of money. Generally these 

ritual specialists attend cases and ten percent of them get well. And people think it is 

because of these bhagats they get well. From the period of my grand father, our 

community believed in Bowries and Goraknalh. But now they are slowly changing 

their worship. I believe in the god and Bowries but I do not believe in this magic. 

As mentioned elsewhere in the earlier chapters in spite of the denial of the validity of 

magical practitioners, many keep silent on their acti\'ities as it is seen as means of 

livelihood for some families. 

Occupational Identity and Conflict: 

Many felt that persons v.ho employed them as s\\eepers either abuse them 

indirectly at the work place or treat them with inferior status. The occupational 

identity of the caste became an important factor for man) conflicts. It is also noted by 

several people in the batsi, that they do not care such people who treat them as 

different kinds of human beings There is a great sense of satisfaction and service, 

anlong the Mehtars, in interpreting their work. Many say that after all they are serving 

the society like any other professional. As one infomlant puts it, some work with pen 

and some with knife and scissor and we work with the Jhaadu (Broom stick). He also 

jokingly referred to their occupation code as BJP (Buckel. jhadu. paikana) meaning 

the Bucket they carry, Broom they use, and toilets the) clean. Though Mehtars behave 
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in a nonnal way during the time of work they never tolerated any insult based on their 

occupational identity. There are instances of violent fights with the people who abused 

them with their caste name. Pratap Singh has one case to narrate to me. He said that he 

lost all his temper and has beaten up the Marwari Brahmin injuring his head . 

Pratap Singh: 

Pratap Singh belongs to traditional MehtAr family . His father 

works as sweeper in private households. His family is relatively large and is a joint 

family. He lost his mother, at the age of three years. His father married to another 

woman. He got step motherly treatment from her. She also used to beat him quite 

often. Pratap says, that he would get up early in the morning at 4 0 clock to go for 

scavenging work. After returning from the work he attended the school. After 

completing ninth standard he dropped out of the school and got married at a very 

young age of 16 years. Due to family disputes he separated from the family and lived 

with his wife. He has also worked under badli ka kaam He along with his wife work 

in private house holds. He also goes in search of work every day. Generally he finds 

the work in the market area and new construction sites. He follows Narasimha cult 

and worship Lord Narasimha. He says that he never support the animal sacrifice in the 

name of god. He strongly believes, that due to the blessings of the lord Narasimha and 

guru Maharaj, he is living happily with five children. Commenting on the work of 

scavenging he says that if we do not go for scavenging work how can we live? I have 

to bear the insults wreathed by this work. Some times I have to ignore these abuses. 

One has to lead the life He feels that due to the circumstances and historical situation 

they were forced to become sweepers. Bu it is not their wish to work as sweepers. He 

says that Telugu speaking people and Muslims use the word 'Mehtar' rather.in a 

subtle manner, while addressing them .. In fact he says that they belong to a warrior 

caste and fought the wars along with the Rana pra/ap. He continues by saying , Raila 

lost the war with Akbar. He challenged Akbar again and won the war he used to stay 

in the forest and eat the food in the earthen pot. The army of Rana is nothing but our 

community only. These people who fought for him went into the forest along with 

him. But the queen died in the mean time. Since then we are known by a variety of 
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names. Later many names were invented to refer the community. We spread around 

and branched out into many castes. Then to protect from the Moughls we have kept 

our identity secret. Some are engaged in the scavenging occupation and hence became 

a lower jati'. He continues to describe his experiences with a person with whom he 

fought very severely. 

He says that' once there was a big fight between him and a Marwari Brahmin. 

He did not pay my monthly payment in time. He kept postponing the payment by 

giving various reasons. One day I told him in anger that I will not work for him from 

that day. He abused me immediately. We hit each other with words and I left that 

premises. I am few yards away from his house, and then he started shouting at me Oh! 

Mehtar, come here. I went to him with anger and gave him some fists on his face. He 

also hit me on my head. And many people assembled there, and separated us apart. I 

asked him that whether my caste name is written on my head? Is it the right way to 

call me with the caste name? I told him that we are from the clan of Rana pra/ap. 

Then people assembled there and asked him to pay my money. Later I continued to 

work in his house, and we also became good friends . Why to fight, after all we are 

small people, and cannot afford the court. Nothing improved in my life, our leaders 

take commissions to arrange the loan, so why to believe any body'. 

Pratap in his narration not only dIscredited the identity given by the 

outside world, but defended the community identit) and related their present position 

to some historical mishap in the past. In doing so he identified with the dominant caste 

and tells that they belong to the same branch of the origin. It is understood that in 

every day life Mehtars create an alternative ideology to defend their position and to 

cope up with the inevitable stigma. 

Caste Identity and Enterprising Individuals: 

Some persons in the basti who 

made progress in various fields and able to achie\e some positions in the society, still 

feel that their caste identity haunts them. The) sa) in spite of their success in various 

fields like business and other areas, they "ere ah\a)s looked down due to their 

community. Some, though tried to live outside the basti are meted out with insulting 
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behaviour and treatment of the neighbours. They opined that it is better to live in their 

basti than in other areas. In every day life as well as in institutional 

settings Mehtars feel that they are identified and discriminated. Guru Jai Singh is one 

successful businessman and social worker points that the Mehtar word itself is a dirty 

thing for many and hence others cannot tolerate their progress in any field. In spite of 

many difficulties he managed to do good business. 

Guru jai Singh: 

Like many Mehtar boys Jai singh also worked as sweeper in his 

school days. He continued his education till the college and completed his B.Com 

degree. He is also good in Karate during his college days. He participated in many 

competitions and won medals at an international Karate meet in Colombo. During that 

period he happened to meet some officials in ' the scheduled caste development 

corporation. He made friendship with an official, who also revealed him many 

loopholes and corruption there. The official asked him to beat one corrupt official in 

the office. Later the same official arranged a loan for him, to buy the auto. Jai Singh 

managed his joint family successfully, since he is eldest of the children. He 

subsequently ventured into four wheeler businesses, where he acted as a broker for 

purchase dealings. He managed to get a maruti van for himself and slowly established 

as a successful dealer. His close association with the government officials helped him 

to arrange loans for the needy in the basti . He assists many youth in providing job 

\\orks . He says that he also helped many other telugu people to get loans from the 

government schemes. He says that' now days children are not provided proper books, 

and in the basti people spend lots of money on rituals and festivals and drinks etc. This 

is an unnecessary expenditure on their part, whenever relatives visit they throw parties 

for them'. Though he is determined for the progress of the community he seidom 

agreed for the inter-caste marriages. He prefers marriages within the community as he 

feels that it benefits them, as the educated boys remain in their caste. He switched over 

to discuss his experiences as student in the college. 
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Guru jai Singh: 

In my college days, I had many friends. I am also a body builder 

and participated in many competitions. As I am known wrestler in the college a 

marwari made friendship with me. This marwari boy is very lavish in spending and 

especially on girl friends. He would give his bike to me many times. He also invited 

me to a marriage function of his friend in Rajasthan. One day we are gossiping under a 

tree and during our talk he made some dirty remarks about the Mehtar girls who work 

as sweepers in the households. He said that, having sex with a Mehtar and Bhangi girl 

is very easy. He asked me to show him some good-looking girls. He also said that he 

can stop any Mehtar girl who sweeps his home and can have sex with her who does 

not even complain. Then I got angry and beaten him severely and hit him on his head. 

Many people assembled there. First time in the college students have come to know 

that I belong to Mehtar community. After this incident two persons belonging to our 

community approached me. We became friends for many years. You know people do 

not give respect even if you dress well. People came to know about my real identity 

and started distancing from me. I attended parties dressing like politician with gold 

chain and glasses, immediately people started enquiring about my caste. The moment 

they come to know about the caste name they distance from me. You know though I 

have money and van etc, the boys who work as helpers in cinema theaters also 

distance me. They look at me with suspicious eyes. These boys do not have singe 

paisa, but still feel superior to me. One of the boys working in theater complained, on 

me to thier boss, saying why he maintains a close friend ship with the Mehtar. You 

know once I worked as sweeper in the same theater. These people always point to my 

caste. Just a few days back the boy said Oh! This Mehtar feels that he attained high 

status etc. I complained to my friend in the theater to look into the matter. You know 

however successful you are, they always treat you in the same manner, with the caste 

identity. He says after the college incident he asked many girls not to work in the 

houses. And also, influenced the leaders in the basti, to make strict rules, for 

prohibiting young girls working as sweepers in the households. Though it is 

successful now only 2% of them are working to support their parents '. In his narration, 
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though he is not very radical in approach, he tried to associate with outsiders with his 

wits. But he feels that his identity as Mehtars curtailed his attempts to be one among 

them as dignified man. Some though not able to protest like others, tried to live with 

the identity with the self-satisfying explanations. They tend to see the strength within 

them and seldom look at the outsiders except for the usual business in day-to-day life. 

Karam Veer, who is a successful businessman and dealer for the Bajaj Auto Company, 

explains why living in the community is better than the outside society. 

Karam Veer: 

Karam Veer is the only successful businessman as far as the 

size and turnover is concerned. He came along with his parents to Hyderabad at the 

age of sixteen. He tells that the school where he studied is dominated with the Jhat 

students. Schoolteacher, who belongs to Jhat's community, liked me very much for 

my sportsmanship in football. I have never seen such a good teacher and human being 

in my life. He was very kind to me. My father brought me to Hyderabad to work along 

with him. Even though my father worked in the agricultural fields we faced lot of 

difficulties in life. Living with a single meal in a day is very difficult for us. I started 

working as scavenger at the age of seventeen and continued that job for twelve years. I 

have also worked as auto driver, and learned some mechanic work. I would save some 

money from m) extra earnings. Then with this money I started chits and finance 

within and out side the basti . After a few years when I became stable in the business I 

left the scavenging occupation and settled as auto trader. Later my business progressed 

and I took the dealership of the Bajaj autos and I am now running it with the help of 

my elder son. In fact our Valmiki community do not work much. By pointing to a 

young man nearby, he says see this young man, he became mad. Parents do not .give 

their children proper education. They often leave them to their fate. You will find 

people like me. one in hundred thousand. I think you might have observed in the 

basti, there is no unity among us. This is a big lacuna. You know that these 

community people think that I should loose all my property and become one like them. 

They are jealous of my business growth. I have two cars with me. They do not think to 

work more and earn more and buy things. They want everything free. These days 
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dowry also became a big problem in our community. People are secretly demanding it. 

Anything comes free is good for them. Even after I succeeded as a businessman this 

caste society do not treat me as equal. In my show room, people would wish me as 

Namasle Setji! But after knowing about my caste, they stopped wishing me. And they 

think I should wish them first. This really made me uncomfortable. Today, if a Reddy 

or Naidu or some body else opens a show room all will go to his show room. Who will 

come to my shop. I faced a lot such problems in my business. I took a loan of 17 lakh 

from a bank, now I am scared to invest in my business, with the anticipation whether 

customers come to my show room or not. Many a times I too feel like others to leave 

the basti, build a new house and lead a good life elsewhere. But I tell you one story. 

One of my friends who is social welfare officer, went to city, and he got insulted by 

neighbours, because of his caste identity. And he returned to the basti . An insect, 

which lives in the sewage pipe, is powerful, when it comes out of it, it looses strength 

and becomes weak. Like that if I stay in the basti , it is good for me, if I go out there 

will be no change in my life or in the basti. See how dogs are defecating on the roads. 

If I am around, these people clean it. Otherwise no body will attend to it. These 

governments are spending crores of rupees in giving loans to us . Do you think any 

business is possible with Rs 10000-20000. I advise them to start public companies and 

employ us in it, instead of giving loans for the individuals. If you can employ 100 

people seven hundred people live. See nowadays youth are wasting their time in the 

basti. The traditional safai work is also vanishing these days as attached bathrooms are 

becoming popular. No body will allow a Mehtar to enter their house and clean it. What 

these youth will do . They engage in crime, theft, and murders. Whose responsibility is 

this? That's why proper employment should be available to them. In my family one 

person got married to a Telugu girl. I do not care what paanch tells me to do. If,inter 

caste marriage happens it is better that of other castes blood will mix with us. I 

become a father in law for a Telugu girl. If any problem is there we can fight united. I 

strongly support such marriages at least it will eradicate this untouchability. You know 

these governments want us to be on par with others. Once these people get enlightened 

they may be in trouble. In our basti, leaders of the community collect money only to 

drink and smoke ganja. You know even if people like me or Dr. Raghu stay in the 
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basti, there will be no change. We are just I % of the population. What about 99% of 

them. They live here with the same problem. If they go out, they cannot get respect as 

citizens, but if they stay in the basti they remain idle. But still they stay here for they 

will be stronger in their home. 

Karam Veer by upholding his community identity became 

rational in his analysis of residential choice of the people. He nevertheless made 

attempts in having alliances with the other castes. He is not reluctant for mixing with 

others, as it is the caste identity, which became a hurdle in everyday life. Most people 

like him, in the basti try to excel and prosper but handicapped by the stigma attached 

to their caste. There is inherent grunt and opposition to such practices, but they 

compensate these by involving very actively in the activities which are subtle and 

satirical. Sudarshan Singh is another case where he successfully managed to achieve 

his business goals by acting timely and wittily. There is no subjugation in his acts but 

there is constant urge to come up and live on par with others. 

Sudarshan Singh: 

Sudarshan Singh is young and dynamic entrepreneur in the 

basti, who is the first cable television operator in the basti. He convinced the basti 

people to have a cable connection, and is well known to all in the basti . He owns a 

cable network unit and efficiently manages this without any complaints from his 

clients. He efficiently manages a cable network unit without any complaints from the 

public . 

In his own words; 

I discontinued my degree. I am not good with my memory power. 

After discontinuing from studies I worked as safai karamchari in private hou~es . I 

worked in the houses in and around this neigbbourhood. In those days this area is 

known as talaab /calla. This place is central point for channeling all the sewage water 

in this part of the city. In those days we stayed in huts with no electricity. Many were 

engaged in sa/a; work, almost 100%, except a few people. Around that time, a few 

used to go to school and we are not at all aware of other things in life except work and 

sleep. The caste panchayats are very strong and even the love marriages within the 
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community is not accepted by the panchayat. Our parcha families are actually 

wrestlers in the basti. Earlier a few families came here and went back to Haryana due 

to communal violence in the area. Some of the bid/an families come here first and 

brought some people along with them. Nizam of the then Hyderabad state asked them 

to look after the management of all safai work. Hence they are relatively well off than 

others. I worked as scavenger for two years after I discontinued my studies. It so 

happened one day that my Manl'ari friend in school asked what I do. I did not tell 

him that I am engaged in the scavenging work, though he knows my caste, fearing that 

he may not continue friendship with me. I never hide my caste; my friends come here 

and had tea many times. This friend advised me to do the retail tea powder business. 

First day I went to him and bought lKg of tea powder for RsIO. I supplied that 

powder, by travelling around the basti. I am able to sell this within a day. But the next 

day no body bought the powder from me. I struggled for few months and later left the 

business. After some time my brother asked me, why not we continue the same 

business in a big way. Earlier we used to buy the powder in the old city, and sold it for 

small commissions. But later \\e realized that tea powder could be obtained for a 

small price, at a wholesale market in Abids. Then we mortgaged whatever gold we 

have at home and with that mone) of Rs300, we bought a lot of tea powder at the 

shop. My brother and I kept them In small packs and sold them in the basti. Our 

business slowly progressed we became popular in the basti. During that time, a new 

shopping complex was constructed in the nearby neigbourhood And we requested the 

landlord to allot us one plot in the complex Initially he refused but after repeated 

requests he agreed to give us the place for Rs 5000. And \\e mortgaged all our 

property and gold and finally secured that shop, and started our tea business in the 

neighbourhood. We slowly progressed and established ourselves in the tea po~der 

business in the area. In the year 1985, big communal violence broke out in the area 

The local cable TV operator who. a Muslim gave an earth connection and entire cable 

operative system collapsed. T.V sets also spoiled. No body came forward to take up 

the cable TV operation in the basti. I approached the person who is the owner of the 

network. He told me that he is not interested in our locality as he has seen the damage 

to his establishment. Later he told me. that he can give connection, provided. I manage 
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the net works very carefully in the basti. I could secure some connections for the cable 

TV. In a very short period I secured 50 connections in the basti. Attracted by the 

number of connections I am able to get, he asked me to give him 50% of income from 

my earnings. I rejected the deal for he disconnected the cable. Then I approached 

another man who runs a big cable net -work. He provided me the line for a reasonable 

price. By that time I could secure more than 150 subscribers to my cable. Again some 

friends created the problem, they felt that this Mehtar should not be allowed to take 

over the business. The owner of the cable network also started asking me to pay him 

more money. A boy belonging to padmashali caste (Weaver's community) was 

working with me at that time, as I did not know anything about this cable operation. 

The owner of the cable net work asked me how come he is working with a Mehtar and 

stay in my house. They asked him to cut the relations with me. He stopped coming to 

me. Finally he disconnected my In-cable connection. Then all my family members sat 

together and decided to start our own business. But we needed money. During this 

time my mother retired from her MCH job and she got Rs55,000. She asked us to take 

that money for the business. On the same day we bought the 'Dish' for cable TV and 

other equipment and installed in the evening. After two days, we started transmitting 

to our clients in the basti. One friend in the city helped us with all the arrangements. 

Slowly I learned all the techniques of operating the system. I used to air good films 

and popular movies on the TV. With these services we became popular again in the 

basti. Later I approached the city cable network and they gave me permission to 

operate in this region. Though it is very difficult to get the regular payments from our 

people, I am some ho\\ able to mange the things. Our people enjoy the drink and meat 

but they do not pay me Rs 1 00 per month. I want to put my children in schools outside 

the basti, so that they will study well. 

God and Spirituality! 

In the Basti majority believe in god in one way or the 

other. They worship gods and goddesses of multiple varieties. And also believe in the 

family deities or bo\\Ties. But the constant change of religious practices in the basti 

and Mehtars exposure to the other religious faiths gave a new perspective to their 
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outlook on religion and society. Some who follow other faiths hardly ever agree with 

the religious practices of the community. They offer quite incongruous views, unlike 

the shared beliefs of the community. These individuals though are few in numbers, 

command respect and standing in the society. And hence their views are important to 

note. 

Amar preet who is sixty-five years old narrates her religious experience within 

the system of community beliefs and her family. 

AmarPreet: 

I spent my childhood without any tribulations in the village of 

Haryana. Nearly fifty years have passed from now in Hyderabad. I got married at the 

age of fifteen. Along with my husband, I would rear goats and other animals in the 

village, while my parents worked in the fields or' Jhats. After some time I along with 

my husband came to Hyderabad. Those are the good olden days. We would go for the 

work very early in the morning at 30' clock. We used to receive payments in cash as 

well as alms from the clients. In those days I carried the night soil in a wooden carton. 

We have to bear all the dirt and smell of the excreta I got accustomed to work very 

hard. I never liked to clean the dog' s shit. But now when I am supposed to do it, I 

shed tears many a times. There were difficult times that made me weep. But I am 

helpless since I am in the house of mother in law And you have to respect their duty. I 

am still working, as scavenger as there is no escape from this work. There is no 

employment for the children. Ours is a big family. I have become very devotional 

from the last five years. Mother goddess appeared in my dreams and asked to make 

Pujas for her. In the past I used to worship the goddess with simple rituals by lighting 

a lamp. But now I am regularly perfornling the rituals and am very happy. Nowadays 

everyone is eating pork with us. How can we leave this caste and become some ~ther 

caste. It is not possible. Now I anl working for Suneram under badlika kaarn. He also 

taught me how to perform Puja for the goddess The goddess does possess me quite 

often. The peers also possess me. When I get possessed I do not know what I am 

speaking. Some times my family members help me in answering the questions. I do 

not cook any non -vegetarian food for all these nine days (Nav-Ratris). You know 
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even if you believe in stone it becomes god. Our bowries are very powerful in this 

view. They appear in my dreams incessantly'. 

Amar Preet constantly tries to escape from her marginality by adopting new 

religious practices. but feels strength in her own traditional belief in family deities. 

This is the case with many others too. They try to imitate or follow some faith either 

vexed with the traditional religious practices or to escape the stigmatized identity of 

the caste and occupation. They interpret their religion as some thing superstitious and 

also waste of money and time. Amar preet is one such lady who, in spite of accepting 

the community identity follows the Aryasamaj and also Brahma kumaris. She says 

that she does not have any faith in the traditional gods and goddesses of the 

community. She further elaborates by saying that 'they follow the Satan Dharma. A 

dharma of the evil. Eshll'ar is one. The creator is one. There is A taman, and 

parama/ma in this world. Parama/ma stays off from the ataman as this ataman 

commits sins all the time' . By referring to ritual healing practices in the basti she 

ridicules them as merely some blind beliefs. She made entire family stop worshipping 

these bawries and family deities of the community. Commenting on their traditional 

~ork of scavenging she says that' we work with our hands to clean others dirt, and 

hence we are more cleaner than anyone else'. She says that their origin is from Raj 

Puts. As they refused converting to Islam, the kings made them as slaves and assigned 

them this work of scavenging as punishment. She points that they are the breed of the 

Aryans and hence possesses the qualities of the warrior race. She opines that people 

should treat them as real Hindus as they defended the religion by not converting into 

other faiths at that time. She opines that there should not be any intercaste marriage as 

it hurts the community sentiment. She has no hesitation in accepting the girls from 

other families and castes But ~ants the boys of the community to marry withi!J the 

community . . Ho~ can others follow our traditions and respect us, it will never 

happen' declares Amar preet She also opines that the caste system is a man made evil 

and she does not have any faith in it. 
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By dwelling these things she tried to give an ideal image of the community. 

She nevertheless accepts the caste identity, as she says that she has to live with it , as It 

is their occupation, She never regrets for the scavenging work they do, but she upholds 

their right to live in dignity, 

Occupational identity and school: 

As described earlier many have either fight 

with their fellow students or teachers in their school. Some of them either completely 

dropped out of the school or discontinued their education due to these events. From 

the earlier chapters, it is known that others have abused them either with their caste 

name or insulted them personally. In all these cases their occupation has become main 

hurdle in their everyday life. One informant who is into pig rearing business says, that 

'why we are called as Mehtar, in spite of our appearance and looks we are similar to 

others, but why still they call us Mehatrodu '? Many feel that except a few individuals, 

rest of them treat them in same way in everyday public life. Manoj while narrating his 

opinion felt that in his school days on wards he was alienated and treated separately. 

Manoj is now a successful tailor, runs a shop with two sewing machines. b) 

employing two persons as his assistants. He is a man with common sense and he 

manages one and all with his fun tactics. He says that there is no other \\ay than 

behaving like this. But at another level he tries to escape, and cope up \\ ilh his 

degraded identity of caste in this manner. 

Manoj Kumar: 

Ours is a large family with six brothers and four sisters Father is 

the only one who works in the family and the sole bread eamer. Because of thIs reason 

he was not able to provide us good education. All our brothers started working from 

very young age as sweepers, to supplement family income. My father thought that 

since four children are already working, he sent me to school. He worked as s\\ eeper 

in the same school (Dharanath Hindu High school). That school is good and 

discrimination is very less (heen bhavana). Because of that reason many get educated 

there, including people like us. But my fate took a dIfferent turn as a man named Satta 
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Reddy joined the school as schoolteacher. He made us to remember our caste and 

work. On one occasion he said that \\ho we are? Where we came from? He repeatedly 

made us to remember our past (aap kya hai? Kya kar rahe hai? Aaj lak kya kar Ii 

aayehai? Yaad karo aap kyali?) He made us remember our traditional work again 

and again. This behaviour of the teacher upset my mind. Later I stopped going to 

school and slowly learned tailoring and you see how I settled now as tailor. One way I 

should remember Satta Reddy for his indecent talk for he made me to change my 

occupation. Now I am no more a sca\ enger. My Hindi teacher was very kind to me. 

They taught us good things and tool.. special care. Even now by working as tailor I am 

studying. I have completed m) Hindi I'id\l'an test. I respect the eiders and my 

ancestors. You know Mehtar is the person who really does the complete work. 

Because everyone use toilets and make it dirty .and it is Mehtar who clean those 

toilets. Everyone cleans their 0\\11 filth. but our people clean the others. These people 

are great !they are gods! 

In san punya kamane keliye gaai ko ghas kilall , roli kilalemache ko double roli kilale 

garibomka khama kilata, pyasoko pam pilalallange ko kapad dilalagis ki sar pe chat 

nahi hai uskollska ghar ko chat dol ko deataollr jis ki sahar nahi hai uski sahar deal, 

puny kamana kelia insane kay kya nai karta. allr apne papoka prayachit lceliye insane 

bhagavan ki darshan karat hm Jallallalllse kaya kaun kaha jata hai, punya kamane 

kelie,lekin kis/ki jahanese or 110 jal1tJ/le~ e plillye prapl nai hota. lekin mehatr kaali 

bai/ke punya kamata Isiliye Jatl baed mal karo. Punya karo as punyako neeche 

giradiye aap Ek achi insane hoi 10 Ira Jwi Mehtar 

To get blessings of the god and eternal bliss, people do a lot of 

things. They give grass to the CO\\s. gi\t~ bread. they feed the poor, and the thirsty are 

served water. Orphans are given clothes. home less are provided with shelter. Man 

does every thing to get that mol..sha and blissfulness. To get a glimpse of the lord he 

travels all the mountains and what not But this Mehtar gets all that punya (blessings 

ofthe eternal) by simply doing his job If there is any good human being on earth he is 

the Mehtar. 
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Living with Destin)': 

Though some glorify their community and occupation, yet 

there are many people who just quietly live with the stigmatized identity. They do not 

attribute their condition to any body, but rather cynical in their out look. And they just 

lead the life by memorizing the past experiences. People who have reached some level 

of recognition and glory couche around in the past, by silently accepting their present 

day condition. Prithvi Singh is one such person who in spite of his great talents 

remained in the scavenging work. But he nevertheless does not blame anyone except 

his fate . 

Prithvi Singh: 

In my child hood, I lead relatively happier life. My father worked 

in baldia2
. He worked as bodyguard for the Nizam. He was a great body builder of 

his time. Even my grand father also a great wrestler. My great grand father was 

Samshe,. . M) father \\as also worked as sweeper in laldarwaja area of old city. He 

lifted the human excreta on his head and worked in horrible conditions. He won many 

medals in v,Testling, and got medals from the kings of Iran and Iraq. I went to the 

school but left it at the second class itself. You know all my family members are 

wrestlers. I used to bring liquor to my father and family members. When they finished 

drinking I \\ ould mix water in the left over liquor and drink it. Slowly I lost interest in 

studies and quit my education. 

I showed interest in wrestling and started learning it. 

Once I stole food from an old woman and started running. My brother, asked me to 

stop. He threw a small knife and it hit me on my back. I did not notice it and ran. I 

went to the school as usual. I sat on my table. My teacher noticed the injury, and asked 

me to come near him. A lot of blood is spilled over my body. Then I have seen the 

injury caused by the knife thro ... .'Il by my brother. The teacher helped me to get 

bandage. Oh! My brother brought me home. I have recovered after a long time and 

due to good services rendered by my family. There was fight within the basti over a 

, Baldla is a \\ ord used for old cit) Municipality of Hyderabad 
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piece of land. The basti paanch wanted it for the temple, but we have rejected. We 

won the case in the court, to the bigotry of others in the basti. Some of us later had 

beaten the Paanch leaders for their unfair means like taking liquor and pork to give 

judgment. They filed more than twenty-five cases on us and finally we won the case. 

The lawyer (Mohammad Hussein) who fought for us also got good name. A few years 

later my father and mother passed away. I got married at the very young age of fifteen. 

Our two brothers also got maIried at the young age. After the marriage I started 

wrestling and my family supported me. I used to drink 10 liters of raw milk in the 

morning and evening. Would eat plenty of pork and slept leisurely. At the age of 

fifteen I had participated in wrestling competition in Lal Bahdur stadium, in 

Hyderabad. I won the title of Andhra Kesari from the Queen Indra of Iran. I got a 

certificate and a watch as gift. Then I went to Bangalore, on behalf of the government 

of Andhra Pradesh, to participate in all India competition, for the title of Indlresari. 

There also I got the award, but not Indlresari. There the referee played some tricks. At 

the 13th round he gave me negative points for me. There I have also played for 

entertainment. Many attended the shows by buying a ticket for Rs I 00. There are lot of 

crowds. Due to my fate I joined the safa; work in 1948. ] did wrestling for twelve 

years. While doing safai work I also practiced the wrestling. I worked only for an hour 

in houses. I worked in private houses as sweeper till I got a work opportunity in the 

local hospital Ye rho kismal ki baal hoi (this is all about the fate) . Jo milega milIa hoi 

(whichever is available, you will get). I was insulted many times at the work place. I 

collect Rs2-3 from people who use toilets. In the hospital, the officer abused me by 

saying that I am taking bribe from patients. But I tried to explain him. He did not listen 

to me. While working as sweeper I was not able to fill my stomach. Now I go to work 

early in the morning at 4 0 clock and return by evening 40 clock. As the hospi!al is 

specialized in delivery cases, there is lots of grime at the dustbins and other areas. At 

times I feel like quitting the job. But you see now I have two young daughters who 

attained marriagble age. If I go away from this work, how can ] survive? 

Unlike Prithvi, there are also people in the basti who are self 

reflective about themselves and their society. These category belong to slightly mobile 

group of people who are better educated than their fellow caste men. Their children 
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are in better jobs than others in the basti. Even though they never deny their caste 

identity, they emerged as self sponsored commentators of the community. In spite of 

their identity these people feel that they can uphold the status of the community by 

practicing good manners and customs. 

Suraj Bhan: 

My mother passed away in my child hood. Mother's sisters brought 

me up. My father worked in Hyderabad. I studied upto, Matric in Haryana. After 

studying six to seven years in the college I carne to Hyderabad. I joined as seaman and 

went to Cochin for training in Indian navy (INS Brahamputra). My wife stayed in 

Haryana while I worked in Navy. I have also visited Andaman as part of my Training. 

After serving ten years in Indian navy, I resigned and joined the BDL organization as 

security officer in June 1974. My father did money-lending business, and I helped him 

in his activities. This was known as low interest money lending (Sahalwr), and was 

very popular in the basti (Sahakar Badli). I have got a daughter who works as junior 

lecturer; she is a qualified teacher who earned B.Sc, M.A, and B.Ed degrees. My 

second son is working in CRPF. My wife worked very hard in rearing the children. 

She has faced lots of troubles in the family with her stepmother. She would wake up at 

4 0' clock in the morning to prepare food . She came to Hyderabad in the year 1971. 

My second daughter Reena works as junior lecturer in Delhi. My third daughter is also 

qualified and she did her translation studies. She earns Rs 10,000 per month and my 

second daughter earns Rs14000.per month 

Reflecting on the basti: 

My fourth son failed in Matric, due to the mohalla culture 

and bad company. This basti is not a good place. Because people consume lots of 

Gudumba (cheap liquor). Some of them also sell this here. They drink a lot and eat 

pork etc. Here all are Mehtar workers. They possess no education. Only few families 

are educated. Because of drinking and gambling habits of the Parents many children 

did not study properly. 
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That's why they accept Valmiki. They do not know about 

Arnbedkar. Even they hate him (Ye logonka inse nafrat hi). Because they are illiterate. 

There is too much idol worship in the basti. Many worship, patrivali, gurgamvali and 

bowries. Pigs and other animals are sacrificed for the festivals. In the basti there are 

more than hundred magical practioners. They do some magic and are looting Muslims. 

Because these Muslims have 4-5 wives with them, they do not trust each other. They 

are very cunning. If they get some bad dreams they come running to our basti. There 

is good income from these sources. Some Bhagats (chu chawla wala) drink liquor 

with this money and offer to others. They are many looters in the basti. They took 

loans from the government and did not repay them back. Lakhs of rupees are spent on 

them. These people wanted to enjoy the life and celebrate. Some got auto loans and 

they never drive. They rent the vehicle and get Rsl00 a day. 

About healers in the basti: 

There is a magical practioner in the basti known as 

Ratan. He in fact deals with land properties and does brokerage for parties. In one of 

the cases he cheated a Muslim family. These practioners, who are illiterate, are 

minting lakhs of rupees. He makes parties with the money. These veiled women just 

dump money for these people. He worships Devi, with 100 coconuts and enjoys the 

life. Whenever he brings his wife to Hyderabad, she runs away after a few days stay. 

There is another woman known as Kiran a woman ritualist 

(Chu-Mantarvali). She is a rich lady. She owns four lorries and plots and is having a 

three-storied building, with marble flooring. She is able to get rich Muslim clientele 

even from abroad. These Muslims don't know anything. She visits Saudi Arabia 

frequently. Whenever she would go there, she attires herself like a Muslim woman. 

She brings dollars and riyals and sells them in Hyderabad. She employs Muslim girls 

in the house to work. Many of the clients arrange their people to serve her. She gets all 

services from these poor people. Many ladies approach her for either broken 

relationship with men or with reasons like their husband is not sleeping with them. 

The male clientele also visits with similar reasons, suspecting their wives loyalty. 

These practioners are very intelligent and they do tricky business with these poor 

chaps. The children of these magical practioners are enjoying a lot. Of course that is 
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their job. Some of them also involve in criminal activities. Some take neck chains 

from the ladies. Police protect them as they get good bribes from them. Why goddess 

possesses only these filthy ladies why not good people. These people are getting bad 

name for the goddess. Why they are showing off with many things, because they 

wanted to hide their dirty acts. 

About leadership: 

In the basti there are 5-6 leaders representing all the political parties. 

They are able to convince the people that they can get loans for them. They also take 

commissions from the people in the name of loans. When loan comes, after lot of 

difficulty, these people spend them on Pujas, pilgrimage and rituals for the goddess. 

Once in year they celebrate Valmiki Jayanti. Only four or five people perform the 

tasks. Only four five people do Puja to the Valmki, everyday. Many drink, eat and 

enjoy. There is an incessant effort by some individuals to excel and be part of wider 

society. These people though deny the very logic of the caste system try to interpret 

their superiority in their own way. Nachiket, who is a self-employed man and runs a 

small teashop in the basti, defends his argument about the unique ness of their society 

and culture. 

Nachiket: 

My father and mother are agricultural labourer in Haryana and 

they have come to Hyderabad in search of livelihood. They have brought along with 

them, their near and dear relations to Hyderabad. My father worked as scavenger in 

private house holds, and he passed away recently. After 10
th 

class I stopped my 

education and decided to start a small teashop in the basti. But there is no respect for 

our community. I feel that people should treat us as human beings. There should not 

be any untouchability. Whatever are the qualities attributed to Valmiki, he is 

considered as our guru. People should think who made Valmiki as our guru.? I ask all 

our ritual specialists, Bhagats and intelligent people in the basti and outsiders that why 

we are treated as low. Every leader should have proper understanding of our 

community. And they should tell us why we are Valmikis . And in Hinduism all sects 

of Valmkis should unite and fight for their rights. In Delhi they are known as 

209 



: 

'Jamdars' and in Bombay they are known as 'Bhangis' and in Haryana as 'Valmikis', 

why they should have different names. They should be known as Valmikis only. I 

insist on this. I tell you our marriage system is the best in the world. In other countries 

there is no untouchability, why here. Our community respects each other, and people 

go for marriages avoiding any blood relation. And hence I request the society to 

respect our community. Our people should get caste certificates under the name of 

Valmiki only. I do not believe in the magical practices and the rituals. These mantras 

and Yantars are the job of the devtas. People who experience them can only practice. 

This untouchability should go. Even though the constitution of India writes it off, it 

still exists. People keep us away from entering new jobs. Firstl I am an Indian and then 

only I am a Valmiki . 

Amar, instead presents a different outlook about his community, as if they are the 

receptors of only dirty things. 

, I did my schooling till the tenth class. Later I discontinued my work and worked in 

private houses as sweeper. In the school days it was very difficult for me to get a good 

dress. My fellow students used to refer me as Mehtar. These things led to small fights 

many a times. After a few years I was able to get a job as passing clerk. My mother 

passed away and the entire responsibility of the family fell upon me. I did scavenging 

work again in the private houses to eam more money. I am able to look after my 

younger brothers and sisters. I worked as safai karamchari in the board of secondary 

education. There, in a fight , I hit the superintendent and got suspended. While working 

as scavenger I have also taken care of business of seIling old vehicles. Then slowly I 

entered into politics. I did both my job and private house work while still continuing 

as part time worker. In 1984 I became divisional president for the Telugu D~sam 

party. I continued in the position for four years. Later I was elected as vice president 

for the city cell of the party. I have also acted as president of safai karam Chari 

association. In the basti people practice many things like Chu MantaI' (Magical 

rituals), but I do not believe in them. People are very scary about many things in life 

and hence they believe in these practioners of rituals. I am against the inter caste 

marriage. Because if one marries within the community they can contribute to the 
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growth and development of the community. Here many are living in joint families and 

they are interested in education. In our basti people accept bad things first and because 

they are oriented like that. They pick up bad things very fast. Now it is better that 

children are going to schools. But parents spoil their kids with their drinking habits. I 

have helped many to get auto loans and other kinds of finances. But they are picking 

up bad things in life. We lack unity in the basti. One can fight only when we are 

united. From unity you get ability, to fight. 

Ran Dheer has more radical opinion about his community and its members. 

Aged 31 years, Ran Dheer has been working in DMRL since 1983 as technical staff. In 

his narration, 

When I was six years old, I was admitted in a local school. But I 

quit the school immediately due to my drunkard father. When I reached the age of 

ten, I started doing the sweeping work in the private. I worked in the Saifabad area and 

also worked in dry latrines. If there is no drainage, one has to remove the excreta 

manually. This is a very dirty task. I worked in this manner for four years. During the 

communal violence I lost my close friend who was stabbed by the Muslim. I am 

scared after this incident and stopped working in Muslim areas. Then I joined a small 

cycle shop as assistant. I worked there for five years. Again there was a small fight 

between my mama and me and I left the job. Later I went to AG college area and 

worked in a beer factory as a wage labourer for Rsl3 a day. After a year I joined the 

AG College as safai karamchari and worked there for three years. After quitting this 

job I started pig-rearing unit at home. Here people used to address us as Mehtarollu 

and maakilal'de etc. they would say that we have come here with pigs and spoiling the 

surroundings. I quit the pig rearing also and joined DMRL. There I worked as sweeper 

for three years. The director of the organization Mr. Aacharyulu gave me promoti~n as 

technical staff in furnace. Since then I have been working without any problem. Many 

people appreciated my work there. Some officers also recommended me for the 

promotion. Then within the unit I got a contract for fifteen thousand rupees. From then 

onwards I am getting contracts regularly to hire other sweepers and work. In the mean 

time my father passed away. And I got his job. 

About magical practioners in the basti : 
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You know I don't believe in these activities at all. They earn a lot of 

money. Even the educated do not earn that much money like them. In one day they 

can earn RsIOOOO. What is this? 'Zooti Jaban' (all lies). They are fraud. Nowaday 

they also started their practice and opened their outlets in other countries, like Dubai , 

Saudi etc. One of these practioners a woman is actually worked as a sweeper in the 

past. She cleaned the toilets. These people are simply cheating the public. If they have 

that much power, why they are not earning money directly. They should be paraded 

nakedly in the street. It has become a business for them. These drinking habits bring 

bad name to the community. Because of this children are not taken care of. With joint 

families living together, it is very difficult to manage them with this drinking habit of 

people. We tried to stop this but in vain. Some of our community people are not 

helping us in this matter. I have been trying to stop since last five years through all 

means but there is no sign of improvement. 

We are not cared: 

You see we have been cleaning the roads of this Deccan area 

for the last sixty years. But we are not given any support or care by the government. 

Sulabh like institutions are encroaching into our work sphere and are cornering 

benefits. This is all phony. If they really want to develop us let them start small-scale 

industries. They will give us better employment than these autos. See they are lying 

unused. There is no use in giving them these autos. Instead a petrol bunk serves the 

purpose better. It should be given to a group of people. Providing a small shopping 

mall also helps. Our leaders are our betrayers. They mediate between the community 

and the government officials. Our paanch leaders also suppress the facts. They do not 

allow us to speak the truth. 

About Inter Caste Marriage: 

This is not at all possible, how can it be? If an 

educated man marries within the community he can contribute for its progress. I 

married to a poor girl, though settled happily. Earlier people who got married to other 
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castes are excommunicated. No body talks to them. Even if my own brother tries to 

marry girl from other caste, I will ask him to leave the house. 

Bole Ram is a 30-year-old person working as auto 

driver. He has very radical out look about the people around and the government 

policies. 

Bole Ram: My father worked in DMRL, and mother worked in municipality. I studied 

in government school in Hindi medium. Ours is a large family consisting of ten 

members. I started working as s\\eeper from the age of eight years. Many people kept 

a distance from us. Even when I entered the house they did not even give water with 

hands, instead they keep it in the comer. Food, if it is given is thrown into the bowl. 

They sprinkle the water on our footsteps, when we go back after finishing the cleaning 

job. But there are people who also treat us in the normal way. In one Marwari house, 

they used to give me sweets and talked very nicely. But among Muslims and Hindus 

the story is different. Earlier Muslims would treat us normally, but these days they 

have changed a lot. Some Muslims are also into the sweepers job. But now every one 

is coming to do this job. If an) one is in deep trouble and in frustration he will do 

anything. He may engage in crime, loot, and steal. If he is not getting money for his 

work, he will do anything. Later I took to auto driving and have been in this profession 

since last fifteen years. But in this also there is not much profit. Some times I work 

for others on lease base . I have not received any help from the government. This is a 

sense less government. With proper work, you will be able to get food, kerosene etc . 

If there is no work and wages what else we can do? We can do anything. I got married 

at the age of 27. My wife stay, at home. Nowadays the scavenging work is also is in 

demand. You know if there is no \\ork available they may sell gudumba <C;heap 

liquor), and do any other private \\orks that are assigned and available. You know 

some time ago four people havc committed suicide by jumping from the top of the 

charminar. Do you think others \\ ill do the same thing? Our own leaders are eating our 

money. I went to the collectoratc for a loan. I have also showed them that I have an 

auto license. But so far nothing is passed in my favour. You know why they take 

bribes and I am failed to satis£) them. I have obtained heavy vehicle license, and some 
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Individuals try to interpret the community and society from their 

every day interaction with the society around them. Their outlook and perceptions change 

according to their level of exposure to the outside society, and people they interact. The 

traditional reconciliation, with the past, yet questioning the everyday context is common 

among those who have relatively small avenues to explore and upgrade their status. On 

the other hand people who tried to climb the social ladder with all possible means at their 

end have different opinion and notion about the people and the society. They are the 

strong contests of the dominant values in the society. These people made every effort to 

be on par with the other fellow beings. They were at times are not accepted by the society 

or received inhuman treatment from them. These people have always seen their 

occupational identity as a hurdle for their progress. They tried their best and searched the 

alternatives to cope up with those challenges and achieved considerable progress in their 

respective enterprises. These group of people feel that others already construct opinion 

about them, and it is very difficult to change those. Here some people feel that it is better 

not to dig the hole, rather adapt to it, and gain strength within ones own tradition. One 

entrepreneur says, it is better to live among the community people, where you are strong 

rather than living among the people, who hate you every moment they see you. A few 

took to alternative religious ideology, but still have respect for their own traditions. 

Another set of people are self-reflexive in their outlook about their own community. They 

see strength in the community, but feel it is miss used by the people. They were 

optimistic about the progress, and these individuals seldom consider that they are inferior 

to others, and hence there is less attention paid others who treat them with inferior status. 
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people promised me job in the Road Transport Corporation. Those who are able to 

give bribes secured those jobs. I now settled as broker for buying and selling of second 

hand autos. I am getting good commission on this. This is all about money. The rich 

create helpless ness, by using the poor people. You know Gandhi is the betrayer of our 

cause. He first took the broom and everyone followed him. That's why we remained 

backward. 

If this is the view of self-employed man, the slightly better off people 

in the basti like persons working in government jobs, etc have different views. By 

valorizing the community, they tend to see alternative mechanism for the advancement 

of the community. Initially a sweeper by occupation, Gaurav became a section officer 

in the Andhra Pradesh government. He did started as sweeper at the very young age of 

thirteen, till he got a government job. 

In his words, 

Our people belong to warrior caste in Haryana. Our great 

grand father is Bakshi lal Harnam Singh. Our ancestors are great warriors. In spite of 

the rough methods used by the Muslim rulers, they never converted us to Islam. We 

have faith in Hinduism. We have fought many wars on behalf of many kings. Our 

people became prisoners of war and British captured them and assigned them this kind 

of low jobs. Simultaneously the Nizam brings some people to Hyderabad, and they 

have become full-fledged sweepers. They have worked in various places in the Deccan 

region. Our people were also engaged in agriculture and other allied occupations. We 

have also land in some areas of Deccan. My family still possesses 300 acres of land in 

the village. In my childhood I have faced lots of discrimination and I we are asked to 

sit separately. My father many times asked them why they are practicing such things. 

He used to fight with them. Now I am in a good position and helped many comm!lnity 

people. I also helped in getting the sewing center with my influence. We are different 

in many things. We are not like local scheduled caste people. They are not brave. They 

are not stable. They cannot fight like us. If any trouble arises they run away from the 

scene. There are, only two castes on the earth, they are men and women. If any 

developed caste is there they should help others. In our community there are some 

people who by their actions getting bad name for the community. 
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Individuals try to interpret the community and society from their 

every day interaction with the society around them. Their outlook and perceptions change 

according to their level of exposure to the outside society, and people they interact. The 

traditional reconciliation, with the past, yet questioning the everyday context is common 

among those who have relatively small avenues to explore and upgrade their status. On 

the other hand people who tried to climb the social ladder with all possible means at their 

end have different opinion and notion about the people and the society. They are the 

strong contests of the dominant values in the society. These people made every effort to 

be on par with the other fellow beings. They were at times are not accepted by the society 

or received inhuman treatment from them. These people have always seen their 

occupational identity as a hurdle for their progress. They tried their best and searched the 

alternatives to cope up with those challenges and a~hieved considerable progress in their 

respective enterprises. These group of people feel that others already construct opinion 

about them, and it is very difficult to change those. Here some people feel that it is better 

not to dig the hole, rather adapt to it, and gain strength within ones own tradition. One 

entrepreneur says, it is better to live among the community people, where you are strong 

rather than living among the people, who hate you every moment they see you. A few 

took to alternative religious ideology, but still have respect for their own traditions. 

Another set of people are self-refle>.ive in their outlook about their own community. They 

see strength in the community, but feel it is miss used by the people. They were 

optimistic about the progress, and these individuals seldom consider that they are inferior 

to others, and hence there is less attention paid others who treat them with inferior status. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

In Anthropology there have been discussions on the 

concept of work, ever since the discipline started studying the simple societies. 

Different aspects were dealt at length. particularly the institutions and functional 

aspects. At the macro level issues like labour, market were the focus for many. 

When anthropologists started studying different societies, there emerged some 

methodological problems. These are particularly related to the study of non-western 

societies. Anthropologists faced problems in understanding the work culture of 

these societies, as some of the models of the west are not applicable to these 

traditional societies. Traditional institutions like rei\gion,. social organization, and 

political economy are different from those of the western civilization. But the 

contributions from these societies enriched the holistic understanding of the work 

culture. Many emphasized that the division oflabour is the result of the hierarchy in 

the society. Meanings and social aspects of~ork are understood in the light of the 

ethnographic accounts of traditional societies. Studies focused on the basic elements 

involved in the work and productive processes. These are land, labour, capital. time 

information and identity. Some issues like gender, caste, and race are yet to be 

looked at in building models for the study of~ork. Some scholars emphasized that 

the universal models of work, can be avoided. as the work culture is specific to 

cultural contexts. Here the opinion is that the man tries to control the nature, and 

derives his living. by imposing certain norms and rules on it. In this process. 

competition, and restriction of accessibilit) to resources are important, as the) 

involve many social dynamics. But the conceptions of work vary from society to 

society as the particular contexts and needs are different from one another. W.ork is 

understood not only as economic activit) . But it is interpreted in relation to religion 

and politics and its potential contribution to other aspects of life, other than the 

economic benefit. Some times when the ~ork is seen as an activity emanating 

within, its economic value is undermined to its social value Maintaining status and 

personal esteem is important, whether it is for authorit) within the famil) or 

reputation in the society. But again the ~ork is seen as something, which controls 
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the uncertainties of the future. Researchers pointed the general principles of 

understanding the work, like production, management and conversion of resources 

for livelihood etc, Further work is also understood in the context of hereditary 

principles; who controls it? Who evaluates? Who does it? etc. These notions are 

also related to physical, psychological social symbolic val\le of the work, and more 

importantly the relevance of doing a particular work. In the Indian context the 

notion ofthe work is quite different from the western notions. Here the principles of 

karma and dharma operate at both ideological and functional levels. Ritual purity 

and pollution attached to each occupation further complicates the process of 

evaluating and understanding the work in Indian context. Various occupations 

carried out by people are hereditary and hence 'logical notions of work' cannot be 

applied to these occupational groups. The work of a normal activity is some times 

regarded as a means of achievement, while' works with no economic value are 

treated as high in some societies, or works of despised tasks or socially inferior, 

may become a source of dignity and pride. 

Ex-Untouchables formed the focus lor several ethnographers 

and sociologists. These communities have been interpreted with great attention and 

erudite scholarship. Number of models are generated to understand these 

communities. Models like Images of alignment or integration, outcaste, self­

contained groups, consensus, diversity, models of fusion, etc. have enriched the 

understanding of the particular groups. These studies offered, if not completely, 

academically sound models, which contributed to the Anthropological knowledge 

of the communities. 

But many of the studies tend to see these groups as isolated 

phenomena, with few exceptions. The individual and personal contributions of the 

people within the communities are hardly highlighted .In most of these studies, 

the notion of self is under represented or at times totally neglected. Though the 

ethnographic texts are derived from the individual experiences of the other, there is 

hardly any mention about other selves. i.e. the self of the individual, is not taken 

care of. For example how a person struggles to cope up in a variety of situations. 

how his self come into play with the other and community etc. But the knowledge 
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generated is undoubtedly. made explicit, the functional aspects of the particular 

group. Occupations pursued by the ex-untouchable communities are considered 

degraded in the general outlook of the society. And in many cases these professions 

are hereditary in nature and hence do not have the chance for mobility. The menial 

occupations like removing the dead and carrying night soil are regarded as polluted 

works, which are normally attached to the lower castes. These communities 

undergo double humiliation for the lower status accorded to them and the identity 

acquired through occupation. Castes engaged in scavenging occupation in India, are 

not a single group. Many castes who are engaged in this are from the lower rung of 

the society. Mehatrs or popularly known as Valmikis are one such group who have 

been engaged in the scavenging occupation, ever since the emergence of the town 

planning in India. 

Present study is conducted on the Mehtar community in the 

city of Hyderabad. They have been engaged in the occupation of sweeping for a 

long time. They were migrants from the Northern states of Haryana and parts of 

Uttar Pradesh. But majority belong to the Haryana state. The traditional institutions 

like political organization, the institution of marriage, family traditions and 

religious beliefs are still in tact though with some modifications. The other major 

institution that is subjected to change is their religious beliefs. Mehtars have 

undergone a rapid transformation since the last two decades, which changed their 

life style. Material wealth coupled with awareness and education brought many 

changes. They continued many tradItions of their ancestors and religious beliefs in 

spite of adapting to the local situation. Living in a Multicultural setting in the inner 

city of Hyderabad, the search for a secular identity. among other castes became a 

nightmare for them, in spite of adapting many practices outside their cultural realm. 

Some of their traditional institutions like 'political leadership' 

became highly questionable within the community. The younger generation is no 

more attentive to the traditional leadership, which is subjected to severe criticism. 

With the enforcement of law and entry of democratic institutions, this traditional 

institution is at flux, with regular incidents of violence in the community. The 

institution of family and marriage remained altogether in the same fashion with fe\\ 
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exceptions. The former is subjected to great changes. Dowry in marriages became a 

common practice, though it is voluntary. There is an increase in the number of 

nuclear families in the basti . Many aspire for one or the other kind of social 

mobility. For most of them income generating activities have become primary 

activity. Some feel that the new festivals they celebrate are alien to their traditions. 

But still there is a sigh of relief among many, as these festivals brought a sense that 

they are part of the larger Hindu society. There is always dilemma of belonging and 

not belonging to certain cultural practices followed by wider society. By adapting to 

the surroundings they have been innovative and creative in practicing certain 

traditional and popular rituals and ceremonies. 

After the municipal corporation of Hyderabad has taken over the 

management of sanitary services in the city municipality, the traditional working 

sweepers from the Mehtar community are taken into various offices and 

departments. as sweepers. Their traditional organizatio~al structure got slightly 

altered due to this shift. Mehtars are now part of two spheres of work as sweepers. 

One is \\orking in public sphere. the other in the private. Before the entry of the 

municipal corporation, Mehtars worked in Private houses as sweepers. Mutual 

exchange of the \\ork. is a common practice. The shift from the private sphere to 

public sphere is an institutional change with regard to management of sweeping in 

the community. Most of them Mehtars adapted to this change without much 

tension. But there is some resentment within the community, with other castes 

entering this occupation. The) feel that the private organizations like Sulabh are 

grabbing their work and getting profits from it. 

They feel that they are doing the work due to poverty 

and helplessness. There is no regret for doing these kinds of work. It is said th?t like 

an) other human being the) have taken up a work for the livelihood. Majority felt 

that the work the) do is in the interest of society. And felt that the returns they get 

are meager. They ha\ e adapted themselves to the work structure by coping with the 

challenges posed by the polluted identity resulted in by their traditional work. 

Mehtars looked at the traditional work of scavenging as a means to their livelihood 

but not beyond. Many try to glorify their work as a service and production as 
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contribution to the society at large. The relative segregation and polluted notion 

attached to the work are overcome by adopting various coping mechanisms. For 

instance, creating or citing such problems like unable to attend work giving false 

reasons etc. In certain instances absenteeism from work is also practiced to make 

the others realize their importance. The relative leisure they derive from their work 

is seen as freedom, which no other occupation provides. The notion of leisure and 

free time thus intertwined among the Mehtars. Many derive the strength from the 

low status, in this regard the polluted identity of their occupation and caste. Many 

point to the brighter side saying that they are privileged enough as no one can enjoy 

the kind of freedom and leisure they get. With great strength, they enact the various 

roles in the social space at their disposal. Here 'social space' refers to the kind of 

limitation, segregation, thrust upon them. As no other individual comes forward to 

do such occupation, Mehtars claim that they are 'energetic' than others to perform 

their duty. Work may not be evaluated in a structured manner, as it involves, an 

array of variables. The concept of time is of no value to a Mehtar, when it comes to 

his job activity; executing the job a few hours in the morning and some times late in 

the evening, is a work meant for livelihood and hence he never attributes time value 

to such work. He measures work only in terms of earning a livelihood. Probably the 

degraded identity of work and inferior status attached . to it, refrain him from 

ascribing a value to it. But the everyday life of the community reveals, that the 

inferior status became strength in itself and helped to negotiate for a better position 

and identity. The work structure of the community became a facilitator for many to 

take up other subsidiary occupations, which enabled them to get the higher status. 

At every action a Mehtar is aware of his caste, particularly his occupational identit) . 

They combine such subtle identities of self, communi\) , and pragmatism as guiding 

spirit, in their every day life in upholding and assertmg their identity in the public 

life. The segregation and other aspects attached to their work on the other hand 

strengethned their spirit of community, which helped them to bargain a better deal 

in developmental programmes. The increased income levels and better standards of 

living strengethened the community's spirit to identil)' with others and inventing 

new methods and cultural symbols in the process. Mehtars argue that they are the 
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victims of history who are relegated to and forced to work as scavengers. Many do 

not accept their inferior status as scavengers but attribute to it as some incident 

happened in history against their wish. Most of them c1aiJ1.1 themselves as a warrior 

race and farmers who fought against the Moughal invaders. But in spite of rejecting 

their occupational identity they attempt to project it that they are serving the society 

like mothers care about their children. 

Traditional religious beliefs of Mehtars are meticulously integrated 

into their changing life style. The tradition of the bhagats has helped some of the 

community members to elevate their social status in the wider society. In the last 

two decades there is an increasing number of ritual practitioners in the Basti. A (ew 

women also joined and are successful in managing their enterprise. Though criticize 

these acts as nothing but rubbish, still they endorse them as they are earning their 

livelihood through these practices. Many feit that the increase in the number of 

ritual healers is due to unemployment problem. But the healers say that apart from 

the income they derive, it brings them some status and recognition in wider society. 

A variety of clients approach them with various problems. Many of the opponents 

of magical practitioners are from that section of the Mehtars who received better 

education and achieved considerable mobility. Some of them are believers of the 

spirits but they straightaway reject these practitioners. Magical practitioners have 

achieved social mobility during the past one-decade. Most of them able to earn 

good income from this practice. They feel that this healing practice brought them 

not only money, but also made life easy. They are able to move with the outside 

society much more freely, than earlier. It has become an outlet for them and opened 

new opportunities. They are able to start new businessl:;s with the help of their 

networks. which were established due to their connections with various people. 

Though everyone carries their caste label, it is the 'Self, which is a reference point 

for man) of the practitioners. Competition among these practitioners made them to 

claim superiority among themselves. In their traditional occupation of scavenging. 

it is felt by the community that they could not have earned the accolades or mone) 

Bhagats not only earn for themselves but also are potential contributors of material 

and other kinds of support for the community. These practitioners are harbingers of 
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opportunity for others. and hence receive support if not total rejection from the 

community. These supporters invoke the community traditions in validating the acts 

of the magical practitioners. In a way Mehatrs adapted this ritual healing as means 

to achieve certain practical goals like status achievement, mobility, escape from the 

stigmatized identity, and material comforts. In coping with the degraded identity of 

their work, they efficiently used the traditional institution of Bhagats as a tool to 

mitigate their social position. 

The polluted identity of work and .the lI!any pressures brought by 

the caste identity created a kind of uncertainty within the community. Both 

individuals and the community are struggling with these pressures and 

uncertainties. The individuals are also subjected severe tunnoil and conflicts outside 

the community. The community as a whol.e experienced a traumatic situation, 

where their occupational identity became a hurdle in their every day life. 

Many pressures brought by their caste and occupational identity, led them to enter 

into the sphere. Vlhich is not considered as legal and not acceptable to the general 

nonns of the societ) . Many resorted to violent methods of protest as well as 

physical assault. This is evident from the many incidents that occurred in various 

contexts of everyda) life of the Mehtars. The intense pressures of the external world 

made some of them to plunge into the violent acts, which further affected their 

social position. One fourth of them are branded as Rowdy- Sheeters in the local 

police stations. Much of the violence is attributed to the community, in spite of the 

fact that others are also responsible for similar activities. They use the strength of 

the community to cope up with these challenges. And in tum they will be able to 

manipulate it, for their bettennent. It is observed that at every moment in their life, 

their caste identit)· haunted them. Many felt that even in the situations where caste 

is immaterial. the fellow citizens refer to it to ascertain their superiority. They feel 

that these kinds of situations made them to take extreme steps. They are forced to 

do certain things due to inevitable circumstances. Their participation in various 

criminal acts is the result of such pressures from the wid~r society. Most of them 

are tuned to this life style and became part and parcel of the network. Criminal 

identity made many uncomfortable. as one infonnant pointed out that why not other 
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communities branded like this? Is it because they belong to respectable 

occupations? The participation in criminal activities is manifold in the basti as they 

practice a variety of crimes. There are people who functien individually and work 

under some one as assistants. They also established good networks with the political 

leaders, who often use them for their personal works. But Mehtars constantly use 

these net works to climb up the social ladder and to mitigate their identity. It has 

become a common practice for many as it gave them money, power and influence 

among certain people and organizations. This has become strength in itself, as some 

of them are also proud of the outcome. They constantly try to cover up these 

activities by actively participating in the social life in the basti and quite often 

elsewhere. They are respected in the community, in spite of their criminal activities. 

In the eye of the community they are the members who share the common values of 

the caste. In course of their practices, they i~vent strategies and mechanisms to get a 

respectable position and place within and outside the community. Magical rituals 

and crime one inspired by tradition and the other thrust upon by society became 

strengths by themselves and helped them to cope up with the degrading identity. 

Celebration of popular festivals and ceremonies became 

an important tool in the process of asserting a better community identity. Some of 

the popular festival are adopted and presented in an innovative fashion in an effort 

to project the image in the larger society. They have been worshipping Gugapeer, 

parlivali. sit/amala and multiple gods and goddesses. Since they have accepted the 

Valmiki as their guru they also started worshipping him, but not at household level. 

The celebration {)f the Valmiki festival has undergone many 

changes in the last ten years. Many novel things are invented in it The festival 

became a matter of identity for Mehtars. There is an active participation by. many 

political leaders in the festival. The procession is taken out in the city with all 

fanfare. Man) popular Hindu symbols are used in this procession. The individuals 

and community derive a satisfaction from these acts and trying to assert their 

uniqueness. While adopting the symbols, they managed to recreate the social setting 

by the velY s)mbols. which they perceive as antagonistic towards them. As 

commented by one youth leader the use of symbols is only to show and to be 
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recognized, and no one is worried about their validity. The community is successful 

in using cenain popular religious ceremonies in formulating their identity. 

By adopting the popular festivals, Mehtars in the basti showed 

that they are capable enough in projecting the community identity. Though there 

are some limitations regarding this adoption, the successful staging of these events 

in the public elevated their position. It is noted by one of the very old resident of 

the area that • Mehtars improved a lot. From food to dress in their beliefs and 

practices, these people earlier followed the Muslims, or le~ient towards them, but 

there is a great change among them'. As described earlier, many communal 

conflicts in the area resulted in great damage to property and life of the people in 

the basti. These events subsequently made the community to adopt cenain ritual 

practices on par with others in the area. This. adoption is not out of their desire to 

be part of the larger Hindu community, but to protect their oVln space. As noted by 

a key leader in the community, both Hindus and Muslims treated them in the same 

way, but only Vlith little difference, within and out side the basti. 

This adoption has taken place due to the efforts of the community to 

identify with dominant society and the urge to be recognized as dignified people. 

They have brought novelty to these festivals, by imitating the styles of festival 

celebration in the city. The visitors, mostly the local leaders further enhance the 

pride of the leaders in the community. These events are local in nature but received 

attention from the outsiders particularly the political leaders and media These acts 

helped to strengthen the sense of community among them. Mehtars, constantly, 

negotiate their position and identity with the neighbouring communities with their 

acts. Their rituals and festivals are embodiment of this phenomenon. The adoption 

and performance of these festivals do not necessarily, imply that Mehtars are 

endorsing or accepting them as valid cultural symbols. But these are some of the 

cultural strategies adopted by them to escape the stigmatized identity. 

They also visit the Dargas and offer prayers. Leaders in the basti 

effectively used the popular festivals for maintaining their litatus and prestige within 

and out side the community. There is competition among leaders in organizing 

these festivals in the basti. Huge amounts of money are spent on the lavish 
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decoration of the podiums. where the idols of gods and goddesses are kept. 

Organization of these events has become tools for these individuals in asserting 

their power and influence within the community. Some are able to get good 

donations from the traders and politicians in the city. These festivals are viewed as 

strength and capability of the community. The leaders in the basti not only are able 

to present these cultural symbols but showed their capability to outsiders as well. 

Persons or Individuals negotiate with meanings by construct ing 

meanings, interpretations to suit their emotional and social needs. These can be best 

understood with the narratives of those persons. As Bhaktin (l985) points, every 

dialogue occurs against the back drop of a present but invisible third party. In the 

individual narratives Mehtars as an occupational group are very critical about 

themselves and the society around. They seldom accepted the norms laid down or 

followed by the general pUblic. It is noted by many that caste became a factor for 

many of the conflicts. And yet they are not averse to their occupation. As one 

informant puts it, some v.ork with pen and some with knife and scissor, and we 

work with Jhadu (broom stick). The uniqueness of Mehtars in the society is 

emphasized by citing their contribution to the society as scavengers. In everyday 

life at school and in business, many of the conflicts have taken place due to their 

occupational identity. Mehtars felt that in spite of their personal credentials, people 

bog them down due to their occupational identity. A fev. felt that it is destiny, 

which made them like this. The inevitability of the status and occupation is viewed 

as the main hurdle in their progress Most of them are averse to be known as 

Mehtars. As it signifies their work they do Instead they prefer to be known as 

Valmikis. 

Individuals try to interpret the community and society from 

their eve!) day experiences Their outlook and perceptions change according to 

their level of exposure to the outside society and people they interact. 

Reconciliation. with the past, yet questioning the everyday context is common 

among those who have relatively small avenues to explore and upgrade their status. 

On the other hand people who tried to climb the social ladder with all possible 
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means at their end have different opinion and notion about the people and the 

society. They are the strong contestants of the dominant values in the society. 

These people made every effort to be on par with the other fellow beings. They 

were at times not accepted by the society or received inhuman treatment from them. 

These people have always seen their occupational identity as an impediment for 

their progress. They searched the alternatives to cope up with those challenges. 

These group of people feel that others already constructed opinion about them, and 

it is very difficult to change those. Here some people feel. that it is better to avoid 

challenging, rather adapt to it and gain strength within ones own tradition. One 

entrepreneur says, it is better to live among the community people, where you are 

strong rather than living among the people, who hate you every moment they see 

you. A few took to alternative religious ideology, but still have respect for their own 

traditions. Another set of people are self-reflexive in their outlook. They see 

strength in the community, yet feel the people misuse it. They were optimistic about 

the progress and these individuals seldom consider that they are inferior to others, 

and hence there is less attention paid to such behaviour of others. Even though 

some people reconcile with their past, they question the hegemony of the dominant 

societ). Few individuals, though challenge the oppressive authority and 

discrimination of the society around, they try to search fOT options and avenues to 

climb the ladder of mobility. These people see strength within the community. By 

reinventing and modifying its institutions and strengths, Mehtars tries to avoid the 

ritual impurit)' or the lower status attached to them, by incorporating and adopting 

itself with the larger whole. They create and re-create certain cultural modes of 

expression though with some dissent. The acceptance of popular festivals and 

cultural practices is not blind but with selective approach. 

There is protest and contestation in their everyday life. 

However the popular cultural symbols are used and recycled in the process for 

achieving status and better position. The self and particul~ly the mobile individual 

are always in confrontation with his community identity and himself. Here he 

constantly oscillates between his achieved status and ascribed status in the 
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various cultural practices and invent their own traditional strategies for achieving 

the desired status. By emulating the popular practices and religious behaviour they 

wanted to show the society their capacity in competing with them rather than their 

acceptance of these rituals and hierarchical notions of the dominant society. These 

adoptions are focused on showing their ability and strength but not their consensus 

with the dominant value system around. Though they share certain cultural 

conceptions of the popular Hinduism their interpretation of the religion and ritual 

life is non hegemonic in nature. Moreover the total emulation of the dominant 

values by the Mehtars did not take place, as their position in the traditional caste 

hierarchy is quite distinct. In their everyday life they contest and protest against the 

upper castes and their attitude towards them. These people emulate the accepted 

norms and acts with defiance Mehtars use all popular symbols to project themselves 

as better selves in the public. Mehtars in the basti cope with their stigmatized 

identity with mechanisms and practices convenient to the local situations. In doing 

so Mehtars are aware of their degraded identity and create and recreate various 

cultural practices. In the process of espousing popular rituals they do not completely 

commend the hierarchy but aim only to get a better treatment and place in the 

society. 
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APPENDIX 

Myth-t. The story of Gurgamvali: 

Patrivali is born to Gujjar family. The pandils 

and Brahmins, attended the birth ceremony of the family, who ascertained that her 

birth is inauspicious, and by referring to Ved. they confirmed; that she is 'Maladulini 

jami'. They thought that if this becomes true she might destroy people. Gujjars 

asked pandit for some solution. And the purohit advised them to dump her in a water 

bin, closing it on top. It so happened, that one sadhu maharaja, passing by stopped at 

the water bin on the pavement to get drinking water. But to his surprise, the bowl he 

dipped in the water became so heavy and could ~ot lift it. He heard the voice; saying' 

I am MataDutini' please pull me out. Then sadhu maharaja realized the nature of ' 

Dutimi' and laid dov.n three rules, to pull her. The sadhu, performed 'puja' for her, 

and kept her in his hair by his magical powers. But dUlini came out of it and 

disappeared. He went into meditation, and came to know of its power, and made her 

to appear before him. Answering to sadhu Maharaj she said that ' I can also 

disappear, now, but I v.ill full fill the promises made to you'. I disappeared only to let 

you know my might. Then 'Dutini' offered him her interest in becoming a disciple of 

Sadhu Maharaj. Accepting him as guru, Dutimi become a follower, and started curing 

disease and illness among villagers. She became goddess of the Valmikis. She is also 

known as sikpalri. Glirgam\'Qb came in the dreams of a farmer, and later became a 

goddess, worshipped by people. Patrivali came from Gujjars; both of them are from 

upper caste. 

Myth II: Story of Goddess Patrh'ali: 

Mapatrivali is gujjar woman Her father is 

Sohan gujjar. She is ferocious, black in colour with big eyes, and long legs, and looks 

like handicapped. Her caste people are scared of her for her ugly looks, and dumped 

her in Bawdi (water bin Idirty well) to get rid off. Then in Valmiki society, one man. 

kno\\n as ' siddipllrrllsh Nangyababa' a Mahayogi, helped her to come out of the well 
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during his visit to the Gujjars village. He set right her eyes. legs and draped her with 

white cloth. She was made small in appearance and kept her in a metal box. The 

traveling Baba went to another village, to select a place to perform his pl/jas. There 

one, Nallusevadar, a Valmiki' nOliced that some smoke is coming out of the cave, 

where Baba performing his puja. This Valmiki who is a Shepard rear animals, like 

goats and cows. This Nallusevadar supplied milk and fruits to the Baba for forty days 

Impressed by his services, ' siddi purush' gave him the 'metal box' lying with him in 

which Maapalrivali is present. Nallusevadar, kept this hoh kund (box) on the shelf in 

his hut, and as usual engaged in his daily activities. One evening, when he returned 

from field, he is very enthusiastic to know, what is there in the box, and opened it. To 

his surprise a small girl is sitting in the box, which suddenly attained a 'viraal rup' 

(larger than a human being). Nattu sevadar is scared of her p'resence, but did not do 

anything. From that day onwards, she would raid the Jhat's villages stealing goats to 

eat. By every evening she returned to sevadar's house The villagers catch once this 

Patrivali, and panchayat is called. These village elders punished 'Nallu sevadar' since 

Palrivali is staying in his house. Nattu fell on the feet of the Pair/vail and begged her 

not to create any harm to him, and said that he is ready to give an)1hing she wants 

She asked him to give her one black pig everyday. To feed her, Nallu went to 

Uttarpradesh, and stolen 500 white pigs. painted them black so that others may not 

recognize them. Nallu, served one pig a day to Patrivali But still Patrivall did not 

stop her activities, but later she disappeared, by killing nallu, later she did things to 

people, who worshipped her as Palrivali. 

Sa at Bawries: 

Mahaveer Paarcha, a practicing Bhagat, narrated 'how these' saalbownes: are 

born. 

"It was told by my grand patents. There was a couple \\ hose names are 

'}'amraj" and ' Rajdeta', but without any issues. The) were advised by the people to 

worship 'Guru Gorankanth' to get children. The couple prayed to him, and mel a 

Baba, who blessed them, but on condition that the first-born should be given to him. 

who will be disciple of the Baba. But after the birth of the first child, the couple felt 
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bad to loose the first kid, as he is very beautiful. Instead, the second kid who is darker 

in colour is taken to Baba. The Baba has come to know about the second kid and 

threw the baby into the sea. Instead of drowning into the waters, the baby was 

floating on the waves of the ocean. The baby kid blessed by the baba Jogi Maharaj, 

become powerful, and attained all the healing powers. Later his mother gave birth to 

five children who became disciples of their brother. With their magical powers they 

started healing ailing villagers. The elder brother becomes a spirit, and helped people 

through his younger brothers. People did not believe in God but only in Bhagat. 

People asked this spirit, what he wants as offerings. He replied by saying , Barak 

kaatra, unkanaam leke parch logomka kiloma pilana"- And this Bawries name is 

sabarmal Bawri, who was more powerful (Shaktiman). Now they are worshipped at 

seharsaffidan. Other bawris are 'kesarmal bern'ri, Sabat Singh Bern'ri, Himat singh, 

Zeetmal, Haree Singh Heeralal, Chaparmal They also have two sisters, namely 

shyam Kour, Sheddo. Shyam Kaur, worked in the house, and one day it so happened 

that she was arrested and molested by eight men belong to Mughal pathans. She 

complained this, to her brothers who are playing chess (Chatranji). Knowing the 

assault on their sister, the brothers got angry and Sanar Singh decided to cut the 

hands of pathans. Then Mughal pathans saw, these five brothers are coming to 

towards them. There was a country 'illaaru ka Desh' (kingdom of crocodile). Its king 

is Maru. This 'Maru King' was approached by Mughal pathans for shelter. But the 

seven brothers are successful in their fight with pat hans and killed all of them. Maru 

king thought it better to beg mercy. He said to those brothers that he only sheltered 

those people but not enemy to these seven brothers. The people worship these seven 

brothers. In those days, people are poor. Manl'aris, Shml'kars, denied to give them 

loans. People would approach Bmrries, who in turn helped them to get money from 

Marll'aries. Bowries helped them in every day life. If a Bml'ri sends a person, the 

Manl'ari has to oblige him. People performed 'pujas' for them. Slaughtered animals in 

their name and ate them together. That is how Bml'ries became popular among us I . 

I Based on conversation with 'Mahaveer Paarcha". a I..e) mforrnant dunng the field\\orl.. 
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Baba Kaksha: 

People who do not prefer animal sacrifice, and drink alcohol 

worship Baba Kaksha But some of the Mehtars also worship Bawries, and sacrifice 

animals. Multiple gods and goddess are worshipped by Mehtars; they also follow 

different sects, like guruGoraknath, !wbeer Panth and worships Gugapeer2. 

Apart from Ball'ries, Gurugorak, and Gugapeer are worshipped by the Mehtars 

in the Basti. Every household celebrates the Gugapeer' festival. On the day of 

worship, Bertha (fasting) is observed by the head of the household. At 12 P.M 

Offerings are made to the sun god followed by small feast consisting of fruits . The 

following morning Gugapeer is worshipped with, by performing rituals on sacred fire, 

and burning ghee on the cow dung cakes. Some sacrifice goats and hens to the peer. 

There are two m)1hs narrated about the Guru Goraknath. and Gugaper by two 

Bhagats who are my key informants, in the Basti. The myth -I follows as it is. 

Guru Goraknatb Myth-l 

Basmasur and Pan-ati are in love. But Eshwar 

(Shiv) don't know about it. Oh! If Mabadev knows what happens! Then Basmasur 

made tapashya (meditation). Pleased with his devotion Mahadev opened his eyes. 

Mahadell asked, oh! Muni who are you? Mahadel' gave him a boon. This made 

Basmasur more powerful and be can destroy anybod) into ashes, \\ ith the very touch 

of his hands. Basmaslira takes away Basam !wnkan from Shim. Basmasllr tries to 

kill Mahadell, and Mahadel' runs way. Basmasllra dreams at' this time to make love 

with parllali . Shankar hides himself for 5 years. The Narath informs Vishnu of the 

impending danger of Parvati falling in to the hands of Basmasllra . He transforms,into 

a female like Parvati and go to Basmasura, to mal-.e him dance. Basmasura dances 

with the 'Vishnu '. On the other hand Vishnu wakes up 'Mahadev' from the cave. But 

Mahadell says, how can I trust you, you rna) be 'Basmasura' in false garb. Then 

Vishnu throws the 'Kankan' towards Shiva. and finally Shiva comes out. He sees 

2 Bhangis followed a vanel) of sects. which offer philosoph) of Universal brother hood. and belief m the e"lstence 
of god, an omnipresent omnipotent, a supreme being who regulates the lotal act" Illes of the uni verse There are 
many sects like Goraknath. bunt math panth. Kabirs. nowal. dathare) a See Sh) amlal 1991. pp 142-159 
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'Vishnu" in the form of a beautiful Parvafi. Uska VeerYIi out Hojafi (He emits his 

semen) Vishnu holds that semen, and says, 'Oh! Brahmadev, if it falls on the earth, it 

will become infertile what to do? One woman, named Anjani. performs puja for a 

son. Vishnu gave the sperm to her. He sends the semen through ears of the Anjani. 

Sperm is a 'Gundhi Cheej hai' (dirty thing). Some part of the semen, fells on the 

Gobar (cow dung) nearby. From there emerges 'Guru Goraknafh". Vishnu's hand is 

still filthy; he washes it in the ocean. A fish in the sea, which gives birth to 

'Machendranafh ', eats the left over semen. This Machendranath, from the time he 

was born meditates, and he grows up fast. His students bring that cow dung cakes, to 

be used in sacred fire. Once. the burnt cow dung ashes are given to a barren (Banz) 

Marwari lady. But her husband ridicules her saying that 'this ash won't bring any 

children'. This woman throws this Vibhufi (Cow dung cake) into 'Kacchrakundi' (dust 

bin). After twelve years, Machendranath visits the house of this woman and asks for 

her son. But this women replies in negative by saying 'Oh! Swami I threw the Vibuthi 

in to the dustbin? Machendra Nath asks her to sho\\ the kundi, there he recite the 

following words 'alkriranjan' and sa)s ' Ur landike Dek Kour aayahm (wake up, see, 

who has come). A t\\elve year old bo) emerges from the dustbin. who later becomes 

'Guru Goraknath" who is very po\\erful. than the Guru. Gun,; Machendranath fell in 

love with 'Sonal deep Rani". After this incident, there is division among Sadhus. One 

wears ring and other do not. Jalendranath, is one such person. and his disciple is 

Kanipa Jalendranath and GopiChand Bortori fought \\ith each other. Gopichand 

throws Jlaendral1lh in a water bin. b) putting horse shit on it. Later Kanip, cleans that, 

and tries to pull his Guru out. Guru Goraknath, passes by that way with his 1400 

disciples, and asks, Kanipa, what is he doing there. And he replies. saying that 'don' t 

you see my Guru inside this pot. am trying to pull him out ". Angered with the ans~er, 

Guru Gorknath says, that' if you are able to get him out of the pot. I will consider you 

a Sidda (An enlightened Man). Kanipa also says. if you can bring back our Guru 

Machedranath who is in love with the queen, I consider you sidda. Angered with his 

words Guru Goraknath, curses him saying that' Landlki dim dllgnllni. Raat challgini 

Ho Jaea'. The shit in the pot doubles in the daytime, and multiplies four times in the 

Night, making it difficult for the Kanipa to pull his Guru out. On the other 'Guru 
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Goraknath' is not even allowed to enter into the border of the Kingdom where his 

Gurumachendranalh is staying. Then a group of Banjaras who are passing by are 

going to perform in the palace, Guru Goraknalh becomes a butterfly and enter into 

drums of the Banjaras in disguise. While the drum is played by 8anjaras at the 

palace, it sounds" Jaag Jaag Gurumachendranath, Gorak Yaha aaya· ... for three 

times. (Wake up guru ... Gorak has come here). Machandranath looks around and 

says if you have come, why are you hiding show up your self '. Guru Goraknath 

appears in front of his Guru and salutes him. The queens, who are also magicians, try 

to kill Guru Goraknalh with their tricks but they fail, as Goraknath appears in Bajar 

form (metal form). Then Goraknath says' chal landiki, that's it, these two queens 

becomes donkeys. Surprised with his acts, Machendranath says oh! What have you 

done to these people? Goraknath replies saying that 'they ar~ doing black magic on 

him. If I keep quiet; you may say what kind of oisciple. I am Hence I did this. (Ye 

muje warpowar kamete, jab aap kamosh baite!). After this. Goraknath makes them to 

come back to their original form. On the second da) Goraknath requested, 

machendranath to come back as he has seen enough v.orld Machendranath replied 

saying that 'he will return after three days. The tv.o queens. with whom Machendra 

Stayed, have two kids, who suffer from loose motions There are sent to Goraknath 

for treatment by saying 'jajake jadkal' (go and defacate). Gorakknalh, with his magic 

wand, makes them to hang on the wall by peeling off their skin. Machandra, 

surprised with his act, says '""hat have you done? GUrujl. you only told me to do this. 

Machandranath, also brings along with him 2 golden bricks. to give feast to the 1400 

disciples of Goraknath. On their itinerary Machendra. asked his disciples Goraknalh 

to look after the bag containing golden bricks as he went to urinate. in a nearby place. 

The weight of the bag surprises him, as he lifts it, and opens it. To his surprise, two 

golden bricks are found, v.hich he throws off into the v.ater. Machendra comes to 

know about it and tells to Goraknath, that he brought them to give a feast to the 

disciples. Then Goraknath goes to a nearby hill and urinates there, by making the 

entire hill into a Golden object. Macchandra, says that oh Gorakh. Wj maay-me mujse 

be aage nikal gaya·. (You are well ahead of me in magic). They reach the place where 

Jolendranath is still suffering in the water tub Gorak sa)s to Kapalia. 'See I have 
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brought Your' Guru". Machandra tells Goraknath, to hclp Kapali. His magic .... and 

makes Jalandra to come out of it. Kapalia gives a Big feast to all the disciples of 

Goraknath and Machendra and they disperse from there. 

Myth.l.2: Guga Peer 

Goraknalh on his sacred itinerary reaches a royal palace in 

Rajasthan. The Raja ' Jewar' and his wife 'Baachel' welcome Goraknalh to their 

palace. Queen Baachel is a barren Woman. Goraknalh makes a huge Dhona with cow 

dung cakes, for performing rituals. Under a Banyan tree all the rituals are performed. 

While performing these rituals he send his disciples for collecting food (Biksha). 

Rani Bachel comes with gold and diamonds, and Goraknalh says, oh, Rani Bachel 

insekya Banega, Hamko Anandan Chahiye. (What can be made out of these, we want 

food.) Bachel becomes the disciple of Goraknath for 12 years, and looks after the 

Goraknath and his disciples, by arranging food. When she is expected to receive a 

'mantra' (a secret sermon) from Guru Goraknath. "Kkache' sister of Rani Baachel. 

comes to know about it. She requests her sister to lend her clothes for one day. B) 

wearing her sister clothes she meets, Guru Goraknath, for getting the boon. 

Goraknath gives her ghyom" (wheat seeds). Later Baache! go to Goraknath for the 

boon, and request him. oh! Muni today you asked me to come. to receive the mantra 

Surprised, the Guru says oh! I have given it you, She explains that it is her sister .... ho 

took it by dressing like her. Again Baachel meditates for another 12 years, and huge 

anthills forms around He gives the boon to her. He brings 'guggad' from paala! 

(world below the earth) from the Raja baisakh (snake Kmg), and gives it, to Raani 

Baachel. Rani Baachel gives the 'Guggad' to three people, and all of them eat it. They 

give birth to four kinds of people. One was Narsing Pande, who was apandll, second 

one gives birth to Raton haaji, who is a Bhangi, third one gives birth to bajjl, who. IS a 

chamar, fourth one eaten by horse belonging to Baachel. And it gives birth to a blue 

horse. Baachel gives birth to 'Gugapeer'. 'Gugapeer is born and all other five are also 

born, Srikrishna born on Asthami, and 'Gugapeer was born on·'Navami'. On the other 

side the snake king sends his army to kill Gugapeer. 'Guga' assures his mother. b) 

saying 'kayamte sarpake polan barbem' (I will make them sleep). 'Cow leere me in 

sampka nit)' bandu' (I will make them as sticks) hearoubikl naa/h manga ke naa/I! due 
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ua (I will make their nostrils closed). Snake warriors run away from the scene. Guga 

marries Serriel, a disciple of Sammal Jogu (A magician). Guga marries her after 

overcoming a lot of hurdles. Guru Goraknath, baisknath help him in the baraat 

(marriage procession etc,). After marriage 'guga' comes back to his home, but faces 

stiff resistance from cousins. 'Urjansingh' brothers. Who are sons of Kaachal. In a 

fight, guga, chops off their heads. This act angers his mother. Guga's Mother 

(Baache!) orders him to leave the palace. But his wife stays in the palace. Guga 

meets his wife in secret but his mother suspects her by saying 'tum kiskeliye ye singar 

karli hai. Guga's wife says' oh! Mother don ' t blame me. Your son visiting me in the 

nights. You can see him if you want. After knowing this Gugasmother wants to 

excuse him. Gugapeer leaves the place permanently to go to Baaghad, and there he 

reads Muslim Daikalma (2 112 kalma), after attending saint h~od, Guga went into the 

earth, which is split open. The earth closed after Guga was in buring him alive. It 

becomes a scared seminary and later a temple was built for Guga. This place is knO\\l1 

as 'Gugamedi' and hence he is known as 'Peer' - "Gugapeer". 

Myth1.3 (Gugapeer) 

There is a shehar (city), knO\\l1 as Dadrel'a in Rajasthan. 

Umar has two sons 'Jewar', and 'Xell ar'. Je\l'ar is a Badsha (A King). 'When he is on 

tour, he happens to see a Mehtaram (a Bhangi woman). She immediately cOYers her face 

with a veil, and hides herself. The king "lewar' surprised at her acts, asked her wh) she 

did not wish him and instead hid herself under veil (Mandi pallaya). The poor Mehtarani 

replied, yeh! Maharaj, if anyone sees the face of a child less sultan on the very morning. 

he or she will not get his food on the day. (Heh! Maharau. Billa sultan. jiseko baccha 

paid nanho. unke suraj deknese. saamtak. and bhojanllo/ milta). The king surpri~ed, at 

the conclusions of an ordinary Mehtar \\oman. The king left his kingdom to go to forest. 

to meditate with saints, for children By the time king left for forest his wife Baachel is 

already on her way to forest. Mehtarani 's \\ords lent the Queen, and she left the palace. 

But she came back to palace to perform pujas for sadhu saints. In the forest Raja Jewar. 

met a Brahman, who told him to plant nine-lakh trees and make a Baagh. (A garden) 

The king followed his advice and planted a nine-lakh plants at " Dadrel'a Sehar" But the 
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garden burnt to ashes. Here queen is worried as the king is still in the forest. At palace, 

queen Baachel, became a disciple of Guru Goraknath. She spent 12 years, by devoting 

herself to Bhakti margo Goraknath, coming to know about her idea visit the palace along 

with his 1400 disciples to know what is there in Baachels heart. On his way to palace, he 

the Garden. But it is dry and hot at night.(swkete, neechese retiharan, dup garwn). 

Distrubed with the weather. and the wind in the Garden, the disciples asked Gorknath, 

the reasons for the wind. Goraknath replied that 'Queen Baach~l is worshipping him for 

12 years, and waiting for his darshan. This wind is symbolic of her powers. He asked all 

disciples to make Dhuni to perform pujas. The garden, come back to its normal position 

and flowers. mor papaya, (birds), sabiavaj Koyao, raato rat, pedemake baitake, apana 

apana Bajan, Gama, Suru Kiya. Ranis does not know, that her Daasi (maid serwant) has 

seen the flourished garden, much before her. G~raknath entered palace by saying oh! 

Rani Baachel, here I am, for whom you have been meditating for years. Rani offered 

him, a feast along with sweets (kheer). And bowed in front of him. Guru Goraknath is 

on mandap. (A raised plat form with mud, for ritual pyre). He opened his eyes, to see 

Rani Baachel. He asked her who is she? Where she coming from? And what is her 

problem? Why she came to him? With folded hand she replied, that she is the Queen of 

the Buoghad, insulted by many as she is a barren woman, and she cannot even sit along 

with other women. She said, that 'if you do not give me the boon for chi Idren I will end 

my life here". He told her, to come next day morning to get the fruit. She told 

everything to her sister kaachel who is queen of Narwar. Yeh' Kaacal GuruGoraknath 

promised me a boon. The next day her sister went to Gurkanth, dressing like Baachel and 

got the boon to get children When Baachel went to Guru he said Yeh! Baachel! Already 

I gave you boon to get children. Why do you come again? She told that, it is her sister 

who comes first, but Goraknath told her he couldn't do anything Ok! Said Gurakoath, I 

will give you one son, who is brave and very strong. All Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Isai, Sab 

isko puja karenge. Jis ka naam gurgapper, andjawarpeer Saare dumiyane iski shanarat 

hongi. Subse bade balwan hong (Hindu, sikhs and Muslims wi.ll worship him, the world 

"ill respect him. and he will be the strongest). He was born on Badewa ka month 

When Gurga attained eighteen years of age, his cousins Arjun, Surjan, brings the 

proposal of sharing the property and the Kingdom. But Guga denies the proposal, and 
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says that it is ancestral property, and cannot be divided. The brother went back to Delhi 

to meet Naumg Sha Badsha and pleaded him to give his army to fight Guga. These two 

brothers marched with armies of Sha, towards Dedreva Sehhar . . They reached the city by 

night. Queen seriel wife of Guga observed the troops from the fort . She told that to her 

mother -in-law Baachel, her mata, some troops are coming towards the fort. Rani Bachel 

told to Guga about the invasion. By seeing her crying mother Guga became angry. She 

told him that war may be inevitable, and that her daughter -in-law may be captured. He 

solaced her mother, by saying that he will take care of the invaders. He sat on a blue 

horse armed with a sword. He moved towards the troops. There he saw A1jun, and sajan 

horse. Guga told them oh! Brothers first you start the war. Then the horse said oh! 

Guga, you are lonely man in the battlefield. And these troops are one lakh. Please help 

me and bless me". At that time Goraknath sent invincible warriors, whose number is 52 

to fight and win the war. These fifty-two warriors entered into the troops and killed all of 

them. There was a river of blood. Then Arjun and Sarjan marched towards Gugaji to 

kill him. He could not digest the fact that his brothers are coming to kill him. He 

chopped off their head with his sword; and kept the heads of the horseback. There is 

nobody to fight. There his mother is waiting and Guga touched her feet on arrival in 

front of the Fort. She said before giving haarti let me know the details of the war. Then 

Guga replied that 'my cousins, Anjun, Sarjan, are lost. and your sonjowarveer (Guga) 

won the war. After seeing that chopped heads of Arun and Sarjan she is worried and said 

they are your brothers, you have committed a mistake. You should not have killed them. 

Bacchel said, yeh! Guga, if you are my son, and obey the words of the mother, go away 

from here, don"t show me your face again. You need not stay ~n the palace. And Guga 

left the palace went away along with his horse, and headed towards gerkila, and prayed to 

goddess of the Earth (Bhoomata), to take him. The earth around Guga, is split op~n and 

Guga along with his horse entered inside to bury alive. Only a flag of Guga is seen on 

top of his seminary to which people offer their prayers. He respected the 'word' of his 

mother. 
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A Street in Valmiki basti. 

»;!fRWm;emmn~ tn~li~lIlm~Uf: n,t:!t!l I 

A Mehtar returns from his work. He is carrying feed on 
pfggery. 







Pitramavas-Ancestral worship. a sweet nce milk IS 

offered to the ancestors. A puja is perfornted in the home and these offerings are kept on 
the roofto be eaten by crows, which it is believed represents the ancestral spirits. 



basti dedicated to their Goddess. A small shrine 
is also present beside this. 





Ganesh idol during the Ganesh chaturthi celebrations. 



The procession organized by the Mehtar community on the occasion of 
Valmiki Jayanti. 



Ritual healer at work with his client a muslim woman. 
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