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NOTE

The spelling of the Chhattisgarhi-Baigani words has been made as simple
as possible. As pronunciation varies from district to district, it has not
been easy to obtain consistency : in the main the form of the words is that
given them by the Bhumia Baiga of Pandaria and Dindori. Indian readers
especially must not expect to find words spelt in the way that is familiar
to them, for Baiga pronunciation frequently differs from the ordinary—
thus they say mama for the usual mama, kaka for kaka, narayan for narayan.
and they always say “Nanga Baigin’, regardless of grammar.

A number of common words like gunia, mantra, bewar, etc., and the
names of trees, birds and animals have been printed in roman type. Long
vowels are not shown in these or in any proper names (except in the

Appendixes), but only in the italicised words.
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FOREWORD -

ANTHROPOLOGY has waited a hundred years for a full account of the Baiga,
but Mr. Elwin has paid the debt as fully as any single author could who
had to work on a tribe after its tribal life and organization had largely
gone. Even the tongue the Baiga now speak is not their own, for there
seems to be no doubt but the Chattisgarhi speech which they carried with
them from the plains to their fastnesses in the hills, and that mixture of
Dravidian Gondi with Indo-Aryan Hindi and Marathi which is known as
Baigani, are both of them the result of linguistic borrowings which have
supplanted and effaced an earlier Kolarian language. Language, of course,
1s no safe indication of race, and the primitive tribes of India, even if the
Mongolian fringes be eliminated, show very great variation when examined
by the test of the Coefficient of Racial Likeness. The Coefficient of Racial
Likeness is by no means an entirely satisfactory criterion of racial affinity,
but one would have expected a greater degree of propinquity between
such tribes as Bhils, Gonds, Chenchus, etc., than is actually found. In
any case the Baiga clearly belong to one of the oldest strata of race in India.
Russell’s hypothesis of two separate settlements of Kolarian-speaking races
is probably sound as far as it goes. There is much to suggest that Kolarian
tongues entered India both from the north-west and from the east, and it
is possibly significant that, as among the Nicobarese for instance, two
distinct methods of making fire are practised by the Baiga apart from the
use of flint and steel, and matches, of course. Both the vertical fire-drill
is used and the fire-saw, the latter method being typically Indonesian,
though found here and there in India proper, as among the Paniyan of
Madras.

Other items of culture appear among the Baiga which are also found
sporadically among other tribes in India, sometimes very distant, suggesting
isolated survivals of some very ancient culture or cultures now submerged
except in remote corners of the continent, many of which offer links with
similar survivals in Indonesia or Oceania. Thus the use of stilts at one of
their festivals of the agricultural year, possibly originating in an attempt to
make the crops grow high by the force of goodly ensample, appears again
among the Lepcha of the eastern Himalaya, the Angami Naga of Assam,
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in the Indian Archipelago, and as far to the south-east as the Marquesas.
The use of tattoo with the idea that it is necessary for the sake of recognition
in another world appears again in Chota Nagpur, in Assam and in Borneo.
Probably, if it were known, this association of tattoo is frequent in India.
In Burma human victims for the foundations of royal cities had to be free
from tattoo, no doubt because the victim, unable to rejoin his relatives
after death, would thus give greater permanence to the foundation which
he informed. The Baiga use of leaves for purposes for which Hindus and
Muslims alike use water associates them with the hill tribes of Assam and
Burma, as does the practice of enlarging the lobe of the ear and of regarding
a torn lobe as a “major social disaster’. A big and pendulous ear seems to
have once been greatly admired at any rate from Assam to Formosa and
south-eastwards far into the Pacific,® while at a later period it has been a
butt for ridicule. The practice of obtaining fish by beating toxic fruit,
leaves or creepers into the running water is worldwide; and the practice
of suckling children for long periods—Phulmat the Baiga gunia was suckled
till she was married at twelve years old—is common among primitive
tribes, but the incident recounted in Yogi Dewar’s life story of an order
for universal marriage being issued by the local god and everyone in the
village being married before morning, suggests the otherwise unique
practice of the Kadva Kunbis. This Gujarati caste marry only when “the
goddess speaks™, that is on a date determined by lot in the temple of Umia
Mata at Unjha, when all the unmarried of whatever age must be married,
no further marriages taking place till the goddess speaks again some ten or
even twelve years later. The obloquy incurred by the misfortune of being
found to have live vermin in a festering wound is possibly due to some idea
that the sufferer’s life principle has got misdirected either through his fault
or the wrath of god so that it produces life in the wrong place, while the
taboo which prevents a pregnant woman from crossing a river is no doubt
due to the common belief that spirits cannot cross the water and the tender
soul of the unborn child may get left behind.

But perhaps the most striking of these survivals of ancient culture among
the Baiga is the social organization which makes it proper for grandparent
to marry grandchild. The occurrence among the Chota Nagpur tribes,
for instance, and in other societies in India, of a * joking relationship” between
grandparents and grandchildren, which makes possible a freedom and even
licence in conversation that would be quite improper between parent and
child, has led to the inference being drawn that at some earlier date a marriage
system was in force which, like the four-class system of Australia, made
marriage between grandparent and grandchild not only permissible but

! Vide my note on p 308 of Mills’s The 4o Nagas.
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socially approved. It has been supposed by some anthropologists that
inequalities of age were enough to make actual unions between grandparent
and grandchild impossible even under the four-class marriage system, and
that such unions when they did take place were between persons whose
classificatory status was grandparent and grandchild, but whose biological
relationship was more remote. Others have gone further and have held
that the apparent possibility of marriage between even classificatory grand-
parents and grandchildren was merely accidental: the four-class system, it
was argued, was, in effect, an eight-class system in that a man married, for
instance, his father’s father’s sister’s son’s daughter, while a2 woman married
her mother’s mother’s brother’s daughter’s son, and the four-class system,
under which he could, at least in theory, marry his own grandchild, was a
purely hypothetical stage which had never, in fact, existed. But here
among the Baiga we find a man still marrying not only his classificatory
granddaughter—generally, it seems, his wife’s sister’s son’s daughter
(Pachlu, pp. 151, 180)—but actually his own daughter’s daughter (Yogi
Dewar, p. 141), while the union of a woman with her son’s son is also
mentioned as a regular practice, and three specific instances are given
(p. 180), in one of which the grandmother bore two children to her son’s
son.! In other respects the Baiga marriage system appears to be in a state
of disruption or at least of transition. There is a division into localized
and to some extent endogamous groups which are spoken of by the word
ordinarily used by Hindus for caste. These endogamous groups are
divided into exogamous territorial divisions, but also into clans which are
theoretically exogamous but practically not so. Mr. Elwin considers that
the exogamous clan is a recent borrowing from the Gond and that the
territorial division is the older exogamous grouping, but he also finds
traces of an older exogamous clan which, like those of the Gonds, is totemic,
while even among the Gond totems there seem to be traces of two systems,
for the Markam clan is named, we are told, after the mango but has the
tortoise for its totem. Perhaps it is of some significance that the Gond
totems seem to be all animal while the Baiga totems that survive are
vegetable.

The remarkable thing about the Baiga endogamy is that it exhibits
some of the features of the caste system in what is perhaps a more ancient
form than that familiar to us from Hinduism. Thus, as between the more
or less endogamous groups referred to, the women of one group are much
more strictly debarred from eating with the women of another group than
the men appear to be. This does not seem to be a recent loan from

1 It would have been interesting to have known whether the grandson is regarded as
the reincarnation of his grandfather and is therefore his grandmother’s husband reborn.
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Hinduism. If it were one would expect the men to be stricter than the
women, who are generally more conservative in social customs, whereas
one of the occasions of male intercommensality for two clans at any rate
is 2 meal of roast monkey. Nothing Hindu there. Again, the men of one
group may take wives from another group provided always that they have
Dot been married before, while after marriage such a wife severs her
connection with her own group and may not even revisit her mother’s
house. In some cases, it is true, this practice smacks of Hindu hypergamy,
since wives are taken but not given, but in others the practice is reciprocal
and hardly analogous, therefore, to the hypergamous pracuces frequently
found among the subcastes of a Hindu caste. Generally speaking the rules
of commensality and intermarriage between Baiga tribal groups suggest
rather the sort of society from which the caste system may have taken rise,
than the society which is characterized by and is dependent on caste to-day.
Even within the rules of intermarriage, we are told, to marry the member
of ‘another group is dangerous: “it gives your enemies a handle to use
against you. It may, or may not, entail supernatural penalties.” All this
rather suggests a primitive system of taboos such as may have contained the
origins from which caste as we know it has developed. A feature of Baiga
sex relations rather remarkable in a primitive community is the comparative
tolerance of incest. To marry within the exogamous group 1s a venial
sin : intercourse with a mother, a step-mother or a parent-in-law is no doubt
held in some horror, but that between other prohibited degrees 1s con-
siderably less, and forms a subject of song and jest on marriage and other
festive occasions. Even intercourse by a man with his mother can appar-
ently be atoned for by a four-day fast and five rupees’ worth of liquor mn
at any rate one section of the tribe.

Interesting, however, as the sociology and psychology of the Baiga are,
the most important part of Mr. Elwin’s work is probably to be found in
that part of his book which deals with the future. For the saving of the
Baiga he advocates the establishment of a sort of National Park. His
proposals are reasonably concrete and have definite reference to existing
conditions. If made by an anthropologist pure and simple they would
immediately be suspected or at any rate accused of being a selfish it not
satanic scheme for the establishment of an ethnological zoo, but no one who
knows Mr. Elwin and his work could accuse him of that. For years he has
lived among the Baiga and the Gond as nearly as may be under the conditions
under which they live, working for their betterment through his school,
his dispensary, his leper asylum. Readers of his Leaves from the Jungle
will know just a few of the hardships, the dangers and the very narrow
escapes from death by sickness and even by poison which he has suffered
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in the course of such work and in the full knowledge of the risks he runs.
Readers of this book will as easily appreciate his unqualified affection for
his Baigas as his intimate knowledge of their life. Neither could for a
moment accuse the friend whom the Baiga know as ‘Big Brother” of
advocating their segregation for exhibition purposes or as specimens for
scientific inquiry. His plea for their protection, therefore, and in particular
for their establishment in a reserved forest area, carries no less weight than
his pleas for their protection from the callous but too familiar rapacity of
the subordinate officials of the forest, police, excise and revenue depart-
ments, and for their administration by more suitable codes than those of
the Indian law courts. It carries no less weight than his protest against the
equally familiar but if possible even more infuriating practice by which
~ any subordinate ‘who has proved himself a blackguard or incompetent
elsewhere’ is posted to some inaccessible tribal area (where his opportunitics
for evil though far greater are less lucrative) as a punishment for his misdeeds
or as a means of obliterating him, and them, from an inconvenient publicity.
Strongest of all perhaps is his plea for the Baigas’ enjoyment of reasonable
rights in the forests that have been their home from time immemorial
and were their property till British administrators deprived them of ir.
The latter have no longer the power to make amends. That power lies
in the hands of the Baigas’ Indian compatriots, but whether they have the
will to use it remains to be proven.

An account of the Baiga has been long delayed, but in proportion to
that delay is the one we have here detailed and thorough. One can only
hope that the no less lengthy delay in measures for protecting them may

find an equally complete and thorough determination.
J. H. HutTON.

Cambridge,
July 25th, 1939.
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PREFACE

THE Baiga tribe is one of the few remaining in the Central Provinces of
India that has not yet been greatly affected by civilization. Neither the
propaganda of Christian missions nor the influence of Hindu culture has
touched a people who may still be described, in Forsyth’s words, as ‘less
raised above the condition of the mere hunting savage than any, and
clinging to the most secluded solitudes’. No Indian tribe can be altogether
unaffected by the prevailing Hindu civilization, yet on the whole it is aston-
ishing what little effect this has had upon the Baiga’s mind. It has had more
influence on their material culture which has almost disappeared before the
highly organized and efficient trades-unionism of the Hindu caste-system.
The modern Baiga hardly make anything for themselves. Their cloth is
woven by Mehera and Panka, their shoes and sandals are made by the
Chamar, their pots by the Kumbhar, their arrow-heads and axes by the
Agaria. The Bania provides them with their ornaments, the Badnin
~ comes to do their tattooing; even the basket-work which has been their
speciality for centuries is now being taken from them by the Basor Who lay
claim to a caste monopoly.

In this book I have not devoted a great deal of space to matters which
have already been fully described in authoritative works, such as the
geography of the country and the nature of its forests, language, village
economics and ordinary agriculture. I have also little to say about the
early history of the tribe—for we do not know anything about it; or its
racial affinities—for the comparative ethnology of the Province has not yet
been put upon a scientific basis; or its anthropometric characters—for these
can only be of real value if combined with a survey of many other tribes.

On the other hand, I have treated fully of all those things which the
Baiga have made specially their own—the cult of bewar, magic, the diagnosis
and cure of disease, the knowledge of the legendary past, the art of recreation,
the art of love. This is, I think, one of the first books in which the sexual
life of an Indian tribe is discussed with any kind of intimacy. For though
India is rich in sexological literature, its ethnographers have generally been
. too much under the influence of the prevailing Puritan conventions to treat
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the subject freely. Yet it is essential that we should do so. Our picture
of tribal life will be devoid of all contact with reality if we omit what is to
the Baiga the most important and most enthralling thing in life. Nor
should Indian readers fear that so frank an exposure will lower their prestige
in the eyes of the world. On the contrary. For, as Margery Perham has
said of Africa, “the younger anthropologists are doing much to sap that
ignorance of Africans which is chiefly responsible for the disdain in which
they are held’. My own book has been written out of deep admiration
and affection for the Baiga in the hope of stimulating similar emotions in
others. I do not hold up their sexual philosophy or practice to imitation,
but their simplicity and frankness, their goodness and fundamental decency
has much to commend it.

This book has been shortened (partly for the sake of shortness, partly that
it may appeal to the general reader and not only to the specialist) by the
omission of a good deal of my documentation of Chapter VIII, many
charms and tales, many pages of village gossip, many dreams that might
oftend (and perhaps rightly offend) the reader who was not making a
scientific approach to these things. In particular I have reserved my material
concerned with the curious and little-known Vagina Dentata legend and

sexual deviation for future publication.

I have also omitted the bulk of the Folk-tales. I hope one day to publish

~ a representative collection of these from all parts of the Central Provinces.

I have, however, printed in full the short and simple autobiographies of
representative men and women, for these give a clear and immediate insight
into those things which the Baiga themselves consider memorable.

My qualifications for writing this book are these. Since January 1932
[ have been living, with my colleague Mr. Shamrao Hivale, in the heart of
the Baiga country, in that Mandla District which contains half the total
population of the tribe.

During these six years I have talked freely with hundreds of Baiga in
their own language, made many intimate friends, overheard a great volume
of village gossip, settled a host of quarrels and disputes, and assisted at nearly
all the ceremonies described in this book. I have also made many lengthy
tours in other parts of the Baiga country. My first was in 1933, among
the bewar-cutting Baiga of Pandaria and the Baiga Chak. This I have
thrice repeated. I have twice visited the Baihar Tehsil, home of the wild
Bharotia and Narotia Baiga. I have also visited Kawardha State, and know
many Baiga from Rewa who have come to see me from across the border.
I have made several tours in the Bilaspur District, and in the Mandla,
Niwas and Jubbulpore Tehsils. Living as I do in Dindori, not far from the
Pandaria border, the home of the Bhumia Baiga, it is of them that my .
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