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Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

'Identity" refers to that which is unique about a person or region. It stands for
the distinct characteristic features or traits that distinguish a particular person
or region from the other. In the case of a person, it is the individual personality
traits, while in the case of a region; it is the community cultural traits that give
one an identity. My present paper involves the study of a socio-cultural
identity of a particular set of people, believed to be the aborigines of the
region or state of Goa, namely, the Gawda/Kunbi community of people.
Within the general state of Goa, | wish to particularly focus on the taluka of

Salcete, where the majority of the population of this tribe resides.

Goa is the smallest state in India, comprising of 3,702 kilometer square with
13.44 Lakhs as its total population of natives as per the census 2001, (Census
2011 puts it to 14.59 Lakhs), which comprises of "Hindus (65%), Christians
(30%), Muslims (2%) and Jains, Buddhists, Sikhs (3%) (Government of Goa
2004:9). These natives also include the Gawda/Kunbi community, which
“anthropologically has been classed as belonging to the Munda section of the
Proto-Austroloid race,” (Mascarenhas 1987: 20), who, today are found to be
professing or practicing three different religions, Hinduism, Christianity, and a
third minor category called the Nav-Hindu Gawdas, those who were converted
to Christianity but later got re-converted to Hinduism as a part of the Shuddi

Movement.

1. 1. Canvas of my Research Study.

Writing is an art similar to painting. In a painting, an artist has to choose a size

of a canvas, a paper or a frame and even though he/she is restricted by space,



he/she ought to get across to his/her viewers the ideas and imagination put into
that painting. This too is the case with any author or a poet. Knowing the
scarcity of time and the vastness of this canvas [(with three unique separate
identities (based on religion)] -- the Hindu, Christian and Nav-Hindu
Gawda's), | decided to ‘cut' only the community of Catholic Christian Gawda/
Kunbi as my canvas and paint on it their portrait. The Catholic Gawda/Kunbi
community in Goa is predominantly found in the taluka of Salcete, which
spreads over 277.2 Sg. Kms of area and has the highest population of STs
comprising of 37,453 persons. It constitutes 23.11% of the total ST population
of the state. However, it makes up only 14.41% of the total Taluka population
(Government of Goa 2004:70). Though, originally Salcete had a Hindu
dominated settlements, the arrival of the Portuguese missionaries which was
followed by a rigorous evangelization resulted in Salcete being predominantly

Christian.

1. 2. Identification of the Research Problem

While the cultural heritage expressed in various cultural forms by these
community of people is very vivid and vibrant, their etymological and social
status seems fully shrouded with doubts, divergent views and controversies.
Who really are this Gawda ’s/Kunbi's is a question that led me to undertake
this in-depth study. Constitutionally since the year 2003, the Gawda/Kunbi
community is being enlisted as the Scheduled Tribe. Do the ground realities or
the living conditions of this community ascertain this fact? Or would they fall
under some other category? May be an Other Backward Class or a caste? Are
the Gawda/Kunbi the one and the same or are they two different ethnic
communities, with two different patterns of life? Are they in their origin,
Aryans or Dravidians or neither of them? Are they really the first settlers or
one among the earliest settlers? Is the word Gawda/Kunbi a linguistic

construction or based on their profession or patterns of life? The academicians



and researchers are busy trying to unravel these and many such other questions
that shroud the etymological and social status of this community with doubts

and controversies.

1. 3. Statement of the Research Problem/ Hypothesis

A. In the etymological sphere, the word Gawda/Kunbi is constructed not

linguistically but rather based on the occupation of these people.

B. Even though most of the written literature available on the Goan Catholic
Caste scenario puts the Gawda/Kunbi in the low ‘caste’ category, yet their
living conditions seem to support better the criteria's delineated by the Lokur
Committee, set up in 1965, which the Ministry of Tribal Affairs, Government
of India till date recognizes and adopts in its scheduling or listing any
community as a Scheduled Tribe, a category in which the Gawda/ Kunbi has
been enlisted since 2003.

With these as my hypothesis in the sphere of etymology and social status of
the Gawda/Kunbi community, | shall venture into finding facts and data so as
either affirm or disprove my hypothesis or the statement of the research

problem.

1. 4. Objectives of the Research Study

Keeping the above reality in mind, in this paper, I plan to "de-construct” the
socio-cultural identity of the Gawda/ Kunbi, an attempt at seeing their
‘location’ in the context of their etymology, social status and cultural heritage.
In addition to highlighting the Gawda/Kunbi's rich and vibrant cultural

heritage, this paper will attempt at throwing some light or trying to unravel the
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many questions, divergent views and mysteries that shroud this etymological

and social status of this community.

1. 5. Field of Sociology and Methodology

Dealing with a field of the 'Sociology of the Subaltern' or 'Sociology from
Below,' the preferred option for the Research Methodology would have been
‘field-work" or ‘participant observation,’ since my study deals with the
grassroots, i.e. 'locating' the identity of this community, particularly in the
context of their etymological and social status. However, the paucity of time
and space does not permit such an exercise. Therefore, | shall content myself
with some bit of primary sources and much of the secondary sources.

1. 6. Approach Towards the Research Study

Before | carry out this study over the social location of this community, | wish
to first state my own social location. I am not an 'insider' but an ‘outsider.’
Hence, the present study is from an 'emic' approach, not an 'etic' approach.
Having said so, let me state that | intend to do my best at keeping aside all my
subjectivity and presenting this paper from a purely academic point of view,
trying to maintain to the best of my ability the 'value-neutrality', so that my

personal biases, prejudices and judgments do not affect the nature of my study.

1. 7. Relevance of Research Study

The community of Gawda/Kunbi is a repository of cultural heritage and folk-
art's. However, the older generation of this community fears that the younger
generation is losing touch with their original patterns of lifestyle. As a result
there is a need of what Franz Boas would call "Salvage Ethnography*--need to

gather as much information as possible on the culture of people that may
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become extinct due to assimilation or acculturation. Presently, there is not
much study done on this community of the people, except two PhD Thesis,
both unpublished, one on the economics of this community and another on the
ethno-medicine of this community. Hence, this paper is a humble attempt, a
drop in the ocean at understanding and salvaging some of the ethnography of

this community.

1. 8. Chapterization

This Introduction comprises the first chapter of this paper, where | have
enumerated the statement of the research problem; the research methodology;
and the canvas or the focus of my study.

In the second chapter, the Etymological Dimension, | will focus upon the
origin or the etymology and the ethnology of the Gawda/Kunbi and deal with

the divergent views that shroud its real meaning or status.

In the third chapter, the Ethnographical Portrait, | will briefly describe the
'life expressions' or the 'distinctive way of life," the vibrant cultural heritage of
the Gawda/Kunbi community.

In the fourth chapter, the Framework, | will focus on the theoretical and
conceptual concerns which would include criteria's that define, describe and
characterize a class, a caste or a tribe. Employing these as my guide or tool, |

will map out or locate the social status of the Gawda/Kunbi community.
The fifth chapter, Continuity-in-Discontinuity will deal with the continuity

and discontinuity, i.e., the changes that have evolved over a period of time in

the socio-cultural ethos of this community.
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Interpreting and analyzing the theoretical stands based on the observations or
the views expressed in the second, third and particularly in the fourth and fifth
sections, in this sixth chapter, The Location, | will construct or state the
position on the aspect of the social status of this community, vis-a-vis, either

affirm/prove or disprove my hypothesis.

Finally, in seventh chapter, The Conclusion, this study will find its
culmination in the form of a few concluding remarks on the etymology and the
social status of the Gawda/Kunbi, vis-a-vis the socio-cultural identity of this

community.
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Chapter 11

ETYMOLOGICAL DIMENSION

The historical records state the 'kols' to be the earliest settlers of this territory
(Correia 2006:30). The 'kols' at the time of their settlement chose to settle on
the hilly terrains, from where they carried out farming as a means of survival
and "practiced a primitive form of swidden agriculture, commonly called as
slash and burn cultivation, known as kumeri or kamot marop in Konkani, the
local language of Goa. This is indeed the oldest form of cultivation known to
man. It dates back to a time when man first learnt to collect seeds and plant

them together, close to his place of habitation” (Government of Goa 2004:16).

Mr. Vinayak Khedekar and Mr. Devidas Gaonkar, the authors of the books,
'Kunbi' and 'Govyatil Adivasi,' respectively, both in Marathi, held a view that
those who carried out the above form of cultivation were called as Kulambis
or Kunbis. Over the period of time, these hill-dwelling communities, they
held, moved down to the plains and began to reside in the interior villages and
established ganv or gaon, a common term in Sanskrit, the parent to many
Indian languages, meaning village, hence came to be called Gawda, one who

established the villages.

The origin or the etymology of these two words, Kunbi/Gawda has always
posed an intriguing challenge to the historians. The scholars are divided in
their opinions over this issue. How and based on what were these words
derived? What is the real meaning of these words? From where did these
people arrive? Are they really the earliest inhabitants of this region? Do any
artifacts provide us the historical timeline of their arrival? Questions such as
these are still being debated or discussed in some quarters among the

intellectuals. These are questions shrouded with doubts, controversies and
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divergent views. Certainly, | am not the authority to unravel this mystery;
however, my attempt here is only to explore the divergent views in existence

on this issue of the origin and the etymology of the Gawda/Kunbi community.

In view of the above, | have divided this chapter into two sub-sections. First,
in brief I will deal with the etymology of the word, Kunbi/Gawda and second

will dwell on the ethnology of these people.

2. 1. The Etymology of the Word.

Etymology refers to the study of the origin of a particular word, its history, its

formation of meaning or change of meaning over a period of time.

According to the Anthropological Survey of India, the term Kunbi is derived
from kun and bi meaning 'people’ and 'seeds' respectively. Fused together, the
two terms mean "those who germinate more seeds from one seed”. Another
etymology states that Kunbiis believed to have come from
the Marathi word kunbawa, or Sanskrit kur, meaning ‘agricultural tillage'. Yet
another etymology states that Kunbi derives from kutumba (family), or from
the Dravidian kul, 'husbandman’ or 'labourer.” Thus anyone who took up the
occupation of a cultivator could be brought under the generic term Kunbi.

(wikipedia.org/wiki/Kunbi).

The Portuguese, "designated different ethnic groups of a lower professional
status, who provided the bulk of agricultural labour as Curumbis, derived from
the Konkani word Kunbi, a corruption of Kulambi and Kulvadi. Both these
words are derived from the word Kul, which in Kannada signifies 'a definite
area of land' and in Sanskrit 'an area which is under the plough with a pair of
bullocks' (Correia 2006:34).
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Rev. John Wilson, the well known Indologist, after whom the Wilson College
is being named in Mumbai, held that the word Kunbi was a corrupt form of the
ploughman, Krishini, derived from the Sanskrit root Krishi, i.e. ploughing.”
(Marco 1969:14) While, Dr. Gustav Oppert, in his learned treatise, On the
Original Inhabitants of Bharatvarsha (India) held that Krishini could not
produce Kunbi which in his view is only a contraction of Kurumi from the
Dravidian root Ku or Ko meaning mountain, just as the Gawda is derived from

the Sanskrit root gau or go, meaning a cow/shepherd (Ibid.)

The etymology of the word Gawda is equally shrouded in the realm of
speculation, as scholars are divided in their opinion over this word too. Some
scholars maintain that Gawda has its origin in the Kannada word 'Gavunda’
meaning original gaocar (settlers) of Goa. It is also postulated that in Tamil
there are references to gamundas as well as gamund-wanis, the word ‘gamund’
denoting gaocars. The Kannada word, ‘gavunda,’ some scholars believe, has
changed to gamunda, a semi-Sanskrit form derived from Sanskrit word grama
meaning village (Correia 2006:36). Very much in keeping with the above
stated view of Gawda's as the ones who established villages. In fact, "some
linguists trace the origination of the term Gawda to village, 'Ganv." (Gune
1979: 233). While, one tradition holds a view that “they are called Gaudas as
it was considered that they have come from Gauda Desh” (Ibid.), while
another ascribes the etymology of the word, Gawda to a colloquial language

once spoken by them which is now extinct (Ibid.)

While, Dr. Oppert held a view that the Kunbis are of the Dravidian extraction,
coming from South derived from the Dravidian root, ko or ku meaning
mountain; some others held a view that the Gawdas are of the Aryan breed,
coming from north, derived from the Sanskrit root, gau or go meaning,
cow/shepherd. (Marco 1969:15) Another group of scholars altogether rejected

both these opinions stating that they neither belong to the Dravidian stock nor
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the Aryan as “it is definite that they were the first to settle in Goa even before
the Dravidians and Aryans arrived.” (Gune 1979: 234). Moreover, the Gawdas
are pre-Dravidians and not pre-Aryans and hence the reference to cow in the
tribal name of Gawdas sounds ambiguous, since cow is associated with the
Aryan settlers. Besides, the Gawdas were not a pastoral community and hence

the reference of ‘go’ meaning, i.e., cow sounds absurd (Sakhardande 2000: 4).

The above stated observations thus prove my first hypothesis, namely that in
the etymological sphere, the word Gawda/Kunbi is constructed not
linguistically but rather based on the occupation of these people, that is, their

occupation being cultivators or agriculturists.

2. 2. The Ethnology of the People.

Ethnology refers to the study of a particular set of people, from the perspective
of its issue of the origin of their arrival, or the similarities and dissimilarities

they share with others, etc.

Finding the original home or the origin of the different tribes that settled in the
territory over a course of history is an intricate problem. Dr. lrawati Karve
admits that the movement of the people from North to the South and vice-
versa took place long ago and mentions five ancient routes along which this
movement occurred (Dhume 2009: 47). Of these five ancient routes, the
second and the fifth route to me seem most plausible for the Gawda/ Kunbi to

migrate into the Konkan territories.

The second route starts from the plateau of Chhattisgarh runs to the junction
of the Veinganga and the Warda Rivers. By this route from Magadha (Bihar),
Wanga (Bengal) and Kalinga (Orissa) one may enter Maharashtra or from

eastern Maharashtra one may pass to the North. This is the route through
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which the Santal, Munda, Ho, Korku and other tribes speaking Mon-Khmer

language migrated, not only to other parts of India but also Maharashtra.

The fifth route passes along the sea-shore. Starting from northern Gujarat it
runs through Lata-Desha (southern Gujarat) and then through the northern
Konkan, crosses the Western Ghat on the East and enters the Deccan Plateau.
One of its branches running along the sea-shore goes to the South, the main
route starting from northern Gujarat has two branches at its North, and one
moving to the West and crossing the Rana of Kaccha goes straight to the

banks of the Indus River.

Marco believes the Kunbis to be the offshoot of one of the great races of South
India, the Kurumbars (Cf. Ketkar, History of Caste in India), who descended
on the Konkan from Karnataka across the Ghats, brought the lands under the
plough, built wells, ponds and bunds and established the ancient system of
village communities, known to the Portuguese as Communidade” (1969:14).

According to Mascarenhas, the Kunbi/Gawdas have been ushered into Goa by
some scholars from Ratnagiri and Sawantwadi and by others from Assam,
Orissa and Kerala (1987:10). S.S.Desai in his 'An Ethnological Study of Goan
Society,' speaks of the 'Kunabi® communities which descended from
Maharashtra and settled down on the slopes of Sahyadri ranges, and are
farmers by profession (Shirodkar 1993:37). Dr. Antonio de Braganca Pereira,
in his two volumes of 'Ethnografia da India Portuguesa,’ where he extensively
deals with the history of the castes and communities in Goa, holds a view that
the majority of the castes and communities in Maharashtra are to be found in
Goa, which implies and supports the above stated view that they might have
migrated to Goa from Maharashtra. Some believe them to be the ancestors of
the present day Gauda of the Western Ghats (Singh 1993: xiii). Some others

have linked them to the Gowda community of Bengal merely on the basis of a
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few customs or some terms used by them which are similar to those of the
Gowdas of West Bengal (Bhandari 1999:136).

With regards to the similarities and dissimilarities that the Gawda/Kunbi share
with their kinds spread in other parts of India, it is very interesting to note that
even though they share the same name, the same occupation, even to some
extent same cultural roots, yet one sees a lot of differences among them,
specially on the grounds of their social status.

According to V. R. Mitragotri, “Kunbi is considered to be a sub-caste of the

Marathas, and they are primarily engaged in farming. (Mitragotri 1999: 59).

Besides, Goa, the communities of Kunbi’s are largely found in the state
of Maharashtra, Gujarat, Karnataka, and Kerala. In Maharashtra, they are quite
widely concentrated in the districts of Ratnagiri and Vidarba. In Gujarat, they
are largely found in the districts of Dangs, Surat and Valsad. In Karnataka,
their presence is seen in the coastal districts of Karnataka. While in Kerala, the
largest Kudumbi settlement is in Vypeen near Kochi, besides having their
presence in places like Cranganore, Cochin, Kayamkulam, Alleppey, and
Quilon (www. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kudumbi).

The two prominent reasons that could have led to the presence of this
community in these regions could be; first, historically, before the Portuguese
set the physical or geographical boundaries of Goa, Goa was a part of larger
Konkan region, with Gujarat, Maharashtra and Kerala being part of it and
secondly, the religious persecution that the Goans experienced under the
Portuguese regime, which was further worsened by the installation of
inquisition that forbade any open practice of the Hindu faith on pain of death,
which led the many Kudumbis, along with Gouda Saraswat Brahmins, who

wanted to preserve their identity, migrate from Goa along the west coast of
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India, primarily through sea voyages in search of a safer regions (www.

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kudumbi).

While the Kunbi's of Goa are included in the Scheduled Tribes list, since
2003, the Kudumbis of Kerala are still fighting for their inclusion. Despite all
their efforts, since 1967, the inclusion of Kudumbi community in the SC/ST
still remains unfulfilled. Unfortunately, the same attends with the Kudubis of
Karnataka and Maharashtra who still continue to be non-scheduled tribes

(www. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kudumbi).

Amidst the above stated multiple divergent views expressed over the issue of
the etymology and ethnology of the Gawda/ Kunbi, one thing that seems to be
generally accepted by the historians or a majority of scholars is the fact that,
even though there is no definite record of where, when, how or from which
direction these people may have migrated to Goa, the fact that they indeed are
the earliest settlers or inhabitants or the aborigines of Goa seems most

agreeable.
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Chapter 111

ETHNOGRAPHICAL PORTRAIT

Culture, which forms the core of any community's heritage or identity, in a
simple language, refers to a life expressions or the distinctive way of life of a
particular set of people. In this chapter, | will particularly deal with the
cultural heritage of the Gawda/Kunbi community in a form of a descriptive
ethnographical sketch or portrait of this community, its characteristic features,

typical way of life or cultural ethos that gives it a distinct identity.

3. 1. Demographical Profile

One of India’'s prominent anthropologists, B.S.Guha classifies the entire Indian
Population (which is widely accepted by scholars) into six racial types, namely
(a) Negrito; (b) Proto-Australoid; (c) Mongoloid; (d) Mediterranean; (e)
Western Brachycephals and (f) Nordic. Out of the six types, he says that the
first three races are the oldest inhabitants of India. The scheduled tribes of Goa
belong to the Proto-Australoid race. This makes them the second oldest

inhabitants of the Indian peninsula (Government of Goa 2004:15).

The Survey Report on the ST's conducted by the Directorate of Social
Welfare, Government of Goa has declared the population of the Scheduled
Tribes in Goa to be approximately 1, 62,056. They are spread out in 35,798
Scheduled Tribe households scattered in and around 256 settlements or zones.
This amounts to 12.06% of the total population of the State (as per the 2001
census, i.e. 13, 43,998). The male ST population comprises of 80,333
(49.57%) and the female comprises of 81,723 (50.43 %). The taluka of Salcete
has the highest Tribal population comprising of 37,453 and Pernem taluka has
the least, 36. The Hindu population of the ST's is 63.42% and the Christian
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population of the ST's is 36.58%. The sex ratio of the male and female among
this community is pretty balanced. The female infanticides are unheard of. The
women take part in the social, political, religious and economic activities
equally with men. A female member from the community also represents at
the Village Panchayat elections (a local form of governance). The women go

to work to augment the family income. (Government of Goa 2004:2).

3. 2. Their Features

"Stephen Fuchs has described the Proto-Australoids as having medium built,
scanty body and facial hair, dark skin, and pronounced cheekbones. They are
most widely distributed in Central India. They have also absorbed some
elements from the Negritos. This can be seen in the extreme curly hair and
Negroid appearance among some of the tribal people of Goa (Government of
Goa 2004:16).

Dr. C. Mascarenhas in his booklet titled, “Os Curumbins de Goa—Estudo
Antropo—Saocial,” presents some of the anthropometric characteristics of the
Gawda/ Kunbis of Goa, namely that they are “Mesocephalic (round-headed),
Leptoprosopic (thin-faced) and Platyrhinic (flat—nosed), shorter than both the
Saraswat Brahmins and the Marathas” (Marco 1969: 14).

The Gawda/Kunbis are a very hardworking community of people, who toil in
the fields round the year. In their features, they are short of stature; but strong
of build. They have a very sturdy looks, dark complexion and chiseled body.
They are “robust and jovial people in spite of the depressed condition they
find themselves in” (Gomes 2004: 334).

One very important characteristic feature of this community that defines their

identity is the aspect of their community spirit. In other words, the community
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spirit forms the essence of their very existence. They have a strong sense of
community, equally strong ties of blood relationships expressed in their unity
and solidarity. All their decisions pertaining to the tribal identity and their
wellbeing are made and executed in the communitarian spirit. They are a
close-knit, ritualistic and attached to the land community. They have a deep
sense of belonging to their tribe, clan and village. Their society is a very
egalitarian society. You would not find a rich Kunbi and a poor Kunbi in a
typical Kunbi village. This of course applies to those villages that have not yet

come under the grips of the mainstream culture.

3. 3. Their Dressing Patterns

The Gawda/Kunbi men traditionally wore a red checked cashti (langoti) - “a
square piece of cloth first passed at the front by its corner from the waist-cord
or girdle and its corner then drawn tightly between the divide of the buttocks
and tucked behind. The surplus front portion may be allowed to dangle loose
or is passed behind the legs and secured cleverly so as to cover the buttocks™
(Gune 1979:234). “On the shoulder they put a kambol or a coarse country
woolen blanket, and carry in their hands a koyto or sickle and a chenchi or tiny
cotton bag containing betel nuts, leaves, lime and tobacco. Only when they

move outside the village they wear a half-shirt or a banyan” (Phal 1982:38).

“The Kunbi women traditionally wore a red checked eight yard sari (Kapod)
and decorated their hair with flowers.” (Sakhardande 2000:4) “The mode of
wearing the lugade (Kapod) favoured by them is with the hind pleats tucked
into the waist at the back centre and the ornamental end (padar) of the sari
passed from the back of the waist under the right arm drawing it across the
chest and over the left shoulder” (Gune 1979:234). “One corner of the upper
end of the sari is tied in a knot (dentli) tightly below their left shoulder” (Phal

1982:38). They would not wear any other cloth or a blouse to cover their
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chest, in other words, "these were not accustomed to using a choli (bodice).
However, in 1940, the Portuguese Government, under a decree, prohibited
these ladies to attend the bazaar or to move in public places without wearing a
choli (bodice) or blouse” (Gune 1979: 234). The women “comb their hair
neatly using coconut oil and tie them behind in a bulky knot. Except widows,
all women, young and old, deck their head with plenty of flowers preferably of
red colour. They also use several items for decoration and ornamentation.
They pierce their ears and nose and decorate them with gold ornaments” (Phal
1982:38).

3. 4. Their Food Habits

Like the rest of the Goans, the staple food of the Gawda/Kunbi community is
'xit-codi' (rice-curry). They are non-vegetarian and eat pork and beef. Fish is
eaten regularly. Coconut consumption is very high and it is used in almost all
food preparations. (Singh 1993:23). “Rice prepared out of parboiled rice
(Ukdo) and fish curry (codi) constitutes their main food. They also eat ambil
or ragi gruel prepared by mixing ragi flour and jaggery" (Phal 1982:40).
While their morning meal consists of ambil, “they have pez (Canjee) at 11
a.m. along with dried fish like suko bangdo (dried mackerel) with a tor (raw
mango slice)” (Sakhardande 2000:4) and the mid-day and night meals include
rice and fish curry" (Phal 1982:40). Besides, “smoking homemade beedies
(cigarettes) of banana or jackfruit leaf and tobacco among the men, both sexes
eat the betel leaves and nuts” (Ibid.).

3. 5. Modes of Livelihood.
The Gawda/Kunbi s are the hard-working sons and daughters of the soil. "It is

traditionally believed that this community brought along with it crops such as

rice, coconuts, areca nut, plantains, black pepper, nachni, etc., into Goa"
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(Sakhardande 2000:4). With farming as their traditional occupation and the
main source of livelihood, the Gawda/Kunbi engage themselves in “tilling,
manuring, sowing, weeding, threshing and harvesting work" (Xavier 1993:
44).

Being cultivators or agriculturists by origin, the Gawda/Kunbi had a unique
style of cultivation, especially before they moved down from the hilly regions
and settled on the plains. This form of cultivation was called the shifting
cultivation, locally called as kumeri or koliyo cultivation. "A piece of land on a
sloppy mountainside is cleared of its vegetative cover. Thereafter, the slash (of
firewood) is allowed to dry at the spot and subsequently set on fire. The ash
thus collected is spread on the entire patch before the onset of rains and it acts
as manure in the kumeri field. When the soil becomes soft, the seeds are
dibbled or planted in the soil with the help of an age-old implement, called
guduli, an iron stick, which is pointed at one end and rounded at the other.
However, the small seed-grains like ragi (coix barbata) are scattered in the
field. Raised crops are protected against the ravages of wild birds and animals.
Thus the crop is cultivated. The cultivation is shifted to another plot after
every two or three years and the kumeri or koliyo returns to the original plot
after the completion of a cycle. Thus the kumeri cultivation is used to move in
a rotational circle around the settlement, which forms the permanent nucleus."
(Phaldesai 2011:150-1)

The chief economic activity of the Gawda/Kunbi is horticulture called
Kulagar, meaning farm of the indigenous communities. As farm cultivators,
they undertake cultivation on plain lands known as xett or bhatt and also on
mountains called Kumeri cultivation. "Traditionally, they were farm labourers
and would live as mundkars (tenants) of the Bhatkars (big land-holders)"
(Singh 1993:26). They would cultivate paddy in the owners land as share-

croppers giving the owner a one-sixth of the crop. On account of rainwater
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being the main source of water, the Gawda/Kunbis normally have one crop
(paddy crop) in a year. They also look after the owner’s coconut, mango and

cashew plantations and receive a share of crop (Ibid.).

They adopt simple means of cultivating their fields by employing the bio-
chemical way of farming in which cattle dung was used as a main fertilizer;
ash was used as anti-bacterial and salt was sprinkled to keep the bugs away.
The ploughing is usually done with locally fashioned ploughs drawn by
bullocks. If they are very poor and cannot afford to buy bullocks then they dig

the land with a ‘pickaxe.’

Unfortunately, addicted to the local drinks, cashew or coconut feni, the Kunbi
men folk after their strenuous labour spend most of their meager earnings on

liquor.

3. 6. Their Settlements?!

The Gawda/Kunbis live in small huts built with mud walls, a cow dung floor
and thatched roofs made of coconut palm leaves or straw and bamboos (today
they use small clay tiles known as sulche nodde). Their houses were often a
one room apartment where food is cooked in one corner and the family
members eat and sleep in the other corner. Inside the room, on the clothesline,
one would find a cashti (traditional loin cloth) for man and a kapod (a red
checked sari) for women. Their houses often have a small courtyard in which
one finds a mud bench and a small pit in the floor where rice was pounded
with a kandon (pounding bar). Some also have an open forecourt neatly
plastered with mud and cow dung. This is used for drying paddy and sleeping
during the warmer nights. The Kunbis are very fond of music and dance often

! The ideas are borrowed from the guide brochure for the tourist-sight, 'Ancestral Goa,' which
has life-size statues depicting how life use to be in the Goan villages 100-years ago.
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performed at their weddings and festivals. Hence, one also finds in their
houses a gummot (country drum) and the cansalo (A musical instrument)

which are often hanged from the roof to protect them from rats.

Many of their houses also have a cattle shed built outside their house about
500 yards away where one often found a haystack in a fenced area besides the
traditional plough, the muzzles and other farming tools or equipment. Hanging
from the roof of the cattle shed is a special mud pot which is used to carry
canji (rice boiled with water) and a raincoat made of coconut leaves.
Normally, their huts are clustered together into several wados or hamlets in a
village. Their household utensils are made of mud. Other articles of daily use
include the winnowing fans and baskets. A mudi is used for storing paddy,
which is kept inside the dwelling. The Koito or the sickle is an extremely
useful tool, used for diverse purposes—both in the field and at home. It is used
for cutting, scraping or prying, opening something. Most of the men carry it
with them at work, hung from a sling made of wood which is tied to the waist
by means of a rope or a waistband. The sling is held on the waist at the back

and is easily reached whenever required.

3. 7. Their System of Medical Care

The Gawda/Kunbis on account of their direct interaction with nature have a
rich repository of the knowledge of medicines from plants and animals--
Ethno-medicine. This purely includes herbs, plants, shrubs and trees, their
fruits, barks, flowers, etc., which are found on the hills and extensively used
by them to cure many illnesses such as cold, fever, stomachache, headache,
etc. In the local language, Konkani, this practice of traditional medication is
called as gauti vokodd (local medicine).
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The Gawda/Kunbi doctor, who acts as both, a physician and a chemist in the
local language, is called as the ‘gauti dotor' (local doctor). He or she identifies
variety of medicinal plants for each sickness and diseases and prescribes
definite dose of either roots or powder of roots or leaves after diagnosing the
symptoms of diseases. Some of these herbal medicines and traditional
methods of curing and healing prescribed by these Gawda/Kunbi doctors are
so powerful and effective that no allopathic medicines can cure these diseases,
such as diabetes, skin diseases or the hepatitis/Jaundice, Kamin in local
language. The Kunbis still practice the traditional method of curing the

jaundice, Kamin lasop, which is done by burning the hand with a hot spoon.

3. 8. The Folklore

The term ‘folk’ connotes the people, bearer of a particular culture and
‘folklore’ refers to the wisdom of these folks. The origins of any folklore are
rooted in the Sitz im Leben, the daily life settings. Hence, many of the sung
expressions (folk songs) of the Gawda/Kunbis depict their hardships and the
simple and innocent life that they lead (Phal 1982:41) and all this is done
through the medium of their native language, Konkani