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The Emergence of an Ethnic Identity: The Case Study of the
“Gorkhali” of Garhwal, Utiar Pradesh
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The word ethnic group has come ap in an-
thropelogical literature in response to the post
World war 11 social realities, specifically in
the context of the formation of the democrat-
ic Mation states and the phenromenon of Glo-
balization. The non-violent as well as fre-
quently violent exertion of identity by certain
groups within a nation state either for secces-
siomishic purposes or for greater economic and
pelitical mileage has increasingly concentrat-
ed the aitention of social scientists towards
this phenomenon. A plethora of definitions
and theoretical concepts to explain and define
cthnic or ethnicity exisis. The most common
thread which runs through all these definitions
is that the ethnic assertions are directly linked
(o the attempts by nation states 1o unify di-
verse socil political entities under one label
amd also that it is an etic and not an emic con-
cepl. The sell perception of a group has to be
complemented by its perception by others and
the actions of the ethnic group in exerting its
identity is always cutwardly directed, As Bar-
th { 1969) has pointed out in his seminal essay,
an ethnic growp has more (o do with bound-
aries than with inner structures ; it is more of
on idea than concretized reality,

Yinger {1997: 4) suggests that an ethnic
grodp’” has three ingredients {13 The group is
perceived by others in the society to be differ-
enl 1o some combination of the following
traits; language, religion, race, and ancesiral
honmeland with s related culiure (2) the mem-
bers also perceive themselves as different, and
(3} they participate in shared pctivities built
around their{ real or mythical) common ori-
gin or culture”. Sometimes however the char-
acieristics as presenied above may be assumed
rather than actual and may be freshly consti-
tuted in response (o present day conditions and
then projected into the past Lo creale an aura
of authenticity, Al times, as in the present
case, an imagined identity is converied into a
real one and then exerted for the self perceived

advantage of those who align themselves un-
der the umbrella of this identity.

When 1 use the word "imagined” , it 15 bor-
rowed from Caplani 1995} who has used it in
this wery context, This “imagined’ identity has
the character that is imposed on this group by
olhers and that it has no history in the past or
in the indigenouws cultural system of the peo-
ple under consideration. The referent
*Gorkhali® 15 an imagined identity, created
and used by the Brsh officers for the Mepa-
1i soldiers in their army. Although it does not
derive rom Mepali indigenous categores of
thought, it has been used by a group of Mepa-
li settlers in the Garhwal region of the Unar
Pradesh (U P_} hills to create an emergent eth-
nic identity. The group uader consideration
*decontextualizes” the term *Gorkhali® from
its earlier system of meanings , ransposing it
and aligming it with another set of idens and o
sl of activities patterned to achieve freshily
construcied goals,

I draw upon the excellent work done by
Lionel Caplan (1993) on the consiruction of
the “Gorkha® or “Gorkhali™ identity by the
British and on my own ficldwork in the areas
arpund Dehradun, where a sizeable popula-
tion of the Mepali or Gorkhali resides. I waos
able 1o reconstroct an emergent identity with
ethnic connotations which invelves a reinter-
pretation and consequent strategic use of the
term “Gorkhali®.

THE SETTING

The major part of the fieldwork was done
in the village Jaintanwala, which is a few ki-
lomeiers from the wwn of Dehradun in U.P.
and is at the foot of Mussourie. [t is a piciur-
esque spoi set in a valley with a small river
Mowing alongside, The river 15 called Noon
river or salty river becawse of its so called salty
water. The village has about o hundred house-
holds, divided into two settlements, called the
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old selitlementi Purana Sasti) and the new
seftlement (Mapa Basn). The village contains
@ large number of “prcea’ houses, made of
urban design although houses of the old type
of construction with mud walls and tiled roofs
aré also present. As is obvious, most of the old
houses are in the Purana Bassi, The agricul-
tural fields lie alongside the river and cover
the area between the nver and the settlements
of houses and some are interspersed beiwesn
the houses also. The village 1s not pnmarily
dependent on ageiculiure, which remains a
supplementary activity largely as a domestic
subsistence. Most of the villagers derive their
susienance from other activities like jobs in
the army and in other white collared or blue
collored occupations. The main road running
on the outside of the village is dotted with
shops selling provizions and consumer goods
meant for the wurists as also a small restau-
rant. This road goes on o other villages fur-
ther on and finally o the sheine of Santala
Mata, o popular folk deity. The village i5 lo-
coted near the Army cantonement and is a ten
rminuie bus ride from the market town of Gar-
h1, which is not exactly an urban center buat
forms o continuity with the nearest really ur-
ban center of Dehradun, a1 a distance of a thir-
Iy minute bus ride,

The villagers at Jaintanwala have frequent
internction with Garhi and also Dehrodon . IT
one gets into a bus then Jaintanwala is the last
stop, Villages ahead of it which are on the
steeper hill side are nol connected by bus.

The population of the village 1% divided into
three communities, the Garwalis, the Gorkha-
lis and the lower castes. The largest popula-
non is of the Gorkhalis and they are the pri-
mary occupants of the NMayae Basi, Mearly six-
ty per cent of the population of the village is
of the Gorkhalis. The Garwalis of this village
are mostly seitled in the Purana Based, bul as
we go up the hills the smaller villages are of
the Garhwalis only. As we move towards the
town of Garhi , the proportion of the Gorkha-
s increases. Most of the Gorkhalis being
army pensioners are more ¢loss (o the urban
way of lile and hence settled near the towns,
The Garhwalis are the local rural population.
The lower castes are seitled on the cutside of
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the village as is10 be expected. These were the
traditional basket makers but most of them ane
now working as professional toilors. The Giar-
hwalis are locally known as “Desi’ meaning
literally to be belonging 1o the soil. This is an
ethnocentric view from the perspective of the
Giorkhalis who are from MNepal.

WHO ARE THESE GORKHALIS?

They are the Nepali population who came
to India with the Gorkha regiment in the Indo-
Briuish army and then joined the Indian army
after 1947, As one informant pui it, * when o
Mepali sits under the Indian flag he 15 0
Gorkhali, when he sits under the Mepali Mag
he is a Nepali * All agree that in Nepal there
are mo Gorkha or Gorkhali only Mepali. Many
of the Gorkhali living in this region are third
peneration Indian citizens. Mostof them have
retired from the army, many young boys are
still serving the army and many have come
into this area from Mepal, either through mar-
riage or through kinship networks,

The Gorkhali, as they are known herg and
as they refer to their own selves also, are well
aware of the fact that this identily separates
them as a group distinct from the parent Me-
pali stock. They are keen to play up this iden-
tity and exercise their Indian citizenship rights
for furthering political and social ends, When
asked about the origin of the name 'Gorkha-
i’ many of them referred to the Gorkha reg-
iment from which they came. but a few polit-
wcally aspiring persons translated it as from
“Go-Rakrhak™(the defender of the cow). In
other words they are also projecting a Hindu
identity o which they have doubiful claim,
Hindu rituals like “Sat Narain Katha' are be-
coming very popular, In the older generations
the Nepali names with the prefix “Bahadur’
for men were common, example, Jung Baha-
dur, Khem Bahadur, ctc. But the new genera-
tion prefer names like Ashok, Dilip, Dimple,
Krishna etc. The Nepali stereotyped names
have been given up. Names are ofien bor-
rowed from popular T.V. serials or Hindi
movies, In developing this local identity, the
Gorkhalis here prefer 1o sever their relation-
ship to the Gorkhas of Darjecling who have
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retained more of their Tibeto-Burman culiural
characteristics including language. When
asked abouwt their links with the Gorkhas of
West Bengal , the local Gorkhalis say, ™ they
are nof like us, They are different.”

The Gorkhalis who formed part of the
Gorkha regiment of the BritishfTndian army,
come from predominantly three or four indig-
enos groups of Mepal, namely the Gurungs,
Rai, Limbu ond Magar. These are the Tibeio-
Burman ethnic stocks which inhabited Nepal
helore the high caste Hindus from India mi-
grated 1o Nepal and later formed the elite rul-
ing classes there. These indigenous groups
were those from which the British enrolled
their soldiers, relerming o them as the martial
races, distinguishing them from the “soft’ high
castes, the elite, However the Gorkhali in
Garhwal are keen to divest themselves of this
‘tribal’ identity, preferming to project a Hin-
du image. The women wear sarees and put
‘titndoor’ in the parting of their hair, Even the
fanguage that they speak is akin o that spo-
ken by the high caste Hindus in Mepal, and not
their own original, Tibeto-Burman dialect
We have already mentioned the chanpes in
proper names, these are complimented by the
change in attire. The adoption of Hinda rit-
als and the services of the Brahmin and the
cremation of the dead, complete the transfor-
matien. Many of them admitted that in Mepal
they would bury the dead, but have now tak-
en tocremation, following the Hindu customs.

We can appreciate the transformation and
the reasons for it if we probe inlo the origin
of the *Gurkha” name and the background of
the people from whom the “Gurkha® have
emergesd, Lionel Caplan ( 1995} has specifical-
Iy referred 1o the Gurkha identity as a myth
creaied by the Brtish officers who recruited
a large number of Mepalis belonging 1o the
Tibeto-Burman tribes of middle Nepal or “Pa-
har' as it is called in Mepal, The Britsh called
these people *Gurkha’, taking them as resi-
dients of the Kingdom of the Gurkha becawse
thi ruling dynasty of Mepal was founded by
the hewse of Gurkhas who came from the val-
fey of Kathmandu around 1 768, The Rai, Lim-
bus, Gurungs and Magars were the first wave
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of people who populated the maddle hally re-
gions of Mepal coming in from China, Tibel
and Burma, These are the Tibeto-Burman trib-
al populations of Nepal.

In the 12th and 131h century there was a
wave of migration of high casie Hindus from
India because of Muslim persecution. Initially
the high casie Hindus were dependent on the
Tibeto-Burman populations who allowed
them to seitle on their land as they had plenty
of land as well as a democratic attiinde. These
indigenous populations had cleared foresis
and created their own villages and had no con-
cept of private ownership of land, However
alter about theee centuries from the entey of
the Hindy populations, the House of the
Gorkhas , with its affiliation to the Hindus of
Moernhern India, led 1o the establishment of n
Hindu kingdom, in which the tribal identitics
of the original settlers were lost, A hierarchi-
cal sociely based on coste was superimposed
on the egalitarian tribal base.

The imposition of a caste system led to the
crystallization of two layers of the Nepali so-
ciety. The indigenous people were relegaied
ia the lower levels as “marwdll jar' of “drink-
ing casies’ because of their non-sanskritized
ways of life. The twice born Brahmins,
Thakuris, and Chetris became the “ragadhari’
castes or 1he sacred thread bearers and these
were also the ruling, elite gentry. They estab-
lished their political, ritual, and economic
superiorily over the earlier trabal groups - In-
creased demographic pressures on land re-
sources by the end of the nineteenth century
squected oot these exploited groups from the
lands to which they had traditional claim,
Large scale migrations ok place towards
India and Sikkim. The census of India, 19401,
recorded nearly 25,000 persons of Nepal or-
igia and by 1891 half of Danecling consisted
of Nepalis.

The wraditional occupation of these peopls
was agriculiure (both settled and shifting),
long distance trade, soldiering and pastoral-
ism. Under the dominance of high caste Hin-
dus they were left with lew options, As Caplan
(1995; 3B) describes, “It is against such a
background of increasing impoverishment,
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land shortages, political marginalization and
official harassment that we can better under-
stand the attraciion of enlistment in the
British(India) army——". The Magars and
Gurungs had a long history of serving in
neighbouring armies including that to Kajn
Ranjit Singh of the Punjab. In Nepal, soldiers
serving outside armies were referred 1o not as
Oorkhas but as Lahoree from Lahore, where
they had first gone to enlist in & foreign army,

The initial atraction of the British towards
the so called martiol races of Nepal, was af-
ter the British war with Mepal in 1E14-16. The
Gorkhali (or the Nepali under the royal House
of Gorkhas) had occupied Kumaon in 1793
and extended their occupations 1o parts of
Garhwal in 1B03 and between 1787 and 1812
1w more than two hundred villages in the Te-
rai. The British intolerance of such expansion=
ist tendencies led 1o a military solution but
interestingly enough, even before the war had
ended, they had several baitalion of Mepali
soldiers in their army, This was the beginning
of the Gurkha identity because the British re-
ferred 1o these battalions and to the soldiers
a5 Gorkha hatialion and the Gorkha soldiers,

Since it was a created and nol a substantive
identity, its use and interpretation vired as
being applicable to {1} the land and people of
Mepal (2) 1o the Tibeto-Burman Mongoloid
people of Nepal or more specifically (3) to
those who had served or were serving in the
British army,

These identities were all recognized and
mentioned by those scholars who were work-
ing in Mepal and by the British officers writ-
ing abowt the Gorkba forces.

THE GORKHALI IN GARHWAL

In Garhwal, in India, working in the year
1996- 1997, 1 discovered a very different slant
iy this name and wdentity, The origin of the
name was very much rooted in its application
to the Mepali soldiers who were serving or had
served in the British/Indian armies. The wil-
lages near Dehradun in ULP. were mostly set-
tlemients of army personnel who had come 1o
this area with the three army canlonemenis of
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the British. Since Independence of India from
British colomization , two have been shifted
but one siill remains at Birpur. Another rea-
son for the concentration of Nepali popula-
tions in this area was the historical occupation
of these territories by Nepal in the early Nine-
teenth century . Even alter the British pushed
back the Nepali occupation, many Tibeto-
Burman Nepalis, joined the Indian army and
preferred 1o stay back in India, It is easy to un-
derstand the Muid loyality of these people giv-
en the background of their marginalisation
and oppression in their native land, In India,
they had the advantage of greater access to re-
sources both of land and money and in the
demaocratic setup of the Indian state, a greal.
er chance of establishment of a political iden-
tity.

The Gorkhalis have achieved here what
they could never do in Mepal, create a domi-
nating position for themselves in relation 1o
the local population of the Garhwalis. To-
wards this end, they are actually siriving for
an identily which will take them away from
Mepal. Significant in this respect is the rein-
terpretation of their nome as Go-Rakshak. I
is of academic nterest to note that this con-
ceptof ethnicity is opposed to that which con-
nects il to o “past” or “origin®. None of the
people who are now setiled in India, are en-
amoured of Nepal. Most admined 1o life be-
ing harsh and also to poverty of land and re-
sources. Many have encouraged relatives to
come nnd settle with them in India. also few
would like 1o maintain ties with those who are
left behind.

A pew circle of *kindred” has developed in
the Garhwal The local Nepalis would like to
confine their kin and affinal ties o the local
population and do not prefer 1o marry in Me-
pal, The Gorkhali in Garhwal have over a pe-
riod of time, created a marriage circle and a
‘*kandred of cooperation” {Mayer, 1960) local-
Iy. Most of the gepealogies indicated that
there 15 a preferentiol circle of marriage in
India itself, None of the families would like
to send their doughiers to Nepal and few
would even like to get their daughters-in-laws
from there, An implicil cognitive barrier has
come up between the Mepali in Indio and their
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counlerpars in their nalive country.

There were several old people in the village
who had no relatives living with them, One old
man lived all alone because his wife was dead
and his only daughter married and living else-
where. When I asked him s (o why he did not
g0 back to his family in Nepal, he replied that
over many years, all his ties had been cul of [
“They will not even recognize me. In the last
s0 many decades, so many of my relatives
would have died, so many would have been
borm. 1 do not exist for them any more, Earli-
er, when | was young, I would visit my broth-
ers but slowly [ stopped going and they also
lost interest. Now [ will stay and die here it-
sell”. When [ ssked him as o whether he re-
gretied having settled here, he replied that
things were fine for him here and e had many
of his kin setiled near aboul

As a Tinal gasture of resettlement, many of
the Gurkhali families have ransferred their
‘kuldevias’ or lineage gods to this region.
This is o complicated process involving much
exeriion and expenditure, Bul opce executed
this involves a complete break of that family
from its ancestral land. The “kul-devia’ is
inherited in the patrilineage and is kept in the
house of the eldest son. The other sons con-
tribute 10 and participate in its worship. This
is the most central form of Gurkhali religious
life amd Tor them the "kwldevia” is a living.
emetional member of the household. There is
aglive communicaiion with the ‘kal-devia’
who always makes hisfher demands known.
OF lote there has been a clamoring of the "kul-
devias” 1o come (o Indig, There is nothing a
Mepali fears more than the wrath of their kul-
dewrns. They also cannot live with oul them,
S0 as more and more kuldevias are shifting,
the break from Mepal is more or less complete.

Everyone agrees that life is bemer for them
here than in Mepal, Even in Garhwalis, when
asked about the Gorkhalis, replied that most
of them have settled here because the life in
their ‘pahar’ is tough. As one Garhwali wom-
an put it, "Onee a Gorkhali comes here with
his lamily, his wife does not want to go back
home. There, she would have to toil in the
fields and walk long distances on the hills
even 1o get water. Here, her husband works in
the army, or gels o job and she sits athome and
collects water from the tap™
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Although the high caste ruling elite of Me-
pal do not regard the outgoing Gorkhalis with
favour, branding them as non-patriotic, yetthe
stule of Mepal geis a large revenue from those
whao enlist in the foreign armies. In foct, after
the Indian Independence, a inpartile agree-
ment was signed with, Mepal, which allowed
both Britain and India, to continue to recruit
Gurkhas in their army.

Although the army i the focal point of en-
try of Mepalis wo Garbwal, not all have come
that way. Many had come here as poor lectur-
ers, peuy iraders, blue collar workers etc. And
many who were settled in the "Nava Basni®
area in the village had eked oot a living by
brewing illicit liguor. These were the really
oppressed and poor people, who had fled Ne-
pal, looking for bare subsistence. The *Naya
Basti® of the village has today acquired an
urbanized look because most of these people
have made good by puting their sons in the
army. They built ‘pucca’ howses and im-
proved their standard of living. Since thay
lacked an agricultural base, they looked more
towards education and became further mod-
ernized. The preference of the Indian army for
the Mepali soldiers, is linked to the myths of
their marital ability set afloat by the British.
Because of this they get special concessions
for recruitment, including height, education-
ol qualification and age.

THE GARHWALI-GORKHALI
INTERACTION

The Gorkhalis of this region are closer to
their Garhwali neighbours than their Mepali
beethern in their native land. The social world
of theGorkhalis includes the high caste Gar-
hwalis and there 15 aspecial agreement among
both these groups about the general equiva-
lence of their women. Garhwali women mar-
rving into Gorkhali families was quite accepi-
ahle to both sides and there were a fair number
of such marriages. Initially when the Gurkha-
lis come as part of the British army, some of
them stayed back, many of them marricd Gar-
hwali girls. The attraction was of forming a
bond locally which would give them an oper-
ational kin network, sometimes also land and
a family. The Garhwalis on the other hand are
notsoopen to marrying Gorkhali girls because
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they say that these girls are prone to running
awany from their husbands, However they hold
the Garkhali girls in good esteem as being
smart and intelligent, There 15 a general opin-
ion in favour of Gorkahli boys as bridegrooms,
as they hove a greater poteniial for joining the
army. The Garhwali boys are looked down
upon because of their laziness and inapritede
for the army. The high status that a *army son-
in-low” is linked 1o the face that this is abaut the
biest that o man can doin lerms of career oppor-
tunities in this region, The hills provide little
land and water for agriculture, and there is a
lack of natural resources leading to an out mi-
gration of men o work in the plains. Those who
could not get imto the army had to be contend-
ed with getting work as peons or "'chowkidars'
{watchmen}, This also explains the high val-
ue placed upon education in this region. The
town of Dehradun 15 famous for its schools all
over India. Within this village itself there were
three schools and yet many of the children were
going 1o “good’ schools in Garhl or even De-
hradum,

That Gorkhali boys have a higher position
ns preferred bridegrooms is also demonstrat-
ed by the Tact that it s most unacceptable for
the parents of o Gorkhali girl, for her to mar-
ry a Garhwali boy, even though the Garhwali
family may accepd the daughier-in-law guite
happily. For the Gorkhali porenis it is a mat-
ter of shame that their daughter should marry
‘down’, In one such case the parents refused
i st knowledge their daoghter, although they
live FI:lI:Ii-I,: ;Llhl nel doors. The Gorkhali™s
reluctance o give their daughters to Garliwa-
lig 15 also an indication of their superior atti-
tude wpwards the local Garhwalis, This also
indicates the strong patriarchal ideclogy of
both the groups as o woman after marriage is
seen as taking on the identity of her husband’s
group. Thus the Gorkhali's, in their superior-
ity, can take in women from the Garhwalis but
will noi give their own women o them,

The loecal superiority of the Gorkhalis is a
derivative of their identification with the
army. This has given them an economic supe-
riority as well a5 an enhanced status which is
linked 1o the ideslogy which attaches both
veneration and glamour to the “warrior”, The
latter is both cultural being an aspect of the
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Rajput identity, as well as a consequence of
lecal ecological conditions. To this can be
added the apparently more urbane lifestyle
pcquired from cantonement living. The wom-
en are important markers of boundaries be-
tween groups and in this case, the Gorkhali
women are definitely more educated and mo-
bile than their Garhwali counterparis. All the
school teachers in this region are Gorkhalis
and this has also affected the local language,
which is increasingly becoming Gorkhali, as
all the children learn to speak this language
from their teachers in school, The Aanganwa-
di or creche for small children in the village
is also run by a Gurkhali girl and the small
children learn to speak Gorkhali almost as a
matter of course,

There is no doubt that Gorkhalis have es-
tablished a socio-political dominance in this
arca. They even justify their dominance ideo-
logically by referring to the past when Nepal
had conquered this region. They also do not
fail to remark that it was the British army and
not the local Garhwalis who were instrumen-
tal in pushing back the Nepali aggressors,
Their overall image is thus shaped by their
army tradition and mythological aptitude for
urbanization than of acculturation. The belief
in the Lama, &5 a magico religious function-
ary is also common to both the communities
although the Gorkhalis have more faith in him.

Within the village there is a temple devot-
ed to the god Shiva, looked after by a Mepali
priestess, but which is hardly visited by any-
one. The only time people visit the emple is
to take magical cures from the priesiess. The
Gorkhalis lack of interest in the Shiva iemple
is interesting as the Nepalis in Nepal are
strong Shaivaites. This further lends credence
to the fact that ithe Mepalis in this region are
not a part of the high casie Hindu Nepalis but
belong to the tribal Tibeto- Burman stock and
therefore are more inclined 1o believe in the
folk deity Sanrala Mara than (he sanskritized
Hindu god Shiva.

It is thus clear that in evolving & Hindu
identity, the Gorkhalis are basically oriented
1o their rools in their tribal past, and which
does nod concur with Hindu Nepali raditions.
The outward projection of a Hindu identity is
done with the help of the local little traditions
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of Hinduism rather than with the Brahmani-
cal Hinduism of upper casies. This explains
their belief in Sanrala Mara, and the various
magico-religions traditions of faith healing
and supernalural beings. It also explains their
lack of concern for purity and pollution con-
cepis so essential 1o the core of the Hindu be-
lief systems.

Thereis only one family of Nepali Brahmins
in the village who preside ower various ril-
als, such as the increasingly popular Sat-
Mareyan Kathas which are held to mark life
eyele rituals like marriage and birth, But in
case of any serious problems the Gorkhalis still
prefer to go to the Lamas, who are their medi-
cine men. The only Brahmin family has their
house far away from the main village settle-
ment on the top of an incline 5o as to be as far
away physically as possible from the others.
They alse maintain a disdainful social fight-
ing and is being used for a positive advantage
in the presenl political scenario, ha\lmg the
background of the Indian democratic system.

The logal power is in the hands of the
Corkhalis. The head of the local level Pan-
chayat is a Gorkhali lady. She however keeps
to the background while her brother-in-law
plays the role of the political big-wig. The
Garhwalis accept the Gorkhali dominance,
bun rather reluctanily. The simmering hostil-
ity between the two communities is often
materialized in the form of drunken brawls,
Also both have derogatory stereslypes con-
structed of ench other in which primarily, the
Giarhwalis are viewed as lazy and good for
pothing and the Gorkhalis are viewed as un-
scruplous and aggressive.

However although the Garhwalis have ac-
cepted some aspect of the Gorkhali culture,
especially the language, the major changes are
seen in the Gorkhalis themselves. It is they
who have moulded themselves in the lecal
culture especially the local religion. In the
jatter aspect they have taken on the local Gar-
hwali deities and belief systems although their
belief in their kuldevias remain unshaken. The
Jatter belief system is prevalent in the entire
mountainous ranges , including the sub-Hima-
layan ranges and Tibet ag also Nepal. The
most impartant local deity is Santala Mata , a
poddess whio sits atop a hill, Both the Gorkha-
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lis and the Garhwalis have unshakable faith in
this divinity and blood sacrifices arc offered
at her shrine ostensibly not to her , but o a
image of the goddess Kali, which is kept oul-
side the main temple. The goddess Santala is
a vegetarian . Blood sacrifice is again a tradi-
tion both in Garhwal and in Nepal. There is
considerable culiural similarity betwesn the
two communities béing part of the larger cul-
tural zone of the Pahar. Thus it was not diffi-
cult for the Mepalis 1o take on the culture of
the local people. The major changes, like the
changes in dress and proper names, are more
aconsequence of distance from every one else
in the village. It is quite obvious that they are
not convinced about the Hinduized identity of
the local Gorkhalis but cater to them because
of economic considerations.

At a Satya-Narain-Katha held in the house
of a Gorkhali family, the presiding Brahmin
priest was disgusted by the family dog which
kept wandering into the ritual arena. At the
end of the function, he remarked quite sarcas-
tically to me, that * For the Hindus , the dog
is a impure being. Mo real Hindo would toler-
pte a dog siraying inlo their place of worship,
But look at these Gorkhalis, they hug their
dogs to their bosom and let them «at out of
their plates, they have no sense of purity and
pollution. “It is true that the Gorkhalis have
an inordinate love of dogs. Every family had
at least vwo o three pets , Quite a few of them
being expensive and pedigreed.

THE EMERGENT GORKHALI
IDENTITY

To sum up, we can understand the Gorkhali
identity as an outcome of several factors.

I. The myth of Gorkha, martial identity cre-
ated by the British,

2. The high esteem in which members uf the
army are held in these parts of India. And
also the association with the warrior caste
of Kshairiva.

3. The distance, both physical and social from
Mepal where their wribal identities are lefi
behind.

4. Their exploited staus and poverny in their
native land.

5. The opportunities, both political and eco-
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nomic, provided by India with its demo-

cratic setup and better resource base.

6. Loyaliy to the army ethos and capacity 1o
adapi io any environment.

7. The lack of Nationalism and patriotic iden-
tification with any country.

The last point needs a litile elaboration,
The indigenous tribal people of Mepal were
kin based groups who owed allegiance to their
village chiefs and conceptualized boundarics
by the idiom of kinship. For these people,
loyalty meant loyalty to the village or local
chiefl or 1o army commanders, Their concept
of allegiance is personalized, it is always to
a person they can see or identify. The fierce
loyalty of the Gorkha soldier 1o their army
commander is legendary. However they do
nol wndersiand loyalty as it is undersiood in
relation 1o & siate. Abstract concepts of patri-
otism is incomprehensible to people used o
small group identities, Their experience in
their native state also has not been positive,
the high caste Hindos having entered their
territories on the pretext of friendliness and
later established a hierarchical rule, relegat-
ing the indigenous populations to the botom
rung. Defeated and marginalized in their own
couniry these people had sought refuge in a
couniry which offered them better prospects
and most importantly, better social status,
Their identity 15 not 1o a region bul 1o a kin
group and to their lineage gods, the kuldevias,
They identify with any place where their kin
and their gods reside, Ivis ted 1o the place they
have created as their settlement. The ideolo-
gy of identification is on a situational and lo-
cational basis. Thizs may be partly derived
from a primordial nomadic lifestyle. We may
refer here to Black-Michaod {1986: 23) who
says, writing about the pastoral Lurs, "Lur
identity is clearly tied to the princely dynas-
ties———For a fribe to be recognized as such
it was necessary for its members 1o owe alle-
giance to a single princely dynasty a
further when the Lurs settle down , they cre-
ate an identity which may be in relation 1o the
geographical area where they settle.

Thus the tribals create their identity in re-
lation to the place which gives them shalier,
they owe their loyalty to those who give them
their bread . Theirs is a philosophy of exist-
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ence, which is simple and directly associated
with their survival and reprodoction. The
CGorkhalis in Garhwal feel at home and iden-
Lify with this area completely because some
of the Gorkhali familics were the first 1o clear
the jungles and set up village here. This is
exacily what they had done in Nepal, where"
as immigranis from China, Tibet and Burma,
they had cleared forests to set up villages.,
Thus in their own cosmology they belong as
much here as they had belonged to Nepal.
They have thus also found a name for them-
selves which ties them o their new political
head, namely the Indian state which they also
view as primarily Hindu, being placed in a
predominantly Hindu region,

The identity of the Gorkhali also enables
them to identify a niche within the Indian De-
mocracy, by dissociating completely from the
state of Mepal. We can call it a “soft” ethnic
identity (Yinger, 1997 3) bui one exerted with
a rational choice with a definite goal of polit-
ical power in sight. Thus the Gorkhali want to
create a place for themselves within the Indi-
an Democracy with a new found identity
which they are going to exploit to the maxi-
mum advantage.

KEY WiOHRDS Ethmicity. Identity. Garhwal, Nepal
Giorkhe,

ABSTRACT  The Mepall popalation arcund 1be Dis-
reradun districs of LMear Pradesh iz in the process of evalv-
ing anew ethnic ideniiny, namely “Gorkhali®, 1o catablish
themsedves as & destinet political identity in ike state. This
paper explores the process of evolurion and 1he neinser-
pretaliog of the erm "Oorkha’ or "Gorkhald’ from ics (8-
vemihon by the Britlsh and ivs iransformation 1o an ethnic
comcept by these people as well x5 explores the dynam-
be1 af political and social relationchip betwesn the bocal
Garhawali and the imemigrent Mepalis.
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