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ABSTRACT Using historical accounis this paper deals
with the distinction of poelitics and religion imposed
and generated in the Nicobarese culture and sociely by
colonial and missionary enterprise. In relation 1o the
colonial encounter, the framework of understanding
religion and politics was questioned and adminisirative
cfforts were made 1o install an order, Howewver, the
MNicobarese responded to the new meanings imposed on
them by reconstituting lements from the domain of
religion and politics to create ritwals of polities. For
tribal culiure like the Micobarese, issues of power, be-
lief, order, morality and faith are all fused into one.
This paper is the analysis of the fused meanings in case
of devil murder and carved images of Hanta-Kai, per-
taining to power of spirits and colonial authorities, in
generation of symbolic actions and the riwals under-
taken by the Micobarese. The intent i3 to establish nod
a meaning but rather aboul a series of meanings that
create & lack of distinction between politics and reli-
gion within Micobarese worldview and experienced his-
lory.

INTRODMUCTION

In December of 1992, after the Babn Masjeed
incident, in “mainland India” and days afier the
procession marking local support for Mandal
commission at Port Blair, administrative capital
for the Andaman Nicobar Union Territory of In-
dia, [ was informed that due to “political devel-
opment” the additional District magistrate would
not be able to join me on the boat taking me to
my field location. [ had to proceed on my own.
However [ was joined on the deck by a group of
Sadhus, (holy men), sponsored by the Hindu
Wishwa Parishad to sing Kirtan at a village gath-
ering and the local “Captain” of Little Andaman’s
Micobarese settlement who was carmying a huge,
bound pig from his sons family at Port Blair as a
gift. The Sadhus, oblivious to the Masjid, were
driven by a sense of duty- to spread the words
and deeds of Ram and Krishna to the country-
side where television has yet to reach. The Cap-
tain, following the Micobarese tradition, was re-
turning after a long time with gifis to make pos-

sible a feast. On the way, we all talked about
what had happened in Port Blair and in the In-
dian mainland. The passengers tolerated the
squealing of the tied up pig and Sadhus chant-
ing the praise of Krishna and Ram. After nine
hours of the small boat rolling in the open sea
everyone disembarked at Hut Bay in the Little
Andamans. Issues of Indian secularism, and
communalism were not the concermn of disembark-
ing crowd. In broken Hindustani the captain said:
“What is the difference between issues of poli-
tics and religion and economics? It is all the
same!” And the leader of the Kirtan mandal said
=*“(Good politics is religion and religion is politi-
cal- both have to deal with disorder and generate
faith.™

When I look back, I wonder if the Protestant
Christian Nicobarese Captain and the Hindu
Sadhu distinguish between religion and politics
as in writings of P. Berger where sectors of soci-
ety and culture are removed from the domination
of religious institutions and symbols (Berger,
1973: 113). For my fellow passengers there was
no professional politics, no distinction between
ideal and real forms of rationalised authority.
They were not well versed in Weberian ideas
(Gerth and Mills, 1948) nor in Gandhian or Nehn's
nationalism that dealt with roles imposed by the
modemn state upon those who exist within the
state (See Madan, 1987 and Nandy, 1989). Per-
haps the idea of religion and politics always im-
plies a separation to convey the notion of politi-
cal modermnity. Lack of the separation implics some
kind of problem, or a form that is like the value
loaded image of “underdeveloped society.” The
anthropological question orniginating within the
cultural context would be to look for the inner
logic by which religion, economics and politics
are put in relation to an ideclogy that transcends
the notion of secular state.! Alternatively, how
do we grasp the articulation of religion being
politics and politics being religion (Cf. Gandhi,
1940: 383)? Perhaps people do not see the two as
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distinct but combine and recombine them
cresting a meaning making process, In Micobarese
culture, colonialism has attempted to constantly
erode the memory (cf. Madan, 1987: 754) of inter-
connected power, religion, and politics. While
the Micobarese received the Christian mission-
ary categories of law (tied to issues of politics)
and morality (tied to religion), Nicobarese recon-
stituted received categories. Micobarese in their
history and its experience reconstructed and prac-
tised social actions that actually articulated the
inter-connections of religious and political con-
cemns. Through the staged, presented, and rep-
resented rituals the people in accordance with
the memory of tradition articulate politics and
religion (See Bloch, 1988,1989) articulate culre
and history. So the Sadhus justified themselves
by saying, “we are visiting the far flung islands
to spread the words of Hinduism, just like the old
times when Hindus went beyvond Andamans and
Nicobar to the islands of Sumatra and Bali- but
somehow the Nicobarese and Andamanese (the
tribal} remained as the descendants of Rama's
vanar sena (troop of monkeys who helped Ram
in the epic of Ramayan).” But the Micobarese
captain felt that he was returning back with a gift
from his son to show that he cared about the
whaole of duhed {(extended lincage) capable of
coming together, People continue to maintain
order by keeping the categories of politics and
religion separate is a presupposition. Perhaps in
the Nicobarese culture, its memory and construc-
tion of history is a continued effort to bring poli-
tics and religion together; a game like ritual (See
Levi Strauss, 1962: 30-3) played between the
colonised and the colonisers, Making history, as
experienced by the Nicobarese and as attributed
to them is a discourse in which rules to conduct
are based on different positions of religion and
politics, much like the difference of meaning held
by people dealing with realpolitik and govern-
ment imposing ideas about religion and politics
on realpolitik,

Using historical accounts 1 intend to argue
that the distinction of politics and religion is im-
posed (See Dumont, 1980) upon the culture of
the Nicobarese by colomial and missionary au-
thorities. In relation to the colonial encounter,
the framework of understanding religion and
politics was questioned and administrative ef-
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forts were made to create a separation to install
an order. This is apparently an approach and ex-
planatory framework of Europeans. The scpara-
tion of Church and State is an important way to
see the society. Consequently much early An-
thropology insisted on secing a fused religion
and politics as a mark of “primitive culture™ and
to separate the two became a prime directive for
the colonial officer’s cultural practice.* However
the culture itself, as the Micobarese demonstrate,
responds to the new meaning imposed on them
by reconstituting elements from the domain of
religion and politics to create rituals of politics,
The very idea that religion and politics is sepa-
rate creates a problem of perception and inter-
pretation of order, and exercise of power.” Over
time, once politics and religion both are sepa-
rated, the Nicobarese continue to combine the
meanings and aspects from the two domain to
create rituals that are political and acceptable to
the colonial power.® My argument is that in a
society and culture like that of the Nicobarese,
religion and politics are not distinguished. For a
tribal culture like the Nicobarese issues of power,
belief, order, morality and faith are all fused into
one.’ However, we should not forget a central
insight of the deconstructionist discourse of
western academia (See Sturock, 1977).

First I will show within a historical frame-
work of colonisation what ideas of religious
world for Micobarese were perceived by the
early ethnographers and administrators, and
how the principles of the world understood
were differentiated to create actions to take
place within the discourse of political power
and religious power. Secondly, I will consider
the accounts of devil murder within the
Micobarese cultural and historical context that
reflects the tension of power being separated
from religion and politics by the colonisers,
and the response to it by the Nicobarese. Fi-
nally, T sugpgest a cultural analysis of
Micobarese rituals that were endorsed by the
colonial forces although the principals were
under criticism and reform by the preceding
sequence of colonial policy and administra-
tion. Specifically, I consider carved and con-
structed images of Hanta-Koi and the ritual
role they played within the religious discourse
made by the Nicobarese. For the Nicobarese
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Fig. 1: Micobar Islands

over time Hanta-Koi was not just an aspect of
religious ritual but also a “new” transformed
political meaning. Unlike the case of devil
murder, where colonial authorities insisted on
separating political and religious power, Hanta
Koi's blending of politics and religion was
complementary and acceptable to the British
colonisers, This is the dialogue at various lev-
els, not about a meaning but rather about a
series of meanings, that creates a lack of dis-

tinction between politics and religion. These
meanings are inter-reflexive between politics
and religion. It is about rituals in history where
the lack of separation between religion and poli-
tics is an imposed concern of the coloniser. As
soon as the Nicobarese non-distinetion of po-
litical and religious view becomes suitable to
the colonial powers position itself they accept
and endorse the worldview in which rituals
blend religion and politics.
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AWORLDOF ATTRACTING AND
REPELLING ACTS

The Micobar [slands are made up of 12 small
and big islands in the Bay of Bengal. The physi-
cal features and cultural practices of the 1slands
present them as distinctive from cultures and in-
digenous people of the Andamans and mainland
India but having an affinity with Indonesian and
Malayvan cultural features traced in the ethno-
graphic accounts of South East Asian tribal cul-
tures. A series of encounters with diverse colo-
nial forces brought the Nicobar Islands, with re-
gional dialect variations, together as one admin-
istrative unit under the British Empire in India®
Traditionally, exchange relations among them
selves interconnected all the islands.”

Each year from December until March the
MNicobarese undertook canoe trips to the central
island of the archipelago. The purpose of the
infer-island visits, called duelah, was to trade
coconuts, pigs, haskets, clay pots, and wood,
hark cloth, rattan ropes, metal implements, and
medicine. Implicit within the trade and exchange
circuit that focused on the central island of Trin-
ket. Mancowry, and Katchal was the issue of
bringing about changes in the power imbalance
in each island. People, ideas, opinions, and ob-
jects all were subject to exchange whereby a so-
called Micobarese political economy was kept in
circulation and motion. An essential element of
the worldview of the Nicobarese is that they saw
themselves in a world that was subject to inva-
sions of spirits bringing misfortune and disor-
der. Consequently, the duelah made possible for
each household, lincage, and village of all the
islands to organise the required control of spirits
by means of offerings, feasts, and ceremonies to
ward ofT the spirits and related manifestations
like the inappropriate behaviour of individuals
and sickness. What was aspired and desired was
projected on 1o spirits or attributed to a role
played by the spirits. Consequently, before leav-
ing for duclah, the travellers erected on their home
coastline small carved canoes on which items to
be offered for trade and expected in return were
painted. The carved and painted model canoes
were also believed to attract the ravellers safely
home again and keep away misfortune (Man, 1895:
171). The practices of duelah predate Christian
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missionary influence and have been incorporated
into contemporary Christian customs of the is-
landers. Now at the time of duelah, local priests
bless the voyagers” canoe and read prayers for a
safe journey (Shyamchaudhry, 1977). The island-
ers, however, still continue to erect their small-
carved canoes on the coastlines of the islands.
The world of the Nicobarese has always been
based on the principle of attraction and repul-
sion and has continued with degrees of Chris-
tianity and historical changes incorporated within
it. The economy of exchange was premised on
creating a carved model of a canoe (a ritualireli-
ginus object) that insured safe passage and prof-
itaule gain of commodities exchanged. The ritual
carving kept away the negative spirit forces for
the Micobarese undertaking “economic™ activ-
ity. This exemplified blending of economic activ-
ity with spirits in the Nicobarese worldview, Spir-
its have influence and can be influenced is a prin-
ciple that survived over period of history and
even incorporated Christian prayers recited for
duelah. Traditicnally, the Nicobarese lived in
seftled coastal villages, and depended on horti-
culture, fishing, hunting, and inter 1sland trade.
Micobarese have absorbed Christian ideas and
some European notions, but the operating prin-
ciple of the cultural world is derived from a cos-
mological construct in which good spirits and
bad spirits are constantly either attracted or re-
pelled. The success of duelah is founded on this
principle.

The benevolent spirits of good ancestors are
called iwika; malevolent spirits, while those
formed from the spirits of murderers, victims of
murder, and evildoers in general, are called iwipor.
The word iwi means “w become™ {Roepstroff,
1875: 9). Both iwika and iwipot are believed o
live in a place called Henekla, a place east of the
Micobar [slands but never wisible to living
Nicobarese, Each person who dies becomes (iwi)
invisible and exterior to the social waorld of living
ndividuals. The constant breathing of a life form
maintaing its existence within the visible and
interiorised social world of the living, The world
of the spirits is made visible and internalised by
the living Micobarese social world by means of
misfortune, illness, and death. Iwipot (malevolent
spirits) cause these evils because of their attrac-
tion to the living Nicobarese. The islanders
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attempt to repel the twipot by invoking the assis-
tance of the iwika (benevolent spirits) through
the mediatory role of the specialised individual
called mineluans {(shamans). Most of the
mineluans were trained in central group of the
island and acquired a specialised knowledge of
medicine.* One of the important things the

mineluan does during treatment is carve a three
dimenszional wooden image or a painted board,
known as Hanta-Koi, on behalf of the family or
the village in order to repel bad spirits, The
Hanta-Koi, while repelling bad spirits, also at-
tracts good spirits to the place im which it is in-
stalled.

Fig. 2. Forms of corved boards (Hawta Ked) and carvied imapes (Karepn) made by the mincloans|After ban, 1933
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Like the small carved and painted canoes dis-
played on the Nicobarese coasi during duelah,
so too do the Hanta-Koi both attract and repel
spirits in order to cure misfortune and illness.
The techmique of carving (haneta) and painting
(enlain-hata) thus were the means by which the
principle of attraction and repulsion is objecti-
fied in Micobarese culture, Furthermore in the
case of the personal treatment the Mineluan
would cover the patient with various plant and
animal substances and vigorously massage the
body of the patient in a state of trance (Reddy
and Sanyal, 1975; 170). In an environment with
onlookers surrounding the treatment process
dramatically extracts the cause of illness in the
form of a rock, pig's tusk or a small bone that
would represent the “objectified” cause of the
problem (See Roepstorff, 1875: 10 and Justine,
1990: 67). The ceremony or the healing would
end by the “object”™ being given to the recov-
ered patient or discarded into the forest or sea.
In some cases, the installation of Hanta-Koi was
undertaken at the request of the mineluan as a
last course of treatment. The installations were a
form of preventative medicine- a means to en-
sure that sickness did not return and the mineluan
was kept informed of the spirits causing illness.
Important to note here is the idea that mineluans
did not simply dispel the evil spirit, but extracted
it and placed it into another container, usually a
small image of a flying bird of prey or a boat
made by folding coconut leaves. This process,
known, as henmaientoh was an image with the
evil spirit trapped that was a political capital or
power objectified. If it was not discarded away in
the sea, it could be used to punish or bring mis-
fortune to the enemy by secretly placing the very
package in the enemy's house or village. This
often led the mineluans 1o conspire and create
alliances with the headman in an area for social
control or what the colonialists understood as
generation of devil murder (Bonnington, 1935:
181-82). Because of this perception and the role,
mineluans played the colonial authorities were
keen on suppressing the activities of mineluans
and the imparting of their skills to the mafai, tra-
ditional apprentices (Man, 1933: 47-§;
Bonnington, 1935: 180-85 and Stevenson, 1935:
190). Although Micobarese society had limited
siratification, the mineluans were subject to loss
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of status. After repeated failure, the mineluan
could fall from his position of influence and any
carving made by him and his apprentice would
be thrown into an isolated part of the forest to
rot. Successful mineluans® carvings were retained.
and collected in the centre of houses,

Hanta-Foi and mineluans are homologous in
the conceptualised world of the Nicobarese.*
They both are ritually installed, adorned with
identical valuables, subject to being thrown out
of power and abowve all capable of communicat-
ing between the abstract invisible world of spir-
its and the concrete, visible social world. In fact,
the recovered bones of successful mineluans are
placed in the carvings made by the mineluans.
So the efficacy of the dead mineluan is trans-
ferred over to the carvings and were most valued
for the power they had in dealing with the two
worlds (Man, 1895; 138).

PERCEFTIONS AND INTERPRETATIONS
OF THENICOBARESE WORLD

E. H. Man in 1869 was appointed as the first
Assistant Superintendent of the Andaman and
Micobar Islands. Soon he also became an active
fellow of the Royal Anthropological Instinute: a
typical blend of ethnology and colonial adminis-
tration for his time, He understood the Micobarese
world as lacking notions of worship, priests or
any form of temple or shrine and the Mineluans
“with all their other pretensions, made no claim
to exercise any priestly function” (Man, 1933:
159). 5till his research interest and maintenance
of constant contact with the Royal Anthropa-
logical Institute made him sensitive enough to
assert that the belief of the Nicobarese corre-
sponded to the idea of “Divine Government of
the Universe™ (ibid.) in which “retribution was
experienced” in relation to “transgressions
against customs and traditions.” Within this
ethnologically sensitive view of the world, the
admimistrative concern was perhaps never ab-
sent, The colonial assumption was that rules were
asgociated with institwiional forms of Govern-
ment and politics, not religion, especially in the
form as understood within the case of Micobar,
Within this way of looking at the Nicobarese
world dominated by spirits, he found a divine
government but no rule. The idea was that
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government has rule and that affects conduct.
However, the colonial administrators, embodi-
ments of governing by law, were to severely pun-
ish individuals who committed certain acts in re-
lation to the customs. The influence and pres-
ence of the Christian missionaries was a total
fatlure since the admimistration found the
Nicobarese had no acquired concept of “the fu-
ture conditions influences their conduct in the
present.” Micobarese only had a vague belief that
“all will be well with them as long as they ob-
serve all rites™ (ibid.). These rites all dealt di-
rectly or indirectly with the propitiation of spirits
and aspects of hoin (evil spirits) that caused
death and misfortune and were constantly on
the lookout for another victim to attack. Within
the Christian and colonial worldview, the con-
cern of the politics of governing is separated
from religion, yet it requires a sense of “good”
and “bad.”™ Tt became essential to look for the
maoral construct of proper and improper values
and virtues. In other words, looking into the
world of belief and even reinterpreting it suit the
practice of politics. In contrast to writings of mis-
sionaries like Roepstroff (1875), the administra-
tor Man asserted that Nicobarese had a world
beyond the world of the living and in this “good
Place™ Henakalla individuals were placed on the
basis of “hospitality, chastity, fidelity, kindness,
temperance, and sobriety” (Man, 1933: 160). Ina
way for the missionary, the traditional Micobar
culture had no religion, but only rites and prac-
tices pertamming to spirits. The Christian colonial
administrator was looking for some basis on
which to impose politics of governing rules and
law that would be separated from religion but
share in betwesn a moral base. Nicobarese worlds
presented the outsiders with an impediment to
Christianise and adminisier at two levels. Firstly,
it was apparent that the whole range of activities
in the Wicobarese world did not follow the divi-
sion appropriate to derive ideas for governing
and installing a sense of proper and improper,
order and disorder. Secondly, the world and ac-
tions were intricately connected with the spirits
being directly or indirectly effected by all the
activities through out the year. In this world of
the Nicobarese the dynamics of the social rela-
tions derived meaning from the hierarchical prin-
ciples of good being atiracted and bad being

repelled.” Much like Dumaont’s model of the pure
and impure, encompassing and the encompassed
(Drumont, 1980a and 1980%) in relation to the com-
plex Indian society, within the Nicobarese world
it is the spirits and mineluan which are central,
embodiments of social institutions and repro-
duced value." For the Nicobarese, the value of
what is attracted and whar is repelled becomes
the principle of hierarchy that connects ideol-
ogy and social reproduction (like pure and im-
pure). In fact, the legitimacy of social institution
like the mineluans on denial of the arbi-
trariness of the structure of value involving spir-
its and mineluans, )

Devil murders as evenis and their connec-
tion with mineluans generated what the colonial
administration saw as “disorder and ruthless"
killing. What concerned the colonial administra-
tion was imposing a structure of social relations
that would effect politics and bring about “or-
der.” In a way, it was valorisation of order and
justice (as colonial construct) over the compli-
mentary opposition, (articulated by Nicobarese
culture) between levels of symbolic contrasts
between order/disorder, legitimacy/illegitimacy,
goodbad, justifiable/unjustifiable, and above all
religion/politics,

DEVILMURDER

In the centre of the Micobarese society was
the mineluan, who like the spirits could be good
or be bad Consequently, early descriptions of
the islands gloss mineluans as “wizard,” “medi-
cine man,” and “shaman.” With the setting in of
Gthe colonial administration, and the failure of
early missionisation, they were regarded as
“witch doctors™ and individuals responsible for
“devil murder.” mineluans were always regarded
as knowledgeable, and as having the capacity to
intercede between the social world and the spir-
its. It was this aspect of knowledge and skill ac-
quired that mineluans in fact impanted to their
apprentices mafai."” Mineluan with his troop of
mafal was an important person to both the
Nicobarese and the colonisers. Individuals within
the society who were seen as breaking down the
relation of interdependence and a system of at-
traction and repulsion in the form of persistent
theft, “sorcery or black magic” (kalo nga-shi) and
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others’ lives were faken or imperilled by them."
They committed murder (taiha-kod) or violent at-
tacks on fellow beings, and were dangerous and
threatening to life or property of the community.
Included in the group were witch doctors (to-mi-
luo-ne) that failed in treatment and the practice
of their arts (See Man, 1933: 165; Whitehead,
1924: 173; Census of India, 1901, II1)."* These
individuals and the actions taken within the
Micobarese world were regarded as possessed
by the devil, saren (Justine, 19940; 69).

Killing fakhui-tamatinlok, (Roepstrofl, 1875),
ori-ngafa, (Man, 1EEE)) them was not only a spiri-
tual act but was seen as judicial execution. It was
an orderly procedure emerging from the world
view of the Nicobarese, according to which it
was not an individual's fault but the individual
being possessed by the devil and it was killing
not of a human being, but of a bad spint.” Some-
thing that the community did as part of the yearly
event whereby all the negative spirits and em-
bodiments would be objectified in shape of a
canoe and communities would gather to cast it
off the eastern coast (See Man, 1933: 159 and
plate XXV). Paralle] to this process was judicial
spirit execution. Elders of the community would
meet (kam-ho-ka) and discuss at length the “bad’
operates conduct. The idea was that if all came
to a conclusion that there was no hope of “re-
demption™ (Whitehead, 1924: 173), then the
younger men were given instructions to Carry
out the execution of the individual. Several young
men then would hide and attack the person with
sticks while he was asleep and then the sense-
less person would be thrown out of the house.
With loud cries of exultation the team would tear
off the persons’ limbs and break bones. They
would tie up the person, take him out to the sea,
and throw the body in the sea. Upon returning,
the feam would feel that they had done a work of
mierit, and that neither the devil or the individual
in question would be likely to trouble the com-
munity again. The act embodied repelling of that
which was attracted into the community. That
spirit-individual human responsible for all that
was negative was “objectified” and expelled. A
process of objectifying and discarded, evident
in mineluan dealing with sickness in relation to
the patient and community dealing with spirits in
relation to the social ceremony of driving spirits
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out. In all three cases, the distinction of human
and spirit is blurred. In accordance with the prin-
ciple of attractign and repulsion, the Micobarese
society reproduces itself constantly by repelling
that should not remain atiracted o the island,
The process invelves not only spirits, but also
individual as well as community’s welfare seen
in a framework of spint execution and justice,™
Punishment and disorder is not a matter of politi-
cal power, but power to expel a belief to do so
and an act to uphold that belief which sustains
and perpetuates the world of spirits and humans
in Micobarese culture. Within this framework, the
Nicobarese did not distinguish religion from poli-
tics or feelings from connected emotions, From
the colonialist’s point of view and our own in-
herited analytical concepts, notions of belief and
collectiveness form the foundation of religion.
5o is the case of politics that has at its founda-
tion an idealised notion of power and order, Newv-
ertheless, for the MNicobarese both domains of
politics and religion have one common element,
what we regard as belief and faith. For the colo-
nial administration the problem was how can the
Micobarese believe in the “devil” being murdered
by the people via collective decision? How could
it be a justified act of justice? Executions were a
matter of the murder of one individual by other
individuals; an event set within the colonial dis-
course of law and order conditioned by power
and not the power of spirits, The colonial con-
struct of the world did not include the “devil”
but acknowledged only God. For Nicobarese, the
belief was in only in all pervasive spirits (Twi)."”
Therefore, E. H. Man reports being shocked at
listening to a case of devil murder (1933: 165-66).
After long deliberations at the official hearing of
describing the “orthodox™ way of killing or mur-
dering Lowi a thief in Lapiti village, the headman
demanded a cheroot from the Deputy superin-
tendent. The headman stated-
“He was a bad “devil’... | take his head like
this so make neck go back and neck break! If
bad man are removed from island and never
allowed to return they would give up *devil
murder” altogether as there would no longer
be any need for it!” (Extracted from Richard
Temples lecture 22 December 1899 Jowrnal
of the Society of Arts),
Colonial administration’s official perception
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of the “devil Murder” emphasised the individual
{men, women, and children) death. Nevertheless,
what presented in the hearing of the case was
the Micobarese insistence on “true ceremonial
killing." From the Micobarese point of view, the
act ofkilling was “undertaken for the public ben-
efit by a body of villagers after more or less open
consultation, for the purpose of getting rid of
person considered obnoxious and dangerous to
the community™ (Census Report, 1901). Colonial
administrators felt it was their role to control so-
ciety and not mineluans using power. According
to the first census of 1901, the practice of devil
murder was well spread among the islands and
was a case of murder (huri tafoo or taw-kooee) to
be distinguished from killing (kulok)." The
administration’s perception was that most of the
cases of devil murder from the Micobarese per-
spective were dealings with individuals pos-
sessed by ewvil spirits, witcheraft exercised o
public harm, homicidal proclivities, threats and
attempts to murder, failure to cure and theft. The
census report includes the listing of what were
identified and reported accounts of devil mur-
ders from 1883 to 1900 span approximately 17
wears in which 14 incidents occurred. In all, 24
individuals were killed and 52 individuals were
processed as responsible for committing murder
of 24 people. Out of 14 incidents, only one case
documents that only one individual was respon-
sible for the murder of a victim. In most of the
cases, at least three to five people were brought
to court for enquiry in the procecdings of the
case of devil murder. The causes for death given
by the individuals in each case are following:

Reasan Number of people killed

Possessed by Spint! cousing sickness 9
Practice of witchcraft 5
Thefl and Danger 10 sociely 9
Fuilure 1o cure 1

The pattern that emerges from this material
suggests that most of the incidents towards the
end of the 1890s were less frequently reported
and incidents of theft and individual seen as a
threat to the society became a cause reported to
the administration. As the time went by with the
setting in of Missionary values and colonial
power, the community decision to commit devil

murder involved lesser number of individuals,
According to Whitehead (1924) who was posted
in Micobar in 1912, most cases of Devil Murder
had ceased by 1910, It is possible that actually
maost cases of murder were stopped and the co-
lonial administration’s goal had been achieved,
Whitehead as government agent reports (ibid:
164) that often people would would accuse other .
individual of practising devil murder as a means
to resolve the economic dispute or seeking justi-
fiable revenge within colonised Nicobar. Frob-
lems and 1ssues of law and order had had to be
dealt with and resolved by authority, but not be
resolved by recourse to devil murder or explana-
tion based in the spirit world led to the British
order released on 28th August of 1882."F The
Chief commissioner of the islands, Major Gen-
eral Protheroe, instructed appointmenis of the
chiefs on the Nicobar Islands.™ Individuals were
to be selected by the Officer in charge of Nicobar,
certificates were issued ceremoniously, and these
selected individuals under criminal procedure
code 90 were responsible for maintaining law.
The newly appointed chiefs were to inform the
British of any unusual event that may occur in
their place of respective charge, The chiefs were
instructed to deal with cases of devil murder by
resolving disputes before they lead to incidents
of devil murder. This was a creation of a political
paosition within the Nicobarese world that would
deal with the problem of devil murder.® The chiefs
created by the British certification were to assist
the government agencies in keeping order, col-
lecting various licensing fees for trade, prices for
port clearance, checking against the smuggling
of liquor and guns, and above all the settlement
of disputes between people and traders (Census
of India, 1901: 201). Before the British installa-
tion of created and certified chiefs, historically
what existed since 17th Century Portuguese oc-
cupation of the islands was the idea of a “Cap-
tain.” Each capiain had a flag, visitor's book and
right to distribute and redistribute the coconuts
and items gained from the outside world (Cen-
sus of India, 1901: 214). Since the 1857 Novara
Expedition nearly 5 million ripe coconuts were
exported from Nicobar to pants of Asia and be-
yond.® Most of this trade was based on barter
and not currency. There was an elaborate classi-
fication of the number of coconuis that could be
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exchanged for specific items. The system as de-

scribed in the Census (1901: 243, 244) presents a

picture of what items were valued by the

Micobarese-in 1E57.

A Most Valued in terms of Maximum coco-
nuts—2 300 ripe coconuts or more for
Double-barrelled gun, Silver wire (30 inches
lomg), and one keg of Rum.

B Middle range of Value in terms of coconuts—
500 to 300 ripe coconuts for Musket, Ma-
chetes/cutlass, set of 6 table knives, Axe,
lamp, bag of rice.

C Lower range of value in terms of coconuts—
30 to 100 coconuts Folding Knife, large
spoons, bottle of arrack, stick tobacco, cas-
tor oil, handkerchief and 4 to 5 yards of blue
calico. *

By 1896, the scales had changed and 1896
added more things added to the list of things
gained from the out-side world. Spoons (shaneal)
were classified as dessert spoons and table
spoons, silver spoons, tin spoons, electroplated
spoons, mustard spoons, soup spoon, lea
spoons and so on were different type of forks
{See Man, 1888: 89) and depending on the size
they were worth 120 to 500 coconuts, Metal table-
ware, plates and tumblers, worth 20 to 80 coco-
nuts, entered circulation. Guns and muskets dis-
appeared from the items available for barter but
items like top hats, handkerchiefs, distinet cloth
associated with China and Madras became most
valued in terms of 800 to 2000 coconuts. Various
kinds of cutting blades entered and they could
be anywhere in the range of 20 to 100 coconuts.
For variable price Turpentine, Camphor, Epsom
Salt, Eno's Fruit Salt, sugar, and biscuits entered
in the circulation and barter system, Some items
that appear after 1896, like salts and castor oil,
are obviously substances used for treatment of
common health disorders, but it is not clear if
mineluans administered them or Nicobarese con-
sumed them on their own, Traditionally each clan
collected coconuts and pigs to exchange in the
Micobarese village and pay the Captain for miti-
gating and upholding clan rights (See
Syamchaudhri, 1977 and Justine, 1990). Soon val-
wed items like the silver wire; cloth, top hats,
spoons and forks were the most preferred forms
of payments sought by the mineluan and the
captains. Such imported items were significant
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for decoration at ossuary feasts (See Whitchead,
1924: 77-8) and mineluan processing the dead
body (See Man, 1933 135). S50 most of the
economy created by the contact with the outsid-
ers and barter fed into the position and role main-
tenance of the matters and issues pertaining to
spirits mediated by the services of the mineluans.
Most of the captains, and certified chiefs were
also mineluans or well connected to one or the
other mineluans and the attached groups of
mafais (See Census of India, 1901 Vol 111: 21432

Therefore, in the Nicobarese context the cre-
ation of the politically distinguished ofTice really
was feeding into and contributing to the repro-
duction of the culture in which the mingluans
and spirit concerns remained in the centre.
Economy, justice, and order were always part of
the Spirit World and the spirits played the role of
integrating the administrative colonial catego-
ries. This interconnection of categories lead
Micobarese not to see the history and politics
that the colonial administration wanted to im-
pose, After thirteen vears a commission in Port
Blair made the decision that the way to bring an
end to the practice of devil murder and role of the
mineluans would be o punish the ~ineluans
“Chiefs" and or *Captains" if they did not report
the cases. From Whitehead's (1924: 170) account,
what appears puzzling to the colonial adminis-
tration is that no one on the islands felt particu-
larly “aggrieved or to feel that anything awful
had happened” in terms of the devil murder. Con-
trary to the expectation, the deputy superinten-
dent of the Islands found it a very easy investi-
gation. Those who were popularly known as re-
sponsible for the murder were easily presented
to the magistrate and in a straightforward man-
ner the individuals gave account of who was
involved and how they, along with accomplices,
killed individuals. The idea of a wrong act and
justice done was not a Nicobarese notion. For
the Nicobarese it was the question of why the
government would regard them as criminals; they
kad merely been “doing an unpleasant duty in
ridding the world of *monster” whose own con-
duct had destroyed whatever right they mighi
once have had to live in it. Those people were all
under the influence of the devils, and in most
cases been condemned to death in the lawful
assembly of the elders (kam-ho-ka)” (Whitehead,
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1924: 170). The image the colonial administra-
tions had of an enguiry into some thing that was
illegal was different from the Nicobarese Cap-
tains considerations, and presentation of events,
Diepositions made to the magistrate about the
case of devil murder conveys the difference, es-
pecially in the nature of questions raised by the
magistrate. Here is a typical example:

“Two years ago (1) Taparawang and his wife

(2) Ahurke, (3) Tamalhattan, a woman (4)

Komehik and Dran Atsal (5) also wiomen, were

killed on the beach at Mus. The first named

was killed in the afternoon and [ ran away to

Chokchuacha because I hear they go to kill

other men. They kill them because they call

them *devil-man’ but | do not savez lah-tore

(belicve) that. | did not see. [ only hear about

it. James Snook told Stephenson Mr. Pell and

Young Gwynne having anything to do with

it. The four women were killed the following

day about noon all together on the beach.

The men of Mus, Kinmai, and Lapate all as-

sembled and assisted. Afterwards they had a

feast at which they ate three pigs. Young

Gwynne and Mr. Pell helped to kill but did

not instigate. | was not present, | hear family

of Lapate, Stephenson, James Snook, Mr Pell

(not Young Gwynne) ‘friend of England” give

order for these people to be killed.” (Depaosi-

tion of MNicobarese Tondauk alias Captain

Dixon, resident of Mus Village, Car MNicobar,

4th witness for prosecution in session Case

Mo.3 of 1884-85.)

From the administrations’ perspective the
men responsible for the murder were not just or-
dinary criminals and it was not permissible for an
individual or even the time-honoured assembly
of a village 1o pass and carry out the death sen-
tence, The colonial administration insisted that
devil murders must never occur again. People
who committed them were subject to the death
sentence, As the deposition above exemplifies,
the Nicobarese concern was why murder should

be punished by death. Nicobarese elders pro- -

tested that life would be impossible if the
mineluans and elders did not dispose of the ‘bad”
people. In response to this magistrate ordered to
instate the elders and mineluans to punish the
offending villagers by words or whipping, but
not by breaking bones or any other form of per-

manent injury, If the bad behaviour persisted,
then the person should be brought before the
magistrate with wiinesses and severely punished
if found guilty. Most of the headmen and
mineluans replied promptly, “if the Government
take their bad men away from the island, and
kept them away they would be very well satis-
fied and give up devil murder of anyone, for they
had no love for such work™ (Whitehead, 1924;
171).

By 1900, reported cases of devil murder had
declined because of the redefinition of the pun-
ishment and the related process. Instead of a few
influential individuals being invelved in assert-
ing who instigated devil murder, group of elders
were involved in resolving disputes before con-
cerned. [na way the colonial administration cre-
ated local power holding figures who would make
sure that a public discourse was generated, some
thing like a litigation, heard by all at the regional
level. Colonial administration made the process
of installing order and resolving conflict a matter
of human conduct and not spirit matter. How-
ever, under the colonial influence, in most cases
the witness reporied the act undertaken at the
order of the Captain and or mineluans installed,
endorsed, and supported by the colonial admin-
istration. It now became a matter of imposed po-
litical economy in which humans, and not spirits
played a crucial role. From the Nicobarese point
of view, instead of dealing with the earlier idea of
blaming the spirit, the constructed roles of Cap-
tain could now be responsible for devil murder.

Finally, the success in limiting devil murder
emerged from the Nicobarese culture’s logic, The
procedure adopied was to bring the acrual or
suspected murderers (including Captains and
Minelians) out of the Nicobar to Port Blair in the
Andamans. Individuals were kept until the
Nicobarese were thoroughly frightened by their
own belief that the most dangerous spirit was of
a man who died away from home, such as Port
Blair.™ People related to the deported person
were s0 intensely feared by the Nicobarese that
they were fiercely avoided or ostracised leading
to breaking down of the very circle of influence
or the group involved (kam-ho Ka) in the making
of devil-murder decisions. Even things left be-
hind by individuals deported to Port Blair were
feared, much like the fear of the mineluans
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carvings that had his bones placed in it. So in-
tense was the consternation that even the rela-
tives of the murdered victim would request the
return of the homesick accused. Upon returning,
the detained individuals were still perceived dif-
ferently since they returned in “convict attire™
with a bundle of things acquired from Port Blair
{See Man, 1933: plate XX VI). Ceremonies would
be held to entice back the spirits from the Fort
Blair (Whitchead, 1924; 146) and sacrifices, feasts
and performances by the mafai and mineluans
would be staged to mark the occasion.™ The
returning individuals were reinstated to the cen-
tral role they always played as Captains/
mineluans. Now they had an aoditional political
role created for them in accordance with the co-
lonial worldview.* Colonial administration made
the Captains/mineluans, reporters of the politi-
cal situation in pants of the island, and the is-
landers feared reporting to the Captains/
mineluans because their departure from the is-
land was much feared. A feeling of apprehen-
*siom that characterised the spirits was transferred
over by the colonial administration to the trans-
formed political role of the Captains and
minehians of Micobar Islands. The reporting and
incidents of the devil murder went down be-
cause the removal of the accused installed the
fear of potentially attracting dangerous spirits.
Consequently, no “devil murder™ ook place
because its identification would create expul-
sion of individuals from the islands generating
the potential attraction of new bad spirits (Man,
1933; 165-a7).

Ultimately within the Micobarese worldview,
the deportation of the “muorderers™ and attrac-
tion of resulting spirits remained a principle de-
rived from the power of spirits and not power
politics. It was not politics and power relations
as conceived and imposed by the colonial ad-
ministration for installing justice. Even while deal-
ing with the problem of devil murder, the problem
was brought under control by actually reification
of the role-played by the spirits and mineluans.
Faor the Nicobarese themselves, and soon also
the colonial administration the actual meaning of
the mineluans as actors of religious and political
domains being fused was concretised and even
endorsed within the context of flags and Hanta-
Koi made and held by the mineluans,

VISHVAIT PANDYA

MINELUANS, HANTA-KOI AND HISTORY

Mineluans and the principle of atiraction and
repulsion sets up a larger context beyond the
ideas of protection and cure of the sick by means
of the carvings known as Hanta-Koi. The role
mineluans playved in relation to the devil murders
indicates the very central role played by the spir-
its and principles related to attraction and repul-
sion The position of . mineluans within the colo-
nial administration’s measures 1o control devil
murder created a new meaning within the
Micobarese worldview, Mineluans did not per-
petuate any conceptual difference between the
politics and religion, as was envisioned by the
colonialists. For the Micobarese, spirits,
mineluans, and new captamns are all subjects to
be feared. This fear has to be dealt with ritwally
as in the case of Hanta-Ko.i and not as a matter
of order and power vested in politically appointed
individuals, This transformation of mineluans and
captains’ role and meaning is in facta recapitula-
tion of the principle objectified in the representa-
tional system of Hanta-Koi. The carved and
painted images are capable of repelling and at-
tracting spirits much like the mineluans them-
selves, who under colonialism become a means
of controlling devil murder. The principle of at-
tracting good fortune and repelling bad fortune
underlies the case of Duelah, inter island trade,
cure of sickness, and control of Devil murder,
From the Nicobarese point of view, both the ab-
stract world of spirits and the concrete experi-
ence of colonial intrusion into the island get rep-
resented and articulated in fundamentally a spirit
based model; a ritual conducted either to impugn
or entice. This in fact becomes the culture’s power
mechanics derived from rituals dealing with spir-
its and sustained over history.

Historically, the designs of the carved wooden
boards, (known as Hanta-Koi) and the objects
with which the Kareyu are adomed have changed.
In fact, the elements and discourse on history
and politics have been incorporated into what
could be regarded as classically concrete forms
of expression pertaining to the Nicobarese
culiure’s discourse on ritual and a spirit centred
worldview. Incorporation of westemn style dress,
western objects like wine glasses, telescopes,
and ships are indicators of what was seen and
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experienced by the Micobarese in terms of their
interaction with the missionary and colonial
phase of history in their world. The items that
were traded with the outside world, and the im-
age of the devil murderer in the image of a person
returning back from Port Blair, became the way to
depict the spirits to be warded off. What remains

significant is the fact that this incorporation is

displayed in the aspects that dealt with ritual.
Within the logic of a culture, which provides re-
course to the people to deal with the experience
of moving in and out of the spirits causing good
and bad, the experience of colonialism and mis-
sionary is not strictly historical and political
alone. It too is something that moves in and out
of the Micobarese world, What we might see as
historical and political can be dealt within
Nicobarese notion of moving of good and bad.
Like the spirits, outsiders come and go to the
islands and bring fortune or misfortune, particu-
larly disease and death. An interaction with out-
siders demands a resolution and the Micobarese,
observing the parallel functions of spirits and
outsiders do so through the technique of paint-
ing and carving. Thus outsiders, like spirits, can
be either attracted to or repelled from an island.
This creates the context in which the mineluan
would depict Western objects to attract or repel
the Western outsiders. For example, the most
powerful spirit of the Nicobarese is Reus. “Reus,”
a term of Pormaguese origin oniginally referred to
the unpainted or uncarved form of Kareyu. After
colonisation carved images of Kareyu were more
frequently referred to as Reus and were usually
depicted in European dress, holding goblets, and
surrounded by European objects associated with
the navigators of foreign ships such as tele-
scopes, top hats, forks and knives.”

From 1788 to 1940, outsiders as a haven first
used the Nicobar Islands for pirates. Later the
British resettled convicts from the Andaman Is-
lands, the primary prison for convicts and free-
dom fighters from mainland India, on the Micobar
(Tarling 1960). [nitially the Nicobarese violently
resisted British presence in the island. In a docu-
ment addressed to the Govemnor General of India
the British court of Directors reported: “These
inhospitable islands hold out against us. The
natives under the leadership of wizards (mineluan)
are resisting. As present advised, there is little

inducement to plant the British flag on the soil.™®

The Nicobarese referred to the flags of Euro-
pean nations as Hanta-Koi. This association of
the European flag and spirit warding carvings by
the term Hanta-Koi reveals the logic of culure
that did not separate the domain of spirit experi-
ence from the experience of colonial authority.
Mot only the embodiments of flag connect reli-
gion and politics and carved images but the role
of the mineluan as a problematic wizard, who re-
sists the presence of outsiders. As leadership is
further accentuated by mineluans work upon is a
Hanta-Koi, the European flag too became repre-
sentative of something that is from the outside
and has to be dealt with,” Here the dynamics of
outside forces, whether political or spiritual, are
historically dealt with by mineluan and both po-
litical symbolisation of the outsider i.e. the flag
and the carving for the spints are expressed con-
cretely by the same term, Hanta-K.oi.

Antemnpts to colonise through the “colonial
Hanta-Koi™ led to a series of confroniations with
the Nicobarese, some of which were bloody and
disastrous (Mathur, 1968, 1985). Around 1873,
the Assistant Superintendent of the Nicobar be-
gan to give gifts and payments to the mineluans
whom the British regarded as “witch doctors,"*
Eventually the British administration awarded the
mineluan with the title of *Captain™ and made
them responsible for maintaining the British flag
on each of the islands, The mineluans who had
made Hanta-Koi for the Nicobarese now became
Captains to keep the Union Jack the Hanta-Koi
of the colonizers. Hostile confrontation with the
islanders, as the British viewed it, ceased with
this change in the tactics.

Mineluans influential role and capacity to
control the spirits and being instrumental in dis-
pensing justice by organising “Devil Murder”
had changed from colonial perspective. It was
no more disruptive within colonial construet of
order in the island, The new mineluans or Cap-
tains within the Colonial administration’s
worldview were responsible for now using their
religious position to foster new political
concerns. Politics and religion that was being
separated by the colonial concerns fo wipe out
the custom of *devil murder” now becomes trans-
formed into recombining the religious and politi-
cal concerns in the role of mineluans now being
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Captains since it was now historically suitable to
the colonial administration. However, from the
“native’s point of view™ the mineluans may have
now been called “Captains™ but they continued
their role of keeping life inbalance by controlling
spirits through the traditional Hanta-Koi as well
as controlling the outsiders through the British
Hanta-Koi, the Union Jack. The Nicobarese re-
mained protected through the principle of attrac-
tion and repellence, only a new form of Hanta-
Koi had been added to the mineluans® arsenal,

The relationship between the Hanta-Koi and
the mineluan exemplifies the ransformation of
values in the structure of the Hanta-Koi design,
This is possible because the practice embodied
within the traditional structure of Hanta-Koi was
to attract and repel and this became the structure
of practice and the structure of the Hanta-Koi
design in the colonial times. During World War [
on the island of Nancowry, a woman popularly
known as Rani (Queen) was honoured by the
British because she accomplished what the
mineluan or Captain can through the use of
Hanta-Koi, She alone tumed back the German
warship Emden from the island. Instead of run-
ning away and hiding at the sight of the hostile
warship, Rani raised the British Hanta-Koi; that
iz, she hoisted the Union Jack at the shoreline.
Captain Muller, the commander of Emden thought
British batteries were hiding on the island and
mirned back without a confrontation. Fani was
decorated by the British government for her ser-
vice to the crown (Singh, 1978) and today her
house is held in high esteem by the Nicobarese
because it i= believed to have mafai (influsnce), a
guality intrinsic to the mineluan.

Even during the Second World War, when
Japanese forees seemingly intent on the geno-
cide of the Nicobarese occupied the islands, the
mineluans held fast and bravely protected their
culture’s most valuable objects, The mineluans,
although singled out by the Japanese for execu-
tion, refused to surrender the British flag, Risk-
ing their lives, the mineluans protected the most
important Kareyu, those, which held the bones
of dead mineluans, and the British flag by hiding
them deep within the forest. Though not immedi-
ately able to repel the Japanese, the mineluans
pssured the continuity of their people and cul-
ture,

VISHVAIT PANDYA

CONCLUSION

The history, culture, and the worldview of
the Micobarese had a specific place for the value
of spirits and mineluans. The colomal adminis-
tration tried to impose its ideology in which the
politics and religion are distinguished. Conse-
quenﬂy the case of devil murder became an ad-
ministrative concern and in order to controls it
the influential captains and witch doctors be-
came the focus, They were also traditionally at
the centre of the Micobarese worldview. Although
the administrators attained the politicisation of
the position of Captains and witch doctors, for
the Nicobarese the displacement and expulsion
of individuals from the island was still connected
to the spirits. For Nicobarese the ideclogy that
sustained social contexts in which the maker of
Hanta-Koi became a custodian of colonial flags.
This new role of mineluan suited the intentions
of colonial administration and their historical ex-
periences, Therefore, efforts to distinguish poli-
tics and religion become negated and endorse-
ment was made of the witch doctors creating
meanings out of the discourse of spirits. For the
Micobarese, religion remained inseparable from
the entire spectrum of discourse pertaining to
rituals, ceremonies, trade, healing, history, jus-
tice, and representational art forms. It is a dis-
course through which meaning is not just given
but produced, reproduced, and fought for and in
which individuals create them socially and soci-
ety socialises the individuals. The meaning gen-
erated in all forms of symbaolic action become
premised on and perpemates an epistemology
that does not compartmentalise politics and reli-
gion. Instead, it becomes a history of political
rituals and rtualised politics, To use Geertz's
(1973) phrase, a history and the values in it being
produced and reproduced is “uniguely realistc.™
Any notion of order implies also a notion of dis-
order and chaos, It is precisely in the nature of
the relationship between the culturally con-
structed notions of order and disorder, that a
fundamental idea of ritual emerged (See Moore
and MyerhofF, 1977: 18) that is ritual that postu-
lates religion and politics being essentially analo-
gous For Micobarese, the acts of mineluan and
captains, spirits and ouwtsiders are all embaodi-
ments of a common value (Cf. Tambiah, 1970) as
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opposed 1o values separated for religious belief
and value created for political belief, Maurice
Bloch (1974: 77) has asserted that ritual is a spe-
cial varicty of political processes, an extreme form
of “traditional authority.” Political events could
become religious, (ibid.: 78) but in the case of
Nicobarese mitual we can see that religion is poli-
tics, and that politicisation emerges from religion
of spirits. Perhaps a sharp division of religion
and politics is a false methodological imposition
on a culiures’ value structures.
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NOTES

1. Seeearly anthropological treatment of politics and
stateless societies with particular reference to
Africa, (Evans-Pritchard, 1978; Gluckman, 1973,
1977).

1 See p]im.:s and Queries in Anthropology, put out
by the Royal Anthropological Institute of Cireat
Britain, specially the first edition 1874, followed
by 1892, and 1699 editions that reflect a shift in
focusing what is religion and politics as they were
definitely read by and highly influential in the per-
ception of the Andaman and Micobar [slands in
works of carly ethnographers‘administrators of
the islands. This is particularly so in the case of E.
H. Man (See Pandya, 1991).

1. Forinstance the phrase, *Do not take law in your
own hands!” is of no consequence to a Muslim
neighbourhood where pig runs in or to a Muslim
butcher shop selling beefin a predominantly Hindu
cily- generating riots. However, they both are im-
portant aspects (o what was experienced in the
history of South Asia in the mutiny of 1857,

4, In a way, this parallels the ritual pursuits of In-
dian political and national leaders participating in
public or private ritual to manipulate people’s
belict in power they have, or 1o show the faith
they have in a specific form of expression while
they uphold the so-called principals of secular-
15,

5. It is interesting to note that because of this many
of the wribal cultures in South Asia and South East
Asia were often reduced to being Animist and
questioned for being really monatheist or not. In
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this matter, the classic case 15 the debate about
monatheism among the hunting and gathering tribes
in the Andamans and the Orang Asli of the Malay
Peninsula,

Since the early 16th century, the islands have been
colonised successively by the Portuguese, Dan-
ish, and Brinsh. Early Portugucse and Danish in-
Muence have rermained an integral pan of the island s
culture and their peoples’ historical conscious.
ness, The British maintained control of the is-
lands from 1569 until World War I1, at which time
the Japanese occupied the islands. Today the is-
lands form pari of the Indian Union Territory of
Andaman and Nicobar,

The early Evropeans of course brought with them
Christianity; its missionaries were active in the
Micobar as early as the |5th century though the
religion did not exercise much influence on the
Micobarese until the end of the 19th century.
Throughout this historical period, the islanders
have had substantial contact with traders from
Burma, Malay, China, Indonesia, and India bring-
ing along with it atternpts to spread Islam.

The central group of islands is also well known
fior producing medicine {(Whitchead, 1924: 147-6
and Man, 1933: 129), The clay or the carth of
ceniral islands is regarded as efficacious and there-
fore during the duelsh, when the traders from other
islands armive, they must first wash themselves
before stepping onto any of the central islands.
In the accounts of Solaman (| 902) the mineluans
are carried around in palanguin {See Man, 1933:
plate X1} and the carvings are never placed di-
rectly on the ground.

. Richard Temple, a scholar of repute who had first

hand expericnce of working in the isfands in his
foreword to Whitehead's book (1924: 11) com-
ments aboul the Micobarese world in following
words,

“The governing facts of the habits and customs of
the Micobarese i5 his belief or religion if one likes
1o call inso. He is pure Animist or believer in the
spirits, chiefly of the dead, the most harmful be-
ing those who have died recently. The fear of these
governs nearly everything he does; but a8 in all
spirit-ruled countries, the ghosts are foriunately
easily deceived, and therefore governed by the liv-
img in their turn. On this idea are based the cer-
emanies for driving the spiriis away, sénding them
adrift on the on the ocean, and feeding theme They
must be either coerced or induced to good
behaviour. Fear of the spirits is always with the
Micobarese and dogs his whole existence; hisrel-
gious customs—i.e. His customs 1o circumvent
the spirits—playing a large part in his life. They
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are practically all forms of exorcism in some way
or other.,”

. Best exemplified in Marx's discussion of

capitalism’s “Fetishism of commodities™{CF.
Turner, 1984). Debates over Marx"s arguably hav-
ing misunderstood the distinction between use
value and exchange value has deflected recognition
of what | prefer to read as a subtle cthnology of
value as specific property of capitalist culture and
social institutions. Dumont and Marx do not ap-
pear as divergent on this score as generally thought
{see Howard and King, 1975)

. Moat of the mineluans were trained in the central

islands, and once the mafai finished the training
they would be installed in new villages or replace
the ald mincluan. In this way, the mineluans and
mafais formed groups and alliances that cut across
various islands,

. Man {1888) tﬂi‘ﬂgﬂl‘iﬂl!}l‘ distinguishes between

Paiyuh ta-mokea, magician as performers of posi-
tive magic {mokea) and negative or black magic

(kalo nga-shi).

. Mote the term 15 distinguished from the reference

mineluan,

. Justine {1990 95) outlines that traditionally and

in the historical past, the disputes were resolved
between individuals by arranged stick fight and
wearing protective headgear. These fights, Malang
pumion between the disputing parties or individu-
als had no wdea of spint involvement or being pos-
sessed by the devil. Whoever collapsed with the
injury first was the loser in the disputed case.
Histoncally very eruel forms of killing somebody
because of a disagreement or a grudge and harging
the person on a crucifix was the custom of
kumolong clayeh, but it was abolished since it
perpetuated violence and procedure of appease-
ment by having a feast was installed for resolving
contlicts. Mevertheless, m all the channels of deal-
ing with conflict the genesis of conflict was never
connected to the devil. In relation, to these forms
of dispensation of justice, it becomes clear that
devil murder invoked a distinct type of conflict in
which resolution was not to punish the human
but the dewvil.

. The Moravian missipnary, J. G. Hacnsal, who was

in Nicobar from 1779-87, wrote in a letter about
how in the Mancowry village of Oal-ta- meak
people ruthlessly killed some individuals, cut the
badies up, and drove sticks through them and
mutilated the bodies with no feelings at all. When
the missionary inquired of the people why people
who want (o be regarded as gentle did it, the re-
sponse he got was *You do not understand, those
people who cut were not it to live they were all

7.
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Gomoy (cannibals).” This perhaps is a classic case
of Micobarese regarding the “victim of the dewil
murder” not as an individual bur an individual who
eats fellow human beings, an unacceptable
behaviour dealt with appropriately by the
mineluans. (From: Motes on Nicobar Islands by

Man in Indian Antiquary, XXV, October 1897:
26

“To believe in™ (a fact) is to state something ex-
ists; “to believe that™ is to have confidence; “to
believe that X exists” is for something to be repre-
sented in a ceriain way, Although the difference
between “to believe that™ and *to believe that X
exisis™ may appear slight, it is significani. For
instance, a person believes in god (trusts in god)
while the oiher person believes that Devil exists,
that is, one recognises that he exists without, by
definition, by putting one’s faith in him. To be-
lieve in implies something thai is beyond ques-
tioning it is a matter of how god is perceived and
objectified, implicit 15 the aspect that god’s real-
ity. However, to believe in the existence of God
need not essentially imply in the belief in god. So
one could say that it is the unbeliever who be-
lieves that the believers believe in the existence of
God. One could call this as a play of words but |
think the wdea of belief lends itself to the dimen-
sion of further exploration. For instance in Hindi,
it is different rather believe when person says |
have “nestha”™ and [ have “bharossa.” To believe
that the X exists’ is a statement of peculiar type -
it 15 not a statement about X bul a statement about
an anribute of X, So when | say | believe in Krisna
it is distancing my self from the frequently con-
siructed statements like ] believe thal secularism
exists.” The first is a believing that generates ad-"
hesion and not distance, It is significant 1o note
that Benveniste (1969) in his Indo European Lan-
guage and Society discusses belief not as an as-
pect of religion, but in the sense of “economic
obligation™-having faith in an individual, party, or
an institution making the verb 1o believe into a
conglomerate without unity. Belief thus is arbi-
trarily used and its usage is based in the cultural
system within which it finds meaning. The
polysemy of the word is impossible to overcome.
lis religious use does allow us to unily the verb's
various meanings, and does not limit other usage.
This observation leads us 1o question the way the
colonialist approached the ideas believed in by
the Micobar or the people in South Asia at large.
Anthropologists would deny (Sec Needham, 1972)
that they seck to uncover the belief of those whom
they study, 1o compare them with their own be-
lief or those of other people, as if this object of
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study and its designation presented no a priori
problem, so if it were obvious that every human
being “believes" this being one of our beliefs- in
the same way, if not (of course) in the same things?
It is application of category like religious belief
and political faith that have meaning in our own
culture only and the categories like believes frag-
mentation may be only a specific culiures pro-
CEss,

In his compilation of Micobarese language dictio-
nary Man {1 B58) in fact gives the term for murder
and killing being just one thaw-kooce.

It was on 16th April 1869 that the majority of
Micobar was brought under British administration
due to the efforts of E. H. Man,

Traditienally the Nicobarese society only had a
‘head man’ who was the eldest male of a patriar-
chal extended lineage known as dubed and not a
‘chicf” associated with a ternitory and various lin-
CHEES I il

For a detailed example of how devil murder was
avoided by separating politics and religion see Man
(1933: 164) particularly the Nicobarese report to
the Superintendent R. F. Lowis about the potenti-
ality of murder taking place.

. In other pants of the island, the trade was mostly

confined to collection of bird's nest, shells, repang,
and ambergris. In addition, the coconuts were bar-
tered as a pair.

Another gloss for mineleans now was witch-find-
ers or sorceners; a gloss that reflected the colonial
administrations’ acknowledgement thai the role
of mincluan was something that could not be done
away with. In fuct, the elders and mineluans were
seen as managing a democracy bound by customs
that missionarics had failed to eradicate, and colo=
nial adminisiration iried to maintain politics and
religion separately. (See Census of India, 1901,
I 214-215)

. A prominent theme in the Nicobarese Folk tales;

for details see Whitehead in Indian Antiguary, L,
1921: 234-287.

. Just like the return of the individuals participating

in duelah inter island trade jourmey and related
aspects of misfortune (see Man, 1895: 171).

In order to make the British sovereigniy over the
Micobar succeed and be efficient the Government
of India authorised the Superintendent of the
Micobar to enter into relations with the *Witch
doctors and induce them with irifling gifts or pay-
ments to carry out the orders of British officers. If
the orders were not carried out, small penalties
were 10 be levied by the British officers. Slowly
the position should be made hereditary and offi-
cial.” (Mational Archives of India, Delhi Home

7.
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Department Files, Port Blair Branch, A Progs Mo
23.September 1873). By 18%4 the orders were
mudified on the realisation that family ownership
of coconuts can not be disturbed and caplaing as
well as witch doctors both should be regarded as
influential people of somewhai “superior intelli-
gence” who should be considered for exercising
influence on Nicobarese on behalf of the govern-
ment (Mational Archives of India, Delhi Home
Department Files, Port Blair Branch, A Progs Mo.
49, January 1873).

Principles of cultural linguistics indicate that Reus
in Portuguese is the same as Rex, implying a domi-
nating royal king-like image and is used in other
paris of insular South East Asia. What it also im-
plies is that the choice of term incorporated into
the Micobarese culiure may reflect the outsiders*
questioning and impasition of having one supreme
powerful image as opposed to a whole range of
power figures. The idea of monotheism imposed
an the polytheistic world of the iribes in the Asian
contexi is & praminent theme, especially in writ-
ings of Paul Schebesta and Wielhiem Schmidt |
who were connected to the Christian missionary
and ethnolopgical enterprise creating a particular
frame of reference for approaching the tribal cul-
tures in this pari of the world.

. Political Department File No. 36 dated October

I, 1856,

. John Ritchie, who visited the Nicobar in 1770 in

his accounts (See Indian Antiquary, XXI1X, No-
vember 190(: 346) mentions, “Upon eniering
Mancowry Harbour at first [3rd March 1771] 1
wias a linle surprised o find a British flag, flying
upon the south side of the Eastern entrance; and
a small distance from it, Danish colours also
hoisted. Shortly after we anchored one of the
Matives came on board, and told us, that he was
the principal man of the place; that the Union
flag, was his colours, and that he had obtained it
from Mr Dairympie, some years ago. Upon my
asking him, whether his flag was near wore out,
and if he would have another, (at the same time
showing him a new one, of the same sort) He
answered “Mo; -my Mag is very good one and |
like it, because | have had it a long time."” ... The
Danish flag was hoisted at a little village called
Ennam by some missionaries who told me, that
they had been there for five years, without hav-
ing made one proselyte 1o their Docirines, a strik-
ing proof of the slow reiigion among the unlet-
fered people, when stripped of all it"s Ornaments
and wrappings.”

30. Home Depariments Port Blair File No.23 Sep-

temier 1873, Mational Archives of India; Delhi,
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