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CHAPTER 4

Newcomers to the world of goods:
consumption among the Muria Gonds

ALFRED GELL

The theme of this paper is consumption as a form of symbolic action.
Consumption goods are more than mere packets of neutral “utility.”
They are objects made more or less desirable by the role they play in
a symbolic system. I will develop this entirely uncontroversial prop-
osition on the basis of my observations of consumption behavior among
the Muria of the north-central part of Bastar district, Madhya Pradesh,
India. '

The Muria belong to the “tribal” (adivasi) category established by
the constitution of India, and according to the official stereotype of
such groups they ought to be mired in poverty and exploitation. The
official stereotype is not wide of the mark so far as most of the adivasi

"population are concerned (Fiirer-Haimendorf 1982), but conditions

in north-central Bastar are exceptional, for here the Muria enjoy
considerable material advantages by comparison with small peasants
elsewhere in the subcontinent (see Hill 1983). I will try to explain how
this has come about in due course.

Amid the modest prosperity, or at least security, now enjoyed by
most of the Muria population in north-central Bastar, one or two

families in each village have enriched themselves to a greater degree -

than most, and it is on the consumption behavior of such rich Muria
families that I wish to focus particular attention. I believe that “rich”
Muria are a relatively new phenomenon, dating back no more than
fifty years or so, and that this may help explain why their consumption
behavior, which is marked by an exaggerated conservatism, assumes
the rather peculiar form it does. -

From an ethnohistorical point of view, then, I am dealing with a
case in which a traditional consumption ethos and mode of assigning
goods to symbolic categories lags behind objective changes in pro-
duction techniques, which has resulted in enhanced economic pro-
ductivity. Among the Muria production adheres to the premises of
one kind of economy, whereas consumption continues to be based on
the premise of a quite different economy. The net effect of this lag
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is that rich Muria accumulate wealth they dare not spend and would
have no real idea how to spend had they the inclination. -

To be possessed of conspicuous wealth, in this society, is to be in
an unnatural condition, one that renders more problematic, not less,
any contemplated act of consumption. The response of the rich Muria
is to behave with what looks like excessive parsimony, but which is
not really true miserliness of the Scrooge-Volpone variety. The true
miser admits both the possibility and the desirability of self-indulgent
consumption, thereby enhancing in his own eyes the virtue of his own
restraint. Such behavior is egotistical and anti-social. Muria accumu-
lation arises in a completely different way. The Muria consumption
bottleneck reflects an intense sensitivity to social pressures, within the
family, the village, and the wider society. Acts of conspicuous con-
sumption not falling within the framework of traditionally sanctioned
public feasting and display are seen as socially threatening, hubristic,
and disruptive.

Consequently, the rich are obliged to consume as if they were poor,
and as a result become still richer. The unintended consequence of
a pattern ol restraints on consumption geared o the mainteiance of
egalitarian norms has been the undermining of the economic basis
for the traditional egalitarian ethos of Muria society. In the long run
this may result in the emergence of clear economic stratification in-
what has been, historically, a homogeneous, clan-based society. A new
category of rich peasants and quasi-entrepreneurs has come into ex-
istence in Muria villages, but this category has yet to define itself
socially vis-a-vis the rest of Muria society, or to find an idiom for
expressing its social and economic distinctiveness in the language of
symbolic consumption. For these families the material symbols of wealth
displayed by the better-off Bastar Hindus, and the middle-class of-
ficials in the towns, that is, non-adivasis of comparable income, are
not acceptable symbols of status precisely because they are associated
with non-Muria identity. I will provide detailed descriptions of two
families facing this kind of consumption. dilemma below.

Consumer goods and personal identity

Before turning to particular cases I would like to offer some remarks
on the subject of consumption as a symbolic act. Douglas and Isher-
wood (1980) have devoted an interesting monograph to this subject,
stressing the central importance of “consumption rituals” in the me-
diation of social life. This approach rests squarely on the accumulated
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wisdom of traditional structural-functional anthropology, particularly
the branch of it that is summed up in the tag “the right hindquarters
of the ox...." Countless ethnographies bear witness to the way social
relations are expressed, or more precisel)" prod'uce:-d, in the form‘ of
highly structured occasions of commensality, drinking bouts, sharing
the pipe, and so on. .

These are very recognizable forms of consumption, ones that per-
haps may mislead us into making the false equation “consumption
equals destruction” because on these occasions meat, llgllor, and other
valued substances are made to vanish. But consumption as a general
phenomenon really has nothing to do with the destruction of goods
and wealth, but with their reincorporation into the social system ll.lat
produced them in some other guise. All goods, from the-standpoint
of sociological analysis, are as indestructible as kula valt.lables — the
valuables that circulate in the kula exchange system descrlbe.d by Mal-
inowski (1922) for the Trobriands. What theY mo.stly lack is the im-
partibility and permanent identifiability as historically remembered
objects that kula valuables possess (Leach a.nd Leach 1984). But even
quite ephemeral items, such as the comestibles served at a fcast, llYe
on in the form of the social relations they produce, and which are in
turn responsible for reproducing the comestibles. o

What constitutes the consumption of food at a feast is .the. trans-
formation it effects — which may be minuscule or inten'sely S|g.n|l"|cant,
depending on the natute of the occasion - in the relative sqc.lal ident-
ities of the purties to the hos/guest, feeder/fed, transaction involved.
This is analytically quite distinct from any contingent metabth proc-
esses the food may undergo at the same time. In many feasts in New
Guinea the food is not actually eaten by the participants, but the feasts
remain consumption rituals in Douglas and Isherweod'’s sense (Brown

1978). What distinguishes consumption.from exchange is not that
consumption has a physiological dimension that exchange lacks,. but
that consumption involves the incorporation of the consumed item
into the personal and social identity of the consumer.

For instance, Lord Rothschild has a Cézanne hanging on the wall
of his sitting room. That makes him a member of the fzhte group of
consumers of works by Cézanne, a category from which I am per-
manently excluded even though I have had the'pleasure of lookmg
at this painting in the past. I think of consumption as the appropri-
ation of objects as part of one’s [)ersonal_za - food eaten at a feast,
clothes worn, houses lived in. The incorporation of consumer goo'ds
into the definition of the social self arises out of a framewor}< of. social
obligations and also perpetuates this framework. Consumption is part
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of a process that includes production and exchange, all three being
distinct only as phases of the cyclical process of social reproduction,
in which consumption is never terminal., Consumption is the phase
of the cycle in which goods become attached to personal referents,
when they cease to be neutral “goods,” which could be owned by
anybody and identified with anybody, and become attributes of some
individual personality, badges of identity, and signifiers of specific
interpersonal relationships and obligations. )

Seen in this light, true misers of the Volpone-Scrooge variety are
consumers too, consumers of money as a supremely valued attribute
of personality, in defiance of transactional norms. But it js noticeable
that we call misers greedy, the same word we employ to describe out-
and-out consumers such as Falstaff, suggesting that we recognize the
resemblance of all forms of excessive incorporation of value, whether
they be a distended purse like Volpone’s or a distended belly like
Falstaffs. In the cases to be discussed below, we also encounter what
appears to resemble classic miserly behavior, but which in reality is
something else. It is not love of money (self-love disguised as pseu-
dorational accumulation) that motivates the consumption patterns 1
will describe, but the impossibility of converting purchasing power
into a socially coherent definition of the self, in accord with the “ha-
bitus” handed down by ‘tradition and inculcated during the sociali-
zation process (Bourdieu 1977). Not the love of money but the
unloveliness of goods lies at the roots of the consumption dilemmas
of rich Murin, since outslde a narrow range of soclally legitimized
consumption possibilities, the goods commercially available in Bastar
markets either have no meaning for Muria or are fraught with magical
dangers. .

I'was led to reflect on this subject by the extraordinary contrast that
can exist between different groups experiencing improved economic
conditions. Some societies take to consumerism without hesitation,

~and experience no difficulties elaborating a previously given set of

status symbols and personality-marking possessions with goods pre-
viously unavailable or unknown. Others, including the Muria, are
highly conservative in this respect.

The particular example that aroused my curiosity was provided by
Jock Stirratt, who in the course of a seminar on the anthropology of
money at the London School of Economics and Political Science (Stir-
ratt n.d.) graphically outlined the uses to which certain S1i Lankan
fishermen who liave prospered in recent times put their new-found
wealth. These fishermen's incomes, having been very low, have much
increased since the local availability of ice has made it possible for
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their fish to reach inland markets, where they fetch high prices, in
good condition. The fishermen's villages are still very remote, how-
ever, and at the time of the study, boasted no electricity, roads, or
piped water supply. Despite these apparent disincentives, the richer
fishermen were spending their excess earnings to purchase unusable
television sets, to build “garages” onto houses to-which no automobiles
had access, and to install rooftop cisterns into which water never flows.
All this, according to Stirratt, comes about in enthusiastic imitation
of urban Sri Lanka’s upper-middle class.

I is easy to laugh at such crass conspicuous expenditure, which by
its apparent lack of utilitarian purpose makes at least some of our
own consumption seem comparatively rational. Because the objects
these fishermen acquire seem functionless in their environment, we
cannot see why they should want them. On the other hand, if they
collected pieces of antique Chinese porcelain and buried them in the
earth as the Iban do (Freeman 1970), they would be considered sane
ut enchanted, like normal anthropological subjects. 1 would not wish
to deny the obvious explanations for this kind of behavior — that is,
status-seeking, keeping up with the Joneses, and so on. But I think
one should also recognize the presence of a certain cultural vitality

_in these bold forays into new and untried fields of consumption: the

ability to transcend the merely utilitarian aspect of consumption goods,
so that they become something more like works of art, charged with
personal expression. :

Take these television sets, for instance. In purchasing such an item,
to form the centerpiece of a personal collection of wealth-signifiers,
the fisherman is lolalizing his biography, his labor, his social milieu,
in the form of an object whose technological associations dialectically
negate the conditions under which the fisherman’s wealth was actually
obtained. By totalizing I mean, following Sartre (1968), bringing to-
gether disparate elements and reconciling their contradictions. In this
instance, totalization applies to the elements of a biographical and
social experience that are projected onto a coliection of personal pos-
sessions that signify those experiences. The fisherman, to acquire
wealth, has spent his days in a creaking, battered old boat, pursuing
an all-too-familiar routine, and facing the all-too-familiar uncertain-
ties of weather, movements of shoals of fish, and price fluctuations at
the market. But he can turn all this labor, all this familiar messiness
and uncertainty, into a smooth, dark cabinet of unidentifiable grain-
less wood, geometrically pure lines, an inscrutable gray glass face, and
within, just visible through the rows of little holes and slots at the
back, an intricate jungle of wire, plastic, and shining metal. He pre-
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sumably knows that given the necessary electricity anid transmissions
the set can be made to give forth more or less exciting pictures and
voices. But that is not the point; what matters is the leap of imagination
required for such a man to acquire and identify with such an object
aflopung it as the emblem not of his middle-class aspirations, but of,‘
his actual achievements as a fisherman.

The television set, in this context, serves to objectify the fisherman’s
productive career, but it also transforms that career by invoking a
l.echnical and aesthetic universe (straight lines, smooth textures plas-
tic, ah.zminum, glass), that dialectically negate the objective condi,lions
technical processes, and sensory qualities of the labor process lhat'
through the market, produced this same television set. In other words'
the television set is a work of art, functioning like all genuine works:
of art to negate/transcend the real world. It is, in Jaspers’s sense, a
“cypher of the transcendent” (Jaspers 1971). One can call this co;n-
modity fetishism if one wishes, and consider it vulgar, but I believe
th?t there is a valid distinction between dull, uriimaginative consume
erism, which only reiterates the class habitus, and adventurous con-
sumerism like this, which struggles against the limits of the known
world. I prefer to see here a creative process, one not at alt deserving
of the contempt that most of the participants at the aforementioned
seminar seemed to think appropriate. ’

And I was struck by the stark contrast between the daring purchases
made by erstwhile poverty-stricken Catholic fishermen in Sri Lanka,
and the obsessive conservatism displayed by the newly rich in my own
field area. I have no explanation to offer for the Sri Lankan fishermen,
though I suspect that it has something to do with the relatively atom-
istic nature of their social and religious organization, compared to the
Muria’s, and the presence of some degree of class awareness (as op-
posed to traditional hierarchy, which is all the Muria recognize). But
1 hope I can fare a litde better in explaining the Muria response to
economic betterment, which is the topic I must now take up in earnest.

The traditional consumption ethos of the Muria

Bastar district, still the richest in forests of all the districts of peninsular
India, has been one of the last land frontiers of the subcontinent. Not
much more than'a century ago, the earliest travelers described its
inhabitants as lacking even cloth (they wore leaves), and the market
system, which has expanded rapidly in the last fifty years, was then
not even vestigially present. Only isolated enclaves of Hindu settle-
ment existed, especially in south Bastar, near the royal capital or
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Jagdalpur and along the valley of %he_lndrawati, and alsz :}long th:i:
north-south communication axis linking Jagdalpur to alpuroanl
Kanker to the north, and Warangal and.Hydcrabz\d to the south. E yl
in these areas were permanent fields in .use;.the bul'k of the ]ln. a
population relied on slash-and-burn techniques. The trlbal_ popu alt(lon
consists of the Muria, the Maria, and the Blson.—horn jviarla,"spea (;rs
of Gondi dialects and members of the congeries of “Gond” peoples
fountl in a broad belt stretching between northern Andhra and south-
e"';‘cli;:;ronly pockets of Maria subsist by means of lechF:uques (ha(;
appear to have been in general use wher'l the country wasI ‘ _rstl opertlreol
up to outside infiltration, following the imposition of politica C(Ln .
by the British in the last quarter of the‘ nlr}eteenlh cemury.h lar%e
areas have been acquired by Hindu cultivating castes (though land-
lords are few and small in the area I know). But much. greater areas
still remain in the hands of the Muria, who now cultivate .thelr i;(—
tensive lands using techniques they h.ave borrowed from their Hlln u
neighbors. Except where the forest is preserved fc?r'com.mertlzla ;:xd
ploitation, the land has been cleared, and has been divided into leve 'fs
fields with water-retaining dikes wherever the topography p(-tl'l?l .
Only in the mountainous nor[hyvest of Bastar, where .thehManat (1’\::2
is shifting agriculture still pracuc_ed.. In oth'er words, in tde p.alls:1 one
hundred years, Bastar district has _]om'ed India, h:ts acquired an
appearance, and (to some extent) enjoys an Indian economy.ffected
The inhabitants of the north-central pl_ams of Bastar mostt) a te
by these changes are the Muria. The Muria are, by degrees, ccorlttxilvag-
a straightforward “dominant caste” of land-owning Peas_z;;)t ctubeef
tors. But this has not quite happe.ned yet: lh? Muria sti hea t ed:
marry late, and maintain their tr;\‘;i';t;ona(li ntxlslutlé:%nz ;u:lll\] :; el aenx:;nélan
ormitory (Elwin 1 an e
:!ee’;tfa’:)(t:llts‘iide the H);n(du pantheon. Around the old centers; of powe;:
to the south, however, one finds “Raj"” Gpnds among whom t lle pro’;ciI s
of transformation from tribe to caste is more or less corgp e]t?. the
Raj Gonds have become Hinduized, and ha\l'e I:ieecr; :ettl:l:n dc:r [;Y[?ndu
any generations. In other areas, as lan -
(f)(::l;ur;ati();n% the local Gond inhabitants typically so!.xghf new lta}:uli3 ::::r
where, which was easily done since land was plentiful in nor
r in short supply. ) )
an?l‘lllzb;(uria can pel?h‘;;);s best be understood not as a tlrlbc; y::;?iz;
immemorial culture and way of life, but as a phase in the “hl o
process that has been converting people »‘vnth a culturedr:)}:lgn ! ey ke
that of the Maria into people like the Raj Gonds — and the
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straightforward cultivator castes, possibly even claimants to Rajput
descent, like the Bhumia (Sinha 1962). In their locality the Muria have
been the agents responsible for turning forest into India; and in so
doing they are gradually turning themselves from a tribe into a caste.
As 1 understand it, during the period of Hindu expansion in north
Bastar during the last century, Muria moved into the forest, pushin
out-from the Hindu enclaves, felling trees and clearing fields, which
then proved attractive to the incoming Hindus. The Hindus took over
the land, expanding their enclaves, and the displaced Muria moved
on, to repeat the process elsewhere. The Muria did not simply give
way to force majeure; the land was ceded amicably against payment in
animals, grain, liquor, and small quantities of gold and silver that
would quickly be reconverted into food or, more likely, drink. Hindus
we spoke to claimed that in the good old days it was possible to obtain
large areas of land from Muria in exchange for a single gold earring
or some other token payment. These Hindus attributed the Muria’s
fecklessness about land to their uncontrollable desire for intoxicating
liquor.

L do not think such stories merely reflect ethnic stereotyping because
they are consistent with the present-day distribution of land in north
Bastar, and also with the current amicable relationships between Hindu
and Muria cultivators in the countryside. The Muria are acknowl-

" edged to be the true owners of the land, and Hindus participate in

the Muria ritual system because it is the Muria goda who ensure s
fertility. This suggests that during the formative period, Muria-Hindu
relationships assumed a stable configuration whereby Muria opened
up new areas, cultivated them until they were exhausted, and when
it was necessary for them to move on for eco-technological reasons
of their own, turned them over to incoming Hindus for what seemed
to the latter trifling sums and to the Muria pure profit. The Hindus
could subsequently exploit the land using plows and animal fertilizers,
techniques the Muria had not at that time adopted.

Lf this supposition is correct, as the virtual nonexistence of a landless
category of Muria in the localities affected by Hindu immigration -
suggests it may be, then it may help explain the distinctive consump-
tion ethos found in present-day Muria society. The stereotype of tribal
innocence and hedonism, the eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow
we die attitude, has a basis in fact. The Muria really do eat, drink,
and enjoy themselves to a far greater degree than Indian peasants
are commonly described as doing. This is particularly noticeable among
poorer Muria, who think nothing of drinking away their last Tupee
in the world, and treating you in the bargain. There is a basic as-
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sumption that there is more where that came fr(?rf\. This re!lecls ‘tl:e
essentially unlimited resource base on wl.uch traditional Muria socie );
rested (the forest), and the fact that prior to the transformation o
Muria agricultural techniques in this century, wealth was not accu-
mulated for lack of suitable stores of value (Furrepcy or cattle). ]
Muria hedonism is associated with collective (village and' clan) in-
stitutions, all of which can be shown to be in some way associated with
the Hindu/Muria interaction. The most f?xmous of t_hese .mstltut_loll)ls
is the ghotul, the mixed-sex village dormitory described in detallbly
Elwin (though not entirely accurately; see S. Gell 1?8‘.1). lt'ls gota e
that the Muria ghotul, the very academy of hedonistic attitudes, as-
sumes its most elaborated form only in the parts of porth Bastar wher.e
Hindus are present; outside the range of Hindu lqﬂuellce;_ln Mz;rlzt
country, the ghotul exists in the very much dull‘er form of a n;a t:sl
only dormitory, with none of the cultural elab.orauon the Mu.na gl 1.0.'uh
has received. Similarly, betrothals and marriages ave cgleb: ateel wit
much greater ceremony and expense among t.he Mun‘a-than amonlg
the Maria, as are collective feasts for clan and village deities. Oml:w only
has to compare Elwin’s splendid pl-wtographs of Muria amilgg7ana
taken in the 1930’s and 1940’s (Elwin 1947, '1943; Grigson ) llc:
perceive that the material wealth of the Muria, as measured b{ sucl
indicators as the amount of cloth, beads, jewelry, and m;‘:taMtoc.)s
evidently in circulation at that time, far exce.eded tha.t of t lel aria.
If we can assume that only a small proportion of (hl'S wealth lcam:;
from the sale of cash crops — regional n.larkets being htl'le develol;l)e ?
at that time — the only logical explananon.for the re!auve wealt d0
the Muria is their relationship with the Hindus. Elwin does not :
scribe the Muria of his time as rich in any except a culturifl sens;:, z:n
it is clear that their wealth consisted mainly of finery worn on fesuve
occasions, and stores of food and liquor, also for public consumption

_ at village rituals, or semi-public hospitality at other times. 1 would

argue, though I am aware that the point is (.'ar f_rom prO\llen, tlh:ll]lelr![)lz
Muria have elaborated “feckless” consumption into a cu tura e
because they have been accustfm.)ed. to having a hlgh-lcﬁnsump
lifestyle subsidized by periodic injections of l?lmdu wc? t s

The Muria associate liquidity with .the selling off o capcxl L .
(now held as livestock, since the Muria, for reasons to be d.ls:::s:::n:
nowadays rarely deal in land) in order to ﬁnar.lce lmmetsla;  con
sumption on a grandiose scale, usually in public contex of Some
kind. These losses, traditionally, coul_d always be rec_c;)tllpe:he l);l bl:, -
oneering new land, and although that is no longer possible, he labor
market is such that the disappearance of land as a source ©
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is more than offset by the easy availability of relatively remunerative
forms of employment.

The social and religious life of the Muria is conducted as a series
of large-scale eating and drinking occasions (festivals of the gods,
marriages, settlements of disputes, etc.), in which the village as a whole
must participate. There are also obligations to extend hospitality to
visiting affines and other kin, to religious specialists, shamans, local
officials, and the like. Outside these formal occasions, it is customary
for men and middle-aged women to drink deeply in one another’s
company as frequently as possible, and the ghotul boys and girls also
conduct feasts and drinking parties. The important point to note,
however, is that this social feasting and drinking is not undertaken
in a competitive spirit, in order to demonstrate superiority along the
lines of Melanesian ceremonial exchange, but is intended to dem-
onstrate commitment to the village and to Muria values. The Muria
do not reveal any paranoia about getting the worst of an exchange,
as do members of societies in which the mentalité échangiste holds sway;
their fears always lie in the direction of suffering social ostracism, of
which the most extreme form is outright expulsion from the village.
Invillage feasts, contributions are standardized, and accounts are kept
to ensure that each household has given an identical amount, re-
gardless of wealth. When marriages are celebrated, the groom’s family
has to feast not only the bride’s kin (who reciprocate), but the whole
of their own village; the villagers are responsible, however, for amass-
ing plenty of liquor, so that a good time is had by all. When disputes
are settled, the pattern is the same: the party found guilty is fined a
cow, a goat, or a quantity of rice, and a feast is arranged. The most
onerous financial obligations are incurred in connection with con-
sumption rituals that bring the whole village together as a single com-
mensual unit. Day-to-day expenditure is also largely devoted to
acquiring the means, mainly in the form of liquor, to extend casual
hospitality as freely as possible.

The need to finance public consumption establishes the major eco-
nomic goals of a Muria household, and sets the standards whereby
the Muria evaluate the world of goods. Objects are desirable if they
have meaning within the context of public feasting; otherwise, they
have no value. The main items the Muria buy at market are cloth,
decorative trinkets, and jewelry. The Muria are addicted to finery,
particularly the ghotul boys and girls, whose display and dancing dur-
ing village ritual is a matter of deep concern to them and to the village
as a whole. Each young dancer is responsible for purchasing his or
her own finery, but it is always worn in the context of collective display
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and is selected with this in mind. In 1977. for instance, the ghot}t:l
girls of Manjapur all obtained new saris with ldqnthal border fon: t t;
annual “Play of the Gods” (pen karsana), the l]lgl'lllghl of the ritua
calendar. The ghotul boys had uniform black singlets, volummonlxls
white skirts, white turbans, and featllgr hcaddr.e§scs, fo'r wear ?t all-
night dances. The Muria propensity for contriving uniforms is not
restricted to the young. The senior men of Manjapur al! wear tlfe
same kind of blue shirt on public occasions, a v!llage uniform thac:
distinguishes them from men of other villages. This code of dress an
adornment is not enforced by sanctions; the M.unz.x themselve§ are not
even particularly conscious of it. The state(! criterion for m-akmg pur-
chases of this kind is that such-and-such items are beautiful (sobta),
have overt symbolic meanings. N .
nollnthfilcll,h;iyuria dress is Znachronistic rather than tra'dmonal. since
in truly traditional times cloth and jewelry were unavgulable. We rc;m
see this by studying Elwin’s photographs of the Muria of forty- :j ty
years ago. These pictures show th(? grandparents of t!le preser:it- z:sy
ghotul boys and girls to have been just as dressy as lh?lr d?sct;]n an ;
but wearing fashions that have been abafldoned long since in the area
“in which they originated. One plate (Elwin 1947, p. 420) shows Z gliqul[;
of boys wearing remarkable short-sleeved, collarless buttoned s l:l'rh
and strange flattened turbans of a style now nev"e_r seen, lbiut whic
appear to be distant echoes of courtly styles of the nineteent centu;);:
or even earlier, filtered to the Muria via the Hindus. The greseh
day Muria male hairstyle, the hair on the forehead _shaye tobt e
crown of the head, with the hair in back left .Iong and tied into a bun,
is the classical Hindu bodi, a style seen only in attenuated forfms tl_low
among Hindus themselves but jealousl‘y'preserved by the beef-ea l?og‘;
hard-drinking Muria. The “tribal” sari is a shorter, narrower vers

. of the standard sari worn by neighboring Hindu women, tied the

same way but worn without a bodice, whic.:h until very fecenlt_lyb;no:;
Muria women considered an immodest item of .clothl.ng,l iable o
attract attention to the breasts rather than divert it. Tnbal s‘anfi aed
now almost all manufactured in qubay of flimsy cc?uon clot ;‘, ); d
in bright colors, especially for sale in the tribal arezln;. ]th:' mt:lcn dn:;on-
durable local ganda cloth is now worn qnly by o dall) 1esu and con.
servative village elders. The I.Somba)_' sgrls, regarded by o siders o
signs of sutbendi bl el B red by the Murin hen
reveal the legs and upper body, e

nly exotic (because they come from outside Bas ou
;(l::‘(,)e:ezgtlzc(:ab%le and m(odest; wearing the 4.5-meter standard sari 1§

regarded as ostentatious.

Newcomers to the world of goods: the Muria Gonds 121

In fact, none of the vestimentary signs that betoken tribal identity
to outsiders are produced by the Muria themselves or originated indi-
genously. Tribal finery, turbans, loincloths, short saris, and “tribal”
Jewelry (heavy silver torques, gold, silver, and brass earrings, gold
necklaces, massive silver and brass bracelets,) -- all these arrived in the
area with the Hindus, and were adopted by the Muria in imitation of
their betters. These items are obtained from Hindu traders in the
markets, never frony other Muria, and are associated with superior
status. :

A case in point is silver jewelry, which is made in Rajasthan and
has been traded in Bastar by Marwari merchants during this cen-
tury. The design of the jewelry is traditional to Rajasthan, though I
do not know if it is worn there any more, The silver ornaments for
sale in Bastar markets are mostly old, but are cleaned and repaired
by the Marwari silversmiths so that to all appearances they are brand
new. This is a source of perplexity to Western visitors in search of
old and authentic-looking tribal jewelry (see Spooner’s remarks in
Chapter 7, on the authenticity of Turkmen carpets.) It is old, it is
authentic, but it is none of it tribal. According to a Marwari informant,
silver jewelry circulates among both Hindus and Muria, but is little

_worn by the Hindus, who keep it as a store of value and as a component
of dowry payments. The Muria do not have dowries, and the silver
with which Muria girls adorn themselves has beén purchased by them,
using their own money, obtained by selling produce at market and
by wage labor. Among the Hindus jewelry is essentially family prop- .
erty, significant as a store of capital; among the Muria it is personal
property, primarily significant as personal adornment.

One can summarize the traditional Muria attitude toward prestige
consumption goods available in the markets as follows: the items sought
- cloth, finery, jewelry — are all associated with non-Muria groups
considered by the Muria to be higher on the social scale. The definition
of prestige goods has been imposed on the Muria by outsiders, and
is perpetuated by a marketing system that is in entirely non-Muria
hands. But in taking over elements of a set of non-Muria prestige
goods for internal consumption, the Muria have imposed their own
set of social evaluations on them, which are quite distinct from the
ones operative among the groups with whom these goods originated.
Prestige consumption items are sought not because of an intravillage
competition to be the most fasllonnbly dressed, mom bejewsled ine

- dividual around, but because all villagers alike are attempting to live

up to a particular collective image. The ghotul boys and girls are
obliged to spend heavily on clothes and finery so as not to let the side
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down at festivals with dancers from other ghotuls. The older men are
obliged to obtain the standard blue shirt so as to make a good show
at market, sitting with their fellow villagers at their accustomed place
(Gell 1982). Jewelry is worn so as {0 look respectable, rather than to
dazzle. In other words, it is in order to express conformity, not orig-
inality or individuality, that such purchases are made. This has in turn
had an effect on the selection of goods offered by traders to Muria
at rural markets. One can now distinguish between a range of goods
aimed speciﬁcally at tribal consumers, particularly saris, turbans, loin-
cloths, decorations, and heavy silver jewelry, and a range of modern
items that are not usually offered at the more rural markets, namely,
shoes, Lrousers, jackets, woolens, 4.5-meter saris, printed cloth (Muria
prefer plain colors and woven borders), intricate as opposed to massive
jewelry, sunglasses, umbrellas, stationery, crockery, furniture, medi-
cines, etc. These items are available from shops in the towns, which
are very accessible to the Muria by local bus, but are not attractive 10
them.

Besides clothes and finery, the Muria also spend money on food
and drink. In normal times, subsistence grains and pulses (dal, chick-
peas, lentils) are not obtained at market; most families are self-suf-
ficient in food. But rice and vegetables such as radishes, eggplant,
chilis, tomatoes, beans, and various greens are bought for important
occasions, such as marriages. The luxury foods preferred by the Muria
are all traditional — parched rice, dried fish, pakhoras (a deep-fried
snack), leaf-tobacco — rather than modern delicacies such as sweets,
cookies, tea, sugar, manufactured cigarettes, etc., which are popular
with Hindus. The largest expenditure in this category goes for drink,
which is sold on the fringes of the market and in the villages. Even
this item is not really indigenous; distilling was traditionally a mo-

- nopoly of the Kallar (distiller) caste, of higher ritual status than the

Muria. Nowadays the Kallar are legally prohibited from plying their
trade so the Muria have to make their own, which they claim to be
inferior to the Kallar product. Liquor is an essential element in all
aspects of social and ritual life; for the Muria, the very notion of
sociability, of belonging to a social group and maintaining social re-
lationships, is unthinkable without alcoholic accompaniments. The
Muria passion for liquor, much remarked by outsiders, is by no means
a symptom of anomie or despair, as alcoholism may well be in some
wribal societies, but the outcome of the conformism, the paranoia about
belonging, which marks all phases of Muria life. )

In short, Muria consumption is bound up with the expression of
collective identity and the need to assert commitment to the village
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as a political unit and to its institutions. Particular items are singled
out fron.l the range of Hindu prestige symbols and incorporatedg

a collecuve' styl_e, which all Muria try to approximate as best the ::2:10
Consumption is not associated with competition, but with lheydem.
onstration of adequacy, the ability to come up to the collective mark-
The emphasis on the collective style, rather than on individual dif:
ferences, explains the anachronistic nature of Muria tastes and thei
conservative approach to consumption. The Muria are dedicated fellr
lowers of fash.ion, followers being the operative word. Their fashi e
are an.achromstic because no one wants to defy the restraints ofu:lns
col.lgctlve style. Even now, when some young men are cuttin thel'e
hair and dressing more like the local Hindus, their motive isgnot tlr
!ook smarter than before, but to look less conspicuous in'a world th X
is perceived as increasingly Hindu-dominated. et

Recent economic changes

This collectivist consumption ethos has its roots in a phase of the tribe

caste conversion process in which interhousehold economic differ:
ences was minimal and inequalities in wealth between households
would be at most temporary, owing to the absence of media of capital
accumulation. Since this pattern was set, however, there have t?een
crucial changes in the economic basis of Muria so’ciety Around the
turn of the century, the government imposed comrols‘ on access to
forest land, controls that have been applied more and more strin-
gently, so that the Bastar land frontier is now effectively closed. The
government ban on the free exploitation of the forest was believed
to have precipitated an uprising in the countryside in 1910, and be-
tween'the two world wars Muria lands were subjected to su,rve and
land titles were registered: Owing to the fear of renewed oulb);eaks
of anti-government feeling, the amount of land ceded to the Muria
was rather generous in relation to their numbers. At the time of the
settlement the Muria must have appeared both poor and dependent
on access to large areas of uncleared forest. P

Today almost all the forest ceded to the Muria has been cleared

and more has been encroached on, with the result vthat official census

figures give the average land-holding per cultivating Muria family at

more than ten acres. By now, thanks to the cumulative labor of gen-

erations, this land has been converted into leveled paddy fields, with

wate.r-r.etaining dikes, of considerable agricultural potential even'with-

out irrigation. It is common to find families holding 20, 30, or even

more acres of paddy field, enormous acreages by Indian standards.
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These fields can only be cultivated with animal-drawn plows, and
many families cannot cultivate all the land they possess for lack of
cattle or buffalo. But here again time is on their side: buffalo were
rare in the area before the war, but now herds are gradually building
up, as are cattle herds, enabling this initial shortage of agricullu_ral
capital to be overcome. New trade routes have o.pen'ed up, bringing
plow animals into the area. Land registered to adivasis cannot be sold
to non-adivasis by government decree, 5o Muria land is no longer
passing into the hands of Hindus. Moreover, the olfl easy come, €asy
go, attitude to land has vanished with the introduction of permanent
fields whose construction and upkeep represent years and years of
accumulated labor. The population has also increased, so _lhat }abor
shortage, once the most important constraint on production, is be-
coming less of a problem and land can be fully and more intensively
cultivated (two crops, one of rice and one a dry-season crop such as:
millet or oil-sceds, are the norm).

Muria family farms are much more productive now than they were
in the past. Moreover, the Muria have access to wage labor. at high
rates of pay (eight rupees a day in 1982) in relation to their actual
living costs. The government Public Works Department and t.he Forc._es}
Department are chironically short of labor, so that work is readily
available during the agricultural slack season. Besides wage employ-
ment, Muria also employ one another as farm laborers for the stand-
ard rate of three kilos of unhusked rice per laborer per day.

In short, the local economy is in a flourishing condition, prosperous
in good years and well able to withstand the rigors of bad ones. Despite
being a notoriously “backward™ area, 51_|pp'osedl)_' OCCURlCd by miser-
able, poverty-stricken tribals, Bastar dl'smct exports rice year after
year, and that, in India, is the bottom line.

Rich Muria families

It is against this background that I want to examine consumption in
two “rich” Muria families, that is, families who in the general economic
upsurge have done better than most. Rich men among the Muria are
identified as saukar (“hundred-rupee men”), and they may be (and
usually are) village elders (siyan, “wise men”). Wealt'h and influence
in village politics usually go together, but the rel':monshxp bet‘Wt_:en
the two is ambiguous: wealth gives political standing because it is z;
tangible sign of intelligence and industry, not because the loyalty o
the village can be bought. A rich man can ﬁnapce the .fe?sl t'hat a
poor man gives the village when his son is married; but it is still the
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poor man’s feast. The ethos of each family head's being equally and
individually responsible for his duties and feast contributions vis-a-
vis the village as a whole means that rich men cannot come to prom-
inence by acts of outstanding public generosity. Everyone is required
to make the standard contribution; the only difference is that it is
easier to do this if one is vich. IF a family loses its wenlth, for whitever
reason, it does not lose its prestige in the village arena, at least not
immediately. And merely acquiring wealth;, in the absence of a con-
tinuous demonstration of adherence to the traditional status quo in
village politics does not confer siyan status. The first case I will discuss
is of a man who has become wealthy in rather special circumstances.
Usually wealth is associated with land, and land with membership in
the dominant clan. This man is not particularly well off in land (with
his parents and his brother he farms 13 acres), and he belongs to
ncither of the two important clans in his village. He is a recognized
siyan, respected for his formidable intelligence, drive, and finesse in
public speaking, but at the same time he is an outsider. But before
discussing this man (Tiri) and his consumption problems, let me briefly
indicate two ways in which rich Muria can develop two kinds of saukar
identity, neither of which is appropriate in Tiri's case.

The archetypal saukar in the neighborhood of the village (Manja-
pur) where 1 mostly worked was called Dhol Saukar. Dhol had an
enormous house and a great deal of land, as well as the cattle and
labor to work it. He was always more or less drunk and was the fattest
Muria I have encountered. He clearly ate a vast amount, even by the
generous standards of the Muria. In public, he was invariably exces-
sively affable, greeting everyone with prolonged embraces and slurred
words of humble greetings. He knelt on our porch for about five
minutes on one occasion, intoning again and again, “Great gods! Please
don’t be angry, don’t be angry!” (Mahaprabhu! hongaima, hongaima.)
He was locally well-known and well-respected, but his public de-
meanor was always ultra-disarming, so that his drunkenness seemed
to be more a matter of self-defense than anything else. By becoming
a living embodiment of the high value placed by Muria on copious
eating and drinking, Dhol Saukar managed to be notoriously rich and
at the same time completely inoffensive. Moreover, like most of the
other rich Muria I will be discussing, he preserved an external ap-
pearance of relative poverty. His turbans were small and shabby, his
loincloth was of the briefest and most traditional kind; only his gold
necklace and earrings marked him out as having any wealth at all.
Dhol Saukar, a relatively older man, is a rich Muria of the old school
— a hard drinker, a tover of feasting and company; that is to say, he
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is like any other Muria, but more so. This persona, however, is un-
suitable for ambitious men. Specializing in eating, drinking, and con-
viviality is implicitly a retreat from engagement in the struggle of
recognition in the village arena. Old men behave this way once they
have relinquished control to their sons, but the ambitious up-and-
coming siyan cannot simply concentrate on drinking, even though
this is an activity that the Muria regard as respectable in itself. The
Muria also admire sobriety, intelligence, the power to exercise control
over domestic and village affairs — all of which are inconsistent with
permanent inebriation. It was said that affairs in Dhol's house were
a shambles, despite his universal popularity outside it. This perhaps
is the consequence of Dhol’s attempt to combine richness and Muria-
ness by simply siepping up traditional consumption.
Next, and in sharp contrast to Dhol, whose strategy was suecesshul
enough in its own terms, I want briefly to discuss a youth who has
attempted to go to the opposite extreme, with notably little success so
far. This youth, who was about 18 years old when I met him, had 40
acres of paddy land, and so was a saukar, but he was not a siyan and
by the look of things never would be. He was drunk at our meeting
(tending to truculence) and was surrounded by disreputable non-
Muria hangers-on. Whereas Dhol’s dress was modest, this youthful
saukar wore a weird mixture of Muria and “modern” clothes. On his
feet he wore army boots, many sizes too large, without socks; above
these, baggy bottle-green shorts, a nylon string vest, dark glasses, and
a towering but rather lopsided tussar silk turban. From the pocket of
his vest protruded a leaking fountain pen, which had deposited ir-
regular. blue stains over his chest. (1 was informed by disappreving
Muria companions that he could neither read nor write.) 1 gathered
that he was ill-regarded in his own village and spent his time away
from it, in the society of low-grade officials, forest guards, and other
marginal fellows. He had no prestige and was considered “mad” (bai-
hal). Had he not suffered from the handicap of excessive wealth, this
young man presumably would have been as well-adjusted and as well-
liked as his poorer contemporaries. He can be considered an Awful
Example, the opposite of Dhol Saukar, a man whose consumption
behavior establishes an incoherent personality, leading to social
rejection. : _

My two main examples are less extreme cases than these, and involve
men I know better. By repute at least, Tiri is the richest man in
Manjapur, and because we lived across his courtyard l'or a year we
were in a good position to monitor his consumption. Tiri is rich not

“because he has a lot of land, but because he is a hard-working and
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exceptionally efficient farmer, a brilliant organizer, and a V\:'heel
dealer who works hand-in-glove with the Forest D'eparlmem loeri
contractors, and the Public Works Department. He must have ;nhCa
ued' hlS. acumen from his equally redoubtable mother, another g:-
ganizational genius. Together this pair have carried all before the i
despite the fact that Tiri’s mother and father arrived as ennilm'
runaways from a distant village, and that Tiri's childhood \Sas ] :;:
as a farm servant in the house of a rich man in the localit Tir}')' i
the only hosehold of his clan in the village; he is a classic no’u)tl;eau rlicshzs
an upstart, but he is also a siyan, an excellent public speaker :
tiator, and village politician. P ' B
Botl_x Tiri and his mother were extraordinarily conservative in con-
sumption matters. He wore only the traditional short loincloth, tur-
ban, and the blue shirt worn by all the men of his gcncration' H
used ganda (handloomed) cloth rather than machine-made — r;'lor:
durable and therefore cheaper in the long run, but less sparklingl
wl.me. He told us that it was wrong for Muria to wear shoes trousegrsy
lqmcloths, .and the like. He had neither a bicycle, a wristwa’lch nor z;
wireless (h.ls younger brother had acquired all three). It was n;)t that
he was trying to look poor; his actual riches, accumulating in the form
of cat.tle and buffalo and various publicly known debts, could not be
effecu'vely concealed. It was rather that he was deter’mined not to
enter into kinds of consumption that would make him out to be a
different kind of person than he regarded as morally appropriate, in
the eyaluations of both his society and himself. Unlike DholPSauk’ar
he did not drink or eat more than the average Muria. When drinkin ;
was o!)llgatory he drank, but between times he often became a cong-
scientious abstainer for months at a time, believing that when he was
drunk he was not fully in control. Tiri attempted, in other words, to
consume exactly as if he were na richer than the average man. In his
production activities and acquisition of money he assiduously sought
mastery, but this same mastery when translated into consumption
behav.lor became a consistent series of denials; if he were to spend as
he gained, his behavior would cancel out the very achievement by
which he set such store. It was only if he consumed as if he were not
wealthy that he would remain so. In fact, despite the village consensus
conﬁl:n.]ing his affluence, he often complained to us of financial in-
securities, enormous losses impending, and the like. In a poetic mo-
ment, he made a comparison between riches and the moving shadow
of a §hade tree, now here but soon gone; on another occasion he
de§crlbed riches as being like the sand bars in a riverbed, seemingly
solid but washed away in the wake of a rainstorm (S. Gelt 1984).
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“Tiri’s mother is equally puritanical, but as an o}d woman she §
take nonconsumption to extreme lengths. Hl(:r sarlls a}:e gt;lrlfiﬁ(;otxha);

kind of machine cloth, th 1
shabby. She buys the cheapest ! 4 d that
i i i d wears it as long as decency p
falls to pieces in a fortnight, an : | rits
besides a tobacco pouc
She has hardly any personal possessions :  and
i d worn by many Muria wo
neck torque (suta) of the kin ' ny | .
glf::l ‘;f;d no blan{(]et (she said, though 1 dm: lskr:mw'ﬁhﬂhnec; tl::(:iﬂnye\:rel
i i ¢ — a light shawl. She will spe
this) until we gave her one — a lig W . pend o
hilis, spices, dried hsh, a
he market only on food, vegetables, ¢ , ' :
E)cf:alzonal frieg delicacy. Like her son, s}.le seems determined to pro
tect her wealth by denying its consump.uorlx C(')leseiz(}:)el:;:,(.)ld it re.
. : -
Meanwhile there are certain objc_acls in the Tiri h el o
i i ion. t conspicuous of these is the er-
ceive special attention Mos \ ou: s I e e wiich
i t facing Tiri’s verandah 2 :
B eraf the howsche ke drinking and hand-washing water.
the members of the household take drinking 18 water
_pot, but usually only an earthenwaz
All households have such a water-pot, b 4 yare
iri i i such a fine specimen, w
one. Tiri’s mother is unusual in pqssessmg Su n cimen, Wb
i leaming condition and pro y
she keeps in speclacularly gl i O of four
i kitchen, hidden from view, she has
o Moo ily al sesses more than the usual
e brass pots. The family also pos :
(r)xtll:r:'tfe[rn(())fr' smallerpbrass water pots and a beautiful set of heavy brass

itual meals.
ich are used for company and for ritua .
pl:ﬁ?:\'s::v}::l‘:f fhis kind is manufactured in Raipur and is normally

i it had been traded in Bastar
ilable in local markets. Howe.ver, it :

‘fjc?ra;allclxzrl\giime at the big annual fairs (mardhai), parucularly thee gn::
attended by Muria at Narayanpur and Kon(.iagaon. B:‘assw:‘;s isan
important category of prestige goods, and like :\ll slui_l ; ng((;us s as
sociated with high-status Hindu manners. ':"h;/[ u(:-(i:: Jindus e e
' lates all the time, whereas even Tic - ke
"}rlz:ss ‘:::t off plates only exg:epuonall})"_; lpsuall)[rn ;}::ye;?lzclil;en tdl(:\ \:lllta [
' ups made from leaves, which are _ 1 hat
E)lllztcs;n?:)(llv: r?o washing up and can be fefi to domesuc. zla]ml:nafl: nl-::[]
meZl,iately after the meal. Tiri's set of plates 1; )engra\icl::: ;N‘l:,it }tl Sewasﬁk;'
' one of the family can read), togeth :

narg{: r(l:g(:l]fiho?her Hindu symbols. Brassware, hl'ce :]CWClI‘)’., ha; ;‘)Neirt\h
c:“ t:d the Muria consumption system because 1t 15 asspcl:alehouse-
. r::Iic consumption rather than private luxury. All the richer house.
Ezlds of the village possess sore brass plates and perhapsb i: ;Y;agh[ gm
two, but there is no outright competition. They ared rought vt

(t)(: do l’lonor to guests, or to do honor to the village an 1.ts g

jtual occasions. . . ction
mll;?n it seems that Tiri’s mother, in amassing such a large coll
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of water pots, and in displaying her best one so prominently, has gone
further than other women in her village, none of whom have collected
nearly as many pots. It would appear that she is unusually susceptible
to brass water pots, since one pot costs about as much as four blankets,
and she thinks she cannot alford a blanket. 1 believe that there is an
element of fetishism here, but the object of Tiri’s mother’s fetishistic
attitude is not one that takes hér out of her quotidian wavld (like the
fishermen and their television sets), but one that stands as a powerful
symbol of traditional Muria feminine activities.

Tiri's mother told Simeran Gell that she was glad there was no well
in the village, and that the part of the day she enjoyed most was the
late afternoon, when she werit off to the river (more than a mile away),
together with her faithful pot, driving a herd of cows before her.
There she would water the cows and vigorously scrub the pot with
sand to make it shiny, before filling it and another pot of lesser value
with water, bringing them back balanced on her head, so as to arrive,
dripping but unbowed; surrounded by cows, in time to start organ-
izing everyone for the evening meal.

The energy and skill that Tiri's mother puts into the performance
of her domestic tasks is breathtaking to behold, and she herself is
thoroughly conscious of it. I think her fierce pride in her performance
of her role as Muria matriarch is projected onto her collection of brass
pots, particularly the one that is displayed. Psychoanalytically, and
also.in certain systems of Indian symbolism, pots are female symbols;

so there may be depth-psychological grounds for thinking that she
identifies herself with the pot she cherishes so much. On the other
hand, it is worth noting that the local Hindu castes use pots as symbolic
bridegrooms: girls who reach puberty without finding a husband are
married to pots (Dubey 1953). So it could also be that the pot is a
male symbol. In any case it is likely that the symbolism involved is
multivocal and overdetermined. .

Depth psychology aside, it is notable that the brassware-collecting
propensity of the Tiri household is one of the few ways their affluent
status is overtly demonstrated. Because brassware was one of the first
items of Hindu wealth to be traded in Bastar, it can be amassed without
seeming to reject basic Muria identity. Probably, in years to come,
Muria and tourists will be the only purchasers of traditional brassware,
just as Muria and tourists are the main purchasers of traditional sil-
ver — most of the traders are moving with the times and going over
to stainless steel, which is much more popular with modern-minded
Hindus. '

Curiously the Muria, a traditional people with no home-grown tra-
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dition of craft and prestige-good prod'uqio.n. are aclu'all{'l ‘l::f‘}:emg:
imi Westerners, secking authenticity in the exotic, th o yare
Sm::!::;ilt?onal craft-producer societies, the category to which tl?zy are
:e(ironeously believed to belong. Trqdmonal cra7ft ?ms::ii?r;, |l oeCare
Turkmen whom Spooner discusst?s in Chzlptelrl ,uc);)sl o 16
about authenticity, and, to the dismay of c:odefl s s; T
rostitute stylistic purity to please fhe degraded taste nac ernity.
ll)iut the reasons for Muria conservatism are different frlsim d 1earre sons
e b weswnll pmiismoitn v:rl']l?:ttctgs(?:pgrlif?l':::etlleuc:?nmunally
tive because they do n a
i:a:g:ioned consumption ethos, because they do t‘:otl::?lrlth:oo:gs:z;
A wes'ternerieor‘l(:h:n(l)::t:eharr:\(L]hseie thr:m t:();nceal. their
demonstrate superior taste, ,
m%l;lr:js‘ljx;::;));ion in the Tiri household is centripetal, designe(_i to E;::\Sge
everything within bounds that can be rigidly controllle(l:ll.‘elitr I(S) :n e
of great satisfaction for Tiri's family that they eal‘()nivye| e radue
and that the food introduced from outside lsle)(cl ucsal n))/arkel_gnrde“
of traditional suppliers, notably, Maraars, the ol | markevgaree
e COnSCITV?l(;ism a‘:iie:i:: tof:(l)l?:: ?):rzzr:)afna house that is rich
hic, but from the determina use s et
leylxit (rationally or not} insecure, not to transglress(,lnr(‘)]to Ll(; ;;1 ;3:::“," not
to behave as i circumstances had changed aln e e e,
1ption were really possible, lest the whole Iragile e crum
gl):i‘;l\:&ight Meanwhile, they become ncher and ]r;fh?-:[iona] bse
their land is limited (thirteen FICTCS),.IL woull)(l mr:l“c;(:3 ﬁZ[ds; onal o
them to accumulate wealth with w!uch ‘(o l;y‘f e o powenrful
unlikely that Aelds will become available, and if y‘ :solalcd phi
z(')‘é;itio’x’\ of clan interests would be ranged a%)ams;1 ell:li lb o mping
' ot get to bu ing
hOUS?hO‘d- l'l;'li:?sy cl?i;;gir;;fjgﬁic?\oilsgnot reallyyun-Muria since it :(s:
Z: ::::,t;t: .to pres};rve a Muria lifestylebiln fleﬁancc lc())fl'1 ;;l\::eﬁs:):::]rsxe'
is still argu: i nd sensible in some - ]
fac(tls:rlisri?;lllo?ll g\rl:ﬁl)r:Z) 3’:)'-"1(";:":;;“:“[ from the parsim()ll\y Fl;:?‘;:i,:;:
i iri i rly in control o >
hisdf?d;)?:r;;‘i(rllgg;a:tcrl::gllj ‘:;a;r:r:;;(z; l::nsi to him and to his village
and is

associates.

My last example is of an even richer household, in which con-
y Iz

ion is tending toward a much more radical degrec of |nc0he|.;:‘n£<:).S .
N ting 1 nostt, recent trip to Bastar, in 1983,1 chos.e to wor ose
to?ll::lll)irn;()lning local administrative an_d corr{)mlercu;:] ceur;t:;l N
rayanpur. I lodged in a house in Duganar village belonging
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in his sixties, Ram. Ram Saukar has five excellent houses but he chooses
tosleep — year in, year out, winter and summer —on an open threshing
floor in the midst of his felds. He is, to all appearances, a man of the
most abject poverty. He wears a cotton g-string and an old woolen
pullover, filthy and full of holes. He s tall and skinny, with close-
cropped silver hair and a bristling growth of beard (the one way I
could do something for him that he seemed really to appreciate was
to shave him for free).

Atthe outset I assumed that Ram was a typical Muria old man, that
is, a nonentity in his own house. In traditional Muria villages (among
which Duganar can no longer be counted), it is typical for men with
adult sons to be forced to relinquish control of domestic and pro-
ductive organization and devote their time to drinking with cronies
of their own age. Tiri’s father, for instance, whom 1 did not even
bother to mention when I was describing his house, is such a bibulous
old man, charming if occasionally tiresome, but treated with undis-
guised contempt by his wife and son. With Ram Saukar things were
very different, as I soon discovered. He did no physical work, but he
controlled and directed everything, the execution being in the hands
of his two adult sons, their wives, his unmarried daughter, and two
permanent farm servants. Ram Saukar was the senior member of the

dominant clan in Duganar, the sarpanch of the village, literate in Hindi

and fluent also in Halbi and Gondi. He owned 35 acres of land,

absolutely prime paddyfields with a government irrigation channel
running straight through them. He had so many buffalo that he had
stopped counting them, merely remarking, when I asked, that he
thought he had “enough.” He even had a Tata lorry and a driver at
his disposal, though I am sorry to report that he bad achieved this
by allowing his daughter to become the mistress of the Sikh lorry
driver who actually owned the vehicle and who had become his per-
manent client. This arrangement suited Ram Saukar perfectly; his
daughter remained at home, where her labor could be exploited, he
had the use of the lorry whenever he wanted and none of the expense

of maintaining it, and he made money by providing board and lodging
for the lorry driver and his assistants.

The product of the 35 acres was con
to feed even Ram's large and motley
puzzled to learn that nothing was ever taken to Narayanpur market,
only a couple of miles distant, except pure cash crops (such as mustard
seed). This unwillingness to sell rice, which I had encountered in the
more “traditional” Muria village, initially ascribed to respect for the
rice itself (which is how Tiri had explained his own abstention from

siderably more than required
household. However, 1 was
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the sale of rice, which is too sacred to be com.mercia.lized). .l dl;cm-/ere:l
later, however, that the Ram household wasin the r{ce-sellmg lusm(:(s ;
but that instead of selling rice to the cooperative in the loc;; mla; ned
at government rates, they waited gnnl s_uppll_es. becgmﬁls mrThe
prices high, whereupon they sold rice privately in l.l;le V:h:gﬁ‘;w ma)i
also collected and sold large quantities of n.lz_thua pods (b e
terial for darngo, the local liquor), always waiting for the estlmo ot
to unload their supplies — just before the Narayanpur m.e;lz or‘ :
marriage season. Ram'’s house was stacked to the rafters \;I‘ll bminhICur !
pods, but never a drink was to be had th.ere, unless one of the ‘20 hers
or the lorry driver obtained a bottle in Narayanpur. Ram hin sl
neither smoked nor drank. I once offered him a cookie. H;: ac_fjep“-fo;
ate half of it in tiny nibbles, and then put the uneaten half aside
lh%ic\l/::l:flr;:; Ram Saukar had a large incom? by peasant_stalndarg:,
and never spent, or had anyone spend on his behalf, a §1ngt¢lz] ([::1 i(;
what on earth did-he do with his profits, apart from putting
th.":l"l}):fnc:(:ly way in which the Ram Saukar fam?ly consplcu.ouslyi;pcl:lr:;
more money than other, pooter hebteb ol e somprised thres
construction of new houses. . . e uare
es built around a courtyard, with the fourth 51d.e of the squar
E:il:nsg occupied by stalls fo: livle§tock. In t;n;) :oll_llzel:::fi ]‘Elsa;V;f:;i:;‘
is ¢ in the otlier his younge . , )
(l)il\::(ih::uikil:\:rt:\(;n;i:l]dlsl. On the ma);n roa(.l l'ead-ing into Nar;;ya(;\i)u;:
he had built a kind of condominium' conf;sﬁ;x:gb ;)rfhlah;:: ?;lrae(; :eho l\:; e)
story houses of elaborate construction. © tha Lo (g1 anpor
was intended for letting to migrant families working in | )s'i L
It had been standing two years and was begmgmlg :obs 15)]: asgistam
decrepitude. Only one house was occuplec-l, and t rrezt A
of the Sikh lorry driver, who was not paylrt\)g muc ren i.n e family
thing looked like a dead Ioss.commercnally, hut e.veryoSin e
was extremely proud of having crez.ned such an ;mp} thei)”y oo ans
they spent a lot of time there, chatting to the vlw eo e o i hat
assistant. Next to the much-admired burha lon wa 2 bullding L
was not admired at all, one that was frankly al?l?x‘:;eof o e e
man’s folly. Ram had dec.lded to consul')lllcl alh;)t se of mud,. it
nating at a stroke the maintenance prol erl:l e e into quad-
houses. He had hired stonemasons to ChlP the local granite oquar
is poi hitectural inspiration ha
rangular blocks, but at this point his arc " it o,
i ve, and the house had been built as a sing :
?:l:grtzzlsdr:;; about twelve feet square, without windows. It was In
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fact a stone replica of a little hut that a very poor man might put up
for himself. It was plain that this stone hovel was useless for any
purpose, and it had never been roofed. The stones and cement were
expensive and well joined, but this house, like the burha lon, was
pointless as an investment of time and money. Nonétheless, despite
their already having two surplus houses, at the time of my stay Ram
Saukar’s family were constructing no fewer than three more houses
for themselves. These houses were to be for Ram’s two sons and,
following some shady deal, for the lorry driver. This latest round of
construction had been stimulated by the government's offer of 5,000
rupees for building materials, plus title to house lots along the Na-
rayanpur road, to “homeless” tribals. Without this incentive perhaps
these houses would have been built elsewhere and not in such quick
succession, but both brothers were enthusiastic at the prospect of
having houses of their own, even though they were away from their
own land and the family’s main house, and would be squeezed in
between the ganda (weaver) settlement and the main road, surrounded
by strangers from other castes.

The Ram Sauker family could put money into buildings they did
not need because building a house was sufficiently like a traditional,
“pracuieal” use of rescurees, 86 a3 not to be obviously, even o them,
a way of playing with money. But playthings, or objects of aesthetic
enjoyment, are what the excess houses, particularly the burha lon,
had become. The old man’s stone hut was obviously some kind of
personal statement, expressive of his stony nature, of his desire for
permanence, perhaps also of his antagonism toward his sons since he
had insisted on building it despite their protests. This object may also
represent a tomb; the only stone structures ordinarily built by Muria
are funerary monuments. But it is characteristic that the symbolic
statements incorporated in the family’s excess houses viewed as objects
of consumption are disguised by the fact that the houses are not
represented as objects of consumption at all, but as investments, albeit
with some kind of ulterior purpose.

The old man, as has been described, consumed only the bare min-
imum needed for physical survival. Yet in many ways he was no
skinflint. His sons were allotted fields from which they derived good
incomes of their own, and both undertook contracts from the gov-
ernment from which they could derive more money. Both had long
since acquired the trinity of status symbols beyond which Muria peas-
ants, even educated ones like these, do not aspire (radio, bicycle, wrist-
watch). In their dress they were modest in the extreme. Neither wore
long trousers, only shorts, when they went to town. Normally they
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wore cheap, knee-length cloths and tattered t-shirts, though each had
a few better shirts for wear on formal occasions. Neither wore shoes
or sandals, except to town. They had cut their hair and did not wear
turbans. In fact, they appeared to have spent less on clothes than a
young man in a traditional village would spend on clothes and adorn-
ment, quite irrespective of whether he came from a rich family or a
poor one. They drank far less and ate no better than the average
“poor” Muria in a traditional village. They wore no jewelry. To be
sure, the women of the house were quite well-dressed when they
wanted to be. The younger brother’s wife said that her husband gave
her saris when he could, but he was inhibited by the attitude of his
elder brother's wife , who objected to'the squandering of family money
on her sister-in-law, whom she considered an interloper, This led w
quarrels between the brothers, episodes the younger woman greatly
feared.

The Ram family was inhibited about spending money because any
consumption initiative was seen as a threat to power. The old man, 1
think, avoided spending money in order to keep his iron grip on the
organization of the household as a productive unit. If he had started
drinking and enjoying life like an ordinary old man, he would have
lost his power, like ordinary old men do. The brothers did not spend
money because each was determined not to give the other an excuse
to level accusations of spendthrift behavior, accusations that would
have threatened the other’s position as claimant to the eventual in-
heritance. But behind these intrafamilial conflicts there remains the
general fact that neither brother really fantasized about consumption
beyond a very basic level. I held lengthy discussions with the Sikh
lorry driver concerning the price of tape recorders in Delhi as opposed
to Raipur, Jagdalpur, Narayanpur, and so on (he wanted one for the
cab of his lorry). Both brothers participated eagerly in these conver-
sations, but it was quite clear that neither of them regarded a cheap
tape recorder as an object they could conceivably buy. The. stores in
Narayanpur and Kondagaon, with which they were very familiar, were
stuffed with modern goods, usually sold to salaried employees of the
government and other aspiring urbanites, which they never expressed
the slightest wish to buy. :

But the most striking instance of the brothers’ attitude toward con-
sumption concerns not modern goods but supposedly traditional ones,
1o whose consumption possibilities the Ram family, imprisoned in its
wealth, was entirely blind until those possibilities were pointed out by
me.

Among thé items of tribal art for which Bastar is famous, the most
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prominent are the gunmetal figurines made by the lost-wax process.
Like all Muria material culture with “tribal” associations, these sculp-
tures are not actually made by tribals at all, but by the local bronze-
working caste (Ghassiya). These objects are placed in temples, and they
are also avidly collected by tourists. They can be bought in quantity
at any large fair in Bastar, or directly from the manufacturers, who
are settled in villages throughout the district. While I was in Bastar
researching markets, I visited a center of metal-casting at Kondagaon
and acquired, for my ‘own touristic purposes, a little collection of the
smaller bell-metal figurines to decorate a mantelpiece at home. 1 bought
ahorse, a cow, a deer, a tiger, a scorpion, and so on, making as nearly
as possible a matched set of all the animals offered. When 1 got back
to tlie Ram houseliold (where 1 was staying) after my trip v Kon-
dagaon, 1 produced my set of little animals and arranged them on
the floor, thinking they might amuse the children for a while. The
effect was electric. Not only were the children absolutely entranced,
but a large and enthusiastic group of adults, including both brothers
gat!)ered around as well. The animals were picked up, minutely ex-'
amined, placed in various arrangements, and admired from every
angle. I was complimented on my ingenuity in finding these objects
and acquiring them, and when the session was over they were lovingly
packed up for me and placed in my suitcase. Yet the entire set did
not cost more than 100 rupees (cleven dollars) in all (tourist prices),
and all of them were available to my admiring audience at any local
fair for much less than I had paid for them. But it was apparent that
it had never occurred to any member of the household to buy such
objects, even though they are supposedly redolent of Muria culture.
Of the culture, perhaps; of the consumption system, not at all. Only
by being a tourist ~ by buying these animals as a set and displaying
them in a particular context — did I make it apparent to Muria them-
selves that they had something there to consume. Clearly, it will be a
long time before the Muria embark on consumerism in its modern
forms with the panache of even the most diffident tourist. But perhaps
I made a start with the Ram family on that occasion.

Conclusion

The foregoing account of the Muria consumption system and its am-
biguous future in the context of current economic changes has been
fragmentary in many respects. But 1 hope it suffices 1o indicate the
complex interaction between aspects of peasant societies that are not
usually considered conjointly: the economic transformation brought
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about by technological change on the one hand, and on the other the
symbolic order that conventional economics assigns to the category
of tastes, The study of taste hak recently become an important preoc-
cupation of Marxist sociology (Bourdieu 1979), and quite rightly,
because nothing so acutely expresses social class, and the educational
system that reinforces and perpetuates classes in modern society, as
consumer preferences in the cultural domain — music, ilms, furnish-
ings, pictures, and so on. In the study of aesthetic production, atten-
tion has shifted from the creative activity of the lone artist or craftsman
to the social conditions that are reproduced in art and craft produc-
tion, and that foster this kind of productive activity. Here too, I think,
there is a lesson to be drawn for the study of “primitive” art, where
the “lone genius/enlightened public” schema of conventional art the-
ory is even less applicable than it is in its original bourgeois context.
The Muria, as I have suggested, have created nothing in the ma-
terial sense, except a landscape and a market, a market supplied by
other groups — cloth weavers and dealers, Marwari silversmiths in far-
off Rajasthan, Ghassiya workers in bronze, potters and smiths, and
so on. These material elements have been selected and integrated into
an immaterial cultural matrix, a collective style tightly integrated with
the processes of Muria social reproduction (village political institu-
tions, the ghotul system, the cult of the clan gods and earth goddess,
the marriage alliance system, and so on). It is this collective style, this
productive consumption, which is the creation of the Muria in the
sphere of art and which has given rise to the illusion that the Muria
are (like other tribals in India) innately artistic. Their artistry, insofar
as it exists at all, is confined to the nonmaterial sphere of singing,
dancing, and story-telling. But if one studies the ethnographies de-
scribing the Muria during their period of efflorescence (notably El-
win’s work of the 1940'), it is impossible not to concur with the view
that the Muria contrived, in their collective consumption practice, to
create an astonishing synthesis, one that lingers even as the Muria are
being absorbed into the mainstream of Indian rural society. This
display of market-bought finery transcends the limits of mere bor-
rowing and becomes a form of art in itself.

But this collective style depends on specific sociological conditions,
ones that are increasingly unfulfilled as Muria society becomes more
internally differentiated. In this paper I have outlined both the tra-
ditional consumption ethos and the pressures to which it is now sub-
ject, particularly where rich Muria are concerned. As time goes by,
the Muria will eventually cease to dress as Muria, but will dress up as
Muria when making explicit their ethnicity, heretofore implicit. Al-
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read imi
a"irzc,ttso 2¥;:nl;{ed extent, they have become producers of “traditional”
. e Kondagaon lost-wax sculpture establishment, where 1

obtained my set of animals, produces mainly for touriats,

the leading craftsman is a e

n educated adivasi
the leadi f . 1vasi, not a member of
ng (Hindu) Ghassiya caste traditionally occupied with t[ll:li

work. He has traveled to Delhi and even London, exhibiting his “tribal”

craft. Just as the items traditionally i

craft.. ‘ a y imported by the Muria,

fairs thr::dhl{l:rril;e:;.,::l:der\yent a sea change while being incorl;l)‘(:?autgl;

e Mutia con aml[l)uon system, so now they are undergoing a

by o au‘hemic'st ey are ref.lected back into the great world

o vy for auth halll )}an.d_for th!s reason the worst possible judge,

O e enter a| of mirrors, with images endlessly reflected and
ted, much as Lévi-Strauss says of myths. And we can conclude

with a suitably modified Lévi- i ;
N o y 1ed Lévi-Straussian aphorism: The World of Goods

Notes
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