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Ethnicity, Kinship, Religion and Territory:
Identifying Communities in South Asia

by Mark Pickett

his article focuses on the question of social organisation in South

Asia, where the social system of caste makes the enumeration of

people groups a highly complex task. Uniquely, in this continent, the
demarcation of groups for mission purposes has given as much weight to barri-
ers of acceptance as to barriers of understanding. But what principles have we
used to determine a barrier of acceptance? Conventionally, kinship is regarded
as being the most significant principle. Ethnicity and religion are also consid-
ered significant, but territory or the actual locality of a people is not. I wish to
approach this issue by examining the Newar people who are the traditional
inhabitants of the Kathmandu Valley and in particular one Newar caste. This
analysis of caste in a city of Nepal will expose the inadequacies of our typical
approach to identifying peoples, and should make us more aware of the signifi-

cance of territory and intercaste relations.

When our Lord commissioned his followers to make disciples they were to do
that with regard to social organisation: they were to make disciples of the nations
(Matt 28:18-19).! The way we define nations (Gk. ezhné) has a huge impact on
the way we distinguish unreached people groups (UPGs) and may have a dra-
matic effect on the way we approach strategies to reach them. Although I think
it is possible to over-emphasize UPGs, it is, nevertheless, important we get our
sociology right on this issue.? To be inaccurate and imprecise is to lead to great

differences in the way resources are allocated and churches are formed.

But how do we classify those groups? Is it possible for an individual to be a
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such groups?®

In South Asia the sociological phenomenon of caste has been a particularly
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From Edinburgh to Tokyo,” a group
of those working in the Hindu world
acknowledged the ongoing “complex-
ity of caste matters.” It is common-
place, in fact, among missiologists to
regard the myriad of different societal
units, usually referred to in English as
“castes,” as discreet people groups, the
vast majority of whom are unreached.®

Joshua Project (JP) uses two distinct
principles for listing people groups.®
Outside South Asia, the ethnolinguis-
tic principle is the only way people
groups are distinguished on the as-
sumption that understanding is the
most significant barrier to the estab-
lishment of a church planting move-
ment.” Within South Asia, however,
different principles are applied on the
assumption that acceptance is the most
significant barrier to the spread of the
gospel, particularly when considering
church planting movements (CPM).8
'The difficulty that JP has with caste is
demonstrated by the imprecise nature
of the principle of acceptance. In one
place “culture, religion and caste” are
used in contradistinction to language.’
In another place in the same article
caste community is mentioned alone.
The writer asserts that “this is how
people in this part of the world self-
identify at the deepest level.”°

In another article on the JP web site,
Luis Bush reported on the work of
Indian members of the AD2000 and
Beyond Movement, particularly that
of Raju Abraham. Working with the
data provided by the Anthropological
Survey of India, the Indian members
of the movement concluded that
peoples of South Asia should be de-
fined according to three or four char-
acteristics: 1) they only marry among
themselves (endogamous); 2) they see
themselves as distinct from others; 3)
others identify them as being distinc-
tive; and 4) they share similar customs,

food and dress.!!

Of the four characteristics delineated
by Raju Abraham, the second and third

are entirely subjective (in different
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ways) and the fourth is as vague and
fuzzy a criterion as one could pos-
sibly imagine, rendering it completely
impracticable. Only the first, caste
endogamy (i.e., the marriage circle),
gives us the slightest hope of bringing
clarity to the task. Indeed, this is what
the Anthropological Survey of India
argues, but I wish to demonstrate that
even this criterion is problematic.!?

For the Joshua Project, leaning on the
definition of the AD2000 and Beyond
movement, endogamy is the defin-

ing criterion of identity and therefore
should be used as the primary principle
in constructing a list of South Asian
peoples. Accordingly, JP lists 2,599
people groups in India (3,487 in South
Asia as a whole)."® In another article

But s such
fragmentary analysis
the best way to identify

people groups for
church planting?

on the JP web site (adapted from Bill
Morrison), Luis Bush argues that the
peoples of South Asia (identified as
endogamous castes according to JP
criteria) are further sub-divided by lan-
guage, as such groups are often spread
across language boundaries. Accord-
ing to this logic, the number of people
groups is much higher, and conse-
quently the need for engagement with
the unreached in South Asia is much
greater than it would otherwise seem.*

For the Joshua Project, then, en-
dogamy is the primary principle in use
for the categorization of South Asian
peoples, with language constituting

a secondary principle.’” But is such
fragmentary analysis of South Asian

societies the best way to approach the
task of identifying people groups for
the purpose of church planting? The
people group concept grew largely

out of reflection on communities that
were isolated and plainly distinct from
those of their nearest neighbours.® In
India they are the adivasis, or “Sched-
uled Tribes.” These communities are
usually distinct in multiple ways: they
often occupy a distinct territory (often
in hill country or forest), speak a
distinct language, and follow their own
distinct religion and culture. However,
most societal groups of South Asia do
not have such a distinct character.'”
Most such groups, including both
peasant and urban communities (often
one and the same), live side-by-side
with other groups, interacting with
each other in complex ways.!®

Understanding Caste

Probably the most complex social
setting of the planet is that of South
Asia, and sociologists have argued over
its precise interpretation for decades.
South Asian society, though modi-
fied and transformed by South Asia’s
contact with modernity, still maintains
much of its unique complexity, which
is almost universally referred to as the
caste system.

In the analysis of caste, we must begin
by carefully choosing our terms. The
English word caste comes from the
Portuguese for “species”™—castas. It
has been argued, by some, that the use
of such a foreign term prejudices the
inquiry before we begin. They have
called, therefore, for an abandonment
of the word in favour of indigenous
terms such as jati and varna.'® There
has been much argument over the
relation of the terms jat/jati with
varna. It is clear that the terms are not
synonymous as there are no substan-
tive caste groups that can be properly
categorized as varna.?

Caste society is usually looked at (by
both foreign observers and many
South Asians themselves) as essentially



a system of hierarchy, with Brahman
Priest? at the top and Untouchable
Sweeper (Dalit) at the bottom.?? This
approach to caste leads to an inevitable
judgment on the caste system as being
essentially prejudiced.?3 A careful look
at the internal structure and intercaste
relations of a group called the Pengu
Dah in Nepal demonstrates, however,
that certain assumptions about caste
do not make sense of the ethnographic
realities of Hindu communities. Any
astute analysis of intercaste relations
will significantly challenge the conven-
tional wisdom on gospel work in this
South Asian environment.?* It is for
such an analysis I now turn to a study
of identity among the Newar people.

The Newars of Nepal

The modern state of Nepal is a land-
locked country of twenty-nine million
inhabitants sandwiched between the
giants of India and China (Tibet). The
Kathmandu Valley is a large fertile
bowl situated at 1,350 metres (4,400
feet) in the middle hills of Nepal. The
cities of the Valley gained wealth and
prestige by their strategic location on
the ancient trade routes between the
North Indian plains and the Tibetan
plateau. This led to the early flower-
ing of an artistic, urban culture with a
complex social system. The Newars are
the descendants of those who created
this culture.

The old cities of the Kathmandu Val-
ley are models of compact settlement.
As with all Newar settlements, though
the cities are home to many farmers,
they characteristically live in close
proximity to each other and at some
distance from their fields. Newar cities,
then, are densely populated.? Lalitpur,
one of these cities, is a most hetero-
geneous community of around 80,000
inhabitants.?® Although a part of the
modern nation state of Nepal, it still
maintains many rituals that hark back
to the days of the Malla kings (13th

to 18th centuries AD/CE) and before,
when the city was the centre of its own
thriving kingdom. To some extent it
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n defining the Newar, the principle that is usually
invoked is that of language. Ihis proves problematic
as not all Newars speak the Newar language.

can be said that the social order of the
city is hardly changed.

Four Principles for Establishing
Newar Identities

In extending our discussion of South
Asian people groups, we can expect
the use of various principles to distin-
guish one group from another. I want
to look at four principles that apply to
the Newars and, in particular, to one
endogamous Newar caste, the Pengu
Dah. Two of these principles, I will
argue, are weak and two are strong.

Ethnicity

The traditional heartland of the Newar
(a.k.a. Newah) is the Kathmandu
Valley situated in the foothills of the
Himalaya. According to the latest
published figures, the Newars total
1,245,232 or 5.6% of the population
of the country.?’ The Newars occupy

a unique place in the ethnic matrix

of the country, and for the most part
the identity of Newars is uncontested.
But the question of how to define

a Newar is a pressing one since no
distinctive religion, festival or rituals
are universally observed by them. The
principle that is usually invoked is that
of language, but that proves problem-
atic as not all Newars speak the Newar
language. Though they identify as
Newars, large numbers have taken to
speaking the national language, Nepali,
especially those who have migrated to
other areas of the country for trade.

The Newar language belongs to the
Tibeto-Burman family and demon-
strates an affinity with the languages
of other groups along the foothills of
the Himalaya that have migrated from
the east in ancient times.?® Most other
aspects of Newar culture, however,
have a strong South Asian affinity
with peoples to the south, indicated by

their many loan words derived from
Sanskrit. Due to these complexities,
the Newars do not easily fit into any of
Nepal’s major societal divisions.

'The dominant group of modern Nepal
is that of the Indo-Nepalese Parbatiya
community, who make up 38% of the
total population.?? These are native
speakers of the Indo-European Nepali
language, and are descendants, at least
to a large degree, of people who mi-
grated to the Himalayan foothills from
the south and west. Sociologically,
therefore, the Parbatiya are considered
the majority community, the “nation”
as opposed to the minority “ethnic
groups.” The Parbatiya are divided into
a simple caste system, with most lin-
eages claiming upper-caste pedigree,
Chetri (Kshatriya) or Bahun (Brah-
man). At the bottom of this system
are a few small Dalit castes (formerly
known as Untouchables).

'The Madhesi groups of the Tarai (on
the plains of Nepal contiguous with
the plains of India), are distinct from
the Parbatiya, and are divided into
many more castes. They also demon-
strate a kinship with groups over the
border in India with whom they con-
tinue to maintain marriage relations.

A third major division of Nepalese
society is that of the tribes speak-
ing Tibeto-Burman languages from
the middle hills. Unlike either the
Parbatiya or the Tarai groups, these
tribes do not have a developed hier-
archical social system but tend to be
more egalitarian.

The Newars do not really belong clear-
ly to any of these three major societal
divisions. Though Newar language is
Tibeto-Burman, their social structure
is hierarchical and South Asian. But
their hierarchical social structure is not
equivalent to that of their traditional

32:1 Spring 2015



26 Ethnicity, Kinship, Religion and Territory: Identifying Communities in South Asia

near neighbours, the Parbatiya. At first
glance, they have the appearance of

an ethnic group. The observant visitor
becomes aware, however, that Newar
society (if we can call it that) is char-
acterized by great social and cultural
diversity, quite unlike an ethnic group.

Studies of ethnicity have demonstrated
that the phenomenon is essentially
subjective.’* The members of a group
may conceive of themselves as consti-
tuting an ethnic group even though
there is no such objective “reality.”
Ethnicity, therefore, is relational in
that “it is the outcome of an interplay
between self-assessment and outside-
assessment.”! Curiously, however, for
the Newar population as a whole, the
sense of Newar ethnicity always seems
to have been relatively weak.

I have concluded, on linguistic, cultural,
and historical grounds, that the Newars
constitute a people who originated in a
migration of Tibeto-Burman speakers
from the east, who settled in the fertile
Kathmandu Valley.3? This population
was augmented over the millennia

by a regular influx of migrants from
the south, who brought South Asian
(Indic) culture and languages with
them, to greatly modify the culture

and language of the original settlers.
At some point, however (and probably
long before the Newars were absorbed
into the modern nation state of Nepal
in 1768-69), some of the new arrivals
were not accepted as part of the Newar
society. They were forced to live outside
the city confines and had to beg and
clean toilets to make a living. The quar-
ters of these “Untouchables” can still be
found today, but they may or may not
be ethnically distinct. Though belong-
ing to Newar society in the widest
sense, their identity, from the point of
view of the general Newar population,
is still considered to be that of the out-
sider.?® Furthermore, it is apparent that,
far from being a throwback to some
primordial self-assessment, Newar
ethnic identity is one that has grown
with the impact of modernity.**
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Not only has national identity in
Nepal begun to lose ground to the
competing claims of ethnic commu-
nities, but some of these groups, till
now seen as monolithic, have begun to
express just how little sense of com-
munity they feel and maintain. Among
the Newars, as in India, intercaste
relations have declined; but, intracaste
solidarity has actually increased so one
finds organised bodies representing
many pan-Newar caste groups, thus
emphasizing the significance of sub-
groups rather than the Newar group as
a whole.®

Until recently, in fact, the principle of
ethnicity has not really been sig-
nificant to the Newars themselves in
determining identity.* The inclusion
of the Newars as a single ethnic group
in the Nepal Federation of Indigenous
Nationalities suggests that the JP
identification of the Newars of Nepal
as a single group is not entirely unwar-
ranted.’” The construction of Newar
ethnic identity is, however, a recent
phenomenon whose significance can
mask other, more important principles
to which I will now turn.

Kinship

Newar society demonstrates many

of the features found in other caste
Hindu societies throughout South
Asia.®® These include mutually endoga-
mous castes and an interdependence
of the castes for ritual and economic
services. The centrality of the king and

the dominant caste (not a political
reality at present, but still economi-
cally and ritually important) is another
important feature that is beyond the
scope of this paper but which I have
dealt with in detail elsewhere.?

Kinship is the most significant
principle of social identification for
people in South Asia. This becomes
apparent with careful analysis of
ethnographic work. I spent a number
of years researching a little-known
caste of artisans who call themselves
the Pengu Dah (lit. Four Groups)

in the city of Lalitpur, Nepal.** The
Pengu Dah constitute a non-dominant
Newar artisan caste. For the most part,
they provide no ritual services to other
castes, but the crafts for which they are
justly famous are an important aspect
of Newar culture.

When one asks a Newar to identify
his caste his answer is always in terms
of kinship.#t A Coppersmith, then,
would immediately reply that he is

a Tamrakar (by far the most com-
mon surname, or zhar, of the Cop-
persmiths) even if he no longer works
copper himself.*? The phrase Pengu
Dah simply means “The Four Groups”
that happen to be Coppersmiths,
Sweetmakers, Stonemasons and
Carpenters.® A Coppersmith, then,
or a Carpenter, would always identify
himself by his thar (Table 1, below).
He will not say that he is a member of
the Pengu Dah.*

Table 1. The Composition of the Pengu Dah

traditional stonemasons
occupation coppersmiths | (now wood | carpenters sweetmakers
carvers)
thar | honorific | Tamrakar Shilpakar Sthapit | Barahi | Rajkarnikar
colloquial | Tamvah Lwahakahmi | Sikahmi Marikahmi
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Table 2. Castes of Lalitour

Thars are italicized. Traditional marriage circles (endogamous units) are in bold type. English equivalents are capitalised in
keeping with South Asianist protocol. Note: The castes are listed according to the English alphabet at this point because to do
otherwise would be to accept certain and, | believe, false, presuppositions about the caste system.

Bhatta: Brahman Priests at Shankamul temple
Carmakar (Kulu/Kul): Drum makers
Citrakar (Pd): Painters
Cyamkhalah (Cyame): Sweepers
Dyahla (Pwah/Pwarya; Np. Pode): Sweepers, Fishermen
Kapali/Darsandhari (Jogi; Np. Kusle): Musicians, death specialists
Képali/Darsandhari (Jogi; Np. Kusle): Tailors/muhali (shawm) players, death specialists
Védyakar/Badikar (Dom/Dwa): Drummers, vegetable and curio sellers
Karamjit (Bhah): Mahabrahman death specialists
Khadgi/Shahi (Nay; Np. Kasai): Butchers and milk sellers, drummers
Maharjan (Jyapu): (Like the Shresthas this, the largest caste, is not uniform)
Awale (Kumhah): Potters and Farmers
Dagol (Jyapu): Farmers
Maharjan (Jyapu): Farmers
Mali/Malakar (Gathu): Gardeners
Mishra: Brahman temple Priests
Nakahmi/Lohakar (Kau): Blacksmiths
Napit (Nau): Barbers
Pengu Dah (here | list the colloquial title first to avoid confusion)
Lwahékahmi (Shilpakar/Shilakar): Stonemasons, now mostly wood carvers
Marikahmi (Rajkarnikar/Halawai/Haluwai): Sweetmakers
Sikahmi (Barahi/Sthapit/Kasthakar/Shilpakar/Sikahmi): Carpenters; chariot (ratha) builders (Barahi)
Tamvah (Tamrakar/Tamot): Coppersmiths
Rajaka (Dhubya/Dhobi): \Washermen
Rajopadhyaya (Bramhu/Dyahbhaju): Brahman domestic and temple Priests
Ranjitkar (Chipa): Dyers
Shrestha (Shesyah): Landowners, government ministers, civil servants and merchants
Amatya (Mahaju): Ministers
Joshi: Astrologers
Karmacarya (Acahju): Shaivite Tantric priests; some internal division
Malla: descendants of Malla kings
Pradhan (Pahmay): Government Ministers
Rajbhandari (Bhani): Royal Storekeepers
Shrestha (Shesyah): Landowners, businessmen
Vaidya: Ayurvedic physicians
Tandukar (Khusah): Farmers, musicians
Vajracarya/Shakya
Shékya (Bare): Goldsmiths
Vajracarya (Gubhaju): Buddhist Priests
Vyanjankar (Tepay): Market Gardeners, farmers
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By and large, Newars will use the
vernacular identifier in reference to

a member of a particular thar, e.g.,
Jyapu of a Farmer, but prefer to use the
Sanskritic title in address, in this case
Mabharjan or Digol (see Table 2 on
the previous page).* In the case of the
Pengu Dah (in which the four groups
are four thars), the members of any
one thar may have any of three or four
different surnames. For the purposes
of analysis, therefore, I have resorted,
for the most part, to the vernacular in
each case.

For a Newar, as for other South
Asians, kinship is the most significant
principle of identification. It is not

the work of carpentry or the build-
ing of ritual chariots, therefore, that
makes a person a Barahi—it is his
identity as one of the kinship group
that builds the chariot. Occupation is
not the central issue—it is relation.*
Lineage names are often a good way to
establish an individual’s identity. Such
names as Pwahsyah (Stomachache),
Kwah (Crow), and Khica (Dog) are
specific and easily verifiable. The Pen-
gu Dah of Lalitpur, like most Newar
castes, constitute an endogamous
group in which the various lineages
contract marriages between each other
isogamously (i.e. between equals).*

Relations between Newar castes, as in
other caste societies, have been charac-
terized as constituting a patron-client
system. The relation between a patron
and client in South Asia has tradition-
ally been labelled a jajmani relation.
Such patron-client relations have been
observed in many varied ethnographic
settings, being first described by the
American Presbyterian missionary
William Wiser in 1936.% Patron-client
relations in Newar society persist to
this day even though the economic
interdependency typically reflected by
those relationships is a mere shadow of
its former self.

'The precise characteristics of a house-
hold’s jajmani relations (which caste
representatives are called to provide
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ritual services) tell us very little of

the household’s caste. For example,
sometimes a family or lineage may
change from calling for the services

of a Vajracarya Buddhist domestic
priest to calling for a Brahman priest
in performing life-cycle rituals. Such a
change makes no difference to the be-
liefs of the household or to the marital
prospects of that household’s daugh-
ters or sons, and the family is not
thought to have converted or aban-
doned their caste. This is an important
point as the significance of ideology, or
what outsiders usually call “religion,”
in the analysis of caste systems has, in
my view, often been overrated.®

There are two boundary markers,
however, that are significant. Among
the Newars, the so-called “Water line”
is one of them. Those belonging to
« » .

clean” castes will not accept water
from those below it.*

Furthermore, traditionally the criterion
of touch was the most basic division of
the caste system. For older persons this
continues to be very important. The
Cyamkhalah and Dyahla are consid-
ered polluting by all the other castes if
they come into physical contact. Some
castes (four in Lalitpur) are considered
unclean, but not untouchable, by the
majority of other castes who consider
themselves clean. So a Maharjan, for
instance, would not accept a cup of
water from a Khadgi, but they would
not consider themselves polluted
merely by touch.’?

Newar communities, therefore, can be
divided into three significant groups
according to considerations of ritual
purity (Table 3, this page).>? It seems
to me that these divisions are far more
significant barriers to the spread of the
gospel than others such as barriers to
intermarriage or commensal relations
(eating boiled rice together). The close
proximity of the Newar people to each
other presents little problem of physical
distance. But barriers of ritual purity,
often expressed territorially (most “un-
clean” and “untouchable” castes live in

their own neighbourhoods) mean that
Newars on either side of those barriers
have little meaningful social contact.
This is as true between the “lower”
groups as it is between them and those
considered higher. This means that

Table 3. Major Divisions in Newar Society

Touchable
Clean (water-acceptable)

Bhatta: Brahman Priests at Shankamul
temple

Citrakar (Pa): Painters

Karamjit (Bhah): Mahabrahman
death specialists

Maharjan (Jyapu): Farmers
Malj/Malakar (Gathu): Gardeners
Mishra: Brahman temple Priests
Nakahmi/Lohakar (Kau): Blacksmiths
Napit (Nau): Barbers

Pengu Dah: Artisans

Rajopadhyaya (Bramhu/Dyahbhaju):
Brahman domestic and
temple Priests

Ranjitkar (Chipa): Dyers

Shrestha (Shesyah): Landowners,
government ministers, civil servants
and merchants

Tandukar (Khusah): Farmers, musicians
Vajracarya/Shakya

Vyanjankar (Tepay):
Market Gardeners, farmers

Touchable
Unclean (water-not-acceptable)
Carmakar (Kulu/Kul): Drum makers
Képali/Darsandhari (Jogi; Np. Kusle):
Musicians, death specialists
Khadgi/Shahi (Nay; Np. Kasai):
Butchers and milk sellers, drummers
Rajaka (Dhubya/Dhobi): Washermen

Untouchable
Unclean (water-not-acceptable)

Cyamkhalah (Cyame): Sweepers
Dyahla (Pwah/Pwarya; Np. Pode):
Sweepers, Fishermen

Dyahla (Pwah/Pwarya; Np. Pode):
Sweepers, Fishermen




Khadgi Butchers, for example, would
not normally have social interaction
with other “unclean” castes. (Refer to

Figure 1 below.)

Religious Tradition

Broadly speaking, Newars can be
divided into two main religious tradi-
tions according to the orientation of
their domestic priest (purohiz).>> Those
that call the Buddhist Vajracarya
priest to perform life-cycle rituals

are termed buddhamirgi (<Skt. marg,
way) while those who call a Brah-
man priest are shivamdirgi.>* For most
Newars, however, this distinction is
hardly significant. It is not relevant to
marriage or to Commensality, nor does
it bar anyone from participating in
any festival. Among the endogamous

group of the Pengu Dah some lineages
call the Brahman priest for life-cycle
rituals and others the Vajracarya. For
this reason a new bride may have to
adjust to some differences in religious
practice, if say her natal home called a
Brahman priest but her marital home
calls a Vajracarya.>

'The designation “Hindu,” then, is more
useful as a structural, not a philosophi-
cal or “religious” term. Hindu people
are those who live in a society that is
structured according to kinship and
kingship, i.e. the caste system. Reli-
gious tradition in itself, then, is not a
barrier to social interaction; not even
to intermarriage or commensality.
'They may worship Shiva, Krishna, the
bodhisattva (Buddhist saint) Avalok-

itesvara, or even become devotees of

Figure 1. Diagrammatic Representation of Lalitpur’s Caste System
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Yesu (Jesus) but no social rupture is
inevitable.’® Religious tradition, then,
is a weak principle when it comes to
Hindu identity. This is profoundly in
conflict with the way that Hinduism

is usually understood and has signifi-
cant consequences for evangelism and
church planting.’” But there is yet one
more principle that is significant in the
determination of a Newar’s identity.

Territory

Much of the daily life of the Newar

is lived within his urban locality or,

in the hinterland, in his village. Each
locality (#wah) within the city to some
extent constitutes, in microcosm, what
the city is on a grander scale.”®

The locality, almost invariably, is charac-
terised by a central square that is clearly

Pengu
Dah

Vajracarya
Shakya

King and
dominant

"“Shrestha”
Caste

Rajopadhyaya

(o @@@

Rajaka
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analogous to that of the city as a whole.
'The square, or in many cases, the mon-
astery (bahah, bahi) has its temples and
its blend of religious and secular uses:
farmers spread out their unhusked rice
to dry; women wash the family clothes
at the well; vegetable-sellers display
their produce; men sit and talk politics;
a post-partum mother gets an oil mas-
sage; and children climb on the temple
guardians and play hide-and-seek.

We have already noted the strength of
the lineage and the caste, and the way
they spread throughout the city, and

in some cases beyond. But, and this is
significant, territory in some respects
transcends Newar lineage or caste ties.
Strong caste ties would be detrimental
to the genesis and maintenance of city
unity, for they emphasize loyalty to a
sub-set of that city. The locality, howev-
er, can often cut right across the bound-
aries of these caste groups and has the
effect of weakening caste solidarity.

Certain very important institutions
exist within the locality which regulate
much of the social and ritual interac-
tion of its inhabitants. Foremost of
these is the guzhi, which functions
typically as either a funeral association
or temple worship group. Membership
in the guthi is exclusive to a kinship
group, a thar group, or more unusually
to a multicaste group.”” An analysis of
the plethora of guthis belonging to the
Pengu Dah leads me to conclude that
the principle of zerritory is fundamen-
tal to the constitution of the guthi.®

Musical ensembles are also found all
over the city.*! Some ensembles are
constituted as guthis, with strict rules
of membership and duty towards the
group, where others are constituted on
a more ad hoc basis. There is clearly

a significant difference between an
ensemble that is a guthi and one that is
not. Membership of the more ad hoc
ensemble is somewhat fluid and, though
caste and territory are significant prin-
ciples in their organisation, there is little
loss of status if one leaves and therefore
little social control can be exerted. The
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guthi, on the other hand, has tradition-
ally exercised considerable social control.

Territorial organisations, however,

do not have the power they once had
because of the rising importance of
organisations based on single castes,
which pay scant notice to issues of ter-
ritoriality. They emphasize the solidarity
of the caste in a manner that transcends
territorial boundaries. In recent decades,
associations have been constituted
among many of the thars of Lalitpur,
analogous to organisations in India
such as the All India Washermen’s Fed-
eration. For the most part these associa-
tions have economic considerations at
their heart, such as to fund awards for
educational achievement.%?

The locality,
however, can often
cut right across the
boundaries of these

caste groups

Territory as an organising principle,
therefore, no longer has the power it
once had. The reasons for this are three-
fold: the demise of the city as the capital
of an independent political unit; the
migration of the city’s inhabitants from
the localities to outlying “suburbs” and
further afield; and the developing sense
of Newar identity as an ethnic group
with the subsequent growth of solidar-
ity of organisations based on single
castes as sub-sets of that ethnicity. The
traditional more or less integrated caste
society, as a system, is also in decline
due to the growing strength of the na-
tion state and the impact of modernity.

Nevertheless, territory continues to be a
strong principle of identity in traditional

Newar settlements. Lives are lived in
local communities, made up usually of a
number of castes. The multicaste com-
munity may not eat boiled rice together,
or exchange brides with each other, but
they do worship corporately and carry
out practical work together to improve
their neighbourhood.

Territory, I would argue, is much
more significant when it comes to
church planting than has hitherto
been acknowledged. An individual is
part of a local community that may
worship together. That community
may be multicaste and not a forum for
contracting marriages or eating boiled
rice together, but community it is.

Another Look at Barriers of

Acceptance

WEe have noted four principles that are
involved in South Asian identity: eth-
nicity, kinship, religious tradition and
territory. Missiological categories, as we
have seen, have tended to acknowledge
the significance of ethnicity and kinship
(though both rather simplistically), but
have reflected sometimes a serious mis-
understanding of religious traditions,
and have treated territory as almost
irrelevant. The inclusion of the Newars
as a single people group in the JP list
suggests that the principle of ethnicity
is the only relevant principle when it
comes to counting people “groups” for
the purpose of evangelization (though
acknowledging that Newars who have
migrated to India or Bangladesh may
be considered as distinct).

In India, however, the principle of
kinship (and caste) has assumed
overwhelming priority for the JP list.
Certain people are assumed to belong
to a single people group on the ba-

sis that they share a common name.
Such are the Badhai, the name used by
large numbers of Carpenters in India
(and some of the Tarai in Nepal).®* A
promotional video recently released by
a mission organisation tells us that “the
Badhai are one of hundreds of Hindu

tribes scattered across the Himalayas.”



Careful research on the Badhai in accor-
dance with the principles I have eluci-
dated above, however, would lead one to
conclude that almost everything in that
sentence is false. Although the majority
of Badhai, as far as I can find out, are
Hindu, they are certainly not a tribe and
probably none live in the Himalayas.

Moreover, until recently the Badhai
have almost certainly not considered
themselves as a single group. A quick
survey of web sites that carry the
name suggests there are a number of
attempts to create a corporate identity
for the Badhai. This may lead to more
wide-scale intermarriage and have the
effect over time of them becoming a
quasi-ethnic community, which could
lend the Badhai greater political clout
among the many other caste groupings
wishing to obtain political advantage.
Further research is needed to discover
whether such pan-Indian caste group-
ings are really that significant in the
lives of their members. If they become
overwhelmingly important, then the
sort of groups that are identified in JP
would make much more sense than
they do at present.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I suggest that each

of these four principles needs to be
revisited missiologically. Ethnicity is
not necessarily a barrier of acceptance
since many caste societies are ethnically
mixed. Winter suggests that ethnolin-
guistic groups are helpful identifiers for
the purpose of mobilization and prepa-
ration for ministry. Though the Newars
have not traditionally seen themselves
as an ethnic group, they do have some
sense of identity that lends itself to this
purpose. But in the work of seeking to
establish Christ-focused communities
among all the peoples of South Asia,

it is important that the principle of
ethnicity is held very loosely as other
principles are also important. Chief
among these are kinship and territory.

As in other societies of South Asia,
kinship is the primary principle of
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erritory is another dimension that may not
have been taken into account szﬂciem‘[y n the
enumeration of people groups in South Asia.

Newar identity. It is only as a member
of a particular lineage that an individ-
ual can prove his caste credentials (or
family members, theirs) and thereby
have any acceptable place in society.®*
Kinship is clearly an avenue of great
potential for the spread of the gospel
message; yet, the communication of
the gospel across kinship boundar-

ies should not necessarily be an issue.
If kinship groups have no history of
intermarriage, then they may not want
to begin marriage relations solely on
the basis that those individuals or
families are now following Christ. That
is a pastoral issue. Kinship boundaries
themselves, however, are not a barrier
to communication, religious discourse,
or even to corporate worship, as is
evidenced by the multicaste guthis and
musical ensembles.

Hindus have not normally had much
psychological dissonance in their
devotion to a plurality of deities or
philosophical systems. The adoption of
a particular deity for personal devo-
tion has not led to disruption of the
social system and caste relations. On
the other hand, the adoption of what
is seen as a foreign religion, with the
consequent repudiation of swathes

of traditional life, and with both tacit
and manifest rejection of the kinship
group, has often caused great barri-
ers to the further spread of the gospel
message. Furthermore, the ethno-
graphic reality among the Penga Dah
of Lalitpur demonstrates that groups
which call themselves Hindu but
patronize a Buddhist priest can enjoy
commensal and marriage relations
with those who patronize a Hindu
Brahman priest. Any religious di-
chotomy demonstrates the sledgeham-
mer imprecision of attempting to slot
people groups into mutually exclusive

Hindu or Buddhist megablocs.

Territory is another dimension that
may not have been taken into account
sufficiently in the enumeration of
people groups in South Asia. Tradition-
ally, kinship groups have lived in a spe-
cific and tightly bounded locale. In that
locale, they have relations with other
kinship groups of two kinds: (1) those
who constitute their caste with whom
they intermarry, and (2) other kinship
groups with whom they would not
intermarry but with whom they have
long-established economic and ritual
relations. Relations with those of other
neighbourhoods who share the same
title (thar) or surname might be weaker
than their relations with those in their
immediate locale who do not. Often,
then, the traditional locality, village or
urban neighbourhood, constitutes a
significant socio-people, to use Win-
ter’s terminology. This is a group which
might provide a focus for ministry.
Thus, the AD2000 and Beyond South
Asia group’s insistence on a community
being defined by endogamy is woe-
tully inadequate. Some communities,
particularly those that inhabit an urban
neighbourhood, have traditionally
comprised a large number of endoga-
mous castes. Nevertheless, this group of
disparate endogamous castes functions
in many ways as a single community.

Territory still constitutes something
of a barrier to the acceptance of the
gospel in South Asia. Traditionally,
and still today for many people, life

is lived out in a village, or the local
neighbourhood of a city. Established
city dwellers do not ordinarily have
much to do with those who are from
the outside. Luis Bush has suggested
that castes may be divided by lan-
guage. That would be true if people
sharing the same title or surname were
considered to belong to one and the
same caste. Such people often speak a
range of languages as they live across a
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large swathe of territory in which vari-
ous languages are spoken. If, however,
across South Asia as is common in

the Kathmandu Valley, people have

a view of those from other places as
not belonging, even if they do share
the same title (thar or surname), then
territory is a significant principle of
identity. In such a case then, territorial
boundaries themselves are a significant
barrier to the acceptance of the gospel
irrespective of language. So to come
back to my assertion above (1), the
57,166,000 Yadavs of India and Nepal
may not be one endogamous group
but several, with fuzzy boundaries (the
national border probably not being
one of them). The same may be true
for the 27,424,000 Bania and a host of
other larger castes. This phenomenon
must not be ignored in order to fit a
given individual and his lineage into
some procrustean bed of endogamous
caste commitments.

'The way we approach caste groups

in South Asia will depend on our
interpretation of caste. A few million
people scattered across South Asia
may have the same title and tradition-
ally do the same job, but until re-
cently they may never have considered
themselves as a single people group at
all. They have been part of many castes
that have very little to do with each
other, even though they share the same
name and traditional occupation. Re-
cent changes in caste have meant that
such scattered caste groups with some
sense of shared identity have started
to regard themselves as a single group
(as we saw in the case of the All India
Washermen’s Federation above). This
does not seem to be widely accepted,
though, as I noticed in a cursory survey
of caste web sites that have evidently
been set up for this very purpose.

Tribes are largely distinct societal
groups that are much easier to identify.
Because of their societal identification,
they are easier to describe and it is
generally easier to generate strategies
for reaching them. Castes, on the other
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hand, are not so distinct. They usually
do not have a language discreet from
the other groups around them. They
share many characteristics with other
groups in the locality. Traditionally,
in constituting a society, individual
castes situate in a locality with other
castes. Those traditionally regarded as
“Untouchables”—the Dalits—were a
clear exception to this, for they were
always considered as not belonging to
the dominant societies and situated
as outsiders. Perhaps for this reason
they have often regarded themselves as
belonging to a wider oppressed com-
munity, and it is this identity, among
other factors, that has led to such
widespread “people movements” since
the nineteenth century.®

1t demonstrates
the sledgehammer
imprecision of slotting
peaple groups into
mutually exclusive
religious megablocs.

I do wonder if categorical decisions
regarding the identification of people
groups in South Asia were overly
influenced by considerations of India’s
Scheduled Tribes and Castes (Dalits)
for whom ethnicity and caste closely
coincide with religious tradition and
territory. For the dominant peoples of
South Asia, however, we must review
the principles of ethnicity, kinship,
religious tradition and territory and re-
shape our strategies for engaging these
people with the gospel. LJFM
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those above the line refer to those below as
“lah calay maju” (lit. water doesn’t go). This
boundary is also expressed in the access to
the services of certain ritual specialists, such
as Brahman or Vajracirya domestic priests
and Napit Barbers for purification.

51 The principle of marriage seems to-
day to be almost as strong as it was in times
past, which is how we can identify endoga-
mous castes today. Without precise histori-
cal data, however, it is impossible to tell how
strictly the rules of marriage used to be en-
forced. There seems to have been a relaxing
of attitudes towards intercaste marriage even
during the period of my fieldwork. Many
intercaste marriages are now celebrated
with full ritual, though whether this reflects
changing attitudes towards caste or ritual or
both is not clear to this researcher.

52 Viewed from the perspective of the
vast majority of Newar society who consider
each other to be clean.

53 In India a religious tradition is usu-
ally called sampradaya but I did not come
across this use in Nepal.

54 David N. Gellner, Monk, House-
holder and Tantric Priest: Newar Buddhism
and its Hierarchy of Ritual (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 71.

55 In my experience they seem to take
it in their stride and certainly do not see it
as a “conversion” from Hinduism to Bud-
dhism in any way.

56 H. L. Richard, “New Paradigms for
Understanding Hinduism and Contextu-
alization (including the H-scale for Hindu
Contextualization)” Evangelical Missions
Quarterly 40 (July 2004): 316-20.

571 do not have data on the marriage
customs of castes in India. However, par-
ticipation in a sect and the question of mar-
riage are very important and relevant issues.
I would also expect that Hindu and Muslim
identity does indeed throw up a serious
social barrier that is rarely crossed. It may
be that the Newars are an unusual group as
Buddhism is still practised in a caste society
whereas it was re-absorbed into the wider
Hindu fold in India a long time ago. There
are of course large-scale modern Buddhist
movements in India and I have no data on
them. Modern movements into Buddhism
have largely been Dalit movements so 1
would expect that marriage circles in them
have hardly changed, if at all.

58 Levy calls the twah the “village in
the city.” Robert 1. Levy Mesocosm: Hindu-
ism and the Organization of a Traditional
Newar City in Nepal (Delhi: Motilal Banar-
sidass, 1992), 182.

%9 Tt is an interesting fact that no guthi
exclusively represents the Pengu Dah as a
whole. All one finds when one casts the net
wider are multicaste guthis.

60 Membership of guthis seems to have
been more important as an indicator of one’s
identity in the past than it is today. See Declan
Quigley, “The Guthi Organisations of Dhu-
likhel Shresthas” Kailash 12 (1-2,1985): 5-61.

61 These ensembles play music from
either the &dja or bhajan traditions.

62 "They also aim to limit the rampant
inflation around weddings and similar
events by establishing rules to prevent
ostentatious displays of wealth but are not
significant when it comes to considerations
of kinship and marriage.

63 Tt would seem that the Badhai are
also referred to as Barahi in the ethno-
graphic literature. Any suggestion that they
are one caste with the Barahi of Lalitpur,
however, would be met with an emphatic
denial by the Lalitpur lineage, which is
further evidence of the constructed nature
of pan-Badhai caste identity.

64 T have demonstrated in Caste and
Kinship in a Modern Hindu Society that caste
structures emerge out of the creative tension
produced by the two antagonistic forces of
kingship and kinship. Kingship is centrip-
etal whereas kinship is centrifugal. Kinship
boundaries need to be markedly unambiguous
as a way of creating stability in this political
climate. Notions of pollution and separation,
therefore, are not the building blocks of the
system but the derivatives of it. Traditionally
in South Asia, social order was to be main-
tained by the regulation of social distinctions.

%5 A phenomenon that is ongoing; cf.
Robert Eric Frykenberg, Christianity in In-
dia: From Beginnings to the Present (Oxford
History of the Christian Church; Oxford:
Oxford University Press), 2008.
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