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“highway” invites us to choose certain groups like smiths and gravediggers more frequent
ly than others. Among the African parallels mentioned by the author the case most
strikingly similar to the Indian situation is that of the Bantu cultivators Mongo Bokote
who treat the Pigmoid Batswa hunters as untouchable while living with them in jajmdni-
like economic symbiosis.

The author first discusses a great number of nomadic and semi-nomadic groups
which come into contact with higher castes at irregular intervals. Fear of unknown

qualities, suspicion of ritual laxity, sexual freedom of women, and, above all, criminal
propensities are the factors frequently accounting for the low esteem of vagrant com
munities in the eyes of sedentary Hindus. The accusation of criminal habits is not devoid
of foundations. While in South India efforts to rehabilitate criminal castes by transform
ing them into cultivators has been fairly successful, in the North the criminal Sansi
caste, for instance, terrorized people as late as 1977. Semi-nomadic castes of salt makers,
earth workers, fishermen, basket makers, pedlars, jugglers, palmists, and many others
rank low partly as a result of their marginality. Conversely, far from marginal are the low
caste and Harijan village servants to whom the greatest part of the book is dedicated.
Some of these like the potter, the barber, the washerman, the smith, the carpenter, etc.
typically interact with particular landed families in a non-monetary exchange of goods

 and services. Others like the weaver, the tailor, the oil-presser, the toddy tapper, the gold
smith, etc. sell their ware to the whole village.

The author bases himself both on the classical caste and tribe volumes of the British

period and on recent works. He has updated some of the older material pointing out
changes, like the rise in status of several low castes, and drawing attention to the docu
mented persistence of discrimination against the Harijans despite government prohibi
tion. Where such updating of old reports was not possible, it would have been advisable
to indicate the date of the source, as the prevention of Harijans from entering temples
on the one hand and Harijan child marriage, buffalo sacrifice, and carrion eating on the
other are becoming increasingly rare.

Two facts emerging from the survey will be of particular interest to the student of
the Indian social system. Firstly, the author shows that shifts from one traditional occupa
tion to another with the object of rising in status occur, while it is commonly assumed
that disreputable traditional occupations are abandoned only for caste-free jobs. Such
shifts suggest themselves easily, where widely different occupations have long been per
formed by one and the same caste or by allied castes. In North India, for instance, some

castes specialize in both leather working and weaving so that simply by restricting them
selves to weaving they may remove part of the stigma lying on them. Secondly, the
author stresses regional variations in the ritual evaluation of an occupation. Every scholar
interested in Indian caste hierarchy has noticed variations in the ranking order but only
a pan-Indian survey reveals the full range of such variations. In the Punjab, for instance,
the potter is ranked just above the Harijan Chamar, while in West Bengal he is superior
even to the carpenter, and Brahmins accept water from him. In Andhra Pradesh the

barber bears the auspicious name Mangali and counts as a clean Shudra, while the barbers
of the Keralese Moplas occupy the lowest position in that community. The fact that an
occupation may be considered polluting in one part of India and respectable in another
suggests, in the reviewer’s opinion, that the eventual abolition of occupational pollution
should not present any insurmountable obstacles.

 At the Bottom of Indian Society is a useful survey of a sizable part of the Indian
population. It examines all the numerous criteria for lowness as well as their lack of

stability and shows that some castes have already managed to shake off the opprobrium
of pollution by a combination of ritual and secular means. The author sincerely hopes
that in future the Harijans will abandon mutual discrimination and the high castes will
break down the remaining barriers separating them from their less fortunate countrymen.
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