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CULTURAL ROLE OF SOCIOLOGY IN
MEETING THE CHALLENGES OF
EECOLOGICAL DETERIORATION
- A POSER FROM INDIA

BRIJ RAJ CHAUHAN

Rural societies have been associated with agricultural activities that
made the use of defined territories on a small scale over generations a
necessary condition of life, specially in the agricultural stages of production.
Relations with nature were close and each source of water, be it a well or a
pond, or a stream got associated with some deity and potency for men,
animals and plants. The care of animals also acquired a routine of its own,
their reproduction, growth and preservation were looked after through well-
defined division of labour and magical rituals. Sowing of seeds, the protection
of plants and harvesting activities revolved around groups, elaborate dance
and music accompanied them investing them with the supernatural. Appro-
priate deities provided the need for careful attention. The calender of festivals
revolved around seasonal changes, connected with the cropping patterns.
Life of the peasantry thus provided a rhythm of its own combining the social,
economic and ritual dimensions into defined patterns which sedentary mode
of settlement facilitated to be carried from generation to generation.

The peasant groups developed similarities in their ways of life over
large territories and a few scholars like Durkheim suggested an explanation
of these similarities in the atomistic nature of these communities based on
the principle of likeness (Durkheim 1985). When the British administrators
took charge of the Indian sub-continent, they were impressed by the non-
changing character of rural communities and their imperviousness to political
processes operating in the sub-continent. Basing his conclusion on such
evidence, Marx in his dispatch to the New York Daily Tribune (1953) opined
that the lack of mass scale economic activities and continuation of same
pattern of life over generations suggested a corresponding absence of
history. In general his description of the peasants as'a sack of potatoes
further confirmed the nature of similarity of rural communities marked by
non-interaction among them. This explanation of similarities among wide
spread rural communities in India received a serious challenge from Robert
Redfield (1955) and other social scientists who worked on the nature of
cultural forces operating in the sub-continent. A second stream of scholars
in the traditions of the British anthropology too had a fresh look at the ritual
structure of various castes living in rural areas, and even in towns. AR.
Radcliffe Brown had studied the Andaman Islanders at a time when forces
of change had not altered their traditional mode of life in isolated islands. The
field work was carried on before the first World War and published after it had

La s


Dell
Typewritten text
DETERIORATION


Emerging Trends in DevelopmentResearch Il, (1 & 2), Jan-Jul 1985

ended. When one his eminent students, M.N. Srinivas worked on the study
of religion on the mainland of India, Radcliffe Brown Wrote the preface and
pointed out the need for the study of links of religious practices with the
philosophy and rituals of Hinduism in a wider sense, and Srinivas
operationalished it by classifying village rituais along local, peninsular
(regional) and national dimensions, thereby opening up the question of inter
relationship among the communities (1952). Redfield and Marriott posed
the problem of inter connections among the indigenous communities and
the Great Tradition of Hinduism (1955) Marriott posited two processes at
waork; (1) Parochialization involving the local version of classical tradition and
(2) Universalization of a ritual marking the upgrading and greater spread of
alocalritual to the regional and national level and becoming a part of the neo-
classical (1955: 199-200). Milton Singer's attempt at studying the orthoge-
netic growth of Madras city highlighted the cultural role of cities in stylizing
the regional traditions (1956). Earlier Radha Kamal Mukherjee had charac-
terized the city as a symbol of religional consciousness. The question has
been elaborated upon by Chauhan (1979) and Doshi (1968). These studies
support the interactional perspective on rural societies and demonstrate the
channels of communication at work including those among the classical and
the local oral traditions as well as rurai-urban interactions.

= Further evidence on the conduct of pilgrimages has been pooled
together for the villagers, as they go for the second bath of the holy dip in
the Ganga; or othq pilgrim centres (Chauhan 1967). The stories of epics
get enacted on a large scale on appropriate days, draw large crowds from
neighbouring villages and interactions as well as the message keeps on being
relayed periodically to numerous villages.Thus traditions keep on being
strengthened; at times a few regional inputs are added on to the festivities,
and invitation extended to well known parties from urban areas. At the cultural
level, the village is a part of the wider world conscious of the great tradition,
the classics, the gods and dieties; and has its own mediators between the
local and the regional and national centres. These channels of communi-
cation are fortified through the media, the television, religious magazines,
and rendering of classics through short stories and comic strips. The village
today possesses set of literati that can keep the interaction along modern
channels going together;with the traditional oral performers.

Inter-village connections at regional level are mediated through the
caste. In a village there may be twenty to forty such groups, each
endogamous and in the major part of India practising local exogamy.
Members of a caste are thus encouraged to get married in other villages and
the kinship relations from one village may extend to a hundred others in the
neighbourhood. Among various scholars of kinship studies, Adrian Mayer's
work Caste and Kinship in Central India (1960) devotes full attention to a
caste and its region. These regional ties are within the caste, and provide
a horizontal grouping for its members. In the traditional setting, castes at
the regional level were grouped in their indigenous courts to which disputes
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relating to marriage and remarriage and other caste codes could be referred
to (Chauhan 1967). Srinivas referred to the village community as a vertical
unity of many castes,and a caste having its alliances cutting across sev_eral
villages (1955). Thus within the village, people got used to the institutionalized
pattern of hierarchical relations shaped largely according to tenets of
Brahmanism spread all over the country; and at the regional level got
conscious of the horizontal spread of their own caste. Some political
arrangements also made the hierarchical pattern quite visible on significant
occasions in the elite families. The elements of the traditional social structure
according to the view being advanced here, contained the seeds and
channels of a village interacting with the other villages and towns. Hence a
proper understanding of rural societies in India, even in the traditional set(ing\
has to be anchored not on the delimitation of these societies along atomistic
symmetries, but on living communities interacting with others along defined
channels and processes of communication. The village societies would then
appear as repositories of such institutions as could sustain social and cultural
patterns for generations, and could interact with other units. This nature of
these societies enabled them to define their relations with other men, plants
and animals, as well as other natural forces that provided a harmony of their

own.

Analysts of the Indian society within Marxian frame have made use of
cultural history to trace what they view as internal contradictions in the rural society
by drawing attention to the challenges to the governing classes thrown up during
the devotional (Bhakti) movements. The lower classes produced their saints who
considerably simplified the classic ritual order using regional dialects as the
medium to be heard by the omnipotent Everpresent Spirit. These movements
covering the period of 11th to 16th centuries in different regions of India articulated
the protests of the lower groups at the only level of knowledge admissible for
communication of ideas viz. the religious. Even earlier, the rise of Buddhism and
Jainism had been B. C. (Chauhan 1989). For the purpose the current discussion, the
significance of these allusions lies in the primacy of the cultural idioms in expressing
even other contradictions of the society. They further strengthen the proposition that
cultural processes have their own history and influence over the rural societies that
continued to be in interaction with the major religious trends of different periods.

The modern period of the Indian history prior to the independence
of the country(1947) was marked by a few revivalistic movements like the
Arya Samaj, the Prarthana Samaj and the use of the religious symbols in
the struggle for freedom against the British rulers, The nation itself was
defined into mother goddess,. given the appallation ‘Mother-India'(Bharat
Mata) and the seriousness of this was reflected in the formulation of ‘Bande
Matarm'(Salute to the Motherland ) as the battle cry. Quite a few meetings
and processions adopted the salUtation’ as the starting point for attaining of
hightened energy of the group, as a few freedom fighters when condemned
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