CHAPTER

T324Gl

Communlty Decision M aking

InaTribe

How do people who live together in large numbers take decision about
their common problems? How do they settle disputes amongytheémselves?
What is the role of leaders and what do they get in“return? These are
some of the issues which we will study in this chapter. We will study how
decisions are taken in a society of people of the sameseoOmmunity.

Tribes- Societieswhereall the
peopleareequal

Different kinds of societies who
generally live in forest areas are called
tribes. In Telanganawe havetribes such as
Chenchus, Konda Reddys, Gonds, Koyas,
and Savaras. Almost al the states in our
country have one tribe orthe other living
intheforests. They al-havedifferent ways
of life, different languages, cultures etc.
Why are they called tribes despite these
differences?lt isbecausethey sharecertain
common characteristics. What arethey?

i. Usually all the members of atribe
consider themselves to be
descendents of a common ancestor.
Therefore, all members of a tribe
consider themselves to be each
other relatives.

ii. They believethat all their resources
like land, forests, pasturesandwater
arethecommonwealth of the entire
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tribe and not of individual families
or persons. Therefore, all the
members of the tribe can share and
use these resources subject to the
rulesthey frame together.

Intribal societiesthere are no acute
differences like rich and poor as
everyone hasashareinthe common
resources of thetribe. For example,
tribal land may be divided equally
among all families depending upon
thesizeof thefamily. In some cases,
onceinafew years, al land may be
redistributed or redivided among the
families. In some tribes, all the
members may till the soil together
and share the produce equally. No
one can sell theland given to them
as the entire tribe is considered as
the owner of the land. No one can
keep moreland than they cantill or
use.
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+ What arethe major occupations of

thetribes?

iv. Generally, all the familiesof atribe
doall kindsof work like cultivation,
gathering food from the forests,
grazing animalsand making clothes, * Ir.1 el iy ere iz el of @
baskets, tools etc. L HIESEGLES )

v. Women, men and even children
share the work of the family.
However, in many tribesmen have

A tribemay settlein severd smdl villages
or habitationsover alarge area

greater power and rolein decision How do tribes take decisions about
making than women. matters of common concern? How do they

vi. Thetribesgivealot of importance settle disputes among their members? We
to the celebration of festivals and will see how Gonds, a tribe living in
ritual sto pleasethetribal godsand Adilabad digtrict, handles these issues. We
ancestors. They also have distinct are giving you a short summary of the
beliefs, customs, songs, dancesand description from Haimendorf’s book on the
artsand crafts. Gondsof Adilabad.

Scholarscaledanthropol ogi a\W:dyl ngthetribal people. They live amongthe
tribesand notedown their o about theculture, lifestyle, beliefs, decison making
etc of the tribes. One such famous scholar who studied the tribes of Telanganawas Furer
Haimendorf, who Q&?w{gzﬂa in the 1940s. He studied the Chenchus, the Konda
Reddysand the * s and wrote books about them. Hea so studied severd other tribesof

Fig. 9.1: Furer Haimendorf Fig. 9.2: Haimendorf among Gonds
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Gond Panch and Patla

“The village headmen derive their
authority from the village ‘Panch’ or the
council of adult male householders. This
council has the last word in matters
concerning the village as a whole and the
headman is its chairman. The village
Panch, in a sense, represents the Gond
society as a whole.

The Panch does not meet regularly but
only when necessary. When matters of
importance are discussed, all adult men
will be present and young boys and
women watch the proceedings. WWomen
have no voice in the council but can fredy
put thelr case before it.

Some of the functions of the Panch
are: fix the dates of major festivals, allow/
reject marriages or divorces, set down
normsfor marriagesor deathrites, settle
disputes etc. The Panch can impose fines
and may even force a person to leave the
village or even order all other Gonds not
to have any relation with him
(prohibition).

When adisputeinvolves ?“‘N-.-t_-x =

peoplefrom many villages, ',,-5\':
then the councilsof all the |
villages concerned meet in
ajoint panchayat.

When a dispute is
presented to the Panch, the
first aimisto get the facts
of the case. Thetwo parties
are allowed to make
detailed presentation of
their points of view. Then
some elder member of the
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Fig. 9.3: A Gond Panchayat is about to begin its discussion
(from Haimendorf collections)

community may cross question them to
ascertain the actual facts. They also ask
the witnessesto givetheir evidence. After
this, the Panch discusses the provisions
of the traditional customs of the Gonds
and the decisions in previous cases of
similar kind. They try to arrive at-a
solution acceptable to both parties. When
all aspects of the case have been debated,
one of the senior members proposes a
settlement. Since this is not the final
decision, the personaffected can propose
some changes. After hearing his or her
response, the panch will take the final
decision.

I+ Who cannot bethemembersof the
Panch?
| ¢ Isitimportant for al the housesto
be represented on the Panch?
Why?
¢ What thingsdo the Panch takeinto
account whileresolving aproblem?

Hereis an interesting exampl e of
how they dojustice:
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One day a girl brought a case before
the Panch against a man who teased her.
When she slapped him for it, he hit her
and she fell on the ground, but managed
to run away. Then the accused man was
asked what he had to say. He admitted
his guilt. The Panch asked the girl what
shewished to be done to the accused. She
said that he should be given the most
insulting punishment and that he should
give in writing that he would not trouble
her anymore in future. The Panch then
ordered himto stand in the middle of the
Panch, bow down beforethegirl and beg
for pardon.

¢ Doyouthink thegirl wassatisfied
with thedecision?

+ Why doyouthink the Panch heard 4

the case of the girl? |

Villageheadman (Patla)

Every village has aheadman or * Patla
who is generally hereditary (an
arrangement inwhich the sor/ daughter gets
the father/"mother’s title or property
automatically after their death is called
‘hereditary’). Heisanswerableto the Panch
but in-many cases he can be an effective
leader. Whilethe Panch only meet oncein
awhile the headman functions on adaily
basis. Usualy, heisfrom thefamily of the
person who had led the formation of the
villageinthe beginning. Themain function
of the Patla is to ensure the unity of the
villagers and negotiate with the outsiders
and government agencies on behalf of the
villagers. He also coordinates various
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community activities of the village
including festivals. Healso hasto entertain
and feed guestsof thevillage. Inreturnfor
all this, all men and women of the village
work in his fields for one day. This
assistance enables him to till more land
than his own family can, and thusto feed
the guests of thevillage.

Whenever a headman becomes arrogant
and goesagaingt thewishesof thepeople, the
Panchmay removehimand replacehim with
another person. Alternatively, the other
families may justleavethevillageand settle
inanew place.

I+ Who becomesthe headman?

s What is the relation between the
Panch and the Patla?

¢ What isthe special role of Patla?
+ When can aPatlaberemoved?

Haimendorf also pointed out that this
systemwasgradually changing eveninthe
1940s and 50s as the Gond villages were
inhabited by other communities like
Marathas and Telugus and as the modern
Panchayati Rgj elections began to take
place. Many people started going to the
policeor courtsto settletheir disputes. The
headmen |ost their position of importance
with the election of Sarpanches through
direct elections.

¢ Discuss the salient features and
short comings of this system.

+ Answer the following questions
after reading the description of the
Gond Panchayats:
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i. Do you think any member of
another castewould be allowed to
be amember of the Panch?

li. According to Haimendorf apopular
Patla would have more lands
cultivated than an unpopul ar Patla.
Canyou explainwhy thiscould be
so?

We read that the customs of the tribe,
as understood by all the adult male
members of the community, were very
important in conducting the activitiesof the
community. We also saw that every family
had asay intheactivities of the community
and together they were more powerful than
the headman. The headman had to persuade
and keep the members of the community

happy to retain his position and could not
go against their wishes. We also read that
in return for his services to the tribe, he
received some special privileges in the
form of freelabour on hisfield. Thisgave
him more wealth than the other members
of the tribe, but he was expected to spend
thisfor the welfare of the tribe. Such was
the arrangement in many-of thetribes.
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| mprove your learning

1. Why do you think was Panch and Patla possible only within atribe?

Why is it not possible in societies with people from different

communities?

2. Haveyou heard of any such community panchayat in your area? USRZ17

Discussitsfunctioning with your teachers, parentsand elders.

3. Would you accept the judgement of the Gond panchayat without going to the police

or.the court?

4. IfthePanch did injustice, what alternativesdid the tribes have?

5. Locate the following districts in the Telangana map where more tribal people

live.

a) Khammam b) Adilabad

¢) Mahaboob Nagar

6. Readthe paraunder thetitleVillage Headman and comment onit.
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