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EDITORIAL PREFACE 

THB purpose of this series of small volumes on the 
leading forms which religious life has taken in India is to 
produce really reliable information for the use of all who 
are seeking the welfare of India. Editors and writers alike 
desire to work in the spirit of the best modem science, 
looking only for the truth. But, wbile doing so and seeking 
to bring to the interpretation of the systems under review 
such imagination and sympathy as characterize the best 
study in the domain of religion today, they believe they are 
able to shed on their work fresh light drawn from the close 
religious intercourse which they have each had with the 
people who live by the faith herein described; and their 
study of the relevant literature. has in every instance been 
largely supplemented by persistent questiorting of those 
likely to be able to give infonnation. In each case the 
religion describt'<l is brought into relation with Christianity. 
It is belieYed that all readera, in India at least, will rerogrtise 
the value of this pra~'tical method of bringing out the salient 
fatures of Indian religious life. 
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AUTHOR'S PREFACE 
Years have elapsed since Dr. J. N. Farquhar did me the 

honour of asking me to write an account of the Mahars. At 
that time my work in the Poona district bad led me into 
many villagea, and I had met people of all classes; and I 
thought that I knew the Mahan and their mind. But the. 
demand for a written word about them showed me that 
much special study and ree.earch were required to fulfil 
Dr. Farquhar's desire. I regret that I Wll8 never able to 
submit any of my work on this subject to him. 

From time to time the staff of the Soottish Church in 
Poona was called on to help at other stations; and so there 
Clime to rne the privilege of serving in Kolaba, Ahmednagar 
and Nagpur. That made possible wide research among the 
lllahur people; and the more one searched the more there 
remained to investil"'tc. And so the writing out in full of the 
knowledge thus gained Wllfl long delayed; and many of my 
Mahar friends must have lost hope of ever seeing in print 
what they had helped me to glean of folklore. I had myself 
lost hope of publishing my study when five yean in a drawer 
began to make 601lle of the facta mouldy. But the Rev. J. z. 
H~d~>e of the National Christian Council showed a most 
helpful interest in the publication; and by his effort11 my 
studios are now set up in type. I am most grateful to 
Mr. Hod~. 

1\ly indebtedness to books for information about the 
1\!ahars is a<knowledf?"d throughout i'l footnotes. For the 
understanding of the folk poetry and for the discovery of old 
chortera I am specially under obligation to Mr. 1\lanobar 
tTzgara and to the Rev. Sumitra Tborat of Poona. Much 
help Wlls given generously by Mr. Kamble of Poona and 
lllal'tllndrso Master of Saswad. The late Rev. Vinayakrao 
{;z~'Ura hdped me in the Abmedllllgv district. My gratitude 
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to these and many other helpers bas not faded with the 
years. 

Questions regarding customs, legends and cult have often 
remained unanswered; and I feel that much of scientific 
interest has yet to be gleaned. If any readers can supple
ment or correct my information I shall be glad to receive 
fuller knowledge. It has to be remembered, however, that 
the far spread fragments of this people cannot be easily 
cemented together for the formulation of uniform tribal 
custom and belief. 

It is impossible to study a people so mishandled by fate 
as the Mabars have been without feeling pity for them, and 
indignation towards the system which oppressed them. Such 
emotion often warps scientific judgment. But moral indig
nation is one of the facts which science must explain. If I 
do seem to advocate warmly the claim of the Mahar for 
justice, it is because the facts have shown that the claim is 
reasonable. If I seem very ·hard on llralunapism in its 
treatment of the outcaste, I am· not just airing an individual 
opinion or even repeating the opinions of anti-Brahmanic
classes. Many of my .closest friends have been Brahmans, 
and they have helped me to understand that the best in their 
life and their literatore condemns the absurdities of the 
caste system. . . 

Some matters are necessarily dealt with in a general way 
and the lack of particular treatment may cause obscurity. 
For example, I have found that words like 'outcaste' and 
'untouchable' perplex many people in Britain. Why should 
any person be born outcaste and why should the touch of a 
clean, decent man bring defilement 1 Why indeed 1 "It's gey 
an easy spairin." If one were dealing with the whole 
Hindu social system one might go into detail; but that 
would demand extensive treatment. 1 am just seeking to 
show what kind of people constitute the chief outcaste class 
in the Maratha country. This may help to throw light on the 
whole social order which is dominated by Brahmanic belief 
and cuatom; and I hope it may help to put matters right 
that are wrong. 

In a similar way there may be obscurity in my references 
to the religion whose centre is Pandharpur. If one were 
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dealing specially with India's doctrine of salvation by God's 
sovereign grace it would be necessary to treat historically, 
and with much attention to an extensive vernacular literature, 
the whole Bhagavata Dharma which flourished at Pandharpur 
as in other centres in India. In the present essay I must just 
take for granted that there has been a great revelation of 
God's grace at Pandharpur; and I have sought to interpret 
to those who do not understand the Marathi language the 
nature of the contribution made by Mahara to the praise of 
the Name. 

My hope is tl1at this essay may contribute something in 
its incompleteness to an understanding of the social order in 
India and of the soul of that great land. 

TM Manse of Ki/11Ulllie, ALEXANDER ROBERTSON. 
Corpach 

by Fort William, 
September, 1938. 



PREFACE 
THB Depressed Classes of India, or the • Ha~ans '-to give 

them the new name bestowed on them by Mahatma Gandhi
have in recent yeara acquired an importance which thirty yeara 
ago one would not have believed to be possible. People have 
known about untouchability for as long as they have known 
about Hinduism, and many have regarded it as a diaeaae like 
plague or cholera for the fighting of which all true lovers of 
men should use every means at their command. But the 
average man or woman had linle detailed knowledge of the 
life of the Untouchables, and what they had related very 
largely to the more striking disabilities and injustices to 
which they were subjected. The Untouchables themselves 
were inarticultate. They had neither education, nor wealth, 
nor social or political influence. In any movement which 
affected them the initiative had to come from without. 

In recent years a great change has taken place. These 
outcaste people have come into poasess.ion of considerable. 
political power. As a clasa and as co!XIQ)unitiea their 
self-ronscmusne!l8 is growing. They are reaenting their 
disabilities and claiming for themselves the right to a fuller 
and freer life. They are organizing themselvea, and there 
are appearing among tltern leaders, some of whom are men 
of outlltaodmg ability. The attention of the people nf 
India has bec:n directed to them in a new way, and there 
has bec:n a real a,wakening of ronscience in regard to them. 
It is impossible to forecast what the outcome of all this will 
be. In these dllya almost everything in India ill changing, and 
the future of these unf.,rtunate people will «rtainny be ~ 
different in lllllny way11 from their past. 

The !\lahars are one of the most important of these 
communities in Western India. They have received special 
prominence recently through the resolution which a Con-
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ference of members of the community,led by Dr. Ambedkar, 
passed at Yeola, pledging themselves to leave Hinduism. 
People have been led to ask what manner of people .these 
are. Mr. Robertson in this very important little book answers 
the question, He bas special qualifications for this task. He 
bas just retired from India after having lived for thirty-five 
years in Maharastra. He worked first as a missionary in 
Poona District, and later as Professor of Philosophy in 
Hislop College, Nagpur. In. both these districts, as well as 
in other parts of Western India, he came into intimate 
contact with large groups of Mahars. He came to know 
them as a friend. It is this fact that gives to his study its 
peculiar value, for he bas brought to bear on Ills task not 
only that capacity for observation of which only a trained 
mind is capable, but a deej> sympathy with and love for the 
people. He presents the Mahar to us not as a mere object of 
scientific interest, but as a man; and as a man possessing all 
the worth and dignity, and ·all the capacity for practical, 
intellectual and spiritual attainment, that are found in other 
members of God's great family. May this book lead to a 
greater understanding of this remarkable community, and to 
a greater sympathy with them and with other under-privileged 
communities in their aspiratioDB. 

JoHN McKENziE. 



CONTENTS 
CHAP. PAGB 

I. INTRODUCTION ... 1 

u. THB MAHAR IN THB Vu .. uos EcoNoMY 7 

Ill. THs MAHAR rN His HoMB 31 

IV. Tus MhlL\11 IN ~IARI\RASTRJI 44 

v. THB MILITARY REcotu> OP THl! MwAR8 59 

VI. THB !\lAHAR MINI) IN CULT ANI> IN LB08NI) 67 

VII. Tua MAIIAII PART rN l\IAIIArnr POII'mY 80 

\'Ill. EPILOGUB 92 

INDIIX ... ... 97 



xii PREFACE 

ference of members of the community, led by Dr. Ambedkar, 
passed at Yeola, pledging themselves to leave Hinduism. 
People have been led to ask what manner of people .these 
are. Mt. Robertson in this very important little book answers 
the question. He has special qualifications for this task. He 
has just retired from India after having lived for thirty-five 
years in Maharastra. He worked first as a missionary in 
Poona District, and later as Professor of Philosophy in 
Hislop College, Nagpur. In. both these districts, as well as 
in other parts of Western India, he came into intimate 
contact with large groups of Mahars. He came to know 
them as a friend. It is this fact that gives to his stody its 
peculiar value, for he has brought to bear on h.is task not 
only that capacity for observation of which only a trained 
mind is capable, but a deep sympathy with and love for the 
people. He presents the Mahar to us not as a mere object of 
scientific interest, but as a man; and as a man possessing all 
the worth and dignity, and ·all the capacity for practical, 
intellectual and spiritual attainment, that are found in other 
members of God's great family. May this book lead to a 
greater understanding of this remarkable commnnity, and to 
a greater sympathy wiih them and with other under-privileged 
communities in their aspirations. 

JoHN McKENZIE. 



CONTENTS 
CHAP, PAGIJ 

I. INTRODUCTION "!' 1 

II. TitS MAHAR IN TitS VILLAGE EcoNoMY 7 

Ill. TitS MAHAR IN H1s Ho•m 31 

IV. THB MAHAR IN MAHARMri"RA 44 

v. TitS MILITARY Rlli:OIUI OF THB MAHAR8 59 

VI. TitS MAHAR MrNI> IN CuLT AND IN LEGEND 67 

VII. Till! MAHAR PART IN 1\IAIIATHI POI!"tRY ... ... 80 

!Ill. EPILOGUB 92 

INDllX ... 97 



INDEX 
A DERCIWMIJY, Mujor-Gcne

rul, 6tl 
abhungu formula, 83 
advocate, l.ord Hari the poor 

mllli'N, 84, tSb 
ohimsa, 71 
Ahmc:JmiJ;,'11r, 17, 24-t 29, 70 
Akbar, 14 
Ambt·dkM, t>r ., 6 
u.nunuka,9 
An11ntahh.ttra, 10 
Amt.nh•kulya, SU 
Andhtma.usa, SLI 
A.ntyaju, 'J, 15 
tmt~lmna mllrtiuw-1:', JS 
Aruhio, 17 
arka vsnd1a, 39 
army, 59 tl. 
Af)'IUll', 71 
:IH&Udl'll, 1.}, 51 
Auro.tli[Zl·b~. JO 
Atllmclu, ~I. bl 

BAIIARNAK llw•g•lc,l'l 
tN!.Iuta, .W 

&mJu~, 5u, .SJ 
u~wi:st•, so 
lmw~ah.tqq•. 27, 28 
Uawanc..·, .!h. SO, SJ 
bt-t•f C"alinll, 71, 741 9S 
Bd, 50 
lle111r, 17, 41, 69 
Bhtt~.hwi~ ~udd('q, 27, 43, 70 ff. 
Bho~h.l1'11P•"1.-. 71) 
Hhd!-'1!''1\U l )hann•, 79 
Blt#trt~JI"t,hl. llll It, 16, 79 
U.hlln~~ L!, ls, Jl, 401 SO, 68 I 
HhnnJw.tk•t-~ ~U' R., quott'd, 51 
Bhanu\i_.ti, bt) r 
Uhukan. na.nK• f\'.r tht- 1\-lu.har, 53 i 

birth customs, 40, 49 
birth stories, 75, 76 
Unmboy, 4, 47j regiments, 59 
Bombay Ginetlt>er, quoted, 16, 

19, 24, 28, 42, 52, 54, 68, 69 
Borrow, George, quoted, 34 
Brahman and the Mohar, 55·57 
fJrnhmanism and thf! religion of 

Rtace, 77, 79, 86; and earlier 
c\llts~ 9+ 

braxi, 33 
brick, Vithoba'e scat, 84 
Hritb·h, 4, 19, 66 
Bryl"t', Yisl.!ount, quoted, 53 
Uu~Jdhiat intlut•nce, 71, 79, 94 
buri~tl cuaroms, 42 

' 
CA-C)TE Ji!'ltinCrion!J diareprd .. 

eJ, IJ, 7h, 79, 82, SS, 94 
a~t('f among Mo~:hllfa, 4. 46. 

49 
census rcpmts,. 47 
C.-.·ntr~tl Provinces, 7, 14, 28 (., 42, 

+7, 5H 
("t•phollic indr.x, SS 
(.'hamb.lr, 'I 
chllrt~r rights of ll.tabara, 26-21) 
Ch~IUgllill, l.S 
child marriag..:, 35, 48 
l"hllkhll1 ChokhiUUcla, Jt.Y Ch.,.. 

khoba: Cbokha synonynto.ls 
'With ~bhar, 52 

Ct.•t.hobo, 10, 13, H, o!O, 74, ':'7, 
;s. tsO, St. 83; quottd, 8J-~V; 
School of Chokhobo, 10, til 

cholura, 2J, 2.7, 00, tJ7, ()9 
<hoh, 32 
Chru<ian, I, 2. 60, 6J 
Chrieu..m clcmdlts in rdiglon of 

rllnilll.An, ':15 



98 THE MAHAR FOLK 

Christian Mahan, 57, 58 i ~black 
Christians,' 60 

civil condition, 47 f. 
clothing, 16, 32f. 
copper-plate sanads, 29 
cow's flesh, eating of, 14. 71,74,95 
craftsmen, 58 
cranial measurements, SS-57 
Cretins, 2 

JY\MAJIPANT, II, 16, 29 
Dasera, 24, 69, 71 

Daule, SO 
Dayamava, 68 
death ceremonies, 42 
Deccan, S, 7, 11, 14, 17, 22, 43, 

58,68 
Deccan· Mahars• Petition, 59 
demon possession, 72 
devaka, 35, 54 
Dhapewada, 7 
dharnniche puta, 53 
Dharmikha, 49, 50 
Dhedas of Gujarat, 40, 46, 54 
distribution of 1\tlahars, 44 
divorce, 39 
Dnyaneabwar, 10, 12, so; sr 
Dnyanob•, 81, 82 . 
dog, attitude to, 21, 22, 43 
dress of Maban, 31, 32 

ECLIPSE superstitions, 24 
education among l\1ahars, 57 

Eka.nath, 2, 12, 13, 14, lH, l:SO; 
quoted, 15, 70, 77 

ElpbinstOne, l\tl oun t stuart, 
quoted, 19 

endogamy, 54 
' Enthoven, Mr., quoted, 55 
Europeans,3,4, 7,62,64 
evil eye~ 24 
exogamy, 54 
exorcism, 24, 71 

fAMILY sana do, 29 
famine, 22 

faith, IS, H2 
female prepoodernuce among 

Muhttrs, 47 

fifty-two rights, 27, 28, 29, 73 
folk talea, 72-79 
food of the Muhsrs, 33 
foWldation* burial in, 29, 30 

GANAPATI, 36,73 
Gandhi, M. K., 2, 6 

Gawai Mahara, 50 
God, 11 refuge, 88; incarnate, 88; 

a mother, 90 
Gonds, 71 
Gopala Mohar, 49 
Gopalpur temple, 94 
Gora Potter, HO 
gotra, 54. 
grace, doctrine of, 15, 77, 79, 821 

85 
Gramdevi, 23 
Greeka, 53 
greeting, form of, 1, 43 
Gujarat, the name, 52 
gypsies, 21, 34 

HALADA roremooy, 37 
halal, 33 

tlalar, SO 
half caste, "49 
haqqa (bawana), 27 f., 73 
Hari, 85, 86, 91, 93 
Hariju.os, 2 
head measurements. 55-57 
Hindu, introduction of the 

word, 1 
Holi festival, 23, 24 
houses of Maharu, 31 
Huvale, 50 
Hydcrabad, 17, 4 7 

IDOLATRY,1l5 
lndupur, 7 

initiation c.eremony, 42 

JASALA, 9 
Jaoabai,quoted, 80, 82, 95 

Jcjuri, 67, 70, 94 
Jogti Maharn, SO 
'joha.r,' I, 11, 43; johar poems;, 

12, 14 



INDE:l!; 

KADI modane, 39 
Kanaphukane, 42 

KanhQpatra. 2 
1\.annn, h11w of. 89 
Kannamela, binh story of, 40, 

76, 77, 80, 83 
J(o.rnntic. 69 
karta, 32 
Khand•sh, 39 
Khandoba, 66, 70, 94 
kirtnnu; 78 
Knnkan, 24 
l).or .. gaon obeli!k, 4t 51; battlet 

62 
Rosare, SO, 53 
Kotw.U Mahan, 18, 20 
Koya copper·rlatt', l() 
kuJa .. devllkta, 35, 50, 54 
Kunbi. 9, 14, 17, 21, 23, 32, ,.3, 

55, 71 

LADA\'ANSA, ~o. 53 
lu.nl'l'U;tiii:C .,,f 1\luhnrs, 46 

La.Xmi, ¥nJd~·$:t~, 2J, 27, 67, 68, bll 
ltl.lt'nJ~ r:tplninina ti).{hbi, 72 tf.; · 

thr !\lo~h·m rule-r ond the 
,t\lwh~r. 72; 1hc Urnhnum 
prin("('t~S and -the" 1\ hthar, 7J 

h·lol't'nds of tht• name !\lahar. 73tl.; 
tlw ~l't'Rol Ul"Ckhu_~, 7J; the sons 
of lhc cow, 74 

k..:~·n~ht of the ~intl'l, 74 ff.: birth 
uf (. 'hukhM, 75; htnh of Ksmlll· 
mda, 7h; Go..l'a can: ot Ht~ 
III:Unls., 7.7; lbe" purlf)'ing of 
Dl"COU, 78 

litera~·)', 57 

1\1 -\JH Ahar, 74 
l\h.halh~\"11 1 OS, 7.J 

~f:ths~t..Hd, 2S 
M•h•llar, H 
m(lht~.lova. -4 J 
Mt&h.uJ('\'8, ~· 
'1\h.har' narne, +4, 46, $1~ Sl, 73; 

t't'tl\fi'Rf\t oi M'l ancient pt."'plc, 
44, ;; i 

tl.hh•rlt:.ltrw. -4, N, 9i th1: name, Sl ( 
r.nahuki land, 2S 

Mahasabha, 2 
MahBBivaratra, 24, 71 
mahovira. 73 
Mahavrata, 9 
Mahipati, 10, 11, 16, 31, 79 
Mahoturya, 36 
Mahura-Bhodnvi, 71 
Malcolm, Sir John, 9, 65; quoted, 

5, 61, 64 
Malopant, etory of, 36 
mamlatdar, 20 
!vlanbhava, 49 
lVIangs, 3, 9, 17, 21, 26, 27, 33, 

47, 52, 60, 69, 70 
Marathi sayinj!S, 1, 3, 22, 23, ~9, 

#, 49, 51, 56, 71 . 
Marie.i. cho,cra godde&81 23, 27, 

66,69 
Markandeya Purana, quoted, 52 
marria!le customs, 22~ 27; child, 

35, 4~; mock, 39 
Mota, 23 
mental capa ... ·ity of 1\rlahars, 58 
Mhaii, 50, 54 
military record of Mah11.rs, 59; 

t'.xdus.ion frotn tank.s, tiS 
Minbhau N'-l~t, 33 
Moghnls, I, 5, II, 14, 17, 18 
mohoturya, 22 
ftlolemYJrth'$ Dirl.ionary, quoted, 

51,52,94 
Mos.l.t"m~. Mahar relation& with, 

S, 14, JO . • 
l\lungirnithan .;:h.art.t"ra, 26, 28, 

43, 70 
1\lunm, Sir Thom•lf, 65 
l\lurali hlabo.rs., 50, 70 

NAGA, 51 
NaJ.:rur, 7, 8, 23. 28, 31, 33, 

... 45. ~~ 47, 49~ OS; 
""""" of Mahu folk, 46 

«nak• wnninatioo, 1.3, -47, 51 
NM\adeva, 2; qootN, +0, 74, 77, 

&l-83, 93 
.name of God. 78, &1, 93; doc

trine of~ NJmc~ 93 
n>~mes (Mahar), 41 f., SO, SH., 54 
Naray~na, 1b. 78, 19, 93 



THE MAHAR FOLK 
'!~irmala, s_ 80, 83 
Nivritti; 11, 80 

QATHS,43 
owalane ceremony, 36 

PAIK, 60,61 
Paithan, 26, 70; charter, 27 

panchpawali, 54 
pandcwara, 10, 11 
Pandhari, 29, 49, '71, 74, 83, 87 
pandharicadola, II 
Pnndharpur, 4, 14, 15, 74, 77, 79, 

81, 95 
Pandurang, 5, 6, 15, 29, 40, 72, 

81, 93; meaning of the name, 94 
Pnnhala, 30 . 
Pans, 50 
Panwan, 47, 53 
Papera; 28 
Parvati, 73 
Parwari, 5, 61 
Patil, 13, 14, 18, 20, 21 
Prutini, SO 
Peshwai, 18, 19, 61, 65, 73 
petition of Deccan Mahats, ·59 
pigs' flesh, 14, 18, 21, 22, 53 
poets, Mahar, 83 
police, 19 
poisoning cattle, 33 
political signifiet~nce of Mahan, 66 
polygamy. 39, 48 
Poona, 4, 7, 16, 30, 33. 42, 70 
population of !Vlahara, 44, 47 
potraja, 68 
pratiloma marriage, 36 
proverbs, 1, 3, 22, 23, 39, 44, 49, 

51, 58, 71 . 
Pundalik, 84, 87 
Purana, 52 
Purandhar copper-plateJ 29 

RABAT A Mahar, 26 
Raipur, 46 

Rajputs, 9, 61, 65 
Ramunujachn.rya, 95 
Ramdaa, 2 
Ramoshi, 19, 70 
Ratnagiri, 24 

Raut, 60 . 
remarriage, 39 
rice thrown at weddings, 27, 38 
rights and privilege& Of Mahan, 

25, 72 
Risley, Sir Herbert_ quoted, 55 
ritoal duties of Mahars, 22 
RoundN Table Conference, 6 

S{\CRIFICE, human, 29 f.; 
huff•lo, 68f.; cow, 71 

saints, 77, 80, 95 
salvation by faith, 15, 77, 79, 82, 

85,87,95 
sanads, 26, 27, 29 
Sarda Act, 35, 48 
srrrpanch, 20 
Saswad, 42 
Satari fort, 30 
Satvai, Satwai, goddess, 22, 41 
Satyakama, 9 , , 
'Saviour of men/ 79 
nt::hool, Mahar children in, 8 
srpoys, Mahar, 5, t>O, 66; cif 

Dombay Army, 62 
Seringapatam, 22, 60 
servantfl, 1\'lahara as. 4, 13 
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