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The Kalandars are a “tribe” of Muslims in India who have for centuries largely generated their income through making bears dance for entertainment, as well as by selling their hair and nails, and are classed as OBC (Other Backward Caste) by the Indian Government.  They received poached sloth bear cubs and trained them to dance from a young age and the Kalandars understand this practise to have begun because of a Sufi man named Boo Ali Shah Kalandar.  This man is conceived to have had a spiritual aura and a gentleness that attracted animals, and when their “forefathers” went to him for help due to struggling in the equine, goat and cow trade he gave them one bear to begin performing with.  Since then it is believed that bear dancing has been the main earning source for the Kalandars, which reached peak success in the Rajput era when they would entertain in the royal courts.  The nature of this work meant they were nomadic, travelling to different villages to put on this entertainment and sell the hair and nails of the bears.  Although Muslim themselves, they regarded their bears to have mystical protective powers in warding off evil spirits because of a perceived connection to the bear Jamvant who served the Lord Rama in the Hindu epic Ramayana.  This mystical belief was the reason customers would purchase bear hair and nails.  This practise was continued until a few years ago when the bears were taken away due to the consequences of legislation and pressure from campaigners against the cruelty of the practice: notably The Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act of 1960 and subsequent amendments of 1998 and also The Wildlife Protection Act of 1972.  The media discourse surrounding this issue usually depicts the Kalandar as an inhumane, barbaric figure and some who campaign on the behalf of the suffering animals share this view.  However Wildlife SOS’s project mainly funded by Free The Bears and International Animal Rescue has taken a holistic and “humane” approach to obtaining the bears and embarked on a “Kalandar Rehabilitation Programme.”  I think it will become clear throughout the report that the connotations of “rehabilitation” are perhaps misleading.  For instance “rehabilitation” implies an entire need for saving and implies a conception of the Kalandars as helpless.  As presented in the essay however, rather than enforce ideas upon the Kalandars, Wildlife SOS have entered into a mutually constitutive discourse and it would be more appropriate, I feel to describe their work as providing economic support and encouragement as opposed to “Kalandar rehabilitation.”

I spent the approximate 8 day period with a small Kalandar community who lived on the periphery of Tonk near Jaipur, as well as 1 comparative day of study with a neighbouring Kalandar community in Chaksu.  I worked through an interpreter, Rakhee Sharma, who was an employee of Wildlife SOS and oversaw the project in that area, where she had been working for roughly 3 years.  I was accompanied by my “husband” who assisted with note taking and photography.  Due to Wildlife SOS’s concern for my safety we had to stay in a hotel in Tonk, rather than within the community itself as we had initially hoped.

I set out in my investigation to find out how the Kalandars have responded to the vast social changes that have been taking place within their community and how the loss of bears, Wildlife SOS’s “tribal rehabilitation project” and the transition from nomadic to static living have affected their socio-economic status and their sense of identity.  Now that I have undertaken this study I can see how my primary preoccupations did not fit exactly with the reality on the ground.  More to the concern of the people themselves were the transformation of material conditions which was primarily about income but also issues such as type of employment, housing, education, family relations, changes in language and dress, and interaction with other people around them.  The sense of identity I expected to be an issue in terms of some kind of loss of culture was of very minor concern for the Kalandars I spoke to and while I anticipated anxiety about material well being (money), as mentioned above this is only one of the material factors that concern Kalandars.  Another aim of this investigation was to assess the kind of help given by Wildlife SOS, whether the help was wanted, and whether the help was working or being given in the right way.  Whilst I acknowledge that such a polemic is problematic I will attempt to show the strengths I feel Wildlife SOS to have as well as possible areas of weakness.

I aim to show through the course of this report how Wildlife SOS have rightly and successfully given importance to the fate of the Kalandars after the bears were taken away.  Rather than criminalising them as barbarous demons, Wildlife SOS have recognised the Kalandars economic dependency on bear-dancing and not left them to struggle for survival.  This holistic approach of including animal and man has meant trying to find alternative employment for the Kalandars to ease the transition for them and also to ensure that bad conditions do not push the Kalandars to poaching bear cubs again.  Wildlife SOS have been running sewing courses and provided machines and tables as well as embroidery frames, cycle rickshaws, gem cutting machines, poultry and encouraged Kalandars to send their children to school in order to help the Kalandars find new ways of earning money.  My overarching attitude towards the work of Wildlife SOS is that they take on the role of supporting where the Government have neglected to pay sufficient attention and without their support the laws would have still been passed but the Kalandars in a much worse off state than they are in now.  Thus any help given by Wildlife SOS can be seen as above the call of duty as an animal charity, but none the less much needed and desired in an area neglected by those who should be paying attention to it.  The help of the charity is desired by the majority of the community and rather than having an issue with their presence, there is still demand for help from many struggling Kalandars.  Of course this is a matter of money and resources but Rakhee closely assesses need and distributes help according to priority.

This report does not aim to say Wildlife SOS have evaporated all the communities problems, but rather that the community as a whole is struggling and I argue that while for some life has become much better, for example for many women who prefer being static because it creates stability and allows their children to go to school, for others such as some of the men who used to actually dance bears, they have suffered a loss of income and are not necessarily better off now.  Despite these kinds of difficulties as well as the continuing problem of internal issues within the community such as alcohol abuse, domestic violence and the distribution of justice, I believe that largely because of the support Wildlife SOS have offered, the future looks positive.  My view which is shared by nearly all those who I spoke to is that as their children become educated and the young learn new skills they will become integrated into mainstream society and with the stability brought by being static, the increase of good housing and so on, things will improve in the long-term.  Therefore with the available funds Wildlife SOS can only continue to support the community in terms of providing employment opportunities and training as they already are.

Nor do I wish however to portray the Kalandars as helpless victims of an external situation who would have been sure to be dead or destitute without the help of Wildlife SOS but rather to demonstrate how massive the change was, how difficult things have been and continue to be and that for many economic opportunities and valuable training have been provided by Wildlife SOS that have served to ease the transition where support from the Government for instance has been lacking.  It is important to remember that Wildlife SOS have not helped every individual in the community and while some of these people would like help if it was available, they are managing to subsist without it. We must be careful not to look at the Kalandars as somehow weak and “backward”, but rather in a very difficult economic situation as well as being socially and politically marginalized.

It is clear to me that the Kalandars have demonstrated much agency as opposed to helpless passivity.  Members of other Kalandar communities demonstrated against the legislation to take their bears and while I did not speak to anyone in the Tonk district who attended, the legislative changes and representations of Kalandars in media discourses have been monitored by older and literate members of the community and opinions have been formed.  They are well aware of their misrepresentation in the media and the subjectivity involved when journalists write on such a topic.  They realize that their treatment of the bears is in many instances grossly exaggerated and that they are portrayed as cruel and backward people.  As the Kalandars and employees of Wildlife SOS will admit, the initial arrival of Wildlife SOS staff was met with complete suspicion, anger and aggression.  The trust of the Wildlife SOS which is seen indisputably today was reached through mutual engagement with what the other had to say rather than being enforced pervasively by Wildlife SOS or neither accepted meekly by pathetic Kalandars.  Since Wildlife SOS’s concern has been with economic well being (due to their concern for the survival of the people and their hope to prevent bear dancing ever remerging) it is interesting to see how many people particularly young people have actively engaged with the transformation process in positive ways and formed opinions and values around such issues of birth control, education and money management.

I will now go on to use the ethnographic data collected to show the above points with a focus on how things were when the Kalandars had bears in comparison to how they live now.  I will begin by focussing on middle aged women.

While their husbands kept bears, many women travelled round with them and then undertook open work such as cooking for people, labouring on building sites or making cigarettes during monsoon when the community became static.  Their ubiquitous worry when they heard bears were being taken away was that that their husbands would have no other means of making an income.  Thus despite knowing the government would be taking action soon and knowing some of their relatives elsewhere were in prison for keeping bears, they could not hand them in.  It immediately became clear that their primary concern was undoubtedly economic survival.  However notions of a “loss of culture” on the other hand were largely lacking and where present were certainly secondary to a concern about how their husbands would make money and how they would feed their children.  It also emerged that as well as money, other material conditions were of central concern for the middle aged women which also came above notions of loss of culture.  One woman even claimed some sense of relief as she felt it would rid her of danger from bears, aggravation from the state (police), and bring new opportunities.  There was a consensus among the women that they were suffering more before than now, because they were always moving and had to go a long way just to find water and electricity.  People harassed them and called the police to get them out of town.  They told of how they used to work for eight months in order to get by and keep the tent fixed but because their forefathers were always moving around, they had “only trained their minds in bear dancing” meaning they had not become educated.

They collectively took positively to being static rather than nomadic as they told me that living in one place allows the children to go to school and they are happier in their new life.  They feel outsiders trust them more now as they have their own houses and are not seen as travellers.  Also family relations have improved as whilst practicing bear dancing their husbands would be gone working all day and stay out drinking until late.  There would only be 2-3 families in each village otherwise they would lose business so there was not much community life either.  Many of their husbands would come home and hit them with “the same stick they used to hit the bear.”  However they believe now that they are settled in one place with technology the men are able to see right and wrong more clearly and have more time to spend in the house and can see how much the women do for them.  The women believe the violence was caused by frustration as the men could be out working all day and earn nothing so when food was demanded for the family this frustration would turn to anger and be taken out on the wife.  Sometimes the men would borrow money with unaffordable interest rates and when they could not repay their debts turned to drink through stress.  They characterized men as having no will power for spending money on alcohol rather than on the family, but this did not happen in all homes.

Thus their concerns in addition to being about money include stability, access to water, electricity and technology, harassment, education, relationship to outsiders and their perceptions, family relations and sense of community.  Thus in their view life has improved.  However while domestic abuse has been reduced in a lot of cases since becoming static, violence and alcohol abuse continues to exist in some households, especially where husbands still travel around to earn money.  For instance one mother with five children told of how her husband goes to the city to sell toothpowder for 8 months of the year but when he returns for the monsoon he drinks and beats her.  Here we can see a distinct continuity of violence from bear-dancing days in conjunction with the same theme of instability, frustration based on struggling to earn well, alcoholism to deal with emotions and in turn this anger being taken out on the women.  The reasons for the violence are tangible and are easily pointed out by the women.  This illustrates how in the view of middle aged women life has improved since bear dancing however problems still exist within the community.  Domestic problems continue alongside economic difficulties, the most prominent being alcohol abuse and violence.  It also highlights the issue of justice distributions and the use of Panchayat which was a reoccurring concern for members of the Kalandar community.

An old woman later informed us of her view that if a girl is suffering because of her husband her parents can call a Panchayat and if they agree she is really suffering, she can either go back to her family, her husband can be warned to stop hitting her, or she can become single.  If a girl has no parents she can go to the Panchayat but if there are parents and they do not acknowledge the problem then the girl cannot do anything.  In many cases the Panchayat’s decision is ineffective and the violence carries on.  There is also tension in the community between the community’s own way of dealing with problems and the state’s version of justice.

For instance in the case of the lady mentioned above, her mother complained to the police about her son-in-law breaking the hand of his wife but some elders in the village forced her to take back her complaint.  The relationship between the girl’s mother and her husband is totally ruined and he still hits the girl.  The mother has complained to the Panchayat 2-3 times but still nothing happens despite being warned by them to stop and the girl continues to compromise her happiness and safety for her five children. She feels unable to tell him not to hit her as she can’t hit back but nor can she leave him because of the children.  Unfortunately they often witness the whole scene and leave the house crying to seek refuge in the house of another relative.  She is doubtful it will get better because of the drinking and claims it is better at least that she should work so she can provide food for her family.  She is provided employment by Wildlife SOS in the sewing centre and earns around 1500 rupees per month.

Problems with the distribution of justice also arose from other stories of marital difficulties from women in their early twenties.  One lady married 3 years ago but after one year he got married to another woman and now she has to live with her 2 small children in the same tent as her husband’s other wife.  While she accepts this is allowed it is supposed to be on the condition that the first wife agrees yet her opinion was not even a consideration.  The Panchayat told her she could leave him but she doesn't want to for the sake of her children and now feels frustrated that she has to “share her husband at night.”  Thus her options are stay or leave and there are no consequences of this action for the husband.  Another lady of only 20 married nearly two years ago and had stayed in the house of her husband’s family for 3 months when  they started to being violent to her.  The husband tells her he doesn't want her near him and the family have accused her of being unfaithful and even made a case to the police that he is not the father to her baby.  They have beaten her until she passed water in her clothes, beaten her while pregnant and not provided her with any food.  The motive of the husband is he wants to marry someone else.  She has some learning difficulties which have made her vulnerable to this kind of treatment and every woman in the room vouched for her innocent nature.  The Panchayat have not made any decision to try and curtail the problem and the girl’s mother has sent her back to the husband’s family 3-4 times despite the danger of this.

Another massive strength of Wildlife SOS’s support is that women can now talk of how pleased they are that their children are going to school.  We observed a jokey conversation between a lady I came to nickname “mother hen” and her daughter who was being told she needed to do the housework and beading and so on.  She was encouraged by Rakhee not to neglect her household duties on the grounds that in her mother’s eyes, that is a condition of her continuing her studies.  The girl wants to be a teacher in the future and teach the children of her own community.  Her mum is very proud of her and the fact she is the first one in the family to be completing her studies.

Due to my original preoccupations I wanted to understand Kalandar identity and what makes a Kalandar “a Kalandar”. The question made sense in my categories of thought but not in theirs.  The answers to this question were all given in terms of how they perceive others to perceive them.  My questions about how their identity had been affected by the changes were answered in terms of how everyone else used to be aware of who they were because they had bears.  They had a reputation for being the only people who could handle the dangerous bears.  Without  the bears they are still Kalandar because of their surname (Kalandar) and because it features on photo id and official documents.  The young girl who joined in the conversation with her mother says she does not think about it too deeply because she could have been born into any caste so she’s not too bothered about it.  She said that maybe if she had been born into another caste or community she might have had a better start to life and a better education so we can see here that notions of identity were immediately translated into notions concerning material conditions as well as how others perceive them and what sort of start in life being a Kalandar has given her.  Thus, identity served less then I had anticipated in my investigation as it was not understood in the way I expected in terms of some culture that had been lost or retained and it was not of any particular concern to the Kalandars and so I did not want it to be a major concern of mine either.

The next group I spent time with were young men aged between 15 and 24 who work on bridal saris in Wildlife SOS’s Centre and who all used to be employed as casual workers.  The boys felt that the transition from dancing the bears to how they live now was difficult because they did not have work for 5-6 months and so were struggling financially however they had not wanted to turn to bear dancing anyway as they did not want a life of moving around.  They felt it created instability, negatively affected the health and was not respectful.  In addition the monsoon season was really tough financially and families would borrow money under the pressure of loosing income.  They say that now they are working on the bridal saris their income has increased and they are comfortable at the moment.  Loans are taken out much less frequently, money management is much better, and where loans are taken out making the repayments is much easier.  In addition to being financially better off they appreciate that they can now sit down and eat meals with their families so relations within the family have greatly improved.  Also they are pleased that their work takes skill and requires creativity and they expressed how they had all been so keen to take up the opportunity for training which Wildlife SOS provided and do something “worthwhile.”  Although the young men told of their satisfaction with life at present they were looking forward to finding better opportunities in the future.  This shows that with the support of Wildlife SOS the young generation have dreams and aspirations of their own.  They want to open their own centre so they can earn more and also train more people to work for them.  One boy is still continuing his studies at the same time and Wildlife SOS will buy his books to ensure he can continue.

The only benefit to the old life mentioned was that “a lot of places could be seen” but this was not felt to outweigh the benefit of being able to spend time with their families.  There was again little concern for the loss of culture but rather an understanding that they had lost the symbol by which others recognised them- again, focussing on others’ perceptions of them.  Only one boy felt a sense of a loss of tradition and connection to the practice of his forefathers but even so did not wish to carry on practising bear dancing himself which illustrates the minor importance of this concern.   Actual relationships to others was more of a concern for the young men however as their relationships to other Muslim communities has improved as they are now trusted and business is done between them and general conversation made, however they are not in a position of inviting each other round to their houses. Due to the area where they live (which is a predominantly Muslim area) they have little contact with Hindus except for those who live close by, with whom they neither fight nor converse but are on “neutral terms”.  I was also interested in what being classed as OBC meant to them. Despite my expectations that this would be a degrading label, Kalandars did not see this as having implicitly negative connotations. They pointed out that people are “dying for jobs” and that at least being classed as OBC means they get some representation, jobs and education benefits.

Thus we can see how material conditions are for the young men again the primary concern.  The sense of loosing their cultural identity (due to the bears taken away) figures little in the minds of these young Kalandar men.  They have actively and enthusiastically engaged with the training offered to them by Wildlife SOS which helped them come through the difficult economic time and they now express their own visions for the future not dependent on the charity but rather independent aspirations.  Wildlife SOS’s is greatly valued by these young men for the economic opportunity it has provided as now they are able to earn a reasonable income with acquired skills and have a job which they enjoy.

The older men who used to dance bears told us their income was higher when they had bears and then they earned up to 500 rupees per day which is good income, largely reached through selling hair and claws from the bear, thought to protect people from evil spirits.  After hearing the stories from the women about how their families were struggling in this time we asked the men why the impact of having a good income could not be seen on their families.  They explained that because they were living away from home they spent money on alcohol and takeaway food and had the attitude of “don’t eat and sleep for tomorrow.”  Now they earn lesser amounts of money but do not waste it on drink and food so in some ways are better off now.  They do not feel strongly either way to which life is better but rather said that both times could be good if you work hard and have “the guts to set about earning money.” They do acknowledge however that their families are happier now because of education, stability and so on and think both lives have positives and negatives.  For instance a negative aspect of the bear dancing was they could be driven out of a village because people thought the Kalandars would rob them.  Also sometimes people would smash up their things whilst drunk and because of this “they wish their fathers had taught them something else.”  Although one man was glad of the bear dancing job because he felt it gave liberty and freedom as it meant not being bounded to anybody and being able to go where-ever he wanted, he pointed out that on the other side there was a constant worry about the future as if the bear died all this would be lost.

These elderly Kalandar men were initially worried about how they would make a living if bear dancing was stopped but did not attend the protest in Delhi, largely because the laws were not made clear to them by the government.  At first they were able to request a licence to keep the bear so did not realize what the changes would be as they were not well informed.  Now the bears have been taken they feel that Wildlife SOS are trying to help them while the government does very little.  The men and women both told how one BPL card (Below the Poverty Line) with which you can get wheat 60kg, sugar 225g, 5 litres of kerosene per family per month, government hospital treatment, consultation with Doctor and some medicines, is still not enough to support a family.  The idea is present in the community that government announces a lot of schemes in newspapers but few ever materialise due to red tape and corruption.  They feel let down by the government and see them as only doing things to get votes, so as the Kalandars are such a small community, helping them will not achieve many votes.  They also see their religion to be a contributing factor to not getting what they should and told me of a recent government select committee who submitted a report to the Government that some Muslim communities are in very poor conditions and should receive more benefits but nothing has come of this.  They believe that pre-Independence poor Muslims, Buddhists and Christians received some benefits but when Nehru became prime minister he cut the initiative to all.  When this was met with opposition Nehru had to reintroduce some benefits but they say he did so only to Christians and Buddhists.  This illustrates that the Kalandars feel politically marginalized due to their small size and Muslim faith.

They identified their community as having three major problems: begging, alcoholism and domestic violence (which were categorised as one) and the distribution of justice (vis-à-vis the Panchayat.)  They see begging as a step backwards for the community when others are trying to pull it forwards.  They recognize alcohol to be the cause of domestic violence as well as causing health problems, worsening financial situations and resulting in men who are not focussed on their families. With regards to the Panchayat they believe it can often be ineffective.  For instance, if two men have a disagreement they can go to the Panchayat, but one may call a Panchayat from another area meaning the expenses for their travel and stay have to be met by the other party creating a financial crisis for them if they wish to pursue the case as this may deter them anyway.

They say they have tried to stop the begging but have no real power to do so.  If embarrassing the beggars and their children does not work they threaten to disown them from the community but this only serves to make it easier as those who wish to beg have no one to answer to.  Banning alcohol in the community also failed due to too many people drinking, so instead they now are trying to inform people of help lines to call which can offer counselling and medicines.  They are doubtful that the next generation will be completely different either and really want to tackle this issue as they fear it could cause the community to break up into several groups if it continues and the ideas are passed onto the next generation.  They believe that education and awareness of alcoholism is key to its extinction.  They see the reasons for the drinking as a passing down of bad habit from grandfathers, fathers and uncles to children, and also that people are not aware of what the Qur’an says about drinking or of the long term affects of alcohol abuse.

They feel the situation of the community (rather than for themselves specifically) is overall better than before because now they are in one place they are able to work hard and will be able to do well  now and in the future after more training and education.  To improve the situation they think an emphasis needs to be placed on saving money and thinking about the future in contrast to their previous “live for the moment” attitude which includes addressing issues such as the Panchayat and alcohol abuse.  While these men see negatives and positives to both times, they believe that before, when they worked with bears, they were thinking only with a “Kalandar mentality” but now they think with both a Kalandar mentality and with the “mind of the new generation.”

The elderly men I spoke to in a neighbouring community echoed similar views but had a much more comprehensive opinion on why they weren’t getting help.  They mentioned Maneka Gandhi when telling the story of Muna the Bear (who visited France in 1985 on a politically charged trip funded by Rajeev Ghandi) and so I took the opportunity at this point to find out how they felt about her.  Their conception of her is based on two things: that she is concerned with a mission of animal welfare and that when she was social welfare minister she had lots of power.  They told me that they were not so much opposed to her animal welfare ideas but rather completely upset that when she was in politics she could have done so much to help them and provided land to people who qualify as BPL and help build them small houses, schools and hospitals. Instead she did none of these.  They put this down to her concern with animal welfare but expose the hypocrisy that if she is so sensitive then why is she unable to show some compassion towards them and their children.  They think that if she was angry with the Kalandars for protesting against her, she should recognise that they are illiterate people and that she had to make a move towards them.  They recognise that after the law was passed prohibiting dancing bears Maneka Gandhi and the government were only thinking about the animals whereas Wildlife SOS were thinking about both.  They talked about how suspicious they were when first approached by Geeta Seshamani (from Wildlife SOS) and thought that her pad and camera meant she was a journalist.  It took perseverance and communication and Geeta did not give up.  They believe that one day the community will be able to develop and do things for itself.  They asked if Geeta could do this in such a wonderful way with no political power then surely Maneka Gandhi could have done this for them with all the political might she had?

They believe Wildlife SOS has given a new life to their children in terms of good training and good jobs enabling them to earn money and provide for their children and elders and said they were happy to say Wildlife SOS were doing a very good job for the community as a whole.  For them bear dancing was not a bad thing as their income was good and they got to move around but they do not want that life for their children.  In addition to the problems mentioned by the elderly men in Tonk they also highlighted unemployment as a major problem.  They think that more training  and employment opportunities are needed but also are starting to make those who are unwilling to work live separately from the rest of the family with only their wife and children so they realize their responsibilities and improve.

The response by one positive man who was expecting good things for his children’s future, more development, more “progress”, and good changes in society in terms of better housing, food, clothing and education also responded to my question about loss of culture in these terms.  He felt that the community had lost something and found something.  Before they were moving around and whether this is positive or negative they have lost it.  But now they have the chance to mix with others, wash daily, know how to wear clothes properly and know how to talk to people.  Yet my question was about “culture” which I originally assumed to be part of how the Kalandars would construct their identity yet his answer was really about the issue of lifestyle which has contributed to the change in focus of my study from notions of culture and identity to material conditions which make up lived reality which seem to have much more to do with how people see themselves in the world than some inherited tradition or custom.  The old men in Chaksu conceive that Wildlife SOS have given a new life to their children in terms of training, job opportunities and have thus provided them with food.  They felt Wildlife SOS was doing a very good job for their whole community.  The old men in Tonk also believe that new things are coming for the community and that it does not matter that they are changing profession as people will gradually know them by their new occupation (e.g. aritari-vallah: occupation with the suffix vallah.)  For them change is acceptable because their culture has good and bad aspects and the good need to be retained but the bad must be gotten rid of.  They illustrated this with the example of a bad practise they have put to an end.  Years ago they had a tradition that if someone offered their daughter to marry the son of another family, the male family members from each side would meet and drink together while making the decision.  Thus the decision was made under the influence of alcohol and was often misjudged.  Now the Kalandars offer only a cold non-alcoholic drink in this process.

I spoke to a group of girls who worked in the sewing centre all aged between 13 and 19 and trained or in the process of being trained by Wildlife SOS. They each had to go through a 9 month training period with “Masterji” who is employed by Wildlife SOS to teach and looks after the girls and then pass an examination at the end of that period.  All have received very little formal education either because they were pulled out of school for parent’s fear of mixing with outsiders, left of their own accord (in which every case was regretted), or had to leave to care for younger siblings.  Some had travelled round at times with their families but mostly stayed in Tonk either to go to school or to perform domestic duties.  Reactions to the bears being taken away were centred around fears of loss of income for their families, especially for the girls whose fathers actually danced bears, but also expressions of happiness that the bears would have freedom again.  For them the change seems to be a mostly positive one as they feel that without Wildlife SOS they would not be doing anything with their lives but now they enjoy the work they do, are able to socialize while working together and are able to earn up to 1500 Rupees per month.  They all now felt to have good relationships with their families and also found it easy to fit in their household duties with work which was very important for them.  I questioned whether the girls actually felt this notion of “empowerment” for women which I had seen on a Wildlife SOS poster and they told me that they really did feel an inner feeling of pride at being financially independent and a strength that they could do their job and were good at it.  After hearing stories from slightly older girls about being beaten, abandoned or rejected by their husbands I could not help but be worried when I heard that the seemingly happy girls in front of me had a chance of being married into such a situation.  One girl was engaged to a toothpowder seller chosen by her parents and she did not want to get married for some 3-4 years but it is her family’s decision and she is ambivalent towards him.  Another girl expressed she did not want to get married because she had never seen a happy couple but felt family and community force was upon her and this view was echoed by others.  However the girls also had confidence and self-conviction.  There was for instance a conviction that despite community or family pressures they would only have around two children and learn from what they saw as the mistakes of their parents.  They took the view that their forefathers and parents had made mistakes which they were now paying for but that they could learn from them.  Thus in only having a couple of children they could provide more and ensure their children could go to school as well as carrying less risk to their own health.  They also expressed dreams they had for themselves.  For instance one girl desired to stand on her own two feet like Rakhee (who is single and not dependent on a male and also successful in her career) and run her own centre hiring other girls to work for her.  She is already supported by Wildlife SOS to run her own small business with her sister making saris and Wildlife SOS will provide more frames to work on, on the condition she trains other girls.  The girls also hope their own girls and boys would be receiving degrees and masters’ qualifications and pursuing education in the way they never had a chance to.  A sense of a loss of identity was not an issue for these girls at all.  They said they were Kalandar and it is as simple as that.  It figured little in their consciousness and loss of tradition was not an issue but rather family income and the freedom of the bears as well as other material conditions such as the nature of their work, how work fitted in with family life and what opportunities their own children would have.

I see these girls as a strong signal that while the community is struggling the future is potentially a lot better as they are feeling confident and have assured convictions about the number of children they want to have and the type of life they will encourage them to lead.  They have also acquired useful knowledge and skills themselves with the support of Wildlife SOS which has given them the means to be financially independent and also given them to confidence to chase bigger dreams.  The issue of birth control while potentially sensitive with older generations is recognised by these girls to be crucial in providing what children need, especially education and food.  Furthermore the closeness of the girls to Rakhee shows how trusted Wildlife SOS is within the community as the girls were even allowed to leave the community for a trip with her to Jaipur to attend a self help group exhibition.  The girls really benefitted from this as they had to sell their products and explain how the money would help their community, and also we were able to visit a Zoo and a museum.  Considering the Kalandar’s mistrust of outsiders letting Rakhee take their girls to the city is an amazing illustration of trust.

The elderly women who spoke to us had all travelled around with the bears as their husbands had kept bears.  Only one old lady had gone to school until 4th class and her father had been happy to send her, however her brother told her she would not make anything of her life and eventually she left.  They said the best thing about keeping the bears was that their husbands and fathers made a good earning by selling hair and nails, and also in the monsoon season they could sit and relax.  However in these times they said they received no respect from outsiders and were branded as “beggars.”  They said in some ways their life was similar to that of a beggar as they moved around and their children did not get an education.  During this time as women they were not supposed to leave the tent area, not even to go to buy things they needed.  They had to stay confined to that area to look after the children and to cook, asking their husbands to bring back the things they needed. They also talked about the problems that many had when their husbands were alive as most were widowed, regarding the alcohol abuse, violence and also gambling.  One lady’s husband had committed suicide when working as a truck driver as he was under so much pressure to repay a loan he owed due to a gambling addiction.

When they found out the bears might be taken they were worried about income source and surviving without the animals as they did not know anything else.  They were scared about what would happen to their children.  They did not however feel a loss of culture but instead felt there are some changes which they are happy with.  Now they are mixing with other communities and are learning things from them.  However some women were still concerned about the lower amount of income men received without having bears and a few old people have turned to begging although this is frowned upon by some of the other old ladies who fear others will follow suit and the Kalandars will become a community of beggars.  They feel that claiming the state pension of around 400 Rupees is more respectful yet the people who now beg say they can earn more that way.  One lady who now begs received help from Wildlife SOS with the weddings of some of her children and was also given some poultry, but they all died suddenly.  Other old ladies do jobs such as working as a domestic servant or open work such as clearing dishes at weddings.  Things are clearly not easy for this group of old ladies who are mostly widowed.  However they see the future of their grandchildren being much brighter and hope that both boys and girls will become educated and get good jobs.  I asked hypothetically whether they would accept a bear for their family now if it was offered to them but nobody wanted that life for their grandchildren.  They hoped that with education they would get better jobs and have a better life.

The old ladies believe that without the help of Wildlife SOS the laws would have been passed but they would have got nothing.  They would have been given no compensation for loosing the bears and offered no alternative employment avenues and this they believe would have been extremely tough for them.  Further evidence of Wildlife SOS’s support emerged as in this discussion the ladies were encouraged by Rakhee to consider forming a self-help group.  The ladies began discussing ideas such as getting a small loan from the government to set up a small business where they would earn some money, pay back their loan and save together too and pool money in case someone was to fall ill.  This idea was in very early stages but they planned to have a meeting to talk further about what opportunities were available to them.  This illustrates the mutual part that the Kalandars and Wildlife SOS play in trying to improve the community’s situation.  The Kalandar’s have the capacity to act and improve their own situation but Wildlife SOS will support venerable groups according to need in order to try and help Kalandars with their economic difficulties.

I also interviewed men who are not receiving help from Wildlife SOS and are aged between 25 and 50, all belonging to families who had kept bears.  Some pointed to benefits of their old life as they did not have to work as hard for their money, their income was greater, and because they were not well educated they did not feel shame making the bear dance for money.  Furthermore even if they did not earn much money through bear dancing they would at least receive food donations from villagers, and they were able to see lots of places while travelling with the bear.  For 5 of the 11 men interviewed they were not happier in the new life.  However the other men despite not receiving help still prefer this life because they see their old livelihood as similar to begging and almost insulting (jillat) but now they can “earn with respect” and provide stability and education to their children.

Some do not question why they do not receive help from Wildlife SOS, others do not see it as their right to ask for help and see it more as being determined by God’s will.  Others understand that they will get help when Wildlife SOS can give it to them, and others feel really desperate for help from Wildlife SOS.  For instance one man of 25 with 6 children rents a cycle rickshaw and only earns around 35 rupees per day and is supposed to be getting help but has not received any yet.  Another man did not feel the help he was offered from Wildlife SOS fitted his interests as he didn’t want to keep poultry or keep a cycle rickshaw.

Some of these men are still moving around selling toothpaste and it is these men who seem to encounter the most difficulties with this new life.  People often don’t believe they are who they say they are and insist on checking their things to see if they are genuine toothpaste sellers.  Also if a crime is committed in an area near where they are they will be accused for it.  Business is made very difficult for them by the police who will not allow a large crowd to gather near them while they explain their product and one man described that now they are the ones who are scared in contrast to when they had the bears others would be scared of them.  People doubt them and question them about chemicals in their toothpowder.  When they had the bears they would visit the same villages every year so they were more trusted before than they are now as people would recognise them

Thus men not receiving help from Wildlife SOS may not be happier since the bears have been taken but this is because of bad material conditions rather than a direct opposition to the work Wildlife SOS are doing.  They are struggling due to a reduced income, and in the case of toothpaste sellers increased mistrust from people and harassment from the police.  However most would accept help given by Wildlife SOS or actively desire it.  Furthermore others, despite not getting any help from Wildlife SOS are relived that their children can go to school and learn things they never got chance to learn as well as being able to “earn respectively” themselves.

Another employment opportunity given by Wildlife SOS is the provision of a cycle rickshaws for young men.  I spoke to some of those who had received a rickshaw all between 23 and 48 who make their living through this means.  They earn 50-60 Rupees per day in contrast to before when they were cycle rickshaw pullers but had to pay 15 rupees rent for a rickshaw before any money they made was their own.  Furthermore when they were renting cycle rickshaws there was a chance they could go to the hire place and find there were none left and so would be unable to earn any money that day.  All their fathers had kept bears but accounts of this period are mixed.  Some talked of how unsettling it was to always be moving around and how difficult it was to send children to school, in contrast to now where their income is stable and mixing with outsiders has begun to make them realize it was not a “good life.”  However for others their old life was preferable as their family income was higher and they also liked to travel around.  Now they feel they have to work much harder for their money.  One man pointed out that if he wants to charge someone 10 rupees for a journey in his cycle rickshaw and they want to give him 8 rupees instead, he will argue with them because he has worked so hard for it.

Again notions of identity were concerned with how other’s perceived them: the bears served as a symbol for the community whereas cycle rickshaws do not.  The question was not answered immediately as some confusion occurred over what I wanted to know.  They pointed out that they did not feel their culture had changed but rather their lifestyle has changed and pointed to changed bathing routines, learning good things from others and improved family relations as examples of this shift.  They exerted their own anticipations that their children’s lives will improve.  They say they will do what they can to ensure their children do not have to become rickshaw pullers like them.  Due to this wish the men talked about curtailing the number of children they would have so as to be able to provide a better education for the children and ensuring that their daughters as well as their sons complete their studies.  None of their wives are working so Rakhee suggested that they train in the sewing centre to ensure the families have enough money to do this and their names were written down on a list to pursue the matter further.

The improvements they wanted to see in the community was the provision of electricity, water and a proper road into the area where they live but need support from the government in order to do this.  They also hoped to achieve loans for plots and building houses which would total 50,000 rupees per simple, one-roomed house, and looked to Wildlife SOS for support in this.

They generally all felt let down with the government for not doing anything, or felt that if the government were trying to help them then it must not be reaching them because of corruption.  They echoed the views of others I had spoken to: that politicians are mainly concerned with obtaining votes and that what they say does not usually materialize.  For example they were told they would get access to water but it has not happened.  Rather than blame the government they felt some responsibility for the situation after one man pointed out that they should go to the government office and pursue their issues rather than waiting for the government to come to them.  They were very concerned about their lack of access to basic amenities and even fear their poor housing would collapse under the pressure of the monsoon rains so collectively decided that they needed to make a real effort to go to the office and would have to set a date.  Rakhee (who studies law) affirmed she would go with them if they wanted her to.

Thus the cycle rickshaw pullers have received help from Wildlife SOS which is in line with their occupation before the bears were taken away.  However the two differences however are that while their personal incomes have all increased their family incomes have decreased.  Opinions varied over which time was better, bear dancing or now, based on personal preference, but the point is that they have been provided economic support so they are able to earn better and support their families.  Furthermore they crucially identified the bear as a symbol of their culture, and pointed out that in reality rather than a culture being lost, it was simply that their lifestyle has changed.  They demonstrated much agency, asserting their concern for their children’s completion of education and about their own family planning.  Their attitudes towards their situation are not passive.  They actively blame the government for not doing enough to help them and at the same time assert that because of this they should take the first step towards the government.

Before I conclude I would like to dedicate a section of this report to the Kalandar’s attitude towards the bears.  The most interesting and detailed answer to my question came from the old men in Chaksu.  They spoke fondly of their bears and told us that their bear was more important than their own children because the bear was the only earning source for the whole family.  One man said how if he was walking in the heat along the road and he felt the bear’s paws becoming hot then he would forget about all notions of business and rest under a tree so that the bear would be comfortable.  We were told that if a bear was to die the whole family would mourn as if they had lost a child.  When I asked different groups throughout the interviews about the concept of “animal rights” they answered they were not specifically aware of “rights” as a concept but rather felt the bear should have access to a food, water, a nice environment and in a lot of answers “be free” and not be hurt for their benefit.  However the Kalandars also conceived of the bear as a member of their family and for some this contributed to not wanting to give the bear up, in addition to other reasons mentioned.  For instance this was articulated by men who used to keep bears and also their wives and daughters.  Some girls expressed happiness because they disliked to see it in pain and wanted it to be free, however many of these did not have “a bear in their family.”

The old men in Chaksu went on to say that they believe an animal has the right to survive just as a human does and also that humans and animals are connected to each other and mutually dependent on each other.  For instance they asked how we could have worked on agriculture before modern technology without them.  While accepting that animals should be treated well the Kalandars articulated annoyance that the bears taken by the government were kept in big cages which looked like a prison where food would occasionally be chucked in.  Why should they charge someone 50 rupees to see the bear in a zoo when the bear is even less happy there?  They say many bears were so miserable in these conditions that they could not survive there and that many had died.  They asked whether this could be called justice.  When the bear was with the Kalandars they said he was kept under a tree and treated like a son.  In a zoo however there is “no one there to talk to him” and because of this loneliness bears have died.  They poignantly said that if they were doing wrong then they at least want to know the government are getting it right but in the opinion of the Kalandars they are not.  They expressed closeness to the bear- that they would talk and play with him like they would with a son and would equally feel the bear’s pain.  Why are the government charging 50 rupees to see the bear when he is still not safe?

They were very pleased that at least some of the bears are with Wildlife SOS where they have a natural environment in contrast to the zoos where they perceived the bears would not like sitting there doing nothing as this is not what they have been used to.  My informants were keen to ask what was the benefit of the government taking the bears.  At least the bears who were with Wildlife SOS were being kept healthy and fit and given good food and were also able to “give a family environment to the bear.”  More frustration was expressed.  Was the Wildlife Protection Act of 1972 only applicable to Kalandars?  If the government wants freedom for animals then surely the law should apply to circuses and zoos as well.  All animals should be released into the forest on this principle.  If a person commits a murder then they deserve prison.  Our bears did not kill anyone so why do they deserve prison?  The gentleman asserted that they are innocent animals in prison for doing nothing, and the law that is there supposedly to protect them, should also apply to any community keeping wild animals.

If the information provided here seems too paradoxical because of the methods of control known to have been used by the Kalandars such as putting a ring through bears noses or sedating them with alcohol, my suggestion would be that the Kalandars did not do anything to hurt the bear which they did not deem necessary in order for the bear to perform its earning function.  In contrast they would treat the bear with care and love in ways they were able to.  This is an inference made from the way the bears were talked about in almost contrasting terms between being a member of their family and also as the main generator of income within a household.  It was not possible to ask direct questions about which methods were used to sedate and control bears because the matter was too sensitive and Rakhee and I feared that these kinds of questions could stir anger and provoke tensions.  It was a matter which was too charged with emotion to be talked about so soon after the loss of bears and it could have potentially had repercussions for the relations Wildlife SOS have with the Kalandars.

In terms of my role as researcher I was received far better and trusted far more than ever hoped.  We were made to feel welcome upon arrival and shockingly before we had even been there half an hour some women had already opened up about domestic violence.  I put this largely down to the trust the people have in Wildlife SOS and in Rakhee Sharma who is employed in the running of the project in Tonk and who acted as an interpreter for me.  From what I could observe despite a language barrier she commanded much respect and had very close and personal relationships with many of the Kalandars.  The issue of whether people answered questions honestly due to conceptions they had of why we might be there was raised only once throughout the whole investigation when one old lady lied to us.  She explained how much she was struggling and how her sons would not help her when this was not in fact true.  Due to the colour of my skin (white) she admitted to having had made the assumption that we must be there to assess who needed help most in the village in preparation for donating money to those people.  However her lies were exposed by the other women sitting around her who knew her information to be false.  Although it highlights the point that researchers may never truly find out what people think of us and how this affects their narrative, the collective exposure on the part of the other ladies gave me confidence that because people were aware of the lives of other community members, people were unable to tell lies in the presence of others.  Furthermore the other women actively disapproved of her lying.  I often felt a sense that people really wanted to give their opinions and tell their stories of what the changes had meant to them, whether positive or negative and I felt this was based on a passion to express rather than to manipulate.

As I have shown throughout this report it is clear that some of the categories of my thought did not fit to the concerns of the people and thus the shift in focus moved away from culture and identity to material conditions such as education, family relations, relations with others, and income and so on.  I was always aware of how little time I was going to be able to have with the Kalandars, however since everybody I spoke to was willing to talk to me I feel that I was able to gather valuable information on the specific impact of the bears being taken away.  However I feel that further research is necessary to look at other factors to get a complete picture of social reality.  For instance whether, and if so how so, religious ideas have an impact on actions and situations.  As mentioned above I feel in many ways working with Rakhee Sharma was invaluable as the trust they had in her didn’t seem to be altered despite our presence.  The one problem however was, as is inevitably the case when communicating through an interpreter (which was particularly emphasised because Rakhee was unable to make interruptions to translate in a lot of circumstances so as not to appear rude and affect the relationships she had with community members), was that some information must have been lost in the translation process.  It also meant I did not have control over the exact questions asked and was not able to hear the way in which an answer was given or the exact turn of phrase used.  However on the whole working with Rakhee was very successful as without her I do not think people would have been able to trust us enough to “open up” in the way they did.

In conclusion Wildlife SOS have helped the community to enter the mainstream and given them the support they need- not hard cash but employment opportunities.  The support of Wildlife SOS is desired by the community as a whole and has been giving help where it is needed and the government has failed to provide.  Though the community is going through a difficult period of transition I believe that for the majority life has improved since the bears were taken away and that due to education and the changing attitudes of young people especially, the future is promising for the Kalandars.  Through the investigation it came to light that there are some deep internal problems within the community but I hope the community will work out these problems in time if material conditions improve (which are the cause of the problems in the first place) and the Kalandars have certainly demonstrated the will and the agency for this to be able to happen.  The problems I am referring to here are domestic violence, alcoholism, the implementation of justice, marital problems and unemployment mentioned in the course of this report. The women are suffering especially and I cannot ignore their voices.  However just walking around the “village” the manifestations of this will are physically there to be seen.  For instance in the hard work and commitment of the girls in the centre, or the houses I saw built by young women of similar age to myself.  There were also indications that some problems had already started to decrease as was the case for some women who suffered less at the hands of domestic abuse, since becoming static.

My shift in focus moved away from identity and “culture” towards material conditions such as family relations, employment and education because this was what mattered to the Kalandars themselves, whether they thought life had improved or not.  If they were opposed to the changes that have been taking place this was because for them their material conditions were not thought to have improved, usually because it meant a decreased family income and having to stay in one place.  Those who preferred the new life were equally concerned with material conditions and generally preferred the stability of being static, the nature of their work, the education of their children, and the future prospects of the community and so on.  Their feelings towards their bears could also affect which time they preferred but this was usually a side issue to other more important concerns.

One Kalandar man told me he thought the strength of his community was the ability to be flexible and cope with change.  He saw the Kalandars as being able to make “new traditions” rather than rely on the old ones.  This could be considered a gross exaggeration when looking at the reaction of the Kalandars to the initial arrival of Wildlife SOS, but when it is considered the extent to which the Kalandars changed and interacted with what Wildlife SOS’s views, it is a fairly accurate comment.  Though it must be emphasised this flexibility was not through a passive acceptance of Wildlife SOS but rather through engaging and conscious thought processes.

