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Abstract: During the nineteenth and the first half of the 
twentieth century, the discipline of history mainly 
focussed on the rise and fall of empires and the profile of 
the ruling elite. The Annals and the Marxist school added 
new dimensions to the art of historiography by 
emphasising upon the total history and the materialistic 
interpretation of history respectively. The Subaltern and 
the Postmodernist approaches carved a niche for 
recording the history of the marginalised sections of the 
society who had been ignored in earlier history writing 
traditions. Taking inspiration from the recent trends, the 
historians began to take interest in micro histories. It is 
in this context that the author has made an attempt to 
have a brief but empirical study of the Watal community 
in rural Kashmir. The paper endeavours to look into the 
socio-economic condition of this community during 
modern times with special reference to the continuity 
and change. 

The watal community of Kashmir, broadly speaking, was 
divided into two main categories. One ate the flesh of dead 
animals and the other that did not. The latter category had an 
inclination to religion and attended the prayers in mosques, 
whereas the former category was not allowed entry into the 
mosques and other holy places. No Muslim of his own free 
will would like to eat with a watal.1 Generally, their 

                                                 
1
  Lawrence, Walter Roper; The Valley of Kashmir, Srinagar, Chinar 

Publishing House, Kashmir, 1992, pp. 314-315. Besides, Abdul Ghani 
Ganai, the father of the author, who passed away in early 2014 at the 
age of 80 years, in an interaction with him in Feb; 1992 revealed that in 
mid 1930s when he was a small boy, the villagers of Audsoo, Anantnag, 
on one fateful day had a bandar (the tradition of collecting eatables 
and at times some amount of cash to prepare a light feast and 
distribute it among the people present on the occasion especially the 
needy and children with a wish of invoking the mercy of God in favour 
of a good harvest) in the form of hatzung (a practice in which about 
fifty chicken were slaughtered and roosted and later on distributed). 
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graveyards were located separately in the villages.2 Their total 
population in the Valley in 1911 A.D. was 5,235.3 Watals were a 
wandering community who often migrated from one place to 
another. Even if they would settle anywhere for some time, 
the inclination to migration was so strong, that after a few 
years they would desert the locality and migrate.4 They often 
lived in shacks outside the villages and performed menial 
jobs. After removing the carcass of dead animals from the 
villages they took off their skin. After tanning the hides they 
manufactured boots and sandals. It is pertinent to mention 
that the watals of first class produced footwear and that of 
the second class manufactured winnowing trays of leather 
and straw and also performed the duties of scavenging.5 

Watals also reared poultry for sale. They also worked as 
cowherds and barbers in the villages. In addition to it, the 
watals did the job of crop-watchers and wicker-workers. 
During harvest season, they worked as daily wagers in the 
fields of villagers and also used to serve as domestic servants 
of the peasants with sizeable land holdings.6 As servants, they 
assisted their masters in agricultural work, live stock rearing 

                                                                                                    
Leg in Kashmiri is called zang and by slaughtering fifty chickens the 
total numbers of the legs amounted to hundred. Therefore, such a type 
of bandar was called hatzung means a bandar that involved hat i.e. 
hundred legs. Abdul Ghani vividly remembered that once the chicken 
were ready for being distributed there was some misunderstanding 
among the village elders resulting into a verbal duel, followed by a 
jumbling on the spot. Meanwhile the cowherd of the village namely 
Rasool Dand a watal by caste, hailing from the neighbouring village of 
Issus put his hand into the caldron loaded with the fried chicken. With 
this the elders declared the chicken contaminated and suggested 
Rasool Dand to take up the caldron and to leave for his home. Thus, 
Rasool along with his family relished the chicken for about a fortnight.           

2
  Personal observation of the author who hails from a remote rural area 

of Achabal, Anantnag, Kashmir. 
3
  Census of India, 1911 vide Fauq, Muhammad-ud-Din; Tarikh-e-Aquam-

e-Kashmir, Vol. I, Mirpur, Verinag Publishers, edition 3rd, 1991, p. 433.   
4
  Lawrence, Walter Roper; The Valley of Kashmir, pp. 314-315. 

5
  Ibid. Around mid 1970’s the author as a young boy has seen 

Muhammad Ismaiel Shaikh of village Taiwani taking off the skin of a 
carcase in the fields of his native village. 

6
  Personal observation of the author who belongs to a remote rural area 

of Achabal, Anantnag, Kashmir. 
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and other domestic jobs. In turn, they were paid in kind and 
the payment in the 1970s and 1980s varied from twelve to 
sixteen kharwars of paddy (a kharwar measured around 
80kgs.). Earlier, the contract was made only verbally and later 
on, in the form of writing called tehrir (writing). The term of 
the contract generally commenced from 1st March to late 
November, the end of the harvest season.7    

The community lived a very hard life, especially in 
nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries. But, 
with the improvement in socio-economic conditions since 
the 1890s and especially in the post 1947 period, there was an 
improvement in their day to day life as well. However, in 
comparison to other sections of society, the pace of their 
progress was very slow and their rehabilitation, therefore, a 
later phenomena. The paper is based on the empirical data 
collected by the author as a member of rural society, with 
regard to the overall life style of the watal community. 

The argument pertaining to carrion eaters and non-eaters 
put forward at the very outset was mostly a nineteenth 
century phenomenon. It is pertinent to mention that till the 
1890s, life in the Valley was very difficult for all the working 
classes and the main reason of it was the mis-governance and 
exorbitant taxation policy.8 The result was that the 
economically weaker sections of the society suffered the 
most. But, with the passage of time, the British realized the 
feudal governance in Kashmir, and began to intervene in a 
positive manner. Accordingly, they imposed a full-fledged 
Residency upon Maharaja Pratap Singh in 1885 that 
ultimately proved as a boon for common Kashmiris.9 With 
the intervention of Residency, a beginning towards the 
modernization in the form of land settlements and 
urbanization was made that went on slowly. Life in Kashmir 

                                                 
7
  Ibid. 

8
  For minute details about the taxation see Lawrence, Walter Roper; The 

Valley of Kashmir, pp. 236-237. 
9
  For details about the imposition of Residency on Maharaja Pratap 

Singh on 25 September, 1885, see:  Khan, Ghulam Hassan, Freedom 
Movement in Kashmir (1931-1940), pp. 6-7. It is pertinent to note that 
Sir Olive Saint Jhon, Officer on Special Duty in Srinagar, was 
appointed as the first Resident.  
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began to come to rails, especially in rural Kashmir where 
migrations in search of livelihood were frequent. With the 
grant of occupancy (assami) rights in land in 1895, peasantry 
heaved a sigh of relief. It was like a regeneration of village 
life.10 The settlement of the villages led to the revival of 
agriculture and it is agriculture which to quote Will Durant 
“has given birth to culture”.11 

The point to be made here is that even if such 
developments did not have an effect on the condition of 
watal community directly and immediately, but in the long 
run it laid a profound impact on its day to day life. In case of 
Srinagar, which is not the focus of our study, it was in the 
early 1890s that 200 people were appointed as scavengers to 
keep the capital city clean and it was an unprecedented 
measure.12 Similarly, when the condition of the peasantry 
over the period improved, it carved a niche for watals to 
perform the duties of cowherds, wicker-workers, crop-
watchers, daily-wagers and the domestic servants of the well 
off peasantry.13 Another major development in this 
connection was the end of autocracy and takeover by the 
Nationalist government in 1947. Speaking in the context of 
socio-economic scenario, it was not less than a revolution. It 
empowered the peasantry by way of land–to-tiller, while 
abolishing the centuries old landlordism.14 Besides, it 
accentuated the pace of modernization in the form of the 
construction of roads and buildings and threw open the 
opportunities of labour to the daily wagers in various public 
and private sectors. By saying so, we do not suggest that the 
watals are no more a marginalised section of society. The 

                                                 
10

  For details about the new settlement conducted by Walter Roper 
Lawrence (1889-1894) and its role in the rehabilitation of peasantry see 
Lawrence, Walter Roper; The Valley of Kashmir, pp. 432-433. 

11
  Will Durant, The Story of Civilization: Our Oriental History, New York, 

Semen and Schuster, 1942, p. 2.     
12

  Lawrence, Walter Roper; The Valley of Kashmir, p. 36. 
13

  Personal observation of the author.  
14

  For details about the land reforms introduced by the Nationalist 
Government in Jammu and Kashmir, see: Beg, Mirza Mohammad 
Afzal, Agricultural Reforms in Kashmir, March, 1951, Ranbir Press, 
Government of Jammu and Kashmir, Foreword, pp. I-III. 
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point that we want to make is that the changing times have 
transformed their life as well. Over the period, the outlook of 
the society changed due to the modern approach to life and 
the hangover of caste also continued to fade to some extent.15 
All these developments went a long way towards the 
rehabilitation and emancipation of this community. 

Nevertheless, as Pandit Kalhana in his celebrated work 
Rajtarangni observed that “habits fixed by long practice are 
not likely to cease, even when their reason is gone”,16 the 
watal community in spite of healthy changes in its day to day 
life, retained some of the old habits. For instance, the keen 
observer of Kashmiri society, Walter Roper Lawrence in the 
early 1890s observed that “the watals as a tribe are not 
considered very honest, and are much given to robbing hen-
roosts”.17 This is the nineteenth century observation. By now 
if we would examine this statement objectively, it appears 
half truth. Owing to various economic opportunities 
especially in post 1947 era, they have no doubt given up the 
robbing of hen-roosts, but speaking generally, an impression 
persists in dominant society that they are dishonest and 
prone to lying. It is in this context that the saying like watal-
kaelkait (watals commitment to day after tomorrow) has 
come into being. For instance, if a watal owed anything to 
some person in his locality either in the form of kind or cash, 
in case of a reminder for repayment, he would generally 
commit himself to kaelkait (day after tomorrow), but that 
commitment hardly materialized. Thus, even if today, 
somebody would like to convey his disdain to someone for 
not being true to his word in case of repayment, he would say 
that “your commitment is just like watal kaelkait”.18 By 

                                                 
15

  Personal observation of the author. In his neighbouring village Issus 
(Achabal), where there is a sizeable population of watal community, 
the two communities i.e. peasants and watals by now have a moderate 
relation and are dinning together on marriage and other festive 
occasions. Besides, one of the watal namely Muhammad Shaban, an 
employee in Srinagar Municipality, some fifteen year back married a 
peasant girl namely Ameera, D/o Ghulam Muhammad Bhat.    

16
  Kalhana, Pandit, Rajtarangni, vide, M. A. Stein Vol. I, West Minister: 

Archibold Constable and Company, Ltd., 1900, p. IV: 443.   
17

  Lawrence, Walter Roper; The Valley of Kashmir, pp. 314-315.   
18

  Personal observation of the author. 
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writing so, we do not suggest that other sections of the 
society are in any way scrupulously honest to their 
commitment, but the point to be brought home is that in 
comparison to other village communities, they are more 
vulnerable to lying.  In rural areas, most of watals have given 
up the job of leatherwork due to the availability of cheap 
machine-made footwear in the market, especially since the 
1960s culminating into the end of this industry.19 By the 1980s 
and 1990s, the villagers generally gave up the tradition of 
rearing large number of cattle. Instead of 5 to 15 cattle, the 
peasant households generally began to rear single high-bred 
milch cow. It put an end to the tradition of hiring the services 
of cowherds. Thus, the watals lost cowherd jobs. Meanwhile, 
there was an enormous expansion of the municipal and town 
areas in the Valley leading to the establishment of more 
municipal and town area committees that necessitated the 
manpower for sweeping and scavenging. It was not only 
urban watals, but the rural watals also got ample job 
opportunities in municipalities.20 The new generation of this 
community found job opportunity as sweepers in various 
public and private institutions, especially in hospitals.21 But in 
spite of all the positive changes in their day to day life, they 
continued with certain negative traditions like; spending in 
disproportion to their income; child marriages, neglect of 
family planning and their gypsy character.22 

The peasant households generally live a parsimonious life 
and have a tradition of storing things like rice and other 
locally produced eatables from one harvest season to another, 
as a safeguard against unpleasant weather causing crop 
failure. The watals commonly do not care about the savings 
for future and are concerned with day to day sustenance 
alone.23 That is why the saying like watalan chu kalas sumbi 

                                                 
19

  Ibid.  
20

  Ibid. 
21

  Ibid. 
22

 Ibid. 
23

  Information gathered during the course of an intrection with Ghulam 
Hassan Ganai S/o Abdul Rahman Ganai, R/o Audsoo. Achabal, Feb., 15, 
1992. 
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mungmut (a watal has prayed for the dinner feast only). 
Another thing that has been observed is that on festive 
occasions like Eid and marriage ceremonies they spend 
lavishly. If a peasant household would prepare one dish on 
Eid, the watal would prepare more than one in case he was 
not out of pocket. It is in this context that the folk saying 
watal Tcreng (means a watal bonfire) has come into being 
which denotes the exhaustion of resources immediately and 
at once.24 There is an anecdotal story about watals that also 
speaks about their narrow approach to day to day living. It is 
said that once a snowfall began in late evening and a watal 
asked his spouse that what amount of grain, at the time, was 
available with the household. The lady replied that a full 
kundal (an earthen-ware that is used inside the kangri, the 
traditional fire-pot that the Kashmiris used for warmth 
during harsh winters) of rice. It is pertinent to mention that 
the kundal even being of big size could not contain more than 
two kilograms of rice. In response to this confirmation, the 
husband replied that “let then, the snow accumulate up to 
the level of stars”.25 We do not mean that the folk story would 
be a total reality. However, speaking in the context of 
Kashmir, where the people owing to geographical reasons 
have a tradition of storing the eatables, it speaks about the 
casual approach of watal community in case of its day to day 
living.  

Child marriage was common till the nineteenth and the 
first half of the twentieth centuries, but over the period, the 
tradition faded away due to the socio-economic changes and 
the State legislations related to the age of consent.26 However, 
among watals it continued till recent in comparison to other 
communities, albeit with some reasonable increase in the age 
limit.  

The family planning scheme that was taken up by the 
government with all enthusiasm in the mid 1970s did not find 

                                                 
24

  Ibid. 
25

 Ibid. 
26

  It is to be noted that the State passed the Infant Marriage Act on 22 
May, 1928. According to this Act, the age of consent for boys was fixed 
as 18 years and those girls 14 years. The Infant Marriage Act, 1985, (Act 
No. 1 of Samvat 1985 (1928), p. 61.    



44 | History from Below 

                                                  

a proper response from the watals in comparison to other 
village communities. The result was that the size of their 
families grew day after day, that in comparison to other 
village communities disabled them to overcome the 
economic backwardness.27 It was probably due to the lack of 
education and modern consciousness among them. 

The times when Walter Roper Lawrence wrote about their 
gypsy character was the nineteenth century, but with the 
beginning of the twentieth century, as a result of population 
growth and land reforms during the colonial and post-
colonial periods, the availability of fallow lands in the Valley 
declined considerably, leaving little choice for them to 
migrate from one area to another area. It resulted into their 
permanent settlement.28 Nevertheless, their inherent 
tendency for migration survives till date in case they find 
some opportunity in this regard. The population growth in 
the community has also contributed to its quest for 
migration. In the native area of the author, it is perhaps due 
to choking of space in their ancestral localities that they have 
migrated to the plains located in between the two branches of 
Arpat rivulet at village Wangam (Shangus). In case of village 
Tailwani, Achabal, they have migrated to a spot close to 
Aadbal mohallah of the said village near crematorium on the 
banks of Arpat and also to a ravine like gorge at Laman, 
called Vatehved, on the edges of famous Mattan Karewa.29           

There were frequent feuds among the watals either within 
the family or neighbourhood. But, they generally did not 
quarrel with the rest of the village communities owing to 
their marginal position. However, if some well-off peasant on 
any occasion, would in any way manhandle them, while they 
worked as cowherds or domestic servants, they used to have 
what in local parlance is called watal damb (laying oneself on 
the ground in order to give the impression that the person 
had a severe physical injury and may die). This was a method 
to invite the attention of their respective community, and for 

                                                 
27

 Personal observation of the author.  
28

  Personal observation of the author based on various legislations 
related to agrarian reforms. 

29
  Ibid.  
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making it an issue to justify the intervention of village 
biradari or law and order agencies.30  

The pain of starvation is the worst pain. There are 
references in history where human beings have at times even 
lived on cannibalism. Since the watals in nineteenth century, 
like other economically marginalised communities, were 
struggling for survival and that would have prompted them to 
eat carrion. Such traditions we believe would have become 
more prevalent since 1846 onwards, when Dogra rulers 
declared the Valley as their purchased property, and followed 
an exorbitant taxation policy in which to quote Walter Roper 
Lawrence “everything except air and water was heavily taxed”, 
and every natural resource was monopolized by the State.31 As 
already mentioned, the period between 1846 and 1895 was the 
worst period, in the annals of Kashmir, owing to the 

                                                 
30

  The senior citizens of village Tailwani, Achabal, Anantnag, reveal that 
some fifty year back one watal namely Muhammad Shaban Shaikh 
who was the family servant of muqadam family at Bagalpore (a 
mohalla of the said village) was lightly beaten by Haji Lasi Mir during 
the course of the irrigation of fields for paddy nursery plantation 
locally called as Thagkad. Shaban laid down himself flat on the ground 
and for a long time did not do any physical movement and it appeared 
that as if he had died. Meanwhile, the news reached to his kith and 
kin. Accordingly, all the watals of the said village assembled and made 
a demonstration on the main street of the village demanding justice 
for Shaban. It compelled Lasi Mir to bring a female sheep known in 
Kashmiri as gab on the spot and to declare it as an offering for the 
recovery of Shaban. It was on this occasion that a folk singer belonging 
to the watal community itself namely Wahab Shaikh, sang:  

Lasi Mir chui mangan Dastgeers 
Yerya karzem shabans 
Krehen gab aasem tsa gaie tsai 
Lagay shabano tche kar susrai 

 Lasi Mir is praying for the mercy of Dastgeer (Shaikh Abdul Qadir 
Geelani) seeking his blessings for the well being of Shaban. He had a 
black colour female sheep (known in Kashmiri language as gab) at his 
home that he gifted to him. (It is worthwhile to mention that the folk 
singer has used the term tsai as metaphor. Tsai is basically a 
traditional gift that the in-laws presented to the groom on his return 
from the first invitation after marriage). Oh! Shaban, my darling, let 
you have some movement.      

31
 Lawrence, Walter Roper; The Valley of Kashmir, pp. 416-417.  
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draconian governance and ruthless taxation policy followed 
by the State. It is not only watals who for their survival 
consumed substandard diet, but there are numerous 
instances when the common villagers, during the times of 
food scarcity consumed oilcake, rice-gruel, chaff, wild fruits 
and vegetables, even being the peasants, the producers of 
various crops.32 Therefore, a community that had no access 
even to agriculture had every reason to take carrion for 
survival purposes. But, with the passage of time positive 
developments took place that resulted into healthy changes 
in the food habits and, therefore, in the history of food. 

As discussed earlier, the modernization that in real sense 
commenced since the 1890s and was immensely promoted 
after 1947, provided various job opportunities for the watal 
community, especially as sweepers, scavengers and daily 
wagers. It went a long way in the rehabilitation of the 
community. However, in comparison to other communities, 
they continued to be economically humble. They generally 
could not afford to purchase mutton; instead they consumed 
sheep skull meat and limbs called pache kalheir in local 
parlance, which is often available in the market on 
comparatively low rates. It is rich in calcium and at times the 
elite people also relished it. However, it is often very difficult 
to procure it in the initial days of every month, provided one 
tries for it in the early morning hours, due to the demand and 
supply reasons. It is because after receiving their monthly 
salaries, the sweepers and scavengers rush to the markets to 
purchase pache-kalheir.33 It is in this context that the folk 
saying like watal kalheir has come into being. If some person 
even today would like to convey another person that he had 
consumed his cash or kind hurriedly without caring for future 

                                                 
32

  Based on the information gathered from the senior citizens who had 
lived during the period of the last Dogra ruler Maharaja Hari Singh 
(1925-1947) namely Ghulam Hassan Bhat, Muhammad Ramzan Bhat 
and Abdul Ghani Ganai, residents of Village Audsoo, Anantnag, during 
Feb. 15, 1992. 

33
  Personal observation of the author.  
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challenges, he would sarcastically remark that “you have 
made a watal kalheir out of it”.34          

An interesting feature of the life style of watals is that even 
in deprivation they generally do not live in stress and tension. 
They often resort to singing and dancing. In the nineteenth 
and the first half of the tweeneith centuries, women folk of 
this community especially from the villages around Srinagar 
had made singing as their profession and entertained the 
urban elite on marriage and various other types of festive 
occasions.35 But, by now the precedent has come to an end. 
However, in case of their localities in rural Kashmir, the 
tradition of singing survives till date, albeit with a declining 
trend. 

Another significant aspect of their life is that they either 
exhibit extreme love or extreme hatred. Both these 
demeanours are, however, short lived. Speaking generally, 
they are not shrewd people and often speak heart-to-heart. 
However, they have a culture of filing litigations aganist each 
other more in comparision to other village communities. It 
has been observed that till the 1980s, some members of this 
community at a time were involved in more than half a dozen 
cases in civil courts.36 But, with the passage of time, things 
have changed for good in this direction also and the new 
generation in comparison to their predecessors is involved in 
less litigations.  

To conclude, the tradition of caste among Kashmiri 
Muslims appears to be a legacy of their Hindu past. However, 
the forces of modernization in the form of equality before 
law, eschew of prejudice and superstition, thrust on 
sanitation and hygiene, democratization, socialism, 
secularism and above all a rational approach to life have 
made enormous dent to this conservative and inhuman 
tradition. The increasing mobility in future, we believe, would 

                                                 
34

  Ibid.  
35

  Lawrence, Walter Roper; The Valley of Kashmir, pp. 314-315. 
36

  Personal observation of author. The cowherds of the native village of 
author namely Audsoo, Achabal, in 1970s and 1980s were very often 
hailing from the watal community of Issus village and the author has 
personally seen them leaving frequently for Anantnag town to appear 
for hearing of their cases in the civil courts.   
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further dilute this primitive institution and at some point, a 
liberated generation would call it a day.37 

  

                                                 
37

  Personal observation of author.  


