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Abstract-Gonds of Central India sustains a dynamic 

culture which is deeply rooted in natural environ-
ment. Their identity, ecology and culture are virtual-
ly indistinguishable. Their strict totemic laws act as a 
built-in mechanism for biodiversity conservation. 
They approach the natural resources not with anthro-
pocentric attitude, but as a conscious, living entity. 
Internal stability is anchored by agricultural festivals 
and highly adaptable family structures, particularly 
the chosen ties of the Jawara bond. Yet this internal 
flexibility meets with strict costumery laws. Those 
who defy community laws by establishing relations 
with outsiders face swift, severe excommunication. 
Grounding these practices in the novel of Verrier El-
win’s Phulmat of the Hills, this paper maps out ex-
actly how the Gonds negotiate and defend their iden-
tity. Documenting these systems does more than pre-
serve their ethnography; it offers a tangible blueprint 
for ecological and cultural endurance under modern 
pressure.  
Keywords: Gond Tribe, Customs, Clan, Sorcery, 

Magic, Community Knowledge System, Totemic 
Laws, Verrier Elvin, Gond Culture, Ecology  
Introduction-Understanding the intricate social fab-

ric of the Gond tribe requires a firm grounding in the 
theoretical aspects of what constitutes "culture." In 
the foundational texts of classical anthropology, d  

Edward B. Tylor conceptualized culture as that complex whole which encompasses knowledge, belief, art, 
morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by humanity as members of society 
(Tylor 1). This definition fundamentally shifted the academic understanding of human behavior, viewing it 
not as a biological absolute but as a continuous, learned legacy transmitted across generations. Raymond 
Williams later expanded upon this paradigm, arguing that culture is an entire way of life—a set of standard-
ized orientations to recurrent problems and a mechanism for the normative regulation of behavior that 
adapts to both external ecological constraints and internal social pressures (Williams 4). 
However, it is Clifford Geertz’s interpretive anthropology that provides the most nuanced and applicable 
lens for the following analysis. Geertz famously asserted that humanity is suspended in webs of significance 
that it has itself spun, and therefore, the analysis of culture is not an experimental science seeking universal  
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laws, but an interpretive science in search of mean-
ing (Geertz 5). When applying Geertz’s interpretive 
model to the indigenous populations of Central India, 
and specifically the Gon tribes, these "webs of signif-
icance" manifest vividly through their totemic clan 
systems, agrarian festivals, cosmological myths, and 
strict customary laws. The Gonds do not exist in a 
vacuum; their culture is an active, living response to 
historical marginalization, profound ecological de-
pendency, and shifting socio-political landscapes. 
 By examining the ethnographic realities of the 
Gonds—supplemented heavily by the literary anthro-
pology of Verrier Elwin’s seminal 1937 novel, Phul-
mat of the Hills—this paper delineates the intricate 
mechanisms through which the Gond people con-
struct meaning, maintain community solidarity, and 
negotiate their identity against the encroaching forces 
of modernity. The analysis will draw upon a wide 
array of contemporary anthropological research to 
provide a comprehensive view of Gond life, integrat-
ing historical demographics, religious epistemologies 
and social control mechanisms. 
Social Architecture: Phratries, Clans, and Totem-

ic Jurisprudence 

The bedrock of Gond social architecture is its highly 
structured clan system, which functions simultane-
ously as a kinship network, a legal framework, and a 
spiritual taxonomy. Gonds are traditionally catego-
rized by the number of deities they worship, a system 
that effectively segments the entire population into 
foundational pillars: Chardev (worshipping four 
gods), Panchdev (five gods), Sadev (six gods), and 
Satadev (seven gods) (Metry 50). Clan exogamy is 
the absolute customary law of the land; an individual 
cannot marry within their own clan, nor can they 
marry into a clan that worships the same number of 
gods (belonging to the same phratry) (Kumar and 
Baudh 765). Anyone who breaches this rule of clan 
exogamy is deemed to have committed incest and 
faces immediate and permanent expulsion from the 
community. Each clan is intrinsically linked to a spe-
cific totemic species. Totemism in Gond society 
transcends mere symbolic association; it operates as 
a fundamental customary jurisprudence that dictates 
ethical behavior and ecological conservation. A to-
tem—whether an animal, a plant, a reptile, or an in-
animate object—is revered as a protective ancestor 
or a sacred ally. According to the sociological theo-
ries of Emile Durkheim and Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
such totemic systems act as the psychological glue 
that binds the community together, classifying the  

 natural world in a way that mirrors and enforces so-
cial classifications (Majhi 517). 
Customary law strictly prohibits the killing, harming, 
or consumption of one's totemic species. In Verrier 
Elwin’s ethnographic novel Phulmat of the Hills, this 
totemic jurisprudence is vividly illustrated through 
the daily lives of the Pardhan Gonds, a sub-caste act-
ing as the traditional bards and singers for the Raj 
Gonds. The characters Julan and Gamira belong to 
the Netam clan. While historically named after the 
dog, the Netam clan holds the tortoise as its sacred 
totem. Under customary law, Julan is bound by a 
profound emotional and spiritual contract. If he en-
counters someone harming a tortoise, the law man-
dates that he must intervene, falling at the offender's 
feet and offering financial compensation or a substi-
tute sacrifice, such as a chicken, to purchase the ani-
mal's life. 
 Similarly, the protagonist of the novel, Phulmat, be-
longs to the Parteti clan, whose totem is the croco-
dile. The psychological weight of this totemic affini-
ty is evident when Phulmat receives news that a 
crocodile has been killed somewhere in the region; 
she reacts with the intense mourning reserved for hu-
man relatives, weeping, breaking her earthen pots, 
and observing a strict day-long fast. 
 Another character, Satula, belongs to the Eti-Kumars 
clan, which observes a rigid taboo against killing or 
consuming goats. This taboo is rooted in a dark and 
miraculous clan origin myth wherein the founder 
sacrificed a boy to the supreme deity, Bara Deo, hid-
ing the dismembered limbs in a basket. When the 
boy's parents demanded a search, the terrified found-
er called upon Bara Deo, who miraculously trans-
formed the human limbs into those of a goat. Despite 
the passage of centuries and her husband's fondness 
for goat meat, Satula adheres rigidly to this ancient 
tradition. When her husband brings home a black 
goat to be sacrificed by the village sorcerer, her reac-
tion is visceral and desperate. She falls at the sorcer-
er's feet, offering two rupees to spare its life, and 
when the sacrifice proceeds, she flees her home, run-
ning down the street in tears. These narratives under-
score how totemic laws are not abstract theological 
concepts, but deeply internalized psychological reali-
ties that govern everyday moral choices and emo-
tional responses. 
The Sacred Ecology: Flora, Fauna, and Animistic 

Worldviews-For the Gond tribe, the boundary be-

tween the physical environment and the spiritual 
realm is porous, if not entirely nonexistent. Their  
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religious worldview is profoundly animistic, positing 
that the landscape is a living, breathing entity popu-
lated by deities, ancestral spirits, and elemental forc-
es. Forests are not viewed merely as economic re-
sources to be extracted, but as sacred geographies 
requiring meticulous ritual maintenance and pro-
found reverence (Dhanve 456). 
At the apex of the Gond pantheon is Bara Deo (or 
Persa Pen, the Great God), alongside a multitude of 
specialized deities such as Dulha Deo (the protector 
of marriages), Thakur Deo (the village guardian), and 
Dharti Mata (the Earth Mother) (Pankaj and Surya-
vanshi 4). These deities do not reside in constructed 
stone temples but manifest within the natural envi-
ronment, particularly within sacred groves (Devarai) 
and specific species of trees. 
 The botanical world holds paramount spiritual signif-
icance. Trees such as the Boswellia serrata (Salai), 
Terminalia alata (Sajad/Saj), and Madhuca indica 
(Mohwa) are heavily integrated into the most critical 
life-cycle rituals (Patil 151). The Saj tree, in particu-
lar, is considered the dwelling place of Bara Deo and 
the ancestral spirits. During the construction of a 
marriage pendal (canopy), it is customary for young 
men to venture into the forest to procure wooden logs 
of the Salai and branches of the Mohwa tree. The ex-
traction is always preceded by prayers, functioning 
as an invitation to the tree spirits to bless the union. 
These trees symbolize divine gold and silver, stem-
ming from an ancient myth where the goddess Parva-
ti, citing her family's poverty, requested Mahadev to 
substitute precious metals with the branches of these 
specific trees for their own divine marriage (Patil 
152). 
 The cosmology of the Gonds is further animated by 
elemental deities, most notably Pawan Dassorie, the 
Spirit of the Wind. In Phulmat of the Hills, Pawan 
Dassorie is not merely a meteorological phenomenon 
but a sentient, divine companion whose presence per-
meates the narrative. Elwin describes this deity as the 
ancient, formless force that shaped the very universe: 
“. . . the primal atoms and whirled them together into 
solid earth, . . . that had blown back the flames that 
licked at Rai Linga’s body on the day of his great tri-
al, . . . that as the ally of all wild things warning them 
of danger to come” (Phulmat of the Hills 133). When 
Phulmat, ostracized by her community and suffering 
the physical and social devastation of leprosy, seeks 
solace at the edge of a high cliff, the Spirit of the 
Wind ap proaches her not as a wind but a personified 
physical  

entity with “flowing locks streaming behind 
him” (PoH 133). She spreads her arms, welcoming 
the spiritual possession of the wind, recognizing a 
shared condition of absolute homelessness and unbri-
dled freedom. Desperate for salvation, she pleads 
with “the brave young Spirit of the Wind” to inter-
vene in her tragic love life and bring her lover Gami-
ra back. However, the elemental force remains un-
tamed, impartial, and beyond human control: “Pawan 
Dassorie only sang loudly in her ears and ran away, 
bending the trees before him, across the mountain, 
across to the farthest reaches of the forest” (PoH 
147). Subsequently, a lesser elemental force known 
as Hatya Matya, the servant of the wind, manifests to 
mirror the chaos of her internal emotional state, ap-
pearing as “the whirlwind in a tall pillar of dust, 
sweeping up all the leaves and rubbish in its path, 
tossing them high into the air” (PoH 147). 
This intense personification of natural forces reflects 
a worldview where human emotional states are con-
stantly mirrored, accompanied, and mitigated by the 
environment. The tribal individual is never truly 
alone; they are always in dialogue with the sentient 
landscape. Furthermore, origin myths recited during 
sacred rites recall a time when Bara Dev himself 
emerged from “a little tree with big leaves” that 
“presided over all the prosperity and feeds the world 
with milk” (PoH 273). This reinforces the tribe's ar-
boreal origins and their sacred duty to protect the bo-
tanical world that sustains them. 
Agrarian Rhythms and the Festival Cycle 

The rhythm of Gond life is inexorably linked to the 
agricultural calendar. Nature is the foundation of 
their livelihood, and their festivals are not mere so-
cial celebrations but highly functional, community-
wide rituals designed to ensure ecological harmony, 
appease the earth deities, and secure the agricultural 
yield (Kumar and Baudh 767). 
The capacity to interpret environmental signs is a 
highly prized intellectual skill among the Gonds. 
While mainstream Hindu Brahmins derive their 
knowledge from textual scripture, the tribal Baiga 
(priest/healer) derives his authority from direct, em-
pirical observation of the landscape. In the novel, 
Phulmat living in Baihakhapa after leaving Mulmula 
goes to test the possibility of rain with other villagers 
and a Biaga came from Raspakri. Contradicting the 
Brahmin who follow them Baiga claims that his tribe 
possess power to read the face of the earth as a Brah-
min reads the letters from the holly books. Replying 
Brahmin he affirms: “You are god among us. But you  
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can’t read the face of the earth. The earth is our moth-
er and we who honour her by refusing to tear open 
her breast with the plough, listen to all her se-
crets” (PoH 221). Demanding his attention towards a 
parrot Baiga says that if the parrot eats the mango in 
its centre only leaving the rest it will rain two months 
only. But if it eats the whole mango and falls it on the 
ground, it will rain through out the year. When they 
get Titur’s four eggs touching each other, they feel 
relaxed. The Baiga comments: “. . . if they had been 
lying apart there would have been poor rain and a 
scanty crop. If one of them had lain separate, in that 
direction there would have been famine. But this year 
we will do well” (PoH 221). Phulmat remembers 
how she faced a bad year when she and Gamira found 
eggs separately in their search for the same motif 
with Hothu.  This profound ecological philosophy 
underscores the traditional Gond preference for shift-
ing cultivation (often known as jhum or podu), a 
method that allows for natural soil regeneration over 
time, directly contrasting with the aggressive, deep-
ploughing methods of modern agriculture (Rana and 
Vasani 128).  
Beyond agricultural rituals, certain festivals serve as 
vital sociological mechanisms for the release of accu-
mulated community tensions. During the Phag festi-
val, strict patriarchal gender norms are temporarily, 
and violently, subverted. Women “arms themselves 
with sticks and cudgels and avenge themselves on 
mankind. They have the right to beat any man they 
can catch, and to go on beating him till he buys them 
off with a present” (PoH 17). This sanctioned rever-
sal of power dynamics acts as a societal pressure re-
lease valve, allowing women to exact physical venge-
ance for perceived slights throughout the year, ulti-
mately reinforcing community cohesion through a 
structured, playful antagonism. 
Other ceremonies, such as the Laru ceremony, are 
held to honor Naryan Deo, the Sun God, and require 
intense physical participation. When Gamira is not 
cured with Panda Baba’s magic, Julan consults the 
Old Baiga, Hothu who tells that Naryan Deo has be-
come angry at Gamira so he should be present at Laru 
ceremony to regain his good health. In the evening 
Laru is celebrated at Putchi’s house where Gamira is 
taken to. A pit has been dug near the threshold and 
thirty tins of liquor are arranged. With some rituals 
such as waving of “iron pot with three little lamp” 
three times over the tied pig with “door posts and pil-
lars of verandah” by Pada Baba, keeping the small 
pieces of green bamboo in its mouth to lay it open,  

and dropping of a handful of rice by Bhuta in the 
mouth of pig moving three times over it, a char log 
brought from forest is stuck between its legs 
“lengthwise along its body” by four men on each 
side of it. Receiving indication from Bhuta, they 
jump on the log and keep the log pushing to and fro 
until the pig lays silent. Head and liver of the pig 
covered in Mahua leaves is seated on wooden plank 
which moves a little with wind. Men and women are 
excited assuming that the god has come. The climax 
of the ceremony, ensuring the health and prosperity 
of the participants, is accompanied by the rhythmic, 
hypnotic chant: “Terenana ke nana ho./ Victory, vic-
tory to Narayana./ Terenana tarenana ke nana 
ho” (PoH 265). Nanas, taken away by a tiger in the 
night, though saved by Bhuta but injured badly, is 
taken care of Tigli who cuts the throat of a black pig 
brought by Tiblu and baths wounds of Nanas from 
warm blood of pig collected just in brass pot. She 
covers the wounds with pieces of its fat.  
Kinship, Gender Autonomy, and the Institution of 

Marriage 

The institution of marriage in Gond society is robust, 
vital for the continuation of the lineage, yet remarka-
bly flexible compared to the rigid patriarchal norms 
of caste-Hindu society. Various forms of marriage 
are recognized and validated by the tribal council, 
including standard negotiated marriages, marriage by 
service (Lamsena), marriage by exchange (Ata sata), 
marriage by capture, and marriage by elopement 
(Arwitana) (Kumar and Baudh 765). Traditional 
mechanisms such as dhud-lautana (return of the 
milk), where a sister marries her daughter to her 
brother's son, are frequently employed to consolidate 
wealth and maintain tight familial bonds within the 
broader kinship network. 
Gender relations within the tribe allow for a signifi-
cant degree of female autonomy. Women participate 
actively in agriculture, social decision-making, and 
ritual life. Unlike more rigid societies, tribal women 
possess the agency to dissolve unsatisfactory mar-
riages, leave their husbands, and select new partners 
without facing inescapable social ruin or honor kill-
ings, provided these relationships remain strictly 
within the prescribed boundaries of the Gond tribal 
community. In the novel, the character Adri exempli-
fies this sexual liberty, frequently changing husbands 
and lovers based on her desires. Even when she is 
caught eloping with a new man, the conflict is re-
solved economically rather than violently; the ag-
grieved former husband demands a financial sum to  
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deregister the marriage in court, effectively releasing 
her to her new partner. 
However, the tragic narrative arc of Phulmat reveals 
the emotional complexities and vulnerabilities that lie 
beneath these systemic norms. Despite being forced 
into a marriage with an older man to save her family 
from defamation, her true, lifelong romantic devotion 
belongs entirely to her lover, Gamira. When she con-
tracts leprosy and is driven from her home, her physi-
cal beauty decays, but her passion remains undimin-
ished. She sends a heart-wrenching message through 
a friend, Tiblu, illustrating the depth of her emotional 
fidelity: “Tell him that my body is wasted to cowrie, 
but that I can never forget our wonderful love. My 
life burns for him like leaves in a forest fire. He has 
always been my king” (PoH 291). Gamira’s reaction 
to this message exposes the fragile nature of condi-
tional love. Rather than responding to her emotional 
plea, his primary concern is entirely superficial, ea-
gerly asking: “What is she like? Is she still beauti-
ful?” (PoH 292). Tiblu’s positive reply makes him 
happy and the whole family excite but when Gamira 
eventually encounters her and sees the physical dis-
figurement wrought by leprosy, his romantic attach-
ment instantly evaporates, replaced by a cold calcula-
tion of his own social standing. He recoils in horror, 
thinking: “Bring this to this house? For this be ex-
communicated?” (PoH 299). This devastating interac-
tion highlights the tension between individual roman-
tic attachment and the harsh realities of social surviv-
al and physical vitality within the community. 
Social Control: Commensality, Excommunication, 

and Purification 

While the Gonds exhibit relative permissiveness re-
garding internal marital shifts, the boundaries differ-
entiating the tribe from the outside world are fiercely 
guarded. Social control is maintained through the po-
tent, terrifying threat of excommunication. Trans-
gressing the boundaries of commensality—eating, 
drinking, sharing a pipe, or engaging in sexual rela-
tions with non-tribals (such as Christians, Muslims, 
or upper-caste Hindus)—results in immediate expul-
sion from the community. This boundary mainte-
nance is vital for preserving the moral, spiritual, and 
physical purity of the tribe. In the novel, a character 
named Rannu is sent to jail after a skirmish with a 
government excise inspector. Upon his release and 
return to the village, he finds himself a pariah. The 
community refuses to share the communal pipe or eat 
with him, operating on the strict assumption that he  

must have broken “tribal rules in the Jail . . . and eat-
en with Christians and Chamars” (PoH 206). To re-
gain his “tribal privileges”, he is punished with the 
arrangement of a community dinner for which he en-
gages himself in stealing and is arrested again (PoH 
207). After coming out of the jail, he signs the bond 

stating that he will work to pay the interest but the 
original some will be given in cash to organize the 
dinner. 
Rannu is forced to host an incredibly expensive com-
munal dinner, a financial burden that drives him into 
debt and further criminal activity. Similarly, an or-
phan named Tutta, who receives modern medical 
treatment for severe burns at a Christian hospital in 
Bilaspur, is segregated upon his return. He is given a 
separate hut and cannot eat with his adopted family, 
fundamentally tainted by his association with modern, 
non-tribal medicine and the presumption that he ate 
food prepared by outsiders.  
The most absolute and unforgiving application of this 
law falls upon women who succumb to non-tribal 
men. When the destitute, leprosy affected, and vulner-
able Phulmat is manipulated, drugged, and seduced 
by a Panjabi man in the night, her subsequent discov-
ery by Bhuta in the morning seals her fate permanent-
ly. To insult her and revenge on Gamira, Bhuta drags 
her to the street having her clutched by the three 
women amidst the beating of drum by Hothu. To res-
cue Phulmat from the grip of Bhuta, Putchi, Tiharu, 
and his supporters, Panda Baba, Julan, Tutta, Satula, 
Singaru, Tigli and others reach at the spot. A fight 
starts between both the parties. Due to efforts of Jig-
gery and Nanas who throw boiling brinjals at the fac-
es of the Bhuta and others, Julan successfully releases 
Phulmat from them and celebrates victory with wine. 
Though the description of the incident and fighting is 
humorous, however, plight of Phulmat is pathetic. 
She has no option to go and stay in her house: 
It was true that [Phulmat] she was now free from di-
rect physical violence, but she was automatically out-
casted by her association with the Panjabi, and her 
excommunication could hardly have been more pub-
licly proclaimed. On the other hand, several of the 
villagers would be outcasted also for allowing them-
selves to be beaten by women in the struggle. Bhuta 
would have to give a tribal dinner, and so would the 
Gond woman whose hair Satula had torn, for Gonds 
must not let themselves be humiliated by Pardhans. 
But they could clear themselves by paying a small 
fine and giving a dinner to the village. . . . She herself 

43 
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146)Tutta, an orphan, gets an epileptic attack sitting 
by the fire and one of his hand burns badly on fire. 
After a few days when his hand gives stinking smell, 
he is taken to the nearby medical aid centre and is 
suggested by the compounder to go Bilaspur for med-
ication. He does as he is suggested. After coming 
back to Mulmula, he gets shelter in the house of Pan-
da Baba but he is not allowed to eat with them in the 
house; rather he is given a separate hut to live in and 
his given food separately to eat because they assume 
that he must have definitely touched and eaten with 
Christians in the hospital.  
Gamira in the end of the novel after elopement of 
Adri with the Ahir is told by Tiblu, whom he sent to 
search for her, that Phulmat will come on Diwali, he 
along with Julan and Satula feels exited. But Panda 
Baba warns him of excommunication which he flares 
not to take care of arguing that he would offer a din-
ner. Panda Baba’s insistence that it wouldn’t work 
makes him angry to say that he would not bother. As 
he is rich man to open a shop and lend money to the 
people, he will be honoured by them.   
Thus, above incidents provide a profound anthropo-
logical insight into the tribal justice system. Fines and 
communal dinners can cleanse the community of in-
ternal strife, minor physical humiliations, or lesser 
ritual impurities, acting as a restorative mechanism to 
return the village to social equilibrium.  
The Realm of Sorcery, Magic, and Ethnomedicine 

The Gond universe is saturated with magical forces, 
necessitating the constant presence of ritual special-
ists like the Baiga (healer/priest), the Gunia 
(sorcerer), and the Panda (shaman). These figures 
hold immense social capital, acting as vital intermedi-
aries between the human and spirit worlds. In the 
novel, the village witch Tiharu provides Tiblu with a 
complex sympathetic love charm to win the affections 
of a girl named Singaru. The ritual requires ash from 
a crane or a black grasshopper mixed with cow’s but-
ter, combined with the dust stolen from the footprint 
of the target's right foot, to be rubbed secretly on her 
back at the river. Such sympathetic magic reflects a 
deep belief in the tangible, unbroken connection be-
tween physical traces and psychological states. Simi-
larly, women utilize magic to control fertility or de-
stroy rival relationships. The character Satula pre-
pares a charm to separate her husband from another 
woman, burning crow feathers and porcupine quills 
over a fire while muttering the curse. Another wom-
an, Adri, desperate for a child, attempts to steal the 
umbilical cord of a newborn baby to magically 
“transfer Singaru’s fertility to herself” (PoH 256). 
Conversely, magic is frequently weaponized to inflict  

death. The antagonist Bhuta, whose clan holds the 
cobra as a totem that is “revered and protected” leads 
the Serpent dance and Gamira is at the tail of it. This 
dance is described as the “climax of the great Saila 
of Gond tribe, a dangerous dance, one not often 
seen” (PoH 11). The ritual choreography is fraught 
with authentic peril, governed by the belief that “. . . 
if the man at the head can catch and bite the man at 
the tail, his victim will die of the bite of real snake 
within a year” (PoH 11). When Bhuta successfully 
bites Gamira during the dance, the entire village ac-
cepts the inevitability of the magical curse. To avert 
this impending doom, the Panda Baba demands a 
heavy blood sacrifice of “a goat who is still at the 
milk and a pure black chicken before eight days are 
over” (PoH 106). The resulting sacrificial blood is 
meticulously offered to the specific domestic deities 
such as “the household gods, Majota Deo who saves 
the home from illness and sorrow, to Dulha Deo who 
protects the marriage-bed, to Bitrain who guards the 
cooking-pots” to fortify the physical boundaries of 
the home (PoH 107). 
Beyond pure magic, the Gonds possess an incredibly 
sophisticated system of ethnomedicine, frequently 
blending botanical pharmacology with magical in-
cantation. The old Baiga, Hothu, outlines a specific, 
targeted botanical taxonomy for treating various 
types of snakebites. He instructs: 
. . . gather the bark of tendu and char in case Gamira 
was bitten by a black cobra . . . grind it, and mix it 
with water and give him some to drink and stuff 
some up his nose. But if the little putki snake bit 
him . . .get the root of the chandur nar, and for the 
long spotted jaddu snake the leaves and roots of the 
creeper . . . called phuduka nar, and for the long 
black evil-looking dundarkarail snake, the sukla 
grass that grows on a rock and some dankidotu roots-
if possible from an ant-hill. (PoH 114) 
This extraordinary passage reveals that the Gonds do 
not view "snakebite" as a monolithic ailment treated 
by a generic panacea. They have categorized distinct 
snake species based on visual and behavioral mark-
ers and paired them with highly specific botanical 
antidotes, demonstrating an empirical, observational 
science developed through centuries of forest dwell-
ing. However, the presence of charlatans is also 
acknowledged; Panda Baba occasionally exploits the 
villagers' blind faith, offering a potion he grandiose 
and claims that is made from “the milk of a tiger, 
crocodile’s bile, and the eggs of a crane” (PoH 257). 
In reality, the concoction is simply opium designed 
to induce a stupor and simulate a miraculous, magi-
cal cure. 
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The Jawara Tradition-In a society occasionally 

fractured by clan disputes, witchcraft accusations, and 
the harsh, unforgiving realities of wilderness survival, 
the Gonds have developed  
institutionalized forms of friendship to ensure mutual 
aid and community stability. The highest of these for-
malized alliances is the Jawara bond. The Jawara is 
recognized as one of the distinct “grades of Gond 
friendship” (PoH 175). It is anthropologically catego-
rized as being distinct from other bonds, described as 
not being like “the mahaprasad which made between 
the greatest friends, not so sacred as the sakhi which 
is a divine bond coming down from the sky, yet most 
intimate, lifelong association” (PoH 175). Through 
such social mechanisms, the internal fabric of the 
community is fortified. As Elwin observes: “Gond 
life is enriched by these and many other such intima-
cies, solemnly entered upon, unbreakable, most last-
ing than the marriage tie, which traverse even the 
sternest tribal barriers” (PoH 175). To formalize this 
bond, a sacred square of flour is drawn in the center 
of the courtyard. The participating friends prepare 
brass plates containing symbolic gifts of wealth and 
sustenance: “coconut, some rice, salt, a packet of bidi 
and a box of matches” (PoH 175-76), while the vil-
lage elders preside over the ceremony, providing “a 
fresh bunch of shoots of wheat” (PoH 176). As the 
ritual concludes with the exchange of these gifts and 
the mutual feeding of coconut, the new relationship 
transcends biological kinship, establishing a horizon-
tal network of unyielding solidarity: In a world of 
quarrels and disunion a new bond has been made. 
There was treaty of friendship that could never be 
broken. Gamira and Tiblu would stand by one another 
all their lives; they would help each other in every 
enterprise; they were so closely united that henceforth 
they must not even use each other’s names, just as if 
they were husband and wife. (PoH 176-77). 
 This socio-cultural adaptation serves a critical surviv-
al function. By creating alliances that are explicitly 
deemed "more lasting than the marriage tie," the tribe 
constructs an overlapping, redundant safety net that 
guarantees economic and emotional support, effec-
tively stabilizing the community matrix against the 
volatility of disease, famine, and personal tragedies. 
Conclusion 

The cultural life of the Gond tribe is a masterclass in 
the sophisticated, adaptive interplay between human 
societies and their challenging ecological environ-
ments. Through the interpretive lens of Verrier El-
win’s literary ethnography and contemporary anthro-
pological scholarship, it becomes abundantly clear 
that Gond culture is not a static, primitive relic of  

antiquity, but a dynamic, highly regulated system 
of survival and profound meaning-making. Their 
rigid adherence to totemic law ensures systematic 
biodiversity conservation; their agricultural festival 
cycles maintain social and ecological equilibrium; 
and institutions like the Jawara bond construct un-
yielding networks of mutual aid. 
 Even as their strict excommunication policies high-
light the severe boundaries drawn to protect their 
tribal identity from external contamination, the in-
ternal structures of the tribe offer a profound philo-
sophical model of coexistence. To the Gond, the 
earth is not a dead resource to be plundered for cap-
ital gain, but a sentient mother whose face must be 
read and whose ancient secrets must be honored. 
As the relentless march of modernization continues 
to encroach upon the remaining forests of Central 
India, the preservation of Gond indigenous episte-
mologies—their language, their ethnomedicine, and 
their unparalleled ecological spirituality—remains 
not merely an academic endeavor of documenta-
tion, but a vital, urgent imperative for expanding 
our broader global understanding of human sustain-
ability, ecological balance, and cultural resilience. 
                                 ********** 
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