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ABSTRACT:

The Malvedat community were once a nomadic tribe, their manner of

life has now been drastically changed. This study investigate the changing socio-economic
and cultural condition of this community in the Savar locality of Bangladesh. This study is
based on both primary and secondary data. A survey through questionnaire, snowball
sampling, focus group discussions and case studies were conducted in the study area. The
findings suggest that the Malvedat community are losing their earlier culture characterestics
because of a new situation that effecting their earlier political, economic and social
organizational structure. The Malvedat community has Ieft the boat and is currently living
at the shore as their place of stay. This study shows the present life of the Malvedat
community and their economic, socio-cultural conditions, and the changes that have
occurred due to the rapid urbanization and environmental impact in their area.

INTRODUCTION

Bangladesh though a small country compared
toother countries of theworld, has many minor ethnic
groups. The Malvedat, a sub-section of the Vedat
community, is asmall group of marginalized people
living in temporary shelters. The Malvedats are
nomadic people but they have now settled
permanently in different rural areas of Bangladesh.
Their lives are being shaped by their ideology by
earning money through various activitiesincluding
selling ‘kabiraji’ and herbal medicines. Although
thereare differencesin behaviour and professionalism
in the context of the larger society around them.
Dalton (1872) called theselandless people as* Gypsy’
owing tother living in groups on boats.

Because of the market economy, modern medical
system, river navigability and developed
communication system, the Malvedats have been
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forced to leave the boat and have now started living
on the shore. The idea of permanent settlement by
avoiding nomadism now existsin thiscommunity. As
a result, by changing the traditional profession of
snakecharmer they are moving towards the various
other professions (Hunter,1875). Therefore, changes
have alsotaken placein their palitical, economic and
social organizational structure of the community. In
this context, socio-economic, political and
ethnohistorical contexts are needed to observe and
analyze how the Malvedats are adapting to this
changing situation. So the study also tried to
understand the changes in their professional
activities. Local politicsa so areplaying asignificant
rolein changing the socio-economic condition of the
Malvedat community. And in this context, an effort
hasbeen madeto present an analytical explanation of
thisreality.

The specific objectives of the study are as
folows: @) toanalysethe socio-economic and cultural
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background of theMalvedat community; b) toexplore
the process of when and how thetrend of professional
change among the Mal vedat community began; c) to
understand how the Malvedats adapt to the larger
society in the face of changing redlities; and d) to
know the position of men and women in terms of
professional change as an individual in the
population.

Research Rationality: Every society and culture
is variable and this trend of change touches all the
internal and external e ementsof society. In thesame
way, the Malvedat community at Savar hascontinued
tochangetheir personal lives, political lives, cultura
status, and economic statusasan individual through
various processes. At present, they have started
leaving thetraditional issuesof their own cultureand
accepting the issues of other cultures and acquiring
modern education aswell ascrossing the boundaries
of their culture through intimacy with other
communities or alarger population. Thisstudy also
seeks to know how and why are the Malvedats
abandoning their traditional profession as
‘snakecharmer’ and engaging in other professions,
and other issues including a socio-economic and
political system.

Traditionally, theword * Vedat’ means'* Zazabor’
or ‘Nomad’ or ‘Nomadic Peopl€e'. The Vedat isalso
caled ‘Manta’ which means begging or accepting
begging asa means of livelihood. Theword Vedat is
an evolved form of Vadiya-Baidia-Baidya-Veda.
According to JamesWise(1883), “....theword Vedat
came from the Sanskrit ‘hunter’. The Greek word
‘Nomades' isconsidered to beasource of the English
word ‘Nomadia' or ‘Nomads' (often known as Roma/
Gypsies or ‘Sinti’ depending on places or regions)
that signifies a group of people who are used to
moving from placesto places, and are least bothered/
interested to settle down in a given location
permanently” (Mahmood, 2019). Above all, due to
professional differences, theVedat people are divided
into different classes”. James Wise (1883; cf.
Mahmood, 2019), was the first author to record the
names of different classes of Vedat community in
Bangladesh. In this case, he discussed about seven
classesof Vedat (Rahman, 1990) such as: 1) Ba-Bgjia;
2)Bajikor; 3) Malvedat; 4) Mirshikari; 5) Sanpuria;
6) Sandar, and 7) Rashia.

MALVEDAT COMMUNITY

A sub-section of the Vedat community is
Malvedat. The traditional occupations of the
Malvedatsareto catch and sall snakes, sell traditional
medicines as kabiraji, charms and amulets selling,
and to blow horns, trumpet etc. Jahanara Huq
Choudhury (1998) in her book Pearl WWomen of Dhaka,
talked about the Vedat peoplewholivein thevillage
of Rupsain Achinpur, Narayanganj District. Shehas
observed that Vedat women areexercising their family
authority through afinancial contribution by selling
pearl necklaces and maintaining their statusin the
society. She mainly focused on the dynamism of the
Vedat community and assimilation into the larger
soci ety.

Dalton (1872) called the Vedat people“wondering
Gypsies’ or “Bedyas.” Therearesomesimilaritiesin
some traits between the Vedat people of our study
areaand the Vedat peoplethat was studied by Dalton.
A member of theVedat community in Savar said that
they are all Muslims and that they are all related to
Muhammad.

JamesWise (1883) briefly described the Eastern
Bengal Vedat community in hisarticle named Races
Castes and Traders of Eastern Bengal, where he
briefly described the physical features, religion,
language, habitus, character and occupation of the
Vedats.

Hunter (1875) described Vedat community as a
nomadic classin his book “A Statistical Account of
Bengal”, where hementioned that Vedats are boatmen.
Even heattributed their occupation mentioning that
they used to collect pearl from water. Vedats used to
sell various kinds of medicines and spices. The
Malvedats of Savar area used to live in boats and
were snake catchersin the past. At present they are
living permanently in villageand have | eft wandering.
Even most of the Vedats people have given up
catching snakes or earning as a snake charmer, and
are now engaged in various other professions, jobs
and businesses.

This study is followed by some theoretical
frameworkswhich are discussed bel ow.

Theculture of theinfluentia peopleof thesociety
gradualy turnsinto the culture of the common people.
Cultural hegemony, is the dominance of theruling
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classof the Sate, through which theruling classretains
power over subordinateswith their consent (Fenton,
2018). Thishasan impact on the study of society and
culture of the Vedat community in Bangladesh. The
Malvedat peopleliving in thevillage of * Pal ashdanga’
are constantly being influenced by the culture and
ideology of alarge community asthey areaminority
group in terms of population and power. Such asthey
areusing the language of theBengalisinstead of their
ethnic language as well as they are also celebrating
festivals of Bengalis. Even their eating habits,
education, culture etc arechanging with thetime.

The traditional way of life of the Malvedat
community is now on the verge of destruction. At
present, a large part of the Malvedats are living
without residence and have uncertain life. In the
pursuit of a livelihood, they are searching various
non-traditional occupationsfor their survival and in
reality their socio-economic conditions are thus
moving towards a great change. The effects of
globalization and capitalism are largely responsible
for this change and are the cause of the existential
crisis. Malvedats are transforming into
multidimensional professions by changing their
traditional professionsfor the desire of a better life.
Economy shows the social status of people. The
Malvedats haverealized over thetime that livesare
no longer around their earlier profession. Asaresult
their own beliefs and customs are all becoming
gradually extinct. So when they go against their
traditional culture and take up another culture or
another profession, they have to struggle a lot for
their survival. Alongwiththisandwith it thechanging
courseof theriver, their travel rangeisgetting smaller
and sothey are suffering from the crisis of existence.

MATERIALS& METHODS

The study was conducted in the village of
‘Palashdanga’ on the banks of the River Bangshi,
which flows on thewest side of the Savar Upazila 24
km from Dhakadistrict. “Palashdangd’ hasbeen used
as a pseudonym for the village. About 16,000
Malvedatslivein thisvillage (ISam, 2019). Most of
the people of the Malvedat community are invol ved
in various professions. During the survey we were
informed around 20,000 Malvedatsdwell in thevillage
of Palashdanga where the investigation was

conducted. Only 50 householdswereinvolved in the
study. These households comprise 269 individuals,
138 males and 131 females. And among the total
popul ation of 269, thereare120 male adults, 115 female
adults, and 34 children. Only seven peoplewere over
the age of 80 years. This settlement has avery small
population. The majority of people are in the lower
middle class. In this instance, our field informants
were ranging in age from 11 to over 60 years,from
whom we collected our data. From atotal of fifty
respondents, 27 maleand 21 femal erespondentswere
chosen for thisinterview. Only two responses were
over the age of 60 years. Of these sample group, 49
households permanently resideon land and onleone
family lives on aboat. The Malvedats also revealed
that 33.09 per cent of the popul ation isilliterate, 59.48
per cent isliterate, and 2.23 per cent is educated in
Arabic.

In the case of thisresearch, the primary sourceor
primary information hasbeen given more priority. The
research work has also been done through research-
related books, articles and direct field investigation
and experience to make the research work more
informative. To refine the understanding with the
researched popul ation, rapport building has been done
with them and then the main informant has been
sel ected so that the necessary reliableinformation is
collected.

In order to get information from as many people
as possible, we have used what is called ‘ purposive
sampling’ or ‘snowball sampling’, and wehaveal so
used partici patory observation method. ‘ Focus Group
Discussion’ and ‘ Case Studies' have al so been taken
for the collection of research data. As a first step,
intensiveinterview method has been used to get alot
of information about theMalvedat Community’'ssocio-
economic conditions.

DISCUSSION

The original home of the Malvedat community
was not in Bengal. The Malvedat came to Bengal at
different timesin ancient history and settled there.
According to ‘Banglapedia’, the Malvedat is a
nomadic peopleknown asthe‘Badia’ or ‘ Baidya' who
cameto Dhakawith the Arakanese King in 1638 as
refugees. The Malvedats|ater were converted to IsSlam
andthey first settled in Munshiganj district and | ater
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spread to remote areas of Bangladesh. In the context
of Bangladesh, the Malvedats first settled in
Bikrampur but later settled in the four villages of
Bakterpur, Kanchanpur, Amarpur and Porabari onthe
banks of the Bangshi River in Savar Upazila.

Oneinformant Yusuf (70 years), the chief of the
Malvedat of the village of Palashdanga said that —
“We are descendants of the Prophet Noah and have
come from Arab. We are the descendants of those
who survived the Ark built by the Prophet Noah.
Even we have been livingin thisvillagefor over 400
years. Our ancestors first came to Bikrampur and
then dtarted living here.” The Malvedats believe
that they al started living in thevillage of Palashdanga
through their ancestors and are still living here. In
thisregard, Nizam, theyounger brother of the Sardar
of Palashdanga village said that — “ About three
generationsbefore me, the ancestorslived in Assam,
India. They used to sell medicine and kabiraji there.
Once upon a time in Assam diarrhoea, cholera
appeared in the form of epi demicsand many people
died. Then my ancestorstook a boat and came down
and settled in a place called Kumorganj in the
Dhaka district of Bangladesh. But they could not
stay therefor along time. Later they started coming
towards Savar.”

TheMalvedats at Savar madetheir living mainly
on theBangshi River. Thisriver istheir main source
of income. They used to live on this river in boats
while constructing their fleet. In this context, a
Malvedat named Nasiruddin (80 years) said that —
“We sell snakes and as snakecharmers we earn our
livelihood.It isbelived that our ancestors came here
fromBaghdad, Irag. At first some people cameto this
Pal ashdanga village but later man others came and
started living on the banks of this river. We have
been here for over 450 years.”

The Malvedatsbelieve that whatever their chief
would say and adviceisawaysright. Sardar’ swords
arefinal for them. A Malvedat named YarUddin said
that — “Weall haveto cometo the Sardar at theend
of the day and are accountable whenever we go.
Because he is everything to us. This is how our
ancestors lived in India. As their business was not
going well so the chief ordered them to leave the
place and go somewhere else. Then most of the
Malvedat moved here with the Sardar and he started

their traditional businesshere like selling kabiraji
medicine.”

Economic Status: When the Malvedat
community first settled at Palashdanga, they were
engaged in their traditional occupations. Even today
some Malvedats are still engaged in traditional
occupations. The income earned by this profession
did not improve their position economically. So the
traditional medicinal practice of the Malvedats or
entertainment like showing snakecharming nolonger
attracted the common peoplelikeearlier. Asaresult,
they are leaving the traditional professions and are
being employed in multidimensional occupationssuch
asin grocery, tail oring, petty jobs, carpentery, |abourer
work, small business, or asgarment worker etc. With
thechanging of their earlier profession their economic
conditions are a so changing.

The new professions in which they are now
engaged have brought better economic conditions
among the Malvedats. A carpenter Chan Miya (40
years) said that — “I used to s show games as
snakecharmer. My family of 5 member swas not doing
well with theincome that | earned. Even | could not
afford the safety of life and property and the
education, medical expensesof the child. That'swhy
I quit the snakecharming profession and learned to
work as a carpenter and took a loan of Taka 8000
from an NGO to buy machinery. | am currently
working as a carpenter and have already repaid
BRAC'sloan. So | am happy with my family now.”

The Malvedat community living in the
Palashdangaregionisin minority in termsof population
and power and is congtantly being influenced by the
ideology and culture of the larger community. And
every element of the culture of the larger society
becomesthenorm for them. Sothe Malvedatsarealso
currently influenced by cultural hegemony of thelarger
community and are thus following up the
multidimens onal professonsof thelarger society. Now
they think that the traditional profession seems
disrespectful. MazedUddin (28 years) said that — “He
studied till the second year of honours and taught in
a private primary school. Erlier he was catching
snakes and selling snakes to cover the cost of his
tuition. But his friends of the larger society didn't
take thiswell. Hetook their advice serioudy and left
catching snakes and took to studies and managed a
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small tution job to meet his study expenses.” Asthe
tuition salary was not high and so he took up an
employment in aprivate primary school. And now after
attaining hisqualifications hehasbecomeateacher in
the school. Thus MazedUddin became culturally
hegemonized by the larger society and left hisearlier
profession to become ateacher. In thisway, the more
they mix with the Bengali peopleand their culture, the
morethey continueto adopt the culture and profession
of the Bengalies for their economic imprpvement
subconsciously.

Another notable example of the changein the
professional field of the Malvedats is leaving the
village for seeking work. Many of the Malvedats
have been seen working far away to earn moremoney.
Malvedats are migrating to other districts or even
away from their country mainly for improving their
financial situation. Asan immigrant Kabul Sheikh (30
years) who isamember of the Malvedat community
is currently working in Singapore. He moved to
Singapore about 4 years ago to earn money. His
domestic situation was very poor before he went
abroad. He was not able to meet all the needs of his
family. Under thissituation, he decided to go abroad
and is currently he is in a very good financial
condition. Kabul Sheikh among the Malvedats has
improved hisfinancial situation by migrating abroad.

Someamong thethe Malvedatsare still engaged
intraditional occupations. However, themales among
them have abandoned the traditional occupations to
escape the curse of poverty and accept
multidimensional occupations. The Table 1 shows
the percentage of the Malvedat people involved in
some of the activities based on the data obtained
fromfield at Palashdanga.

TABLE 1

The present occupations of the Malvedat families
Professional Occupations Number Percentage
Snakecharmer: Selling amulets, 43 37.39
trumpeting, catching snakes
Grocery store, tea stall, bird 19 16.52
sellers (parrots shop)
Small business, motors 25 21.74
mechanic, tailoring
Police jobs, work in office 5 4.35
Garments and shoe factory work 17 14.78
Migrant worker, carpentry works 6 5.22
Total 115 100

Source: Fieldwork

Changing Role of Women in New Situation

In Malvedat communit presently the women also
earn money a ong with themen. Earlier women used to
comehomein theevening after showing snakecharming
playsall day longtravelling from one placeto another.
They had to giveall their earningsto their chief or to
thehusband. That meanstheir womenwereintherole
of earning money and men were involved in other
domestic works. But nowadays this situation has
changed where Malvedat men work more outsidefor
earning money. Both men and women are currently
working together to make money and improve their
economic conditions. In Mal vedat community women
are now preferring to put up small business shopsin
thelocal market, and areengaging themsdvesinraising
poultry and pigeons, doing sewing work, garments
work, tailoring work, making puffed rice bus ness, and
somearemigraingtoother areasfor seeking aternative
occupation or jobs. Thus extramoney for each family
in the Malvedat community comes from the earnings
of thesewomen. A Malvedat women, Sheuly, said—
“My mother and aunts used to travel from village to
villageplaying thehorn, pick uptoothpicks, saleamulets
and charmsto support thefamily. | also usedto dothe
same thing a one time. Now we sdll tea, as we find
ordinary people no longer want to purchase amulet
charms. So | haveleft my earlier professon. Now the
money that comes from our present business gives
good financia support to our family. | am much better
nowthan earlier.”

The informants said that at present more than
50% of the women in the Malvedat communit of
Palashdanga are involved in earning some money.
However, among the working women the number of
garmentsworkersare more (seeTable 2). Thusit can
be seen that Mal vedat women areplaying as gnificant
rolein financing their own families.

TABLE 2
Participation of the Malvedat women in different occupations

Professional Occupations Number Percentage
Garments worker 33 44.00
Selling ceramic products 8 10.67
Retaining traditional occupation 11 14.67
Raising poultry 13 17.33
Tea seller 5 6.66
Migrants 2 2.67
Other jobs 3 4.00
Total 75 100.00

Source: Fieldwork
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Socio-cultural Organisations and Change

TheMalvedat community hasan ethnicidentity.
Different social organizations are institutionalized
through the resources and interactions that exist
among the socialized people. The characteristicsand
variability of a society or culture can be observed
through these social and cultural institutions
(Rahman, 2014). Soin any sodal research, itisessentia
to discuss the socio-cultural issues of that society.
Because of the elements of socio-cultural range,
human life flows through marriage, family kinship,
education, religiousrituals, political rights, language
€tc.

The social and cultural system of the Malvdat
community has changed over time. Thus somecultural
features have been lost from their culture and some
features have been arisen. Further, some earlier
cultural elements have survived by changing itsform.

Yusuf Malvedat, the chief of the Malvedat
community of Palashdangasaidin avery depressing
tone, “Many were ashamed to introduce themsel ves
as the Malvedat and for this reason many people of
our community do not identify themselves with the
Malvedat when they go out for work. Especially those
who are currently getting education or who have
become very rich person fed. They fedl reluctant to
introduce themselves as the Malvedat. Adom Ali is
one such person who does not introduce himself as
aMalvedat because his economic condition is now
fairly good.” Asthey think that the Mal vedat people
belong to alower class. The Malvedats now mostly
identify themselves asMuslims, and are descendants
of Muhammad Ashraf and so on.

In society, thefamily is considered the smallest
social ingtitution. Just as the family is an important
social structurein the society of every nation, so the
family is also an important ingtitution in of the
Malvedat community. In thepast, singlefamily unit
wasthe predominant form among the Mal vedats, but
they had alarge number of children. Because in the
past therewas not much awarenessabout birth control
among the Malvedats or the need to be conscious
about small family as it istoday. At present public
and private fieldworkers have been informing the
Malvedits about the disadvantages of having more
children and the rules and benefits of adopting birth
control methods and distributing some free birth

control pills. Asaresult, somewomen in Malvedats
have adopted the birth control method which have
resulted in reducing the number of children in
Malvedats families, which islessnow than in the past
(Rahman, 2014). At present most families have a
tendency tomaintain singlefamiliy tokeep pacewith
the current time. Now most of the families have 4-6
members and the information gathered from the
research informantsthat out of 50 families, therewere
28 nuclear families, 13 extended familiesand 9joint
families.

The most important element of the social
structure in thefoundation of thefamily ismarriage.
The types of marriage customs differ in different
society and culture. Among the studied people of
Malvedats, the marriage took place mainly within their
tribes. Cross-cousins and parallel-cousins marriage
systems also exist in the Malvedat community.

Inthe past therewasan interesting tradition about
the Malvedat community marriage system which we
cameto know through thefield informents. * Thewoul d-
be groom isperched on the tree’shighest branch. To
bring down the would-be groom, the bride has to
promisetotake care of themother-in-law and thechild.
Then the groom comes down only if he promises to
support the bridegroom for life. Then they got married
according to the rules of 1dam. However, at present,
this practice before marriage is not followed. Inthe
past, the Malvedat community members could not
even imagine marrying outsidetheir community. They
thought that the exogamous marriage system was a
kind of sin. But nowadays romancing of youths is
being found between the Malvedats and the
neighbouring Bengali Mudim households. Although
the Bengali Mudim parents do not want to accept
these kind of marriages, the Malvedats are proud of
such union. Based on theinformation obtained from
the informants of Palashdanga it is seen that among
the 50 families sampled, 47 cases were of normal
marriage within their community and only three
members of three families married outside their
community. However, their marriagealliance hasbeen
also registered and approved by the community.

Bride' swealth isan important aspect of Mal vedat
marriage. According tothis custom, the bridegroom’s
side donates cash or various goods to the groom’s
sde Widowsand divorced girlscan also get remarried
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in the Malvedat community. Usually the sons of
Malvedat families get married with dowry which is
more or less acommon practice. However, peoplein
Malvedat community do not appreciate dowry
socially.

Since the Malvedats are Muslims, their death
ritualsand ceremoniesaresmilar tothose of thelarger
Musdlim community. Thereisno separate cemetery for
the Malvedats in the village of Palashdanga. They
are buried in the grave yards of the larger Muslim
community. In this case the informant told us that
they haveto pay Taka 1000/- toburytheir dead bodies
there. Only those who are economically influential
can bury in the graveyard of the larger society. The
poor among the Malveditsare not beabletotakethis
advantage.

Thertraditiona languageis' Ther’ or ‘Thar’. Only
a few elderly people know and can speak in this
language. One very ederly Malvedat person had
lamented that “today’s children do not know the
language of their ancestors, asit isnomorein use.”
Among the Malvedats community the most cultural
change has been observedin thefield of language. In
earlier timesthe Malvedets had their own language
system ‘Thar’ or * Ther’ which was spoken by almost
every member of thecommunity at that time. But now
they communicatein Bengali to keep up their link
with their neighbours. They arenow takingtheir early
education in the Bengali language.

The most positive change that has taken place
among the Malvedats is in the field of education.
Based on theresearch of 50 familiesof the Mal vedat
community it is found that 59.48% are literate and
33.09% areilliterate. Some of the Malvedat people
whohavelearned toread Bengali areworking or doing
businessin thecity and are sending their children to
school. Most Malvedat community members have
now realized that education is the most important
tool to survivein competitive, capitalist and modern
society.Malvedats are Muslims and they perform all
their religious ceremonies asper Mudim traditions.
Generdly in the Malvedat society men do not want
their wives towork outside. They tell them to do the
housework and follow the veil tradition.

Every society and community has a system of
leadership and justice. Similarly, thereare somerules
and regulationswithin theMalvedat community. Their

judiciary and leader ship aredifferent from the larger
society around them. The practice of Sardar is still
intact among them. Their Sardarsareelected nat only
hereditarily as before but are also based on the
influence, prestige and economic status of the
individual. Sardar triesto solveall the problems. But
if they cannot find a solution to aproblem in difficult
Situation the Malvedat community takes the help of
the policeand court. A caseisdiscussedin thisregard.
Sulekha Begum is a member of the Malvedat
community. She was 35 years old. Shulekha has 4
daughters and one son. Both husband and wife are
engaged as snakecharmers and give their show in
villages and also blow the trumpet. One day, one
daughter of Shulekha was forceably taken away by
one Malvedat person. Shewent to the Chief torescue
the girl but the Chief didn’t do any justice. So both
husband and wife went to the police station for the
rescuing their daughter. Policethen later rescued the
girl from the clutches of that person. Although the
position of Sardar and his authority prevailsin their
society at present but people prefer to take help of
the police. Nowadays almost everyone goes to the
police and court if the problem is not solved by the
Sardar.

CONCLUSON

An anaysis of the socio-economic conditions of
the Malvedat community reveals that athough the
community is known to be anomadic people, based on
the information obtained from the research, it can be
said that at present there is a great lack of homadic
conoept among theMalvedats The Malvedat community
had no land and thus they are deprived, despised and
neglected by the larger society. So they are trying to
adapt to the wider society through employment in new
professions. A changehas comein theeconomicfield as
well asin their cultural fiedd. Theimmense changein
their professional and through it, in their economic
conditions, is affecting every aspect of the life of the
Malvedat community. Their qudity of lifehasimproved
with their changeof professons Traditional occupations
have almost become non existent in the younger
generations. Thisinclination to change their earlier
professiona field, some other underlying factors are
working, like urbanization, indudrialization and cultural
hegemony etc.
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