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Il Research Il

Social custom of merchant
communities

Monika Sharma

In the coastal region of Gujarat, merchants
were vigorously involved in marine trade and
other commercial activities. Many merchants
who had settled down here became popular
as Gujarati merchants. These merchants had a
social life and were following their traditions,
rituals and all the ceremonies according to their
religion. They were enjoying their social life
and social activities.

Marriage is one of the oldest institutions
of society. It is not only a bond of people but
a bond of two families. A set of adjustments,
peculiar to human beings, which arises from
the fundamental fact of necessity for the
preservation of the race, developed into an
institution which is called ‘Marriage and

family’.

The present paper intends to explore
operative customs and mores of Gujarati
merchants which are sparingly mentioned in
the regional sources as well as find mention
in travelogues.These observations make an

interesting study of a hitherto untapped area.

Vaishnava/Meshri
marriage was regarded as a sacred custom even

Among the Banias,
the Gods were married and had a consort.!
The above was a hard-working class, attached
to trade and merchandise, with an extra-
ordinary devotion towards religious matters.’It
is noteworthy that they did not worship a
bachelor or virgin. Shiva is ‘Ardhanarishwra’,

and his

interdependent, separately incomplete but jointly

image signifies the co-operative,
complete masculine and feminine functions of
the Supreme Being.?

Second marriage was allowed in some
cases, as Ovington explains, in case of Banias
of Surat: “second marriage, which was indulged
to the men, was solemnly prohibited to the
women.” About the polygamy, Ovington says
that besides the second marriages, polygamy
was allowed to wanton husbands.’ Abul Fazl
says that -“nor does his majesty approve of
everyone marrying more than one wife, for
this ruins a man's health and disturb the peace
of home.”® He issued orders that a man of
ordinary means should not have more than one
wife unless the first proved to be barren.’

Girls were married when they were seven,
nine or eleven years old.® The Banias sometimes
marriedtheir mistress at six or seven years of
age.” Among the ‘Kapol’'° Banias, some girls
remain unmarried till they were fourteen or
sixteen.!! The marriage-day was fixed between
the eleventh of the ‘kartak-sud’ (October-
November) and the eleventh of the ‘asad-sud’
(June-July).!? A few days before the marriage,
father of the girl invited friends, relatives and
an astrologer who decides an auspicious day
for the ceremony and presented by husked rice
and a rupee. The marriage-day was written on
a roll of paper, which was sent by the girl’s
family-priest to the boy’s father. The priest was
invited to a feast and given a present to him."

Three or five days before the marriage,
Ganapati was worshiped at both the houses.
One or two days before the marriage-day
a ceremony in honour of ancestors and
propitiation of the planets, was performed at
the house of the bride and bridegroom.'

On the marriage-day at the bride’s house a
place generally in front of the entrance door
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of the house, about four feet square, was
enclosed by four bamboo-posts one at each
of the corners. At each of the four corners
three bamboos were set in the ground leaving
between them a space of about eight inches
and round the three bamboos a red string was
tied. In the space between the three bamboos,
seven plain empty earthen pots were piled,
the largest at the foot the smallest at the top.
In the square, between the four piles of pots,
which was called the ‘chouri’, the bride and
bridegroom sit and the marriage ceremonies
were performed.”® Caste-dinners were given at
the house of both- the bride and bridegroom,
on the marriage-day or on some day before or
after the marriage.'®

As among the Meshri Banias, marriage was
forbidden between ‘dasa’ and ‘visa’, Shravakas
(Jains) also followed the same custom. A dasa
Shrimali Bania never married with a visa
Shrimali, and a dasa Porvad never marries
a visa Porvad. But unlike Meshris, member
of corresponding minor divisions, sometimes
intermarry. A dasa Shrimali marries a dasa
Porvad and a dasa Oswal marries a dasa
Porvad or a dasa Shrimali.”” But Ovington
observed that all marriage limited to one sect,
and contracted only between persons of the
same profession. The merchant was debarred
from entering into any league of love with a
daughter of a goldsmith, shoemaker, or any
other different professions. All persons were
under a strict confinement, in their matrimonial
ties and addresses to direct their passions and
affections to those only of their own opinion
and trade.'

In some cases in north Gujarat the
difference of religion was not considered a bar
to marriage. Dasa Shrimali Shravaka marries
with dasa Shrimali Meshri. The dasa and visa
Porvad Shravakas marry with dasa and visa

Porvad Meshris.”

the Shravaks
Bania marriage ceremony was the same as

With a few exceptions,

that performed by Meshri Banias. In Shrvaka
Banias, on the second day of marriage,
bridegroom and his friends were involved to
a feast by the bride’s father. The marriageable
age of a boy was seven and upwards and of
a girl from seven to twenty in some parts of

north Gujarat.?

In the Ghanchi community, marriages were
prohibited between near relations and within
seven degrees of relationship. Marriage with
wife’s sister was allowed after the death of the
wife. Marriage was generally at early age.”!
In the marriages of Ghanchis, the bridegroom
went to bride’s house covered in a flower veil.
The bride and bridegroom worship Hanuman
immediately after they got married.?

In the marriages of the Sunni Bohras of
Gujarat, bridegroom and bride both had a
conversation prior to the date of marriage. A
thread was put on their wrists. A mandap®
was made at bride’s house and bride had to
sit there for her nikah, then they had to pray
in a mosque. After that the crest of flowers
was divided into several parts and distributed
among the people.*

Before the nikah ceremony, bridegroom
procession starts from his house riding a horse
or an elephant, with drumbeats (parhgham).
When he came out from his house, boys
of village tied a rope around his waist to
take some amount of money, then only they
allow bridegroom to go ahead.” After all the
ceremonies of marriage, arrangements were
made for music (gawwali) and dance party,
which continued till morning.?

In the Khoja community, the male members
of bride and bridegroom family meet at the
Jamaatkhanah or assembly lodge, three or
four days before the date of marriage, in the
presence of their friends, relatives, and Mukhi
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or Jamaat officer. The officer enters the names
of the bride and bridegroom in a register. The
father of the bridegroom gives Rs. 5 % to the
father of the bride. The sum received by the
girl’s father was handed over to Jamaat officer
as the marriage contribution to the fund. The
friends of bridegroom offer a copper or brass
tray to Jamaat officer, containing from five to
ten seers of sugar.’’ The Jamaat officer, after
repeating the hallowed names of the five or
Panj-tan, that was Mohammad, Ali, Fatima,
“I do hereby
begin the wedding of (bridegroom’s name), the

Hasan and Hussain; declares —

son of (father’s name), with (bride’s name),
the daughter of (father’s name), to wed as did
Fatima, the bright faced lady, daughter of our
Lord and Prophet Mohammad with the Lord
and the leader, the receiver of the testament of
the chosen and pure, the Lord Ali, the son of
Abu Talib.”?® Then the sugar tray placed before
the bride’s father, who, in token of ratifying the
compact, tastes a pinch of sugar which was
then distributed among the people. This was
the verbal compact.”

On the next morning, the written agreement
was prepared. A thick parchment-like sheet of
blank paper was taken together with trays full of
dried fruit and sugar to the bride’s house by the
bridegroom’s father, his friends accompanied
by Jamaat officers. The Jamaat scribe begins
the writing with the names of four archangels
in the four corners. Then entered the names
of parties with their fathers and grandfathers,
the names of the chief Jamaat officers of the
day, and the dates on which the chief marriage
ceremonies were to be performed. Saffron
water was sprinkled over the sheet of paper,
which, together with the sugar and dried fruit,
was laid before the bridegroom’s father, who
laid the sheet on the ground and on it places an
iron nail and four betel nuts and throws some
rice over it and betel nuts in an unused silk or
cotton handkerchief and takes it away.*

In Parsi community, they were not allowed
to marry out of caste, but they can marry their
cousins, even with first cousin. This kind of
alliance was always preferred.’! They were the
monogamist; polygamy obtains amongst the
highest class or the lowest the highest class
or the lowest.*> According to E. Kulke ( in his
‘The Parsees in India’) — in terms of strict rules
of endogamy and commensality, it continued
to constitute a single multifunctional caste
as before in relation to the society at large.
But internally, it also continued to maintain
freedom of choice of occupation for all
Increased division of labour did not take the
form creating hereditary castes and sub-castes
through tendencies towards such formations
were altogether absent. The hereditary clerical
(Mobed) clan did tend to crystallize into a
caste by setting up marriage barriers between
themselves and the laity (Behdin) during the
18™ century, but failed to emerge as such. The
corpse-bearer (Nasalar), working at the tower
of silence, continued to be treated almost as
untouchables in the matter of religious and
social intercourse.*

‘Kissa-i-Sanjan’ gives details about Gujarati
Garba, group songs and dances, composed
by the Parsis and sung by Parsi women on
such occasions like ‘Navjote™* and wedding
ceremonies.*

Among the Europeans, Dutch did their
trading activities over here but did not leave
much impact on social and cultural life of the
people of India.’® But Italian traveler P. Della
Valle gives some interesting sidelights on the
social aspect of Dutch colonial system. He says
that special privileges were granted by the state
to those Hollanders in the east who married
and settled down in the Dutch colony of New
Batavia, in Java, with their wives and families.
For this reason many of those who could not
secure European partners, had taken Indian,
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Armenian and Syrian women and they were
baptized Christians.’” Further he gives another
incident that an Armada from Portugal was on
its way to India and it was attacked by Dutch,
some of the ships sunk and rest was captured.
Among other booty on captured ships, there
were three maidens and poor orphans of good
descent.*® These three maidens were taken by
their captors to Surat, where the most eminent
among the Dutch merchants strove to marry
them.*

One can thus discern versatile social customs
operative among the Gujarati merchants which
was complimentary to their status and Sect.
Such a study facilitates the comprehension of
credence accorded to the social mores such as
marriage. It also reveals the influence of religion,
region and sect on the social institutions.
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