
158 EBHR 17 
different ways in which people may belong to different social categories at 
different limes, and the pluralily of perspectives on group membership. He 
stresses the difference between the social categories used by the local people 
in their daily lives and theoretical abstractions applied from outSide: the step 
from observations or talks with individuals in the field 10 a gentralization 
must be reconstruct able. 

Consequently, the three chapters which follow focus on identity processes and 
discourses in Gilgit. By meticulously evaluating the ethnographic material 
collected during his field work, SokefeJd characterizes social categories along 
the lines of indigenous notions. He divides his material regarding the proc­
esses of identity into three parts. In the first part (Ch. 3), he discu$Ses dif­
ferences between people from Gi lgit and people from outside. He starts with. 
accountS of the 'original settlers of Gilgit', who claim to have undertaken 
the difficult task of fi rst cultivating the barren land; they had the power 
to integrate newcomers by sharing land and arranging marriages. Due to 
historical events-Le. the arrival of the Kashmiri DogTas and the British 
colonizers-the ownership of land changed and waves of migration inlO 
Gilgil took place, turning the 'original people of Gilgit' into a minority. 
The chapter proceeds to describe various categories, such as descent groups, 
groups living in the same area, kinship groups, craflSpeople of low status 
(including their noteworthy attempts to improve their social standing), and 
people migrating into Gilgil from adjacent valleys. In the discussion of 
all these categories the author convincingly shows the multi-layered process 
of identity formalion , which is both a personal maner-with perspectives 
depending on Ihe single person narrating and elaborating on the respective 
subjects-3s well as a matter of integration and segregation on a higher 
level. 

In the second part (Ch. 4), he deals with the conflict between religious 
groups, namely between the Twelver-Shia and the Sunn i. After oullining 
the process of different waves of Islamization, the author discusses accounts 
of the so-called tensions between the religious g roups in the area, which 
culminated in the massacre of 1988, or, as Sokefeld himself puts it, "the 
Kerbala of the Shia in Gilgit" CP. 218). These events had a strong impact in 
that they further polari zed the groups in spite of the ties which had existed 
between them (e.g. through intermarriage) and changed the political envi ron­
ment (elections were fought along religious lines, for example) . Identi ties 
were re-examined and religion became a dominant factor in the ascription of 
identity. although individuals from bOlh sides expressed their regret and ch.ose 
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to act on categories of identity other than those defined by religion. 

In the third part (Ch. 5), the author explores the Kashmir conflict wilh 
regard to the formation of a political identity. Due to the Kashmir conflict 
the Northern Areas are under the sole administration of Pakistan. Today its 
inhabitants are slill deprived of fundamental civil rights such as the right to 
vOle in the elections for the Nalional Assembly. This unsatisfactory political 
situation led repeatedly to insurrections in the area, to reforms in the 1970s, 
and finally to various demands by different people and political parties. One 
is for the integration of the area within the state of Pak istan as a fifth 
province, another is a call fo r an independent state. In the process of the 
new politica l mobilization si nce the mid 1980s, different categories of identity 
which are supposed 10 support the creation of a political entity, such as 
language and local culture, are being discussed; but one may doubt whether 
the pluralistic political cu lture with its differing ai ms and jdeologies can 
be united into one force against the domination of the Northern Areas by 
Pakistan. 

In the final chapter (Ch. 6), Sokefeld summarizes his central point: Individu­
als cannot and should not be seen as representatives of a group but rather 
be taken seriously as those who speak, act, and interpret events on their 
own account Citing Giddens, he stresses the mutual influence of actors and 
structure. Throughout the presentation of his ethnographic material. SOkefeld 
shows that the positioning of the actors and the practical logic of daily 
life can only be understood if one takes seriously the flexibility of mutual 
ascriptions. 

Swasthani adaptation by Pallav Ranjan. Kathmandu: Spiny 
Babbler, 1999. 126pp. 

Reviewed by Michael Hutt 

Pallav Ranjan divides his English adaptation of the SwaSlhan; Vrat Katha, the 
'Story of the Fast 10 the Goddess Swasthani', into twenty-two short 'readings'. 
Two thirds of these deal with characters and myths from the Hindu Puranas. 
Readings I and 2 deal with cosmology and the creation of the world. The 
ma in theme of readings 3 to 7 is the story of Shiva's marriage to Satidevi, 
daughter of Daksya Prajapali, Daksya's insulting of Shiv8, Satidevj's self-
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immolation, and Shiva's mourning and scattering of the pieces of Sat,idevi's 
body, during which the demon Taraka takes over the world. R.eadmgs 8 
to 15 begin with the birth of Parbati, who manages tQ secure Shwa as her 
husband by reading the Swasthani stories, and go on to recount the myths of 
Shiva as Kirateswor in the forest near Pashupati, the births and exploits of 
Ganesh and Kumar, the defeats first of Iarabl and then of the demons who 
bad created Three Cities, and the bizarre series of seduction, murder, and 
suicide involving Bishnu and Shiva, and lalandar and h:is wife, Brinda. 

Finally, readings 16 to 22 contain the story of Goma, ,3 girl who is cursed 
by Shiva to marry a man ten times her age. This is in some way~ the 
most interesting section of the text. At the age of seven, Goma marries a 
70-year-old man, Shivasharma, and they Jive with her parents .. Sorr:e years 
later Shivasharma decides he must go home, and Goma goes With him. As 
soo~ as they have departed, her parents die in an accident, and on their 
journey thieves steal everything from Shivasharma and Goma, then Go~a 
becomes pregnant. When they reach Shivasharma's vill,age he goes beggmg 
for food but dies in a fall. Goma bears a son, Nawar;aj, and they are sup­
ported by some local rich people. In time, Nawaraj marries Chandrawali, 
then he searches for and finds his father's bones bue does not return to 
his mother. After a while Chandrawati goes back 10 her parents, leaving 
Goma alone. Goma goes mad, but Parbati sends th(: Rishis to teach her 
the Swasthani rites, and when they leave she finds gold under their seats. 
Goma's readings of the Swasthani stories bring her son back to her, and 
Shiva, now suddenly benevolent, sends Nawaraj to become king of Labhanya 
and take a new wife. Goma is summoned there too. :Nawaraj holds a feast 
and magnanimously invites Chandrawati too, but on her way to Labhanya 
Chandrawali becomes angry with her bearers for stopping to listen to the 
Swasthani stories en route, and when they resume th.eir journey she falls 
into a flooding river. Chandrawati is so evil that the: river does not flow 
again until some villagers dump her body on the bank, where she ~ecomes 
an unrecognizable object. Not even the soil will allow her to eat It. Two 
priests on their way to the feast promise to bring food back for .her but the 
grainstore suddenly empties when they go to get some, and the nce turns to 
ash when she tries to eat it. The Apsaras come and! tell her to read the 
Swasthani and make offerings of sand; fina lly, she is restored to her family. 

The Swasthalli Vrat Katha is a crucial text for anyone who wishes to under­
stand the ideals and constraints that have traditionally governed the lives 
of women (particularly, but not exclusively, Brahman and Chetri women) 
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in Nepal. My understanding of it prior to reading Pallav Ranjan's render­
ing relied heavily on the summary and analysis that appear in lynn Ben­
nett's book Dangerous Wives and Sacred Sisters: Social and symbolic roles of 
high-caste women in Nepal (Columbia University Press, 1983, especially pp. 
274-306). Bennetl referred to an edition compiled by Babu Madhav Prasad 
Sharma and published in Banaras in 1955, which extends to around 300 
pages. Pallav Ranjan's retelling of these stories is in almost flawless English 
and is highly readable. For instance, when Shivasharma hears Goma's 
mOlher, Sati, voicing her horror at the idea of her daughter marrying such an 
elderly man, the words Ranjan has him say are genuinely poignant: 

There are old people in this world, mother, and then there are children. 
There are people who are pleasant to look upon and people who are 
ugly. Some people do not have descendants and some have too many. 
Some have wives that are older than they are and some have husbands 
who are older. Some of us are rich and some poor. The world is 
like the potter's wheel. It is always spinning. Everyone becomes old 
and dies. There are none who will not age. Why do you feel that 
you are better than I am? Why will you not respect my life? If this 
is how you feel , I will die now, before your eyes. 

Parts of Ranjan's adaptation appear highly condensed in comparison with 
the edition cited by Bennett. For instance, Sennen quotes from her own 
translation of the episode towards the end of the Goma story, in which an 
Apsara instructs Chandrawati how to perform the Swasthani vow, and these 
instructions cont inue for 26 lines (Bennett 1983: 277), but Ranjan simply 
gives us "So she asked the Apsaras what she should do. According to their 
advice, Chandrawati learned to worship the Swasthani with a clean mind" 
(p. 118). Thus, it would seem that Ranjan has prepared his adaptation for a 
readership that would find this level of detail irrelevant and tiresome. 

It would have been instructive if Pallav Ranjan had provided some insight in 
his brief preface into the way in which he prepared this adaptation. Certain 
passages are very close indeed to the original, which suggests that a text 
was at least consulted, while others are omitted (suggesting an intention to 
abridge, perhaps) or simply different (suggesting that a different text was 
consulted or that Ranjan relied on an oral sorce or his own memory) . It 
is also a shame that Ranjan's introduction does not really bring out the 
important role the text has played and continues to play in the lives of so 
many women in Nepal. 
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Which brings us to the question of readership. For whom is this 'adaptation' 
intended? Nepali readers with a mastery of English will admire the elegance 
of its prose, and will also appreciate this effort to bring this text to the 
attention of a wider readership. To introduce the text to a foreign readership 
which is unable to approach it in its original language: would be a wOrthy 
aim, but if this is indeed the intention the success of the initiative is rather 
circumscribed by the absence of any real explanation or analysis of the text's 
precise significance and meaning, despite the fluency and accessibility of the 
English rendering itself. To fully understand what is go ing on here, a foreign 
reader would need also \0 be directed to a work like Bennett's. 

This is not to detract from Pallav Ranjan's achievement, which is notable 
and worthy of praise. The text is also gready enhanced by the inclusion of 
illustrations whose abstract nature suggests that they emanate from the same 
mythic dimension in which these stories take place. 
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