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Female Dance as World of Senses, Socio-Cosmic Order and Mobility

Catholic Women in Goa!

Claudia Pereira

In 2007, after dancing at a ritual called Dhalo in Goa, one of the women says: “This is the
moment when my body feels free, I think my ancestors felt the same when paying respect
to Gaon-Purush’ (29 years old). Another woman, a 32-year-old, who performs the same
dance during the ritual, but also in another displays for tourists, says: ‘Like this we get
together and we also get the chance to know new places we did not know before.” Other
women share similar comments. These women are the Catholic Gawda from Goa. Besides
going to Church on Sundays and praying the rosary every day at 8 p.m., they also follow
Hindu-influenced rituals in which they dance. This essay is an analysis of the affirmation of
these women through the dance performance, at the private space of their religious rituals
around their homes and at public performances. It argues that the reasons for women to
keep dancing include: the sensorial dimension, the socio-cosmic order maintenance and

social mobility.

The sensorial and aesthetic dimensions of the songs and dances of the Catholic
Gawda women highlight the connection between religion, ritual and touristic
performances. On the one hand, in the village, the aesthetics of the ritual’s place acquires
symbolic meaning together with the body experience shared by women while dancing
collectively—reinforcing their ties through the individual bodies. By learning the dance
steps through the imitation of older women in their yeatly ritual, the Gawda demonstrate
that ‘when sensory orders express cosmic orders, cosmologies are not only learnt through

hearing or reading, but lived through the body’.! The arrangement of the objects, the

! Acknowledgements are due to Fundagio para a Ciéncia e a Tecnologia (FCT, Foundation for Science and
Technology) for funding my Ph.D., on which the essay is based. Many thanks to the Catholic Gawda from
Avedem, Goa, for all the time, patience and generosity, since I began fieldwork there in 2006. I direct my

gratitude to Shubha Chaudhuri for all the suggestions concerning this topic. I am indebted to Marta Prista,

Maria José Aratjo and Alexandre Oliveira for all the insights into this essay.



space’s combination of nature and sacred symbols, the colours highlighting women’s
movements, the sound of their voices—all emphasize the non-verbal dimension of the
ritual. On the other hand, during state events or touristic performances the aesthetical
references change, and the songs, dances and clothes become standardized and shorter in

order to provide identical reproductions for different audiences.

Few researchers have addressed gender and dance among the Gawda of Goa,
concerning their caste/tribe or their type of musical practices, and little evidence is
available on their performances in the tourism literature of Goa. Research on Goa’s music
and dance, with some exceptions, has been largely concentrated on the dominant culture,
the Catholic elite’s one and its Portuguese influence.” The vernacular dances and songs
with scarce Portuguese influence were integrated in the frame of reference of Goan music
only recently.” These musical practices were performed in the private space of the religious
ceremonies of illiterate groups from the bottom of the social scale, such as the Gawda.
They were, therefore, invisible to the other castes and researchers until the process of
folklorization that took place in Goa and in the rest of India brought them to tourism-

orientated settings and state-event performances.”

The musical heritage of the Catholic and Hindu Gawda started to be researched in
the twenty-first century.’” Goan folklorists and researchers collected data regarding the
dances practised in their religious ceremonies, as well as the lyrics of their songs.® Their
songs and dances were also gathered by the national Archive and Research Center for
Ethnomusicology (ARCE) of the American Institute of Indian Studies (University of
Chicago) in New Delhi.” More work is needed relating gender and dance among the

Gawda, more specifically addressing the sensorial dimension and socio-cosmic order in

their musical heritage.

There remains the need for analysing Gawda performances in the tourism literature
of Goa, since previous work has focused on broader-scale phenomenon, such as the trance
music festivals,’ the impact of Portuguese heritage in Goa’ or the development of the

tourism industry,"

among others. An alternative approach is necessary in the tourism
literature of Goa regarding the performances of the Gawda, analysing their performances
for tourists in the ‘front stage’ and the dance practices in the fields and religious ceremonies

outside the events in the ‘back stage’," which this essay aims to contribute.

The feminine gender dimension and consequent analysis of sensorial dimension,

socio-cosmic order and tourism could only be approached with ethnographic methodology,



namely, through interviews, a systematized diary and long fieldwork. The field research was
carried out for nearly a year (2006—7) among the Catholic Gawda from a village belonging
to the predominantly Hindu southern Goa, in the faluka” of Quepem. Their self-
designation is ‘Gawda’ and for this reason it is the term used in the text, which diverges
from how they are mainly known to the outside, as ‘Kunnbi’."” Participant observation
enabled a daily interaction with Gawda women in private and public spaces: at their homes;
at the rice fields where they work; at touristic and cultural performances in hotels, palaces
and state events; at their private religious ceremonies while dancing together with them. To
better understand their reasons to keep dancing and to detail the movements, the dances’
meanings and the songs’ lyrics, for an ez (inside) perspective, several in-depth semi-
structured interviews were conducted with Catholic Gawda. For the purpose of an ez
(outside) outlook, to analyse their dances in the context of contemporary Goa, other Hindu

and Catholic members belonging to other castes in the village, folklorists, tourist and

cultural agents and tourists were interviewed.

The Gawda divide themselves in three groups: Hindu Gawda; Catholic Gawda,
converted to Catholicism following the arrival of the Portuguese in the sixteenth century;
and the Nav-Hindu Gawda, the Catholic Gawda who in 1928 took part in Hindu
purification ceremonies, shuddi, and have become Hindu. In 2003, the Gawda (about 9 per
cent of the Goan population) were recognized as Scheduled Tribes, benefitting from
government subsidies; traditionally dedicated to agriculture, this classification allowed the
Gawda to embrace economic mobility strategies. The Hindu influence in the rituals of the
Catholic Gawda is believed to have come from their Hindu ancestors who converted to
Christianity following the Portuguese arrival in Goa in the sixteenth century. They continue
to learn these dances transmitted by older women till today, although with transformations
through generations, in order to pay respect to their ancestor’s gods."* During the
Portuguese colonial period, and in some villages today, these religious rituals were
forbidden by some Catholic priests as they represented an ancestral way of living, prior to
the Hindus’ conversion to Catholicism. Resisting, some of the Catholic Gawda continued
to perform them secretly until the present day, despite conforming to Catholic practices at
the Church and at home. The rituals with their songs and dances have been creatively
recreated and objectified as a cultural product to be seen by tourists and other national
members, as part of the Goan’s ‘authentic’ culture—a process of folklorization common in

other groups in India."”



To the state government, the performances of the Catholic Gawda show the
‘authentic’ culture of Goa, a pan-Indian one, prior to Portuguese colonialism. As a
consequence, the previous repressed religious rituals of an unprivileged social group are
now a part of the intangible heritage of a state of India, Goa. Moreover, the Gawda

broaden the appeal of Goa by multiplying the privileged objects of the tourist gaze.

Being a process of touristification of heritage, the Gawda’s music objectification is
used both for identitary purposes and for economic interests. First, the Gawda identity was
crystallized and standardized. Second, its touristification has contributed to the
conservation and reinvention of their traditional practices, since their dances are still
practised in their own rituals. Third, the Goa state recognition, through the Department of
art and Culture, reinforced the authenticity of Gawda rituals and led the young to
reproduce it. Fourth, performing in events allows this group an extra income and the
chance to visit new places, thereby giving them economic mobility.'® The heritage-making
processes in Goa are no longer confined to the dominant culture, as they include
alternative voices such as the Gawda women. Their visibility and integration in the state’s
collectiveness has, however, highlighted their subalternity, since this folklorization process

is based on the standardization of the Gawda’s rural and tribal identity.

Nevertheless, to the Catholic Gawda women who perform the dances in rituals and
events, they are alive through the body, more than by hearing, which relates them primarily

to the world of senses, i.e. to their own perception of the world.

World of Senses, Socio-Cosmic Order and Mobility

The dances and songs in the rituals are far more sensorial, allowing a more intimate
perspective that allows the continuity of this group. The individual experience of the
Gawda women in the rituals enables them to experience, in a sensorial and extra-sensorial
way, the inclusion and exclusion necessary to the construction of social and cultural

identity.

In fact, the cultural legacy of the Catholic Gawda was transmitted not only by
words, but also through the body and the imitation of simple gestures, to maintain its
socio-cosmic order. This is done by providing an arena for the worship of the local
spiritual entity, to ensure the following year’s prosperity, and revealing the persistent
proximity between the Catholic and Hindu Gawda. Moreover, the rituals of Hindu

influence celebrated by the Catholic Gawda, as Dhalo and Intruz, also influence their
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perception of the world. If the women do not perform the ritual of Dhalo in November,"’
the men cannot sing and dance while performing the ritual of Intruz in February, and their
vaddo is plagued by women out of their state of consciousness, in possession moments.
These rituals not only structure their socio-cosmic order, but also influence their sensory
perception of the world. Moreover, through the repetition of gestures and words between
generations, space and time are rejuvenated, ensuring the continuity of the Gawda’s social
group.” The author could only penetrate profoundly into fieldwork from the time she
danced with them in the ritual of Dhals, in which the women dance for some nights, over
several hours, in a gradual increasing of rhythm and speed. Only when she stopped being
an observer and became also a participant, she could feel what they felt, and only then they
relied on her on a deeper way. Thus, the use of the body and its non-verbal language

reduced the distance of their difference.

The aesthetical and sensorial dimension of the Catholic Gawda women’s songs and
dances highlight the connection with a socio-cosmic order during their religious rituals.
Concerning nature, it is already known that it has a central role in Hindu rituals: foods are
given to crows after being offered to the gods, in honour of the ancestors; the gods are
worshipped in anthills and trees; vegetarianism is practised to protect animals; the earth is
appreciated for all prosperity. The Catholic Gawda follow these same Hindu practices,
because they believe they should pay respects to the Hindu gods of their ancestors
previously to getting converted to Catholicism. Simultaneously, the Catholic Gawda follow
Catholicism by weekly attending mass at church and praying the rosary every day before

dinner.

The most meaningful rituals for the Gawda are precisely those in which the
worship integrates dances and songs in a more sensory construction of the worship that
allows them a more affectionate closeness to the belief, and which matches the referents of
Hindu Gawda that their ancestors belonged to before conversion. To the Catholic Gawda,
the most important celebrations are the Infruzg (carnival), performed by men, and Dhalo
(coinciding with the Souls Day), performed by the women, when they dance and interpret
their songs; followed by the feast of the patron saint of the church (the Immaculate

Conception) and Easter.

In the rituals, the dances and songs of the Catholic Gawda have a very specific
meaning, they are offerings to the spiritual entity that protects them in the area around
their homes, the ward (vaddo, in Konkani, one of the languages spoken in Goa), and in the
village where they live. This spiritual entity is called Gaon-Purush, a spirit that has taken on
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human shape and whose name comes from gaon, meaning village, and purush, meaning first
inhabitant of the village. The Gaon-Purush (or Gaon-Puris, as pronounced by some
Gawda) is, therefore, a central figure in the rituals of the Catholic Gawda because it
explains the origin of their ancestors as part of their cosmogony. The Catholic Gawda
perform several rituals to the Gaon-Purush during a calendar year out of fear that the
Gaon-Purush will punish them with diseases if they do not do it; but at the same time, they
continue attending mass in the church and pray to Christian saints. The Hindu Gawda,
neighbours of the Catholic Gawda, also offer similar songs and dances to the Gaon-

Purush, but do it in a separate space.

The cult of the Gaon-Purush shows the importance of women in one of the rituals
necessary for socio-cosmic order, the Dhalo. . The Dhalo is both a musical form and a
ritual. As a ritual, it plays a prominent role in the calendar of Gawda when women dance in
the village, away from sight of outsiders, distinguishing them from other Catholics who do
not accept it as part of the Catholic rituals defined by the church. The Dhalo is performed
after the rice harvest, before the A/na Dis, the Souls Day and All Saints Day (2 November),
in the Catholic liturgical calendar. Women start dancing three or five days before 2
November, always on a Wednesday or Sunday (the days of Gaon-Purush, the only days in a
week that are not dedicated to Hindu gods). On the day that the souls of ancestors return
home, when the Catholic Church remembers dead relatives or friends, it is necessary to
dance the Dhalo in order to appease the Gaon-Purush, so that ‘He’ does not disturb the
dead and their living relatives. According to the Gawda Catholic women, the origin of this
ritual goes back to Diwali, which takes place a few days before or after the Dhalo. Diwali
follows the Hindu lunar calendar and, therefore, does not have a set date. Catholic Gawda
women by performing the Dhalo prior to Catholic celebration days, have adapted it to the
liturgical calendar, but still continue their relationship of interdependence with nature. The
realization of Dhalo marks a time of plenty, the rice harvest, essential for daily feeding,
together with curry and vegetables. Timekeeping, as systematized by Norbert Elias to other

contexts,'’

constitutes a social symbol for the Gawda, because it results from a learning
process transmitted by the ancestors through the body and in an interdependent

relationship with nature.

As a musical form, the Dhalo is performed by two rows of women facing each
other; alternately, one of the rows, while singing, advances and then steps back, to which
the other row moves forward. The synchronized but opposite movements of two rows

refers to the etymology of Dhalo—dhalop, which means to ‘fly’ or to ‘swing’. While dancing,
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they sing Dhalo songs. The sensorial dimension of the Dhalo experienced by Catholic
Gawda women allow them to connect to each other in a physical sense that is not allowed
in their daily life. Through the body, women are united to each other while arm in arm,
repeating for hours the same gestures of dancing. The proximity of their bodies and the
dance helps to overcome the conflicts that took place between them during the past year.
At Dhalo, they experience a freedom of movements and decompression only possible at

this time of the year.

The cult of Gaon-Purush is very sensorial, related to the feminine body. For
instance, menstruating women cannot celebrate this ritual because they are considered
impure temporarily, which could trigger punitive action from the Gaon-Purush. This belief
has a Hindu origin, being followed by Hindu women, within a logic of ritual purity. The
sense of taste is also present: during Dhalo it is ‘very good’ to share the prasad (consecrated
food offered to the gods) previously offered to Gaon-Purush. This principle is directly
related to the female body and its power of fertility: prasad can only be distributed by
married women, as they are considered auspicious and symbolizing fertility. Inversely,
widows cannot celebrate this ritual because they are considered inauspicious. The Hindu
ritual of purity continues contemporaneously to structure the ritual and social relations
among Catholic Gawda, which expresses their uniqueness in a more global context of
Catholicism. The fact that they experience simultaneously Catholic references, such as
praying rosary every day and going to mass in Church on Sundays, also approaches them

from the remaining Catholics in the village and in Goa.

Let us now turn to the description of the ritual and dance. On the day that Dhalo
begins, women ‘purify the maand (sacred open place, usually in front of Hindu temples),
shudda maand karpa with cow dung mixed with water (as the Hindu Gawda do in their
rituals). At night, the dexli (sacred oil lamp) is lit by maandkar, the guardian with precedence
in the sacred ritual space of the maand, also responsible for the offerings to Gaon-Purush
(coconut, flowers, coconut oil, leaf and areca nut, which together is designated as rozf).
First, the holy lamp is placed at the centre of the maand, as in puja that Hindu Gawdas do
in Shigmo. Then, after starting the Dhalo, the maandkar takes it to the cross located in
maand, where Gaon-Purush is believed to be and to whom is prayed the ‘Hail Mary’ and the
‘Our Father’, invoking Goenchen Saibini (‘Our Lady of the village’, in this case, the
Conception), Mallcazan® and Paik Dev.” These last two, who take on human shape, are
family gods of the Hindu ancestors of some Catholic Gawda and for that reason they

believe that they still receive the protection of these two deities.



The sequence of dances and their movements are similar every night, increasing in
intensity until the end of the last song. On the night of 1 November, the day of ‘All Saints’,
just before the dead souls ‘return’ home, the celebrations extend to coincide with the time
when the souls visit their loved ones. In the third dance, the rhythm accelerates, and in a
moment of possession, bhar ‘enters’ in the body of two women who get into religious
trance. In other words, Catholic Gawda believe it is the spirit of Dhalo, a divine entity that
appears annually to incorporate women, bhar. For the Catholic Gawda women, possession
assures the socio-cosmic order of the village, just like for Hindus of other villages of Goa,
to whom ‘possession’ is an essential aspect of every ritual in the village because it is a
sacred part which is responsible to maintain the structure of a village. No ritual is complete

without possession or ‘Bhar’.**

Possession in women is very rarely observed in the territory of Goa, and only
among Gawda and Kunbi, being absent in Hindu temples, where bhar is only incorporated
by men.” The women in whom the ‘bhar enters’, bhar aila, have characteristics that escape
the social norm: one of them is single and already more than 30 years old and the other
woman is married in her vaddo, disrespecting the village exogamy. The first mentioned is
too far from ‘normality’ expected for women whose aim is to get married before 30s, and
the second one is too close to it because she married in her vaddo (ward) disrespecting the
social rules, since there is the danger of having ties of consanguinity with her husband or
ancestors. The fact that the Dhalo bhar ‘enters’ two women means that this entity is closer
to its devotees and will easily listen to their requests, as happens with men when Intruz
bhar ‘enters’ them. Gawda women have, therefore, a power of socio-cosmic rejuvenation

through their dance, usually only attributed to men.

The auditory sense announces the end of the dances, when Catholic Gawda women
are attentive to the bell of the Catholic chapel that will mark the beginning of the worship
specially dedicated to Gaon-Purush. The maandkar inquires the women about their sangnen,
‘requests’ for next year (as it happens with Hindus regarding their deities). At the end of the
requests, the women prepare the coconut and jaggery to share among them (like Hindus do
in temples with prasad, food consecrated to the gods which is then distributed among
devotees), along with soft drinks. In 2007, these have been offered by a mother who
thanked the wish granted to his son, who had gotten a job following the celebration of
Dhalo. After eating, they repeat exactly the same gesture they make during the annual visit
of the image of Milagres Saibini (Our Lady of Miracles) to their homes:* dip their finger in

coconut oil and put it on the forehead, making the symbol of the Catholic cross in their
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face, in order to receive the blessing. After the end of Dhalo, women go to the chapel of
St. Sebastian of their ward to ring the bell, one of the pathways through which Gaon-
Purush walks. On the morning of 2 November, all attend the Mass at the church and then

go to the cemetery, where the graves are colourfully decorated with flowers.

This ritual of Catholic Gawda reveals a religious pluralism with influence of
Catholicism and Hinduism. The Catholic references, such as blessing and praying Catholic
prayers, show the different outlines that a same religion can assume in various parts of the
wortld. Despite the convergence of different religious references, to the Gawda their

religion is always understood as eminently Catholic.

The transition of the dances from the private space of the ward to the touristic
stages enabled the affirmation of Gawda women not only among their own group, but also
towards other Goans. This transformation accompanied a contemporary trend of Indian
culture: the visibility of subaltern groups’ performances, and its display for tourism
purposes and national events’ celebrations. In the Gawda’s case, this happened through the
processes of touristification of the musical heritage of Gawda women, which led to the
aestheticization and visual consumption® of their culture in the national and international
arena. Two major factors have contributed to their public recognition in Goa: the
statechood in 1987 and the need to affirm a distinct culture from other Indian states;* and
the struggle of some groups for Scheduled Tribe status and consequent economic benefits,

which requires their cultural singularity.”

For public performances, around 15 women (young, adult and old) dance and sing,
while three men play musical instruments. This is a difference regarding their rituals in the
village, the dance’s ‘backstage’, where men and women perform in different cults, although
the public presentations belong to women, since they compose the large majority of the
group. The presentation begins with a male Gawda playing a crescendo rhythm with sticks
on ghumat (an oval shaped clay drum covered on one end with lizard skin), followed by the
rhythmic stomping of the dancers’ feet, intensified with the jangling of their bracelets. Soon
they are joined in by other local percussion instruments, such as the kaansaalen, dhol and

taaso and finally is added the voice of a Gawdi singer, the manager of the group.

Besides the gender differentiation, there are three other striking differences
between the religious practice and public presentations. The ritual is absent from the public

performance and longer dance practices in the religious cult are shortened for touristic

9



presentations. Lastly, the composed costumes and the format of the dancing are
uniformized in order to perform standardized touristic performances, keeping spontaneity

in dance to the religious cult.?®

These performances are the only chance for many of the Catholic Gawda women
to visit new spaces in Goa, India and foreign countries (such as Russia, where they
performed), other than the ones around their homes. Still, they show unease in these
surroundings; for instance, they avoid using the toilets at hotels or palaces where they
dance, preferring to stay near the stage. This process is understandable taking into account
that adult and elderly Gawda had been farm labourers (mundkar) in the rice paddy fields
and coconut palms belonging to large Catholic and Hindu landowners of more statutorily
valued castes, receiving a share of crops, i.e. paid with no exchange of money. They were
scarcely familiarized with owning money that provided them with economic opportunities,
being widely targeted by government policies of dominance. This extremely unequal social
structure prevented them from gaining social mobility and in a way limited them to only
socializing in a restricted circle within their own group. The transformation came after the
implementation of agricultural reforms that took place after the annexation of Goa in 1961,
as well as the government subsidization for a children’s school and other benefits after

their classification as a Scheduled Tribe in the early twenty-first century.”

Together with these government benefits ensuring equal opportunities in Indian
society, the Gawda women have been recognized by outsiders for their cultural heritage
that has empowered their self-confidence and paved the way for new physical and social
horizons. An illustrative example is the manager of the dance group being a woman, which
also singularizes this group in Goa. The dance performances for the Gawda women are
also an instrument of social mobility to overcome their subalternity. It is a mechanism
aimed for social change, but fundamentally for their recognition by others, the other that

will legitimize their self-representation.

Performances at tourist and state events offered the Catholic Gawda women the
possibility get in touch with new social actors and places, disclosing their recently acquired
economic and spatial mobility. This touristification process played a part in the Catholic
Gawda women’s social cohesion and their cultural visibility within Goan society today. On
the one hand, the shift of the performances from a religious ritual to the tourist stage
exposes an identity that the Gawda have tried to mask in the face of its social

discrimination within India’s caste system. On the other hand, performances through
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tourism have helped the Gawda’s relationship with their own social identity, facilitating its

endogenous transformations.

Conclusion: Tourism and Sub-Hierarchies of the Caste System

The dances of the Catholic Gawda women are transmitted by hearing, but mainly through
the body, through which they maintain their socio-cosmic order, while influencing their
sensory perception of the world and paving the way for mobility through tourism. The
Hindu influence in these religious dances singularizes Catholic Gawda women in Goa and
the government promoted this cultural legacy in state events, which has led to their current
performances at touristic stages. The visual consumption and aesthetization are common in
all parts of the world; still, in the Gawda’s case it is not only the reconfiguration of their
cultural identity that takes place, but the sensorial experience too, which allows both the
inclusion and exclusion needed for the continuity of their social group. Through tourism,
the cultural heritage of the Catholic Gawda acquired widespread visibility from an
exogenous recognition of their identity, in construction, which allowed their integration in

Goan society.”

In a rural and patriarchal society, the affirmation of the feminine gender among the
Catholic Gawda takes place annually, when they dance alone and the men watch. The
updating of feminine power is renewed in the ritual of Dhalo when women ensure the

socio-cosmic order and the continuity of the group through the movements of their

bodies.

Through the transformation of the dances of Catholic Gawda women in public
performances, tourism led to the change of women’s role in the public sphere. The
women’s affirmation is not only renewed annually into the group of Catholic Gawda, but it
came also to be so at various times of the year outside of the group: Goans, Indians and
international tourists. To put this transformation into perspective, the Catholic Gawda live
in a village, like most (69 per cent) of India’s population,” where previous governments’
policies left them largely illiterate. Few have profitable resources and due to recent efforts
in education initiated towards the end of the twentieth century, only the younger
generations became educated. Therefore, dances were the only social field for women with
scarce economic and social capital to affirm their power and obtain some mobility. Besides
being an extra source of money, through touristic performances they could explore

previously unknown physical spaces, national and international. For some Indian women,
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the transformation of women’s role was possible only through emigration outside the
borders of India.”* Still, for some women in India, their self-affirmation in a patriarchal
society came from their own methods in women’s culture (e.g. language), such as oral
tradition through songs and narratives reveal.”” I would add that tourism was an important
promoter to transform the female role, especially among illiterate women and with few
profitable resources. More research is needed concerning the transformations of the

masculine gender.

The remaining castes either regard the Gawda in the social space between the Sudra
and the Untouchables at the very bottom of the scale, or class them as tribal (hence
excluded from the caste system), placing them in the lower fringes of the traditional social
scale. Still, no one is permanently at the margins and this is the case of the Catholic Gawda,
since no status is continuously stable, they also position themselves at the top of the social
system.” Whilst the Catholic Gawda recognize the marginalization forced upon them by
other Goans, they also negotiate their status presenting their own version of hierarchy by
claiming to integrate the upper social scale. Their argument is built on Hindu purity criteria
for their position on the Catholic social classification in the traditional caste system. More
precisely, they abstain from eating beef and pork, in accordance with the Hindu criteria of
ritual purity. Such as other Hindu and Catholic castes, the Catholic Gawda follow
endogamy and commensality to maintain their purity. Nevertheless, commensality among
Catholic Gawda has the singularity that they can only accept cooked food from the Hindus
(Hindu Gawda), the only ones who they regard as pure because other Catholic castes
consume pork and beef. This process demonstrates how caste for the Catholic Gawda also
has a status that is mainly ritual, based in the criteria of Hindu purity to structure their

social relations.

Grounded in a traditional structure, caste is also permeable to transformations and
malleable to sub-hierarchies.”” The tourism provided the dance performances of the
Catholic Gawda women recognition by an outside audience, which has led other Goan
castes to value their status. Goans perceive nowadays the Catholic Gawda dances as
representations of an ancestral Goa, i.e. of genuine Goan identity that needs to be
preserved. This outside recognition also granted an awareness to the Catholic Gawda of
their own group’s identity value. If the Catholic Gawda have a Hindu criterion to raise their
status within the limits of the group, tourism has allowed the increase in their social status
outwards: among other Goans. Though their caste or tribal classification remains

undervalued socially, through the ritual pollution and endogamy criteria, there was a rise in
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status within the caste, which shows how the caste/tribe are dynamic categories, and
penetrable to economic influences and external policies, such as tourism. The feminine
body of the Catholic Gawda in the touristic dance performances, therefore, enabled the

production of new identities.
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