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Lakshadweep as we know is a mid ocean archipelago located considerably far from 
the mainland, creating serious problems in maintaining regular communication and 
cultural exchanges with the mainland. This coupled with an obvious policy of 
distancing itself from the mainland for ecological and otherwise reasons lead to a 
closed cultural system similar to the insulated ethnic groupings elsewhere in the world 
which will pose serious threat to its existence in a world which is moving towards a 
multicultural future. This paper undertakes to discuss the need to maintain the ethnic 
uniqueness of the islands alongside a policy that would allow sufficient flexibilities in 
the cultural apparatus of the islands. The study will analyse the problems of controlled 
interactions with the mainland and its limitations in creating a cultural receptiveness 
on the one hand and the dangers of multi-culturalism using the theories of leading 
social scientists like Frederick Barth. 
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This paper under takes to discuss the nature of the ethnic composition of 
Lakshadweep and the possible risks and advantages involved in adopting a more 
immigrant friendly and multicultural policy in the future.As we all know 
Lakshadweep is a geographically remote and extremely closed collection of islands 
which has been insulated from the outside influence for a very long time. The 
historical and geographical reasons that resulted in the present ethnic composition of 
the islands have left their imprints on the cultural scape of these islands. Even though 
modern means of communication and transportation have made it possible to connect 
these tiny islands with the main land in a very organic way, the attempts at shielding 
these islands from outside influences have rather created a self imposed exile for the 
islanders. There have been sustained attempts by the governments to encourage the 
islanders to mingle with the mainland and thereby to assimilate easily in to the 
cultural subtleties of the parent culture, which primarily is the culture of Kerala and 
the southern district of Karnataka. However this author’s own experiences as an 
Assistant Professor of English at various colleges in north Kerala have led to the 
realisation that such attempts fail in terms of  creating a conducive atmosphere for the 
cultural exchanges that would lead to a mixing up of the cultures. Despite the lack of 
hostile attitude towards the islanders who spend short intervals of time in the 
mainland for education and trade, there has been hardly any noticeable camaraderie 
between the islanders and the mainlanders. There is a significant percentage of 
students from the island that are studying in various colleges in Kerala at any given 
point of timein the last few decades. But their presence has not led to any serious 
cultural exchanges. It is the conviction of this author that such exchanges instead of 
leading to a cultural blending have led to more insulation and closure which might 
surprise many sociologists. However this is not a very intriguing case study as it 
might initially sound. The first part of the present paper discusses this experience in 
the light of the radical ideas about cultural transactions proposed by the famous 
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anthropologist Frederick Barth. And the second part of this discussion will look at the 
possible alternatives to the emergence of ethnic closures across the world in general 
and to the case of Lakshadweep in particular. 
The exact period ofthe first settlement in the islands, like most other aspects of 
island’s history, is open to debates. It may be fixed to a period Circa 9th century AD( 
Dube ). The date of the conversion of the islanders to Islam attributed to the 
missionary works of the Arab holy men and the initial resistances and acceptance of 
this new religion by the inhabitants are also not documented properly and are largely 
recollected from the oral traditions of the islanders. The socio-religious system of 
Lakshadweep is a hybrid of the initial Hindu system and the later Islam. Even though, 
with regard to the religious tenets, the islanders follow Islam, the ethnic composition 
and the social stratification of the Lakshadweep islands is akin to the Caste system of 
the mainland despite being not so rigid and hierarchised as it is in most parts of the 
mainland.Despite the lack of a geographically rooted long history, the islanders have 
maintained a cultural uniqueness largely fostered by the isolation from the mainland 
influences. 
Muslim society in the Lakshadweep is divided into three groups, the Koyas, the 
Malumis, and Melaccesris. The Koyas are the more affluent land and odam (the large 
sailing vessel used in traffic between the islands and mainland) owners, the Malumis, 
(the traditional navigators,) and the Melacceris, the serfs of the Koyas, (engaged in 
plucking, fishing and all sorts of manual labours) (Gabriel 489). 
The influence of the mainland due to difficulties of communication has been minimal. 
The island has been monopolised by the rulers of north Kerala and their chief interest 
in the island has been the revenue generated through coconut trade and fishing. There 
has been no significant attempt at influencing the culture of the island by the rulers of 
the mainland. Most literature about the outside interventions during the British rule 
suggest that these were done on the request of the aggrieved party from the island 
itself and such as there were, were kept to the minimum.( Gabriel). In the post 
independence period there were attempts by the governments to improve the 
conditions of the island especially in the areas of education, economy, health and 
ecology. The governments have invested considerable money with the objective of 
improving the conditions of the islands. Resourceful people from the mainland have 
been appointed on contract for studying the conditions of the island. 
These being said, the obvious policy of the government has been to shield the island 
from serious influences of the mainland. The process of applying for permission to 
travel to the island, unless as an employee of the government, is similar to the process 
of visa application to a foreign country, even though, the archipelago is a union 
territory of India. This may be attributed to the delicate ecological composure of the 
island, the heavy density of population of the inhabited islands and the felt necessity 
of maintaining its ethnic uniqueness. This policy of insulating the island has its merits 
but in the global scenario of the contemporary world, the policy may ruin the chances 
of the island to express itself to the outside. Besides, the argument that influences 
from and to would rupture the fabric of ethnic uniqueness of Lakshadweep itself has 
to contested. I will here be referring to the classic study of Frederick Barth on the 
possibility of interactions across cultural borders influencing the ethnic identity and 
perception of its members. 
Before proceeding further with the relevance of Barth’s study to the case of 
Lakshadweepit is essential to provide a working definition of the concept of ethnicity. 
An ethnic group is any collectivity that derives its identity from various factors like 
common decent, shared history, similar experiences of migration, enclosures of 
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geography and collective resistance against ecological adversities and so on. These 
factors may be real or putative but they should be credible enough at least for the 
members of the group. The ‘scientificity’ of the claims made by the leaders of these 
ethnic groups about any of the above factors is not very important so long as the 
members of the group believe in them.  Ethnic communities might exhibit all of the 
above features or some of them.Ethnic membership is usually by birth and hence there 
is a claim to common blood even though ethnic communities can exist in the absence 
of real blood ties. In such cases the similarities are assumed on the basis of 
mythological stories of common decent and attempts may be made to find a common 
paterfamilias-a common legendary father. As the proponents of constructivist and 
instrumental theorists of ethnicity would argue, these historical referents may be 
constructed or invented by the members or the leaders of the group at a subsequent 
period for their benefit. The benefits of ethnic groupings are many-they would give 
them a psychological sense of belonging& superiority and material benefits like a fair 
share of resources of the country.  
For long, it was believed that ethnicity and group closures can be maintained by 
reducing the contacts with the outside world. Interactions with the outside 
communities were thought of as powerful enough to damage the uniqueness of 
cultural groups. However the study carried out by Frederick Barthrefutes this claim 
and argues instead that ethnic exclusiveness can remain intact despite the flow of 
personnel across cultural borders. “we are led to imagine each group developing its 
cultural and social form in relative isolation, mainly in response to local ecological 
factors, through a history of adaptation by invention and selective borrowing”( 11).  
Barth even uses the metaphor of island to refer to the tendency of maintaining 
isolation in order to preserve cultural closure. The purpose of overt or covert features 
of ethnic groups is to demarcate themselves from the other groups during interactions. 
The features that give distinctness to the ethnic groups may change over time due to 
sustained interactions or due to changes in ecological factors but they do maintain a 
core that is sufficiently demarcated to provide a workable distance from other groups. 
Ethnic markers do not remain the same but the factors that allow the continuity of the 
cultural exclusiveness remain intact. Barth is very emphatic that it is not the cultural 
stuff of the ethnic group but the boundaries that define the ethnic groups. The cultural 
content of the group may change and metamorphose over time but the boundaries 
persist. 
Barth’s extensive study on the Pathans of Afghanistan was a significant contribution 
that changed the way ethnic identity was conceived in the 20th century. He analysed 
the cultural codes of the northern and southern Pathans and came to certain very 
interesting conclusions about how they maintained the cultural boundaries over a long 
period of time. The main claim of the study was that forced interactions or 
interactions by choice, do not necessarily lead to the erosion of existing identities. In 
the specific context of Lakshadweep which encourages controlled interactions with 
the mainland, it may easily be said that such interactions will not lead to the corrosion 
of identities ,neither do such interactions helpassimilate the Lakshadweep ethnic 
community into the mainstream. The islanders travel to mainland for various purposes 
and return to their home soil. During their stay in the mainland they are sufficiently 
differentiated in their interactions mainly through their language and in some cases 
minor tokenistic cultural practices. They neither try to switch their identities 
voluntarily nor is there any compulsion from the mainlanders. Students who stay for 
long periods in the mainland try to form groups of the islanders and move about in 
such groups. There are hardly any cases of the islanders getting involved in marital 
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relationships outside their own communities. Legal provisions which deny them 
Lakshadweep tribe status also contributes to the relative dislike of the islanders for 
inter ethnic marriages. Due to the insignificant number of the Lakshadweep 
community hostility with the mainlanders is hardly seen. They do not interfere with 
the politics or other structures of the mainland. Even after long periods of stay in the 
mainland they do not feel comfortable with the host culture and try to maintain their 
isolation. Their ethnic consciousness and cultural uniqueness become sharper with 
every contact. The understanding of other cultures only increase their own knowledge 
of their identity. This ethnic super consciousness is a feature seen in many parts of the 
world in the 20th century.  
Despite the predictions by social scientists that in the post world war scenario ethnic 
identities will fade in to insignificance and the world will be marked by more multi 
cultural social systems the unfortunate fact of the ethnic resurgences continue to 
trouble the world. The modern states are organised on the basis of the power of the 
numerical strength of groups and the share of the state resources are directly 
proportionate to the number and influence of ethnic groups.  This has led to the need 
of ethnic resurgence in many countries around the world, the number and the specific 
nature of these resurgences are too broad a subject to be discussed in this paper.  Sian 
Jones in his work The Archaeology of Ethnicity: Constructing identities in the past 
and present discusses some of the most important benefits of ethnic identity in the 
post war reconstruction of nation states. It may be said that all the ideological  
propaganda regarding the need for multicultural tolerance has failed to stall the 
juggernaut of ethnicity and some types of racism based on ethnic 
identities.LeelaDubey’s interesting study on the matrilineal tradition of Lakshadweep 
presents enough evidence for the fact that the reforms introduced by the governments 
after independence have not been very effective in changing the fundamental ethnic 
nature of the island. The study however doesn’t realise the fact that this is not very 
specific to Lakshadweep; this is the general feature of ethnic communities 
everywhere. The outside influences do not as a matter of fact reduce the intensity of 
the ethnic belonging of the members.  
The government introduced changes in the administrative and political set-up, carried 
out land surveys and brought about land reform. There were several other changes. 
Opportunities were created for wage labour and for education and training on the 
mainland. White-collar and professional jobs became available on the islands and on 
the mainland. Exposure to the larger world, including other Islamic cultures, increased 
(Dubey 177) 
These changes introduced by the government especially the schemes that encouraged 
intercultural exchanges have been largely failures in terms of achieving a cultural 
openness.  Ethnic conflicts in India, as Paul Brass observes, “centre around issues of 
jobs, educational opportunities, and local political power” (305). This could be true in 
the case of Lakshadweep in the long run as the number of educated and qualified 
members of the Lakshadweep increases leading to a conflict demanding more share in 
the opportunities. Contemporary ethnic resurgences across the world despite the 
acceptance in theory of the need for multi cultural practices have revealed the true 
colour of ethnic collectivities.The expansion of modern means of communication has 
made it possible for people to transact with each other easily and at an increased 
volume. And these transactions have not reduced the intensity of the perception of its 
uniqueness by the members.  

However such deliberate distancing from the host culture by the Lakshadweep 
people is not always to their advantage in the modern scenario of increased 
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multicultural existences around the world. While it is not recommendable for the 
islanders to involve in serious pursuit of multiculturalism, in the form of inter 
cultural marriages, a token participation in the ideology of multiculturalism is very 
essential. The growing isolation of the islands from the mainland has to be 
effectively dealt with in the democratic process of the mainland so that there is a 
meaningful debate and discussion among the islanders about the need for a 
different cultural future. We live in an age of contradictions with regard to 
ethnicity and a careful balancing of the assertion of ethnic identity on the one hand 
and keeping the doors open for multiculturalism on the other hand is very 
important. I conclude this paper with a statement by Stephen Castles, Bill cope et 
al “ The world history of the last few decades has been marked  by a contradiction: 
on the one hand technological change improving communications and the growing 
integration of the world market are making the world smaller and more 
homogenous; on the other hand there has been a revived emphasis on difference, 
whether in terms of individual life styles, group cultural identities, or assertion of 
national uniqueness.”(359). 
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