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A REVIEW OF KODAVAS RIGHT TO KEEP FIRE ARMS

The Kodavas residing in Kodagu district of Kamataka state and even
those kodavas settied far away from the district are an anguished lot
today! This s in the backdrop of a public Interest litigation (PIL) filed
in the High court of Karnataka by a resident of Bengaluru,
guestioning the exemption granled to them to possess fire arms
without a license, contrary to the provisions of the Arms act. The
division Bench of Karnataka High court, as on September, 2015, has
asked the petitioner to submit a representation on his grievance
about this exemption given to the kodavas, to the Home Ministry,
Government of India, within two weeks. The bench has also asked
the Secretary, Ministry of Home Affairs to dispose this representation
within three manths.

The special privilege to possess fire arms without license was
granted to the kodavas (Coorgs) by the British in recognition of their
martial fraditions and customs. This was continued after
independence by a notification issued by the union government in
the year 1983, which exempled “every parson of the coorg race and
every jamma land tenure holder in coorg (kodagu) from the Indian
Arms Act, There was no curb on this privilege, even aftar coorg which
was part 'C' state sarlier, merged with the Mysore state (Kamalaka),
following the re-organization of the states in the year 1956

The kodavas have been exempted from the Indian Arms Act, right
from the time it was introduced by the British in the year 1863. As on

2015, of the 1.25 lakh kedavas living in kodagu and elsewhere,
almost every family own a gun of their own. The only regulation is
that the kodavas should obtain an 'exemption certificate’ from the
govemment, which gives themthe right to possess any gun without a
license.

While granting exemption to the kodavas in February 1861, the then
Chief commissioner of coorg, Mark Cubbon, said in the notification: "
In consideration of the exalted honour and loyalty characteristic of
this little nation of warriors and in recollection of its conspicuous
services in aid of the British government, it is my pleasing duty to
notify hereby for general information, in virtue of the power vested in
me by the Govemment of India that provision of the Amms Agl,
commonly called Disarming act, are not applicable to the gallant
people or coorg”.

A Proposal lo do away with this privilege granted fo kodavas under
the Arms Act was made way back in 1964 by the central government.
However, the move was dropped apparently at the behest of Field
Marshall KM Cariappa and the then Union Minister Shri C.M
Poonacha, who were the towering personalities from Coorg district
at that point of ime.  The then Deputy commissioner of Kodagu,
Shri T.F.Issar, in his report had said: “It is a well-known fact that the
gun, the Odikathi (a small broad bladed sword} and the Peechekathi
(a type of dagger) are as much a part of the life of a coorgs as the
Kirpanis for the Sikhs and the Kukri for the Gurkas. From my study
ofthe old gazetleers and other books on the life and culture of coorgs
and from my knowledge of their present day customs | amin a
position to bear out the truth of the arguments of the coorgs that
these arms are inseparably linked with many of their ceremonial
occasions,”. Again in the year 1943, the Union govemment wanted

to withdraw the unigue privilege of the

kodavas, following reports thal guns from

Kodagu were reaching the Naxalites in Andhra

Pradesh. However, this time the Karnataka

government informed the centre that there has been no misuse of
the privilege.

The gun, the Odikathi and the Peechekathi, are an important part of
the life of the kodavas even todey, These are not just the weapons for
them; instead they are the sacred objects which they use for their
refigious rituals and worship, No other community reveres and
respects the fire arms, as much as the kodavas! The people of other
faiths adore a photo or an idol of a god in their homes, while the
kodavas adore guns in their homes!

Many kodava customs, rituals and traditions ara in-complete without
the display and use of fire arms (Guns). Every year a special festival
called kailpod (worship of arms) is held in the month of September, in
which kodavas perform poojas and worship their guns and swords.
This festival is accompanied by an important event called Thenge
bodi' (shooting down of coconuts placed on a tree top). This is a
sacred shooting event, where all the members of the vakka (family),
including women and children take part with utmost sanctity and
devotion, There are many a customs where they use fire anms-
whenever a male child is born one round of ammunition is fired in the
air; during their house warming ceremony the awner of the newly
built house fires one round in air and enters his newly built house with
agunin his hand, while other family members carry acradle witha
small baby in it at the auspicious hour fixed; when a member of a
family dies two rounds are fired in air to inform the world about the
demise of a person; when the body of a dead person is placed for
public viewing inside the house, the arrival of a close relative of the
deceased to pay his last respecis to the departed soul, is
acknowledged by firing two rounds in airand this ritual continues till
the body of the person is taken to the place of cremation. These
customs of the kodavas revolve around a fire arm, without which, it
will be difficult for them to observe these customs and rituals.

There is a lot of misconception in the minds of many a people both
inside and outside kodagu, aboul this privilege extended to the
kodavas. It is very pertinent to mention here, that in spite of the
freedom enjoyed by the kodavas in the possession and use of arms,
their behavier as citizens has been generally exemplary. The
instances of kodavas resorting to violent acts using their fire arms
during the last cne hundred and fifty years are very negligible. Apart
from using their fire arms for their customary practices, they are also
using them for their safety and protection. As they live in places
characierized by thick forests, hilly terrains and sparse population, a
fire arm is quite essential to safequard their lives and property. Most
of the times they use their fire arms to scare away elephants and
other wild animals which stray into their paddy fields and coffee
plantations. The Wild Life Preservation Act, 1973, has put an end to
hunting, which was an important tradition of the kodava community
for centuries. Thus the question of kodavas misusing their fire arms
doesn't anse at alll In case of any misuse or violation the privilege,




there is always the long amm of law lo penalise the violator of the
privilege. The non-kodavas are not denied the right to possess a fire
arm; they too can possess it, by fulfiling the existing legal
formalities.

The contribution of kedava community lo India's defence forces is
immense! The passion to join the armed forces is very high amongst
the youths of the kodava community. In spite of being such a small
community it has contributed cne Field Marshall, ona General, two
Lieutenant Generals, about twenty Major Generals, two Air
Marshalls, several Brigadiers and thousands of other ranks {o the
Indian Armed forces. Every family has at least two to three members
serving in the armed forces, apar many retired defence personnel.
It is estimated that there about 40,000 ex-service personnel in the
kodava community at present. A good number of kadava defence
personnel have been decorated with highest gallantry awards and
medals for their valour, meritorious service and sacrifices on the
battle field. All these contributions and  achievements of the
kodavas can be mainly atfributed to their rich martial traditions . The
exposure of kodava children to the fire arms through their customs
and traditions at a very tender age could also be a reason for their
passion to join the armed forces in big numbers. It can be construed
from these facts, the special privilege of keeping fire arms without a
license, granted to the kodavas by the British administration, has
done a lot of good for the kodava community in particular the country
ingeneral .

India is multi-religious and multi-cultural society. As a matter of faith
and religion, different 'Objects’ and 'Practices' are sacred and holy
for different pecple of this country from the ancient times. This is
upheld by the constitution by its liberal provisions and
interpretations. These are further endorsed by several judgments
passed by the supreme court of India over the years, Article 25, of
the constituion safeguards the free exercise of religion by all
persons subject to public order, morality and health. Likewise Article
29{1), states, “Any section of citizens residing in the territory of India
or any part thereof having a distinct language, script and culture of its
own shall have the right to conserve the same.” Kodavas with just
over a population of 1.25 lakh, are very much efigible to safeguard
their customs and traditions under the above two provisions of the
constitution. These apart, many areas of law are govemed by
personal laws. These include marriage, divorce, maintenance,
endowments, and succession etc.,, The wearing and carrying of
kirpan is deemed to be included in the profession of Sikh religion. In
the light of these facts, how can the cullural and customary practice
of kodavas possessing a fire arm and worshipping it for centuries
become unconstitutional, imational, factitious and discriminatory all
of a sudden, to some peaple?

Chief Justice H.L.Duttu and Justice Amitava Roy of the Supreme
Court of India, on 28" Seplember, 2015, while rejecting a Public
Interest Litigation (PIL) seeking a ban on animal sacrifice during
refigious festivals India, told the senior advocate appearing before
them, "We can'l be closing our eyes 1o centuries-old tradiions
followed by the people. \We can't examine such things”. The judges
also said, “the court has 1o balance (maintain) harmony in all faiths
and religions. This is a very sensitive matter”. This observation of the
supreme court of India keeps the hopes of the kodavas alive, in

preserving their century old customs and traditions,

Kodavas privilege of possessing fire arms Is nol endangering the life
of anybody nor  hamming the interests of any other group or
community. They are not using their fire arms against the state nor
are involving in any act of terror or violence, either, There are many
motives and hidden agendas to take away this privilege from the
kodavas, who are a very hospitable, law abiding and peace loving
people! Kodavas are a miniature community with their unigue martial
customs and traditions. They are also on the way of extinction!
According to UNESCO committee report, “the kodava language is
going to vanish by the end of this century”. Any attempt to take away
or cancel out the “privilege of possessing fire arms without license”
bestowed to kodavas one hundred and fifty years age by the British
administration, is going to sound a death -knell to the ancient kodava
martial tradition and their identity.

An atmosphere of intolerance and hate towards various minority and
tribal communities have become the fealure of the present Indian
polity. The larger communities troubling and riding over the backs of
the smaller communities have become the order of the day. The
country's cherished principles of freedom, peaceful co-existence
and liberal democratic values are continuously being challenged.
The idea of secularism, the plurality of cultures and lifestyles are all
being contested by a dominant majority. An utter disregard for
history, violation of the spirit of the country and disrespect for the
rights and customs of the smaller communities are going 1o erode
the strang liberal and secular credentials of the constitution of India,
in the long run.

Dr. P.E.Somaiah
Asapciate Prodassor of Politica! Sclence, 5t Joseph's College (Autonomaus),
Lafbagh Roed, Bengalur-560 027, Mob: 9001031852
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HOME CARE
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healthier longer

CARE HOME

Helping your parents and loved anes
stay independent

HOME CARE
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