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ABSTRACT:

The present investigation has been undertaken with a view to explore a

little known Bengali speaking Hindu caste population, the Kapalis of the village Polta,
Swarupnagar Police Station area of North 24 Parganas district, West Bengal. The Kapalis are
an agro based community, and are mostly settled in thevillages of West Bengal. The population
isless studied in the field of anthropology. In 1930s the popul ation was declared as scheduled
caste by the then British Government of Bengal, and in 1935 the Government excluded them
from the schedule list, and now the community has beenincluded in thelist of other backward
classes of West Bengal. Presently the popul ation has been studied from demographic perspective,
with reference to population composition, marital status, fertility and mortality. The result
suggests good community health status.

INTRODUCTION

The Kapali isalittle known, Bengali speaking,
indigenous Hindu caste community, traditionally
cultivators (Rid ey, 1892) by occupation, and widely
distributed in different districts of West Bengal and
different neighbouring States. Census information
from 1872-1931 suggest that the popul ation was al so
distributed in large number in the different districts
of East Bengal, now Bangladesh (Mukherjee et al.,
'96). It is also claimed that the population had
originally resided in Kashmir from wherethey arrived
in Bengal (Mitra,’ 14). 1931 Censusof India, (Porter,
’33) the caste population was considered belonging
tothe depressed class. Government of Bengal (1933)
declared the Kapali as scheduled caste and published
in“The Calcutta Gazette” (19.01.1933, Part-1, page-
44). But a small urban-based elite section of the
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Kapalisgave apresentation (11.02.1933) to thethen
Government of Bengal, with a view to exclude the
name of Kapali castefrom the prior mentioned list of
scheduled castes. But majority of the population
remained ignorant of thesituation. The presentation
was accepted and published in the Cal cutta Gazette
on 03.01.1935. At present they are included in the
list of OBC's (i.e. Other Backward Classes) in West
Bengal. TheKapalisof Poltaal soidentify themsaves
as ‘Vaishya Kapali’, which strengthenstheir Vaishya
Varna affiliation.

O'Malley (' 11), Thompson (' 21), Hunter (1875),
Porter ('31), Mitra(’51), and Bhattacharaya (1896)
have all described the Kapalis, as a caste with the
traditional occupation of weaving. But in the present
fidd dtuation, no tradition of weaving could betraced.
They all claimed themsealves as cultivators. Besides
agriculture, they are also engaged in small business
and service presently. Mostly they are poor and rural
dwellers. W. W. Hunter (1875: 59) in “A Satistical
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account of Bengal, 24 Parganas’, described the
Kapalis as poor. But in the present studied village
economic condition of a section of the Kapalis is
found to be better. Interestingly, not a single family
could be traced, having no agricultural land in the
studied village, though the land size is small, thus
having land justifies their claim of land holding.
Though literacy percentageishigh among thiscaste,
however higher educational attainment isextremely
low.

The spatial distribution of the Kapalis, as
recorded in the Census records of Bengal from 1872
101931, show that the Kapali population isdistributed
in different districts of undivided Bengal, with its
major concentration in ten districts of which twofalls
in the present day West Bengal (i.e. 24 Parganasand
Nadia). Again nineout of ten districtsare located in
southern part of Bengal. In the northern districtsthe
population was numerous. According to 1931 Census
(the last caste based Census) the population was
1,62,601. Thedigrict-wisedigribution of theKapalis
in West Bengal, according to 1931 Census, is
presented bel ow.

Districts Population
24 Parganas 15255
Nadia 6200
Howrah/Hoogly 3306
Burdwan 1020
Birbhum 1
Bankura 1
Jalpaiguri 934
Maldah 97
Murshidabad 12
Darjeeling 35
Coochbihar 99
Midnapore 307
Calcutta 474

The Kapalis are really less known to the
mainstream population of West Bengal. The
population sizeof Kapalisisnot negligible, asevident
from the table, however this caste population has
remained beyond the knowledge of the common
people of West Bengal . In course of the study, some
possible reasons could be assessed for this
unawareness. Information on the caste peopleisleast
available, as compared to many tribal population of

the State. This is because the government and the
academicsare moreinclined towardsthetribal people.
Seriousresearch on this population islacking except
only a few reports. In course of study it is noticed
that the people claim themselves to be much less
known. They are basically rural dweller and mostly
poor cultivators, and thusnaturally lessknown in the
urban areas. Again, political representation from the
caste is aimost absent and employment in the
government servicesisrare. Sofar they could not have
successfully raised their voices against the
government regarding their demands. Only a very
negligiblesection residesin theurban area. It hasbeen
observed that some of them occasionally hide their
actual identity, and identify themselves as‘ kayasthal
or some other caste, particularly those who are
residing in urban areas. On theother hand, themajority
whoarelivinginrural areas, are conservativeenough
to maintain their identity, so that they can enjoy the
benefits of reservation facility.

The purpose of the present study istoreport on a
littleknown rural caste population of avillage of West
Bengal, with specific focus on their (a) the age and
sex composition, (b) fertility, mortality and (c) and
the changesthat aretaking place now.
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Figure 1: Distribution of the Kapali population throughout
Bengal, according to Census of India 1921. (Arrows indicate
mobility of the population, Mukherji et al.,’96)
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METHODSAND MATERIALS

The demographic data were collected from 137
households of the village Polta, under Swarupnagar
Police Station areain North 24 Parganasdistrict, West
Bengal. Household information was collected from
each and every household of thevillage bel onging to
the specified caste. Data were collected personally
using structured schedule, completed to give
information on age, sex, marital status, education,
household members, occupation of thehead and other
elderly members of the household from each
household or from the other elderly members of the
household. Reproductive performance e.g. livebirth,
deceased children, reproductive wastage were
collected from the married females, or from the
husband after subsequent cross-checking. In the
absence of reliablewritten records, age of individual
has been estimated by reference to some important
local events such asmajor droughtsor floods, the date
of Independence of Bangladesh or the age of
individuals from whom age records could be
collected. Where records could not be collected, in
such cases ages were determined by the nearest
approximation.

RESULTS

It appears from the analysis of the age-sex
composition and marital status of the individuals
(Table 1) that the over all preponderance of males
over females (with a sex-ratio of 1.13) in aimost in
all 5 yearly age-groups except three reproductive and
three post-reproductive age-groups. The age structure
shows 28.97 per cent, 56.37 per cent and 14.65 per
cent of the population arein the age-groups0-14 years,
15-49 years, and 50+ yearsrespectively, suggesting a
fertility decline. The population is not a typical
growing population due to low fertility rate during
last five years, in spite of having 94.05 per cent males
aged about 25+ years, and 92.98 per cent femalesaged
20+ years are married, which are conducive to the
high fertility. Thisis due to a greater acceptance of
family planning. Population pyramid reflecting a
transitional pattern in both the sexes. Child-women
ratioistoo low (29.7) in comparison to high fertility
population. It isal so showing an increasing tendency
of fertility in recent years or asudden drop afew years
back. Death of theinfants, resultsin asudden fall in
fertility.

TABLE 1
Total population by age, sex and marital status

Age group UM* UmMm* Married
(years) Male Female Male
0-4 27 22 -
5-9 40 35 -
10-14 33 27 -
15-19 33 11 -
20-24 15 7 10
25-29 14 1 14
30-34 5 - 36
35-39 - - 31
40-44 - - 17
45-49 - - 16
50-54 - - 10
55-59 - - 9
60-64 - - 9
65-69 - - 6
70-74 - - 4
75-79 - - 5
80-84 - - 1
Total 167 103 168

Note: *Unmarried; **Widowed, divorced and separated

Married WDS** WDS** Total Total
Female Male Female Male Female
- - - 27 22

- - - 40 35

- - - 33 27

12 - - 33 23

27 - - 25 34

36 1 - 29 37

28 1 - 42 28

17 - 1 31 18

17 - 1 17 18

6 - 1 16 7

8 - 0 10 8

11 - 3 9 14

2 - 6 9 8

6 - 3 6 9

1 - 5 4 6

- - 2 5 2

- - 2 1 2

171 2 24 337 298
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In both sexes, showing relatively higher
frequency in reproductive age groups, child-women
ratio, child dependency and old age dependency
ratios are respectively 29.7, 46.1 and 13.0 in the
Kapali population. Thisis an indication of better
economic condition aswell as education and health
awareness.

Among those who have completed family size
(i.e 45+ years), 7.18 per cent of ever married females
have never been pregnant, whereasin the age-group
35-44 years, shows no ever married female without
pregnancy, and only one in the age-group of 25-34
years (Table2). But the percentage of never pregnant
women, past the reproductive age (45+ years) ishigh
(14.29%). With the completed family size, mean
number of live birthsis5.18 + 0.36 of ever married
women, showing a continuous decreasing tendency
till date from oldest to youngest age period in
(Table 3).

TABLE 2

Numbers of ever married women never
pregnant and pregnant at least once,

by age period
Age Age Age Age Tota
period period period period
(vears) (years) (years) (years)
<25 2534 3544 45+
Never pregnant 12 1 0 1 14
Pregnant at 95 68 12 6 181
least once
Total 107 69 12 7 195
Never pregnant 11.21 1.45 0 1429 718
(%)
TABLE 3
Live births to ever married women by
age-group

Number of live births
Age period Females Mean + SE SD + SE
(vears)
<25 39 0.97 + 0.13 0.84 £ 0.09
25-34 64 2.01+0.01 0.87 £ 0.08
35-44 36 2.84 £ 0.22 1.34 £0.16
45+ 56 5.18* + 0.36 5.18* + 0.36

Note: * Completed family size

TABLE 4

Number of ever married women, by surviving and
total sib ship size

Number of No. % Number of No. %
surviving live births

children

0 17 8.72 0 15 7.69
1 46 23.60 1 40 2051
2 60 30.77 2 60 30.77
3 23 11.79 3 24 1231
4 18 9.23 4 19 9.74
5 10 5.13 5 1 5.64
6 9 4.61 6 10 5.13
7 7 3.59 7 6 3.08
8 3 154 8 3 154
9 - - 9 2 1.02
10 2 1.02 10 3 155
11 - - 11 1 0.51
12 - - 12 1 0.51
Total 195 100.0 195 100.0
Per female

Mean+SE 258 +0.14 2.87+0.17

Table4 showsminor difference between livehbirth
and surviving children (i.e. 2.87 £ 0.17, and 2.58 +
0.14) indicating a decline in infant (and toddler)
mortality. Again a decreasing tendency of live birth
and minor differencewith surviving children both are
possible effects of increase in the level of education
and economic status.
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TABLES

Live births during each 5 yearly age periods to married
women living in wedlock by present age

Present age of married women (in years)
<25 25-34 3544 45+ All ages

Total fertility rate of the community (Table5) is
low (2.85) supports, thefindingsof Mukherjeeetal.’s
(' 96) analysisof theaverage growth of the population
during 1872-1931, which was much lessthan that of
Bengal population. Age specific fertility among the

Number of women 26 62 35 33 156 four 10 year’s cohorts showing decline in fertility
Age-groups pattern with age occurring in different age periods.
(in years) Age specific fertility of married females of all ages
<19 077 058 0.71 118 0.77 reaches its peak in the age period 20-24 years and
20-24 069 115 129 173 122 thendeclining rapidly (Fig. 2) and it reachesinto zero
25-29 - 032 o074 133 o058 intheageperiod45+ years.
30-34 - - 017 076 0.19 Table 6 shows, the highest infant (i.e. <1 year)
35-39 - - - 033 0.07 mortality rateis 6.55 and toddler mortality rate (i.e.
40-44 _ _ — 003 001 l-4years)7.59, occurring amongthe children of the
45+ _ _ _ _ _ mothersaged 45+ years. Infant and toddler mortality
Total fertility 5364 2853 rateboth arelow and almost equal (5.18 and 5.36)
rate among the children of the married femalesof al the
age periods.
TABLE 6
Number of live birth and child mortality of married women in the present age

Age period Number of Total number Number of Number of Mortality Mortality
of married married of live deceased deceased rate rate
women women births children children (infant) (toddler)
(in years) (<1 year) (1-4 years)
<25 26 38 1 - 2.63 -
25-34 62 127 4 3 3.15 2.36
35-44 35 105 5 5 476 476
45+ 33 290 19 22 6.55 7.59
All ages 156 560 29 30 5.18 5.36

DISCUSSION (Table 5 and Table 6) from the study, which is an

No study on thiscommunity has been undertaken
except on ethnohistory (Mukherji et al.,’96) and
patterns of marriage (Sarkar and Mukherjee, 2010).
All thehousehold headsarecultivating their own land
(holding small quantity of land) and a remarkable
number of people arealso engaged in service, business
etc. as subsidiary occupation, suggesting their better
economic condition, and literacy percentageis also
high (84.09%), and are showing (Table 5) the total
fertility rate as 2.85, while the infant and toddler
mortality rates (Table 6) are 5.18 and 5.36
respectively. Thelow mortality rateisindicating good
community health status. Continuous decline in
fertility and infant mortality are also revealed

impact of education, health awareness, higher age at
marriage (i.e. 7.01% married female are in the age
group 15-19 years) and wide acceptance of family
planning practices.

Comparative(Table 7) sudy between thegeneral
peopleof India (2010 estimates) and the Kapalisalso
reveal good community health status. Extensive
studies on the population are needed for a better
understanding of the demographic features of the
Kapali population.

CONCLUSIONS

The demographic data suggest a tendency to
lower fertility and mortality in the popul ation, which
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TABLE 7

Demographic features between the general population of
India and the Kapalis

Criteria India* Kapali
(2010 egtimates) (Present study)
Age gructure 0-14 yr.= 30.5% 28.98%
14-64 yr.= 64.3% 65.51%
65 yr. and above = 5.2% 5.51%
Birth rate 21.34/1000 28.7/1000
Desath rate 7.53/1000 5.33/1000
Literacy 71.7% (age 7 yr. 100% (age above
and above) 4yr.)
Sex-ratio m/f = 1.12 123
(at birth)
1.07 (15-64 yr.) 113
Infant mortality 49.13/1000 LB 26.3
rate
Total fertility 2.65 26.3
rate Child born/woman 2.85

*Source: India Demographics Profile, 2010.

adopts family planning and takes on the available
occupations with a high literacy percent. The
Population maintainsits separateidentity in thearea
close to the border of Bangladesh in the North 24
pargana district of West Bengal and shows a
progressive trend of economic devel opment.
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