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Abstract: The present study relates to a landless group of people the Gujjars, who move along with their 

cattle and their livelihood from one place to another in search of fodder for their animals. Some of the 

communities of the Himalayan region have maintained their tradition and are still practicing migratory 

livestock rearing and the most important community is the Gujjar tribe. The pastoral forms are still practiced 

by the Gujjar of Uttarakhand & adjoining regions. The research paper explores the ethnohistorical 

significance of the Gujjars, examining their origins, cultural practices and documenting the material culture 

of past and present also examining their traditional lifestyles and the challenges they face in modern times. 

The study also considers the impact of socio-economic changes on the community and their adaptation to 

these changes. 
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Introduction :  

Gujjars, historically pastoral and nomadic people, are an Indo-Aryan group traditionally associated with 

pastoralism and agriculture and one of the important tribes in the Indian subcontinent they are spread over 

twelve states of India and are found in all the four provinces of Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran also. In India, 

significant populations reside in the states of Jammu and Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, Rajasthan, Haryana, 

Uttar Pradesh, and Uttarakhand. Migration from one particular place to another may be necessitated due to 

various factors, such as pastures for animals, availability of additional land and other administrative 

restrictions. In Uttarakhand, the Gujjar community is primarily found in the Balawala, Thano, Lachhiwala, 

and the outskirts of Rajaji National Park of Dehradun district, rural and semi-rural areas of the city, 

Gandikhata and along the Ganga river plains of Haridwar district, plains and foothills areas like Haldwani 

and Ramnagar of Nainital district, Terai region of Kashipur, Rudrapur, and Sitarganj Terai region of Udham 

Singh Nagar district, hilly and forested areas of Pauri and Tehri Garhwal districts. 

Historical Background of Gujjars :  

The word Gujjar is derived from two Sanskrit words: "Gur," meaning enemy, and "Jar," meaning destroyer, 

which collectively translates to "destroyer of the enemy" (Sanskrit dictionary "Shakabada" p.1181). 

According to the tribal research and cultural foundation of Jammu and Kashmir, the word "Gujjar" 

originates from the Central Asian Turkic language. The origins of the Gujjars are subject to scholarly debate, 

with various theories proposing Central Asian or indigenous Indian roots. It is hypothesized that the Gujjars 

migrated into the Indian subcontinent around the 5th to 6th centuries CE, potentially as part of larger 

migratory movements involving various tribes and ethnic groups. Subsequently, they established settlements 
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in different regions of northern India, including Uttarakhand and Uttar Pradesh. The migration and 

settlement patterns of the Gujjars were influenced by multiple factors, including climatic changes, socio-

political dynamics, and economic opportunities. In Uttarakhand, the Gujjars are known as "Van Gujjar" and 

established themselves in the Himalayan foothills, while in Uttar Pradesh, they settled in the Gangetic 

plains. These regions provided suitable conditions for their pastoral and agricultural activities. 

 Historical records, including medieval texts and inscriptions, provide evidence of the Gujjar's 

presence in northern India. The Gujjars are frequently associated with the Gurjara-Pratihara dynasty, which 

ruled parts of northern India from the 8th to 11th centuries. This dynasty is believed to have contributed to 

the propagation of Hinduism and the construction of numerous temples and other cultural monuments 

(Puri,1957). Multiple inscriptions of their neighbouring dynasties describe the Pratiharas as "Gurjara" 

(Puri,1957,p. 9-13). However, Sharma asserts, "The rulers of this dynasty used the self-designation 

"Pratihara" for their clan, and never referred to themselves as Gurjaras" (Sharma 2006, p. 188.). The first 

reference to a distinct Gujjar Kingdom appears around the fifth century A.D. There is mention of a Gujjar 

Kingdom in Rajasthan with Bhilmal as the capital (Brandon,2012). According to Lalla, "Before their arrival 

in the subcontinent, they were the inhabitants of Georgia (Gurjia), a territory situated between the Black Sea 

and the Caspian Sea in the Soviet Union. They left that area and migrated through central Asia, Iraq, Iran 

and Afghanistan, crossed the Khyber Pass and entered the subcontinent of India. In the subcontinent, making 

a southward march through Baluchistan they reach Gujrat through the plains of Indus, where from they 

entered the green pastures of the Saiwaliks and the Himalayas" (Lalla,1953,p.25). Having their place of 

origin as Georgia and moving towards the subcontinent of India, they named several settlements after their 

name, e.g., Gujar (Central Asia), Juzrs (Gurjara), Gunjrabad, Gujru, Gujristan, Gujarkhan, Gujranwala in 

Iran, Afghanistan, Turkmenia and Pakistan. (Husain,1985, p83). Some social anthropologists posit that 

Gujjars likely derived their name from the Sanskrit word, Gurjara—the original name of Gujarat. V.A. Smith 

in "Early History of India" connects their origins to the White Huns, who arrived in India as nomadic groups 

around 465 AD (Smith,1914). 

However, others, including Cunningham, posit that the Gujjars are descendants of the Kusham and Yachi 

Tribes, which are considered tribes of the Eastern Tartars (USSR) (Cunningham,1970). Archaeological 

evidence suggests that there was a period of aridity in the 6th and 7th centuries in Rajasthan, which led to 

the migration of people. These individuals (Gujjars), along with their cattle, entered the verdant hilly tracts 

of the Siwaliks and sub-Himalayas (Asopa 1976,p11). 

 The Van Gujjars of Uttarakhand and the adjoining area of UP are semi-nomadic and believe that their 

forefathers migrated from Gujarat, Rajputana (Rajasthan), Jammu and Kashmir, indicating a common place 

of origin. The Gujjar community has distinct cultural and linguistic identities. They are characterized by tall 

Jewish statures. Their attire resembles that of the Pushto people in Pakistan. Shashi argues, "They were 

Hindus at the time they were first noticed in the subcontinent and later on embraced Islam" 

(Shashi,1979,p20). Hindu Gurjars are predominantly found in Rajasthan, Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, and 

Maharashtra, while Muslim Gujjars are primarily located in Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Indian Himalayan 
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districts, such as Jammu and Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, and the Garhwal and Kumaon divisions of 

Uttarakhand. 

Livelihood : : 

Pastoralism is a central aspect of Van Gujjar culture in Uttarakhand, where they practice transhumances. 

This seasonal migration involves moving livestock between winter pastures in the lowlands and summer 

pastures in the high-altitude meadows known as 'Bugyal,’ although their numbers are diminishing. The 

production of dairy products, including milk, ghee, butter, and yogurt, is a vital component of the Gujjars' 

economy and cultural identity. These products are integral to the Gujjar diet and culture and are often 

produced using traditional methods transmitted through generations. A traditional churn, known as 'Radi' or 

'Madhni' or 'Makhni' or 'Bilona,’ is used for churning yogurt to make butter and buttermilk. It typically 

consists of a long wooden stick with paddles at one end, rotated manually or with the assistance of a rope 

(Fig-5). While many Gujjars in the adjoining area of Uttar Pradesh have adopted settled agriculture, dairy 

farming remains an essential component of their livelihoods. 

 Van Gujjars are tribes who adhere strictly to traditional customs. They continue to practice early 

marriage. They have developed a distinct culture adapted to the local environment. However, in recent years, 

tribal indigenous culture has changed due to industrialization, urbanization, and other factors. The 

community has been granted Scheduled Tribe (ST) status in Jammu, Kashmir, and Himachal Pradesh, but in 

Uttarakhand and Uttar Pradesh, they are still classified as Other Backward Classes (OBC). Tribal 

communities have historically segregated and isolated sections of society, with lifestyles, cultural practices, 

and traditions that differ significantly from those of other social groups. 

Residential Unit :  

The temporary shelters utilized by the Gujjar community in Uttarakhand, commonly referred to as "Kothas" 

or "Dera", are rudimentary, portable structures designed to accommodate their nomadic lifestyle and the 

environmental conditions of the region. In the foothills and Gangetic plains, Gujjars construct their 

dwellings using local wood, bamboo, thatch, and grass or mats woven from natural fibers. All materials are 

sourced from nearby forests and employed for the primary structural framework of the Kothas. Wood 

provides a robust structure that can support the additional materials. It is selected for its durability, 

workability, and availability. Additionally, it is relatively lightweight, which is crucial for structures that may 

require dismantling and transportation. Bamboo is utilized alongside wood for supplementary structural 

support. It is frequently employed in the framework, walls and occasionally in roofing. Bamboo is strong, 

flexible, and lightweight, rendering it suitable for temporary structures (Fig-1). The roofs are typically 

sloped and sometimes covered with plastic sheeting for enhanced waterproofing. In some instances, mud or 

clay may be applied to plaster walls or seal gaps, providing additional insulation and structural integrity. In 

addition to the residential structure, Gujjars construct a separate kitchen in which one or two earthen stoves 

and niches are created to store utensils (Fig-2). There may also be separate enclosures or adjacent areas for 

livestock, particularly young animals or those requiring special care (Fig-3). Furthermore, a thatched 

platform for drying grains and sitting is constructed. On one side of this platform, there is a trough made of 
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earth and stone which is used to provide water to the animals (Fig-4). The Gujjar women apply plaster to the 

floors of the rooms and the courtyard using a paste prepared from a mixture of cow dung and clay. 

Challenges :  

 The Gujjar population in India faces numerous challenges. One of the primary issues pertains to land 

rights. Transhumance, a prevalent practice among Gujjars, has emerged as a significant factor contributing to 

illiteracy among those seeking formal education for their children. Access to economic opportunities, 

healthcare, and education remains limited for many Gujjar communities. Despite the implementation of 

various governmental policies and non-governmental initiatives to address these issues, challenges persist. 

In Uttarakhand, conflicts concerning grazing rights in protected forest areas have been a significant source 

of contention, leading to tensions with forest authorities and other local communities. 

Gujjars are encountering difficulties in preserving their cultural heritage due to modernization and 

socioeconomic changes. Presently, the migration of the younger generation in pursuit of opportunities in 

urban areas has resulted in a shift away from traditional animal husbandry and agricultural practices. This 

transition poses a potential threat to the continuity of Gujjar cultural practices and traditional knowledge. 

Conclusion : 

The Gujjars in Uttarakhand are hypothesized to have migrated from the plains of North India and other 

regions over several centuries. The migration of Gujjars into Uttarakhand is influenced by their traditional 

pastoral lifestyle, which involves transhumance in search of optimal grazing lands for their livestock. Over 

time, numerous Gujjars established settlements in the hilly and forested areas of Uttarakhand, where they 

continue to maintain their pastoral traditions while also integrating into the local economies and 

communities. The Gujjars of Uttarakhand and Uttar Pradesh constitute a diverse community with a rich 

ethno-historical heritage. Their traditional practices, particularly in pastoralism, have contributed 

significantly to the regional economies. The materials and techniques utilized by the Gujjars of Uttarakhand 

in constructing their temporary dwellings reflect their profound connection to the land and their pastoral 

lifestyle. The utilization of locally sourced, lightweight, and easily replaceable materials ensures that these 

shelters are practical and economical. These construction practices demonstrate a synthesis of traditional 

knowledge and adaptive strategies, enabling the Gujjars to sustain their nomadic way of life while 

responding to changing environmental and socio-economic conditions. Despite facing challenges related to 

land rights, education, and healthcare, the Gujjars continue to play an integral role in the socio-cultural 

fabric of these states. However, the community faces numerous challenges in contemporary India, 

necessitating targeted policies and interventions to ensure their socio-economic development and cultural 

preservation. 
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Fig-1 : Houses of Gujjar 

 

 

Fig-2 : Leaving Room & Kitchen 

 

 

Fig-3 : Cattel Shelter 
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Fig-4 : Thatched platform with trough (Naad) 

 

 

Fig-5 : Traditional Churn 


