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ABSTRACT

Central to the project of comprehensive reform of matriliny in
early twentieth century Malabar was the affirmation of the conjugal
bond as the principal property/material relation between men and women
and parents (fathers) and children. In contrast to forms of property
relations facilitated by matriliny, this constituted a demand for centering
property relations arising from marriage. This paper attempts to capture
the processes of reform that established, i.e., gave legal and social frame
and detail to husbands and fathers among the matrilineal Hindys in
early twentieth century Malabar. 1t is argued that the father as a distinct
masculine identity was premised on the reconstitution of norms of female
sexuality and male conjugal responsibility, within a framework of closely
wrought patriarchal marriage. Female sexuality, including women’s
mobility, was re-wrought so that women could ‘properly’ be wives,
relationship with men, that would be marked by the exch
dependence (the underside being obedience) and pPro
Redefinition of sexuality was crucial to the production of women’s
‘moral’ commitment to the conjugal family, going far beyond sexual
restraint to being a disciplining social force. However, this was algq part
of a larger project of defining normative masculinity — making ‘men’
out to matrilineal wastrels. Men as husbands and fathers were imagined
as everything the karanavan (the much maligned oldest male member
and executor of property in a matrilineal famjly interpreted by the civil
courts as its head) was not. If the karanavan wag arraigned as distant,
dictatortal ang negligent of the interests of the taravad, the father was
sketched g accessible, naturally inclined and enterprising in the interests
of his wife and children. '

ina
ange of
tection.
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law,

N. Sankara Marar, the late subdivisional sherishtadar,
Tellichery, was once invited to a kalyanam [marriage] by
a high official. .. All being seated, the host, on the entrance
of an old man, an invited guest, got up and with much
reverence introduced him to the sherishradar as his father.
The visitor passed into the interior apartments and in a
few minutes another old guest made his appearance. The
same ceremony was gone through by the host who again
introduced the newcomer as his father. Sankara Marar
tried to control his tongue, but could not, and on resuming
his seat said: “Please Mr... excuse me if I do not get up

when another of your father comes”.

M. Othena Menon!

The Madras Marumakkatayam Act, 1933 opened the floodgates

. : trilineat
for the partition and material disintegration of the taravad {ma

Remarks on C. Karunakara Menon's Observations On.th? Mn]il;?;dh’:;:olssg
Bill, (cited in K.N. Panikkar, 1998: 189). Such ‘stories’ cireulaie? "HRE S
newspapers and other means in the late nineteenth c.:ern.ul’y"\:"e <uch that no
convey the fragility and whimsical cha_racrcr of Nau-. marrag ctorics as the
Nair could know his ‘father’. Early Nair reformers cited lhcls;i bs aside, the
raison d'etre for reform of marriage (Kodoth, 2001: 370). a:vas dispersed
narrative cited above reaches out to a notion of f‘mher‘hoc_nd ll‘fa; sical kinship.
over a gencration and not posited entircly or necessarily in bio ?genlh century
It was precisely this that came into ridicule from the mid nine



joint family} in Malabar, a district of the erstwhile Madras Presidency
and one of three administrative units that went to constitute the state of
Kerala.? In the melee of partition that followed, it was nearly forgotten
that the legislation also resolved the question of marriace, which had
been the cause of so much heartburn among Nair male re}ormers in the
late nineteenth century. The British Indian civil courts had interpreted
sambandham (the customary form of marriage) ag constituting not
marriage but promiscuocus intercourse. The Act of 1933 legalized all
existing sambandhams, constituting husbands and fathers as well

. . as
conjugal and paternal relations among the matrilineal ‘Hindus’

order to ask the questions, how and why were husbands and fathei:
brought into being (or more correctly reconstituted) among the
matrilineal ‘Hindus’ at this particular historical moment, it would be
necessary to characterize the manner of their prior absence — discursive
and otherwise. This is one of tasks that this paper will take up. Very
briefly. however, flowing from the legal position on sambandham
husbands and fathers were non entities — they could claim no ri ghts and;
had no responsibilities vis a vis women as wives and towards their

children. As social and cultural practices go, 4 nation of legitimacy i.e.,

9nwards when matrilineal sensibilities regarding sexyality and fami
fncreasingly exposed 1o a colonial institutional framework. As 1 me were
in this paper dispersal of fatherhood did not imply the denial of bio] argue
kinship with a father or affective ties based on such kinship. Anthro Olog{(:‘al
work dwells on the ways in which biological fatherhood was incICcIZA ogu.f]
to be affirmed prominently in physical resemblance forming the brso.ug n
affective and material tes (see Gough, 1961, Raman Unni. 1987) wis of

Kerala was formed in 1956 roughl
o ghly out of the district of Malabar ;
British residencies of Cochin and Travancare., ne ar and the

of legitimate cohubitation between men and women or of ‘fathering’
were far from unknown in matrilineal Kerala and were affirmed through
several ritual and material transactions. Nevertheless, sambandiram did
not always or necessarily establish a property connection between father
and children or husband and wife, the principal property connection
being between mother and children, and divorce was fairly easy,
conditions that flouted the requirements of marriage as understood by

the British Indian civil courts.

Central to the project of comprehensive reform of matriliny was
the affirmation of the conjugal bond as the principal property/material
relation between men and women and parents (fathers) and children. In
contrast to forms of property relations facilitated by matriliny, this
constituted a demand for centering property relations arising from
marriage. The legitimacy staked for patrilineal descent of property was
on the grounds of ‘nature’, by resisting which, it was pointed out,
matrilineal families found themselves in acute conflict. A position
championed by reform sections in south Malabar even in the late

nineteenth century, it gained even partial endorsement in north Malabar

only in the third decade of the twentieth century. This paper attermpts to

capture the processes of reform that established, i.e., gave legal and

social frame and detail 1o husbands and fathers among the matrilineal
Hindus in early twentieth century Malabar. T will argue that the father as
a distinct masculine identity was premised on the reconstitution of norms

of female sexuality and male conjugal responsibility, within a framework

of closely wrought patriarchal marriage. Female sexuality. including

women’s mobility, was re-wrought so that women could ‘properly’ be

wives, in a relationship with men, that would be marked by the exchange

of dependence (the underside being obedience) and protection.

Redefinition of sexuality was also crucial to the production of women’s

‘moral’ commitment to the conjugal family, going far beyond sexual



restrai i isciplini i
aint to being a disciplining social force.* In contrast reformers were

to underscore the need for conjugal responsibility of men in the material
L] 2

realm —as providers and protectors of property.

Reform at the local level targeted those rituals and customs that

were seen as celebrating female sexuality and shaped others that coded
C

marriage in terms of emerging norms of male protection and female

domesticity. Male social reformers then delivered at the doorstep of
of the

Madras Marumakkatayam Act, a ‘husband’ and ‘father’ who would
d u

replace the patrilineally inscribed karanavan (oldest male member and
ran

executor of property in a raravad interpreted by the civil courts a head
as hea

of family) of colonial law. However, this was alsq part of a larger pro;
of defining normative masculinity — making ‘men® out to :Mt:l‘ Ject
wastrels. Men as husbands and fathers were imagined as everylhinme:[
karanavan was not. If the karanavan was arraigned as diStant,diCtai:- i
and negligent of the interests of the taravad, the father was Sketchedm
accessible, naturally inclined and enterprising in the interests of hf'ts
wife and children. And yet male conjugal responsibility had tg bl:
guaranteed by the force of law; "natural® instinct too it would seem

required the force of contractual security!

In order to grasp the fashioning of husbands and fathers at the
local level, T will use the instance of the Uttara Kerala Nair Samajam, the
single largest and most influential of caste-reform organizations am’o,-,o
the Nairs in Malabar. The paper is in six sections. Section two wirl

attempt to draw out the assumptions shared by the colonial
in

3 . . .
Lf wojm;n s dependence on men for material sustcnance was one facet of the
donlusuclccom‘)my. analysts of writing and debate in the public sphere

uring this period suggests that women were 1o be its ‘moral’ Pl‘o;*[i’d iy
: ers,

harmonising tt
e ccanomy throug - - .
& Y gh the exercise of their ‘natural’ skills for

caring and disciptine (Devika. 2002),

administration and by mid twentieth century anthropological work an
Kerala that husbands and fathers could be constituted only in material-
legal terms, which underpinned their interpretation of sambandham as
concubinage. Section three considers the importance of land relations,
caste and regional identity in shaping clear distinctions in fatherhood
among matrilineal groups in north Malabar, central Kerala and southern
Travancore. Section four analyses the efforts to reconstitute husbands
and fathers at the local level in north Malabarin the mode of responsible
providers and protectors of women and children, underpinned by
women’s ‘sexual self discipline’. Section five attempts to draw out the
norms of masculinity and femininity incumbent in legislative discussions
and in the provisions of the law. The conclusion gestures at the

constraints that emerge from naturalising conjugality and fatherhood.

Erasing ‘Husbands’ and ‘Fathers’: Unraveling the Discursive
Constitution of Illegitimacy

The colonial administration in Malabar, prominently the civil
courts, refused to recognize sambandham, the customary institution
that sanctioned sexual relations between men and women following
marumakkatayam, as a legally valid relationship i.e., as constituting
marriage. There were at least two grounds for this. 1. It was pointed out
in the civil courts that sambandham failed to constitute the necessary
smarital’ property relation i.e., “‘it founds upon it no rights of property or
inheritance” (Koraga v the Queen, Indian Law Reports, (Madras Series)
Vol 4, 1882: 374). 2. The ease with which sambandham could be
dissalved was seen as flouting the ‘restraint’ that was necessary o

constitute marriage. sambandham failed to create a binding relationship

between men and women as it “appears to do no more than create a

casual relation which the woman may terminate at her pleasure” (Moore,
1905: 82) and when women lived with their husbands, “there is no

doubt that they do so of their free will, and they may at any time rejoin
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their own families” (Subba Hegadi v Tongu, Madras Hij gh Court Reports
Vol 4, 1868: 196). 1t is not difficult to see that these readings grew out
=

of the failure of husbands to acquire property in women as wives and t
c O

access women through such material ties. Notably, unlike in patrilineal
£

societies, where, upon marriage, women were transferred to the property/
kin grou i ] ; S .

group of their husbands, involving a change in residence and identity

Al

in the ¢ase of the matrilineal groups in Kerala, spouses retained thei
A 1T

affiliation to their natal property/kin groups. Children of such uni
ons

‘belonged’ to their mother’s raravad.* The notion of marriage deployed
‘ oye
by the colonial administration was i
remis :
. I sed on the exchange of
protection and dependence between men and women as husband d
§ an

_—_— .
wives.” Inthe legal discourse, however, the karanavan was vested with
i

guardianship of all members of the taravad, which included ‘married’
women and their children (as well as taravad property) (Kodoth, 20072-
37-39). Taken together, the grounds for refysal of legal sanction fo;—
sambandham gesture towards the failure to accord primacy to husbands

and fathers, where the legal was defined entirely in material terms Th
- The

4 While the judgemeuts that | have cited are from Malabar, much

legal impression prevailed about sambeandhan, ig '[:r;;van'corc andlg‘ b
;sc[\:’cll. Though in Travancore a jUdgl?lent in 1904 held that .mmbm-:;hm

cen a Nair woman and Nambudiri was 4 valid union accord; o
custom, evidently this was not establisheq beyond doubt {Sarad e t.o
1999, 85-91, See also Padmanabha Mengn, 1984: 282. l‘;Og-mo'm'
S;::Tmem of Cochin, 1915). The Travancore Nayar Regulation, I‘Jm'
3 ormal recognition to sambandham g marriage. In Cochin‘ 105;212;

sanction was provi canb -
1920. provided 10 sambandhan under the Cochin Nayar Regulatian,

Ehis undcrslupding of marriage as a contraciual re|
Auropez_m social contract theories of the seventeent
mzco_rdmg to these theories women not only gyl
Ho::;gc{; fﬁ:lfgﬁi;:c& despite "":lfr lack of individual status in civil society.
even in the :incle;lh":::;tu on different terms from men. Political theorists
Mill, haqg pointed out ihaiutrl)],isn;:ml')ly William Thompson and Joho Stuart

euon of marriage conformed more 1o a

'StAtUS’ thaw to a free contr i
155.57) ree contract (For a discussion see Pateman, 1989:

ation was Wwritlen intog the
h and eightecoth centyurics
d but should enter intg the

1!

interpretation also implied that affective ties offas husbands and fathers

had to be grounded in ties of material exchange in order ta have a legal

dimension and a formal exisience.

It is instructive that anthropologists in the mid twentieth century
struggled with similar difficulties regarding "Nair marriage’ and Kathleen
Gough's work, particularly, is shaped in and through this struggle (1952,
1955, 1959, 1965). Gough’s (1959: 23) description of Nair marriage is
from the central Kerala cxperience and the failure to underscore this
factor adequately gave rise to misconceptions of a singular Nair
experience.® Marriage among the Nairs has been discussed extensively
in terms of two customs, the tali kerru kalyanam and sambandham.
These marriage-related institutions and procedures documented by
Gough are borne out, subject to differences in detait, by other accounts
of the nineteenth and twentieth century.” Hence, it is possible to infer

that the colonial administration, a section of Nair social reformers of the

G Gough's own carlier work (1952, 1955) though it referred to the central

Kerala context a) did not underscore differences in caste and matriliny

according to region and b} lent itself rather easily
generalized form of Nair sambandfiam did net corresp
Fler paper on marriage is a clarification of Leach’s impression that she wrote
of the Nairs in gencral that they had no form of marriage (1959: 23).
Gough emphasizes the significance of regional differences in marriage with
detail from each region. when Prince Peter too represents her discussion of
central Kerala as of the Nairs generally (1965: 8).

to the inference that a
ond to marriage,

7 FFor a detailed description and analysis of the most important of these rites

the tali ketere kalvanam, sce Gough, {1955} Fuller (1976: 101-115) provides
an analysis of existing accounts of the rite. There are scveral accounts of
this rite recorded in turn of the century compilations and later writing
(Thurston and Rangachari, 1984: 315-26, Government of Madras, Vol 1L,
Appendix 111 & 1V, Faweett, 1991, Alya, 1980: 352-56, Pndnmnab_ha Menon,
1984). My own recent fictd work in a village in Kannur district and
information about the rite in Kasargod points to differences in lem.unol’og

and detail, The term used to denote this rite varied across the region. Talf
kettu kalyanam was generally used in south Malabar. In paris of north
Malabar it was referred to as kalyana mangalam and in Kasargod taluk as

pandal mangalam.
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late nineteenth and early twentieth century as well as mid twentieth
century anthropologists were addressing a range of institutions extant
[=

or remembered in the nineteenth century.

Revising substantially her own earljer position that amone the
I

Nairs in central Kerala marriage was the slenderest of ttes and a social
concept of fatherhood scarcely existed, Gough argues that sambandham
was matriage for two sets of reasons. sambandham was regulated by the
rules of caste and kinship and the concept of legally established paternity
was of fundamental significance in establishing a child as a member of
its mother’s faravad. “[Allthough the elementary family of one father
one mother and their children was not institutionalized as a ]eoal’
residential, or economic unit and although individual men hadbnc;

significant rights in their particular wives or children, the Nayars did
L) [4 dTrs 1

) - and gave
ritual and legal recognition to both” (Gough 1959. 30). She makes thj
: ) S this

institutionalize the concepts of marriage and of paternity

assertion on the basis of interpretation of the 1ali kettu kai yanam and
sambandham. The tali kettu kalyanam was a pre pubertal rite that ordaine
girls ritually with the social-markers of maturity.s Asg Gough points oyt
the significance of the rite is apparent in a number of factors. If g girl
attained puberty before the rite she and her raravad could be
excommunicated. The rite was very elaborate and hugely expensive
involving three days of ritual and feasting for a large gathering of people‘
Besides, the tali could be tied only by appropriate men i.c., from fﬂmilies.
customarily authorized to do so, representatives of linked lineages, of
higher caste men such as Nambudiris and the norm differed accor ding to

region (Ibid, Aiya IL, 1989: 353). The point of significance for Gough is

8 “Tali ketti amma ayi” or invested with a i, 3 woman attained maturi
o Vi : u
wenl a popular saying (Geugh, 1955: 50y, Th, ite initiated f‘)]_m'lr;il;l)(y,
€

between girls close to pubert
airls 3 y and the older e of
( thid: 55). male members of the tqrgpad

13

that the act of tying a rali invested the man with a position as the rituai
husband of the girl. Yet. while it entailed at least in some instances that
4 woman had to observe pollution on the death of her ritual husband, he
did not gain sexual or other material claims over her. On the other hand,
sexual relations were established through sambandham, which could
be entered into only after the rali rite. And while women were entitled to
have sambandhan with men of appropriate caste and rank, the fali tier
was merely one among their the possible suitors. It is significant that the
framework of sambandham sanctioned plural unions and Gough accords
legal validity to sambandharm on account of a feature that accommodated
polyandry. When a woman was pregnant a man of appropriate caste had
to claim paternity by paying the expenses of delivery. Failure to do so
was taken to imply that the woman had breached the rules of caste by
arousing suspicion of sexual relations with a [ower caste man. Hence
the legitimacy of a child, i.e., her status as a member of her lineage and
caste hinged on the claim of paternity by a sambandhan partner, which
however did not necessarily imply biological paternity (Gough, 1959:
30).

Gough seeks to isolate marriage wherein the rules of a relationship
between a woman and one or more persons accord legitimacy to children
born within its framework (Ibid: 32).° A definition of marriage in terms
of the legitimacy of children obscures the confinement of claims of
legitimacy to marriage i.e., that only marriage could confer legitimacy.

And in so far as legitimacy is constituted as in the legal discourse. it

9 Gough (1959: 23} takes issue with E. R. Leach for atte

mpting to work with

an open definition of marriage. Leach was critical of efforts fc define
martiage in terms of potential legal paternity (legitimate offspring) as a
universal criterion’ of marriage, which he noted would go t¢ exclude the
. Nair casc.  Agreeing wilh Leach, Fuller (1976: 104) poinls out that “what
is embodied in the institution called by us ‘marriage’ or by others by a term
translated as ‘marriage’ is not identical in all ¢ultures.”
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merely endorses the marriage of the two concepts to stake universal
claims. Gough's definition here produces women as the ground of
marriage, upon which the procedures of legitimation were traced, whether
through control over sexuality, validation of paternity or ritual
connections. In contrast men, as potential partners, are mobilized on
very different terms. Notably, paternity so clearly linked with legitimacy,
18 associated with the regulation of material claims. In contrast, affective
claims are seen at best as bounded by and necessarily deriving from
material claims, which constitutes the legal and the very notion of ‘rights’.
In distinct likeness then to the colonial legal discourse, Gough too
constitutes legal claims or *rights’ entirely in material or property terms.
Taking this forward, it is possible to see that motherhood was understood
quite differently, as primordial and/or prior to the legal, with the affective
taking precedence over material/legal rights. By extension material

ties, of authority and property, emerging from motherhood are allowed

‘informal’ rather than legal existence. ¢

The legal and anthropological discourses on matriliny curtailed,
excluded and/or erased conjugality and fathering by defining these
institutions in entirely material-legal terms. Precisely this discursive
obliteration of fathers and husbands provided the terms for their
reconstitution — the contours of normative masculinity — in legal and

social reform in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.

10 Under matriliny as interpreted by calonial jurisis ynd judges, though lineage
and inheritance were traced through women/mathers, authority over propesty
and people descended through matrilineally retated men. For a discussion
of the cofonial discourse on matrilincal Propenty relutions see Kodoth (2002)
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Legitimacy and Difference: Land, Caste and Region in Shaping Male
Identities

ictions i iter: ts aris

Most of the seeming contradictions in the literary accounts arse,
. N

I think, because the Nair had different forms of marriage in

ditferent regions and periods. {Gough: 1965:8-11)

The ‘ideal type’ of matriliny, so ubiquitous in the literature, was
distinct to the Nairs of central Kerala (south Malabar, Cochin and north
Travancore). Notably, it was characterized by non fraternal polyandry,
i.e., plural sexual unions between men and women regulated by caste
rules and taravad interests, the ‘visiting husband’ phenomenon and
women’s virtually uninterrupted residence in their nala?l taravad,
However, ‘Nair matriliny’ and the position of the Nairs in the land
hierarchy were regionally distinct and historically contingent. Caste
and territory intersected to define distinctions among north Ma[ab-ar,
central Kerala and southern Travancore. The regional characn‘ar of Nzu.rs
was evident in the fine distinctions that they maintained, pa'mcularly in
marriage restrictions {Padmanabha Menon, 1984: 13, Gopinath, 1994:
367, Kodoth, 2002: 16). Attentive to their regional character,
Padmanabha Menon (1984: 13) writes, “{c]lass for class. Nayars of
different localities will not associate together. Thus Nayars of ?‘ravancore
or Cochin or South Malabar will not be permitted to mess or Intermarry
with the corresponding class of Nayars of North Malabar \‘vho always
pretend to be of higher caste than the others. Their brethren tn the sc?uth
never fail to return the compliment.” Within this framework, \.vcll into
the nineteenth century, norms identifying women closely with caste

¢ ain conventional
and territory were rigidly observed. “There are certain ¢on é

Those of
limits beyond which Nayar women are not allowed to 8O-

§ i i < I‘i
north Malabar are prohibited from crossing the Perumpula

South
the north and the Korappula river towards the south. Those of

ver towards

ilon in Tr: n pain of
Malabar and Cochin cannot go beyond Quilon in Travancore 00 p
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Josing caste” (Padmanabha Menon, 1984; 13, See also Mateer, 199]:
29). | |

Notably, sambandham sanctioned hypergamy with Nambudiris
(Malayala Brahmins) as well as reciprocal marriage among Nairs. !
Among the Nambudiris, who were mostly patrilineal, only t:htz-, eldE-:st
son was permitted to marry within the caste. Younger sons in Nambudiri
families were expected to establish sambandham with Nair and olh;

12

women of acceptable caste.”® It may be argued that matriliny and land
relations in central Kerala were shaped historically in association w'l:h
the concentration of the Nambudiris there. MGS Narayanan and Kesa\:
Veluthat (1984: 412) point out that only two major Nambud?n_
settlements were in north Malabar — Perincellur (modern Talipara bl.rl
and Payyanur. There were no Nambudiri settlements in 301:::&::1
Travancore."” More importantly, Nambudiri influence did not permeat
e

social relations in southern Travancore (Velu Pillai, 1940 31, W d
’ - > ard and

11 As a term to describe legitimate cohabirayj
1tation, it
Kerala, though there existed several forms of .\-am:;sdz[;ifrstf’od across
terms to denote them (Government of Madras 1, 1591 o8) '\Iylnh Specific
forms of marriage, particularly the podamyr aré laid (.)u[ ir; Ib::l d;g'ercm
©98-100.

12 The Nairs, unli i
, unlike other social groups, were .
' matrilineal
As a caste, they were betweern the Nambutliris‘m lh:':l “::frozfgom Keralg,
Ezhavas at the lower. pp and Tiyag/

13 The “original’ settlements were all north of Tj H
Howc_vgr the settlement in Tiruvalla is ncha'l;;rL;l:n\}lad:v C1cmr?|] Travancore.
‘(SleSIdmry sctilements) by the ninth century syoeesrin eﬂ?zl:tei[ '-\Tﬂgl‘amams
In a process of expansion (Narayaran and VEIulE;l ]953‘ 415) a*f; ah'e.ady
‘(‘31*940: 30} cites Kunhiraman Nayar, a legal author‘ity on— Malai)ar ICIuplllai
i |[l<ca:li-leraln Brahmins" had not in ancicnl. days penctrated south ora[&n;hz:-[
o q()m}]n:}g.apu1]3,', and that notte of the ‘original’ seqtlements could be lmcec;
lhéir ! 'ravancore. He a:lso notes that the bulk of Nambudiri janmiy t N
amilies and estates in south Malabar, Cochin and north TI"lW-ln::I:)vz
g r

(See algo . .
1084, 32;\/Iateer. 1991: 29, Raman Unni, 1987: 288, padmanabha Menon,

{7

Connor, 1994: 125, Aiya I, 1989: 286-88)."* Here the intermediary non
brahmin castes exercised considerable power in the polity right up to

the eighteenth century (Ganesh, 1990: 23, 27).1°

The Nambudiris as janmis and/or trustees of temple lands
controlled the greater part of land in central Kerala. The Nairs in the
region were mostly intermediary tenants, though they counted among
them a number of influential janmis as well. At the top of a system of
mutually non-exclusive hierarchical interests in land were the janmis,
who were interpreted by the colonial civil courts as absolute proprietors
of land. Holding land from the janmis were intermediate (rent receiving,

rent paying) and /or cultivating tenants (kanakkar/ve.r'umpartamkar)

with distinctions according to the terms and conditions of tenancy

(kanam). Colonial land policy in Malabar enabled janmis to evict tenants
freely until well into the twentieth century (Panikkar, 1989. Varghese,

1970). Bolstered by this the Nambudiris as janmis were able to demand

sexual alliances with women of Nair tenant taravads, using threats of

foreclosure of tenancy in the event of denial.'® It also facilitated easy

14 The Potti Brahmins did own land in this region, but their ownership is noted
10 be of more recent origin. Velupillai (1940: 31) writes that their lands were
cither gifts from rulers or owed to a process of commendation by which
non brahmin landowners accepted kanapatiam deeds from brahmins and
devaswams in order to escape payment of a variety of taxes imposed on

private lands.

15 The landed classes in south Travancore between the 15% and 17" century
were mostly non brahmins, royal houses as well as madampis, described as
lords attached to different principalitics that had grown out of lineages of the
royal house, pillamar as well as brahmins. But importantly, these brahmins
like the pillamar worked as accounants. The madampis and pillamar occupied
important positions of traditional authority {Ganesh, 1990: 27).

16 Panikkar (1989: 36-42) shows that the nineteenth and early tweatieth century
expression of dominance of the JjanmifNambudiri in Malabar was shaped
distinctly by colonial land policy. However the offects of colonu_\l land
policy were evident anly by the 1850s, with the steady Tise in prices of
agricultural products since the 1830s. These conditions madle it possible for
the janmiy to demand higher Tents or evict tenanis and seck mor¢ profitable

tenancies.
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denial of conjugal and paternal responsibility (Kodoth, 2001: 351)
Nair reformers with roots in the intermediary tenant class in south Maiﬁba,:
underscored precisely these concerns in pressing for reform of land and
marriage customs through legislative intervention in the late nineteenth
century (Kodoth, 1998: 146-47, 2001). This group of Nairs were also
the first to avail of the processes of English education and modern
employment, important channels of a new moral framework (see Panikkar
1998;. ’

In the eighteenth century, sambandham was articulated under
considerably different conditions.”  K.N. Ganesh (1991) has argued
that by the eighteenth century the intermediary tenants had garnered
greater bargaining power on account of having made large advances of
money to the janmmis. By this time the indigenous tenures underlined
the autonomy of the intermediary tenants, growing out of the lon
duration (sense of permanence) of leases and their mediation of thi
customary rights of the janmis (Ganesh, 199]: 316). However
‘Nambudiri privilege’ as sambandham partners rested in a combination

of symbolic status as the highest caste and wea[(} 18 Panikkar (198

17 Narayanan and Veluthat {1983: 262-63) allude (g the prevalence of alh
between Nambudiri jasamis and tenant women iy the ninth. tenth and ﬂl lances
centuries. Members of the Sabhas {assemblies thay administered [ene eventh
two Nambudiri settlements, Sukapuram and Avitattar were Prc)hibi;“)]eS) of
contracting alliances with women of tarayagdy that held land on ‘:d from
fron.1 them. They also suggest that tenancies were resulated Stric“cnar.acy
punitive measures but were favourable to the 1epangs a:d that allian ‘Y using
tenant women were used to their advanlage by Bratynins and non !LEES b
groups alike. —Hrahmin

18 Significantly then the practice of accepting Nambudis sambandiam nar
seems 1o have received added importance ig the Cighktcenlh centur Partners
kanan tenants came 1o exereise greater contral over fand poiminy. when
symbolic value of such alliances. Gough (1955. 47) oint; out lhqg to the
al some time in the cighteenth cenlury thay tl;e Sar[')ludiri‘s lin at it was
ruling family of Kozhikode) began 1o MAITY its women only (0 N:alg;c (_tl_le
Previously they accepted Nambudiris as wely 44 ml:nofr(})'m morlz }l:dlns.
Status royal lineages. [n the nincteenth century most of the royal 1i igher
Wsisted on Nambudiri partners for their womep he Travancore ]l_l‘lcages
With roots in far-south Travancore, being a tel)ing chCEPtion o thismeage'

=4 .
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29, 1998: 186-88) indicates that tenancies from Nambudiri janmis and
sambandham with them mediated the emergence of a Nair middle class
in the nineteenth century from among the intermediate tenants.'” It was

this group that was to champion reform of land relations and marriage in

the late nineteenth century.

There is considerable evidence to show that non fraternal
polyandry or plural sexual unions continued in central Kerala well into
the twentieth century.?® In the first decade of 1800 this was viewed

without the shame and moral repugnance that grew to be associated

with it half a century later.?' In the context of polyandry, Gough

emphasises the distinctness of central from north Kerala and Travancore,
It is not clear whether her reference to Travancore rather than its southern
part was influenced by the administrative boundaries during the British
period, but she fails to note the relationship between Nambudiri influence

and the nature of polyandry. On the contrary she goes on to speculate

19 Panikkar (1998; 187) notcs that a new group of Nairs and not the old Nair
aristocracy. benefited from this as they had also been able to take advantage
of other opportunities opened up by the East India Company administration.
Notably then the battle for land in the late nincteenth and early twentieth
century was between two afflucnt sections with interests in land, the jammis,
mostly Nambudiris and the intermediary tenanls, visibly Nair (Panikkar.

1989: 43, 1977: 880).

20 Bascd on field work in village uear Trichur in central Kerala in the 1990s,
Shanti Menon (1996) writes of more recent memories of plural sexual
unions that continued well into the twentieth century. She also notes the
ease with which women were able to divorce and remarry drawing on the
more liberal auitudes that prevailed towards women's sexuality (sec also

Gough, 1965: 9, Raman Unni, 1987: 290-91).

21 Buchanan (1988: 411) writing in the first decade of 1800 communicates
the sense of privilege associated by Nair women in south Malabar with
plural husbands. In contrast, late nincteenth and early twentieth ccmu.ry
narratives exude repugnance at the practice, an attitude shared by colontal
officials and the Nair elite alike (see Government of Madras, 1891: 11,

Government of Travancore, 1908: 21).
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that the practices of north Kerala and Travancore were developments
from the central Kerala pattern, harking back 10 a common griein. “My
guess 18 that the Central Kerala Nayars never made the [alte:channen
(Gough, 1965: 11). Significantly, Raman Unni (1987 287-88) dZes
suggest the influence of the Nambudiris on both lang relations and
hypergamous non fraternal polyandry in south Malabar in the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. However he does not explore the
resonance on sambandhan of historical changes in land and power
relations between the Nairs and Nambudiris..

A critical reading of anthropological accounts of central Kerala
Nairs suggests that it was unlikely that there were specific legal or moral
sanctions against expression of conjugal and paternal ties in affective
terms. Gough, prominently, notes that men did sometimes form strong
emotional attachments to particular wives and their children (GOUghc
1959: 27).* This could lead the wife’s matrilineal kin to fear that the:
husband’s matrilineal kin would hire sorcerersg against them, fearine
that the husband would secretly transfer wealth 1o his wife (Ibid)_;
Clearly however the reference to sorcery itself is indjcation that ‘legal’
modes of preventing such transfers were inadequate or simply did not
exist; perhaps they were notagainst the ‘law’ | elsewhere Gough indicates
that there was no legal remedy (Gough, 1961: 361). However material

ties could depend as much on the material circumstances of the raray, d
ads

22 She notes that “a man is said to have been especially fond of a child
he kpew with reasonable certainty 10 be his gwy, He would make Smalxlv‘:?m
to him, play with him on visits and offer himp friendly counsel as he :‘11’19
older” (Gough, 1961: 364). srew
23 This account exemplifies how, to use Bourdieu's terms, a ‘framew
Tulcs'.binding both the legal and the anthropological rc.'\(‘!ings‘ Obscor.k of
practical’ wnderstanding of righis, which a1 ane susu;inCd & variz:;soﬂf

practices e assi inlic: . R
s 7;).anompqssmg a multiplicity of needs {see Bourdicu 19gQ:
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concerned and a man’s influence in his taravad (Raman Unni, 1987:
285, 294, Gough, 1961: 361, 1959: 27).** Nor was secrecy necessarily
observed. Gough (1961: 391-93) documents several kinds of residential
arrangements on marriage that served to channel a man’s labour and/or
wealth to benefit his wife and children. In the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries it was not uncommon for Nambudiri men, particularly
those who managed family property, to maintain their Nair wives and
children in separate residences close to the illam and to endow them
with wealth. 2% These practices were seen as legitimate particularly
when the man in question was known for his competence (see also

Government of Madras, Vol II, 1891: Appendix IIl and IV).

But more importantly, material ties between husbands and wives
or fathers and children were affirmed through customary practices. For
instance, on important occastons such as the tali kertu kalyanam the
father of a girl was expected to contribute substantially to the material
requirements for the occasion, so also on smaller occasions such as

marriages and birthdays of daughters (Raman Unni, 1987: 297).%

24 Raman Unni provides instances where husbands who were from lower
status groups of Nairs were not allowed Lo carry out customary obligations

due of the father.

25 Sece for instance the portrayal of sambandham between a competent junior
Nambudiri and a Nair woman in Lalithambika Anrarjanam’s (1980) novel,
Agnisakhi. The royal families, chicftains and more affluent Nair families
emphasized sambandham with Brahmins but also maintained these Brahmins
on their estate. Thakashi Sivasankaran Pillai depicts some these practices in
central Travancore during the decline of matriliny in the colonial period in
his mid twenticth century novel Kayar. Sce also Chandu Menon's (1965}

late nincteenth century navel, Indulekha.

drous unions. Raman

26 He notes that this was so even in the case of polyan tfren |
ren in

Unni (295-96) for instance points out that the participation of chil
funeral rites and the observation of pollution was emphasised in MOROZAMOUS
unions but in the case of non fraternal polyandry there were no binding

commilments.
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Where fathers failed to comply, the girls taravad or related property
groups took up the obligation. Anthropologists have tended to
understand such ‘non compliance’ as emerging from the absence of a
rule. While these may well have been within the limits of practice, the
refusal by Nambudiri husbands to be bound by requirements of l‘\!air
taravads and its consequence in the angst of Nair social reform in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century seem specific to the British

period.

The tendency to generalize the central Kerala pattern of Nair
matriliny, which took root in the colonial interpretation of matrilin
has been strengthened by an almost excessive anthropological interez;
in the region (for a selection see Raman Unni, 1987, Gough, 1952
1955, 1959, Mencher, 1962, 1965, Moore, 1983, Fuller, 19;6; Th’
most important is the work of Kathleen Gough, which with the exc;zptio:
of one full-length paper on the north Kerala Nairs (1961}, builds on the
central Kerala experience of the Nairs. In 1965 however Gough
underlined the distinctness of matriliny in three regions, north Kerala
central Kerala and Travancore. Fuller has gone further in recoonisiné
the distinction between the central Kerala ‘ideal type’ matriliny :nd the
difference in marriage system that north Malabar and southern
Travancore represented. “In southern Travancore, the residence pattern
resembled that in north Malabar, for there too women lived with their
sambandham partners. But data on this region are so scanty that [ do not
know whether other features of the north Malabar system are also found
in southern Travancore”. Nevertheless, central Kerala remained central
and scholars, including Gough and Fuller, have tended to understand
the transformation of matriliny during the British period in terms of its
characteristics (Kodoth, 2001). Besides, most of the well know European

travel reports on ‘Nair polyandry’ refer to central Kerala
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In the ninetcenth century, most of the major janmis in north
Malabar were either Nair or Mappiila, limiting the material basis for the
use of coercion by Nambudiris to impose sambandham on unwilling
Nair raravads (Kodoth, 2001).27 This had a strong resonance on power
relations between Nairs and Nambudiris during the British period as
evidenced for instance in the Nambudiris respecting the marriage
customs of the Nairs. Besides, the ritual requirements of sambandham
were observed by the Nambudiris as well, unlike in the central Kerala
where Nambudiris “being big jenmis” did not observe them (K.R.
Krishna Menon, in Government of Madras I1, 1891: 214, Chandu Menon
in Ibid I, Appendix A). But also children were among the chief mourners
at the death of their father in north Malabar and women observed ritual
pollution for their husbands, unless they were divorced (Gough, 1955:
55). As against this, it was observed that no tenant in Walluvanad taluk
{south Malabar), unless he be a government official or an educated man
would dare perform the funeral rites for their father for fear of his

Nambudiri janmis (B.Kammaran Nair, District Munsif, Chowghat in

Government of Madras II, 1891: 220).%

A woman in north Malabar resided in her husband’s raravad during

the tenure of a marriage, even while visiting periodically and

27 Notably unlike central Kerala, north Malabar supported a large body of
small jaruni-tenant cultivators (1bid, Gough, 1961).

28 Regional differences were also reflected in the tali ket kalvanam.
Nambudiris were not privileged as tali tiers in north Malabar or soun
Travancore (Gough, 1955: 56, Aiya 1, 1989 353). Analysing accounts of

the rite, Fuller (1976; 112) notes the similarity of the rite in the northern
half of Travancore and in cenral Kerala. In south Travancore the tali was
tied by boys called machampikkar, who were from specific families appoinied
for the purposc by royal writ in each locality or b)f enangar males from
linked lineages. The machampi institution did not exist in north Travancore
{Aiya II, 1989: 353).
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maintaining other kinds of material relations with her natal taravad
(Buchanan, 1988, Gough, 1961, Gopinath, 1993).2 Kinship ties on the
paternal side were more elaborate in north Malabar and male and female
responsibility and privilege were of a different order. Plural sexual
unions do not seem to have been permitted even at the turn of the
nineteenth century and there seem to have been greater restraint on
women in a sambandham (Gough, 1965: 9, Joint Commission from
Bengal and Bombay, 1862: 234, Buchanan, 1988: 513).% Precisely on
account of the correspondence of these customs to more ‘familiar’
patrilineal practices whether in India or in the west, ‘fathers’ and
‘husbands’ were more ‘visible’ to the colonial administration and western
anthropologists. Underlined in this visibility is the articulation of
conjugal and paternal responsibility in material-legal terms, associated
with women’s residence in the husband’s taravad and control over their

sexuality.*!

29 Eric Miller (cited in Menon, 1994: 11) has noted that Nair faravads in
Malabar were matrilineal with virilocal post marital restdence for at r:C’rtht
300 years preceding British rule.  For materia} i eas
Lie th th
sce, Gough, 1961: 398. s with the natal targyag

30 ‘Obs.crvers in the late eighteenth and early nincteenth century note the relat;
"ﬁlrlclness’ of rules regarding WOmen’s sexwality in north Malabar V‘S ative
in the northern districts are said 1o be altached or even limited tc; 0 ]Omf:n
malc connection at a time; which difference and greater strictnes;1 Y on.e
::Oyn.uy, may perhaps serve 10 account for the eron furnished bln hh'5
_hcncgl Rajah compreliending a clause that “if 4 man detect anothe Y the
Might time in an apartment with bis wife or mistress, he is pcrmiuedr -
him and cut off her hair and repudiate her” (Jojn, éémxnission from ‘o kill
and Bombay, 1862: 234). . Bengal

31 Fo_r references to material obligations of tgrquady owards wor

chfldren of deceased male members see Kodoth (2‘2)01- ';()8) ‘E::iedn anc,l
l:aemg particularly strong, women's rights to mﬂi!‘l,te:mnce o their hquzZ((:le‘
ravad was established, although as an exception (o the rule of matril; 3
Varikara Vadake Viuil Valiya Parvati v Varikara Vadake Vittil Kamar, my, in
(Indian Lyw Reports 0, 1883: 341). ke Vi an Nayar,

The case of southern Travancore was perhaps still more distinct.
While this region has been the focus of little anthropological attention
in the post colonial period, there are scattered references to polyandry
of the fraternal type (but which did not involve the Nambudiris) that was
prevalent in the nineteenth century (Samuel Mateer cited in Gough,
1965: 10).3? Importantly, like in north Malabar, residence was in the
husband’s taravad (Government of Travancore, 1908: 5, Ibid, Enclosure
B: x, Aiya II, 1989: 358, Gough, 1965: 10, Fuller, 1970: 100). Gough
suggests that fraternal polyandry in Travancore was of more recent origin
(mid to late nineteenth century) and was preceded by non fraternal
polyandry of the central Kerala kind (Ibid). There are several problems
with her inference that fraternal polyandry in Travancore grew out of
the Nairs taking to cultivation in the early nineteenth century, from
their earlier occupation as soldiers, changing residence and taking pride
in maintaining their wives and children. First, all Gough’s instances are
drawn from central Travancore, which was the southern extent of central
Kerala, but she generalizes this for Travancore. Gough suggests that the
Nair women shifted to fraternal from non fraternal polyandry when they
took to living with their husbands. However there is no suggestion of
prior non fraternal polyandry in south Travancore, where conditions of

caste, land relations and polity were considerably different.” Second,

32 There are alsa more recent records of the vestiges of polyandry from
central Travancore (K.E. Varghesc, 1982: 34, 39). Gough (1965: 10)
provides scveral other instances of fraternal polyandry in central Travancore
in the twenticth century.

33 If non fraternal polyandry has been associated with, if not restricted 1o,
areas of Nambudiri influence, unlike elsewhere in Kerala, in southern
Travancore ¢ven women of the ruling families and chicftains did not consost
with Nambudiris. Besides Velupillai suggests that the British Indian l.cgnl
interpretation of land relations if misplaced for central Kerala was cntirely
irrelevant to south Travancore (Velu Pillai, 1940: 30).
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on fraternal P"lyandry
th century (Menon,
ugh herself ngeg

tgh, 1965: 11y,

the Nairs gave up arms in central Kerala too butn
continued in parts of the region well into the twentie
1996, Raman Unni, 1987: 290-91). Besides as GO
fraternal polyandry was prohibited in central Kerala (GOt
My own information of contemporary south Travancore. broadly south
of Kollam, is that fraternal polyandry continues among the older
generation of Nairs. I know of several instances of two Or moTe brothers
sharing or having shared a wife. Significantly there i$ also a very ear|y
reference to fraternal polyandry in south-central Travancore by Roz, 4
missionary who was published in 1586. He points to an instance of tyq
Syrian Christian brothers in Kozhencheri sharing a wife inanattempt g
show that the Syrian Christians shared virtually all social practices of
the Nairs (Brown, n.d. 173). It may be inferred that central Travanegpe
being the frontier region between central Kerala and south Travancqre
shared aspects of both; and the prohibition of fraternal polyandry easeq.
This possibility is reinforced by early twentieth century references ¢

clear distinctions in Nair customs between soutk and north Travancgre

In a separate memorandum to the Travancore Marumakkatnyam
commitiee, K. P. Padmanabha Menon, one of its members notes thayt the
evidence before it, “shows that custom permits a brahmin and a kshatriya
to have sambandhamn with a Nair woman, though in the south such
unions are rare, even unheard of. People there view such uniong as

degrading” (Government of Travancore, 1908: Enclosure B: xxi}.3 Th
' e

14 Padmanabha Menon is trenchant about the association of the Nambudir
with the Parasuram legend. “[1]t is forunate for the Nayars living s g
Tncm_u- [in Cochin] that the Kerala Mahatmyam daeg no{ wuch lhge oty
?nythlng to do with their mariage customs! For accbrd'n(’ to it P‘m urarms
11r~l,.'ls(~,(;:‘llrlg his houries [for the amusement of (he Nar;bildiris‘] S‘Urﬁfur?lma

ur and proceeded northwards..”. (Ibid, p xxv) el
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Committee too notes the similarity in the customs relating to
sambandham. particularly the post marital residence of women, in north
Malabar and in middle and south Travancore on the one hand and
between north Travancore and south Malabar on the other (Government
of Travancore, 1908: 5). It may be inferred that in southern Travancore
like in north Malabar male responsibility on the paternal side was ‘visible’
even while women and children retained claims to their natal raravad.
“The father is de facto the guardian of this wife and children... [and}
makes ample provision during his life time by what is known in this
country as Ishtadanam, gifts inter vivos, and where he has failed to do so
his raravad makes provision for the ‘widow and orphans’. A species of
property known as putravakasam or son’s rights has sprung into
existence’” (Government of Travancore, 1908: ix). He points out, children
observed death pollution for the father, performed his funeral obsequies,
observe diksha and continue to perform annual sraddha. Speaking of
the British period he notes that fathers in most cases also educate their
o in the

children and that these practices were growing to be general als

northern parts (Ibid).

Distinctions were also visible in kinship terms usual in these regions,
In north Malabar and southern Travancore, there were specific terms for
relations on the paternal side. Notably the term appachi was used to refer
to the father’s sister in central Travancore though there was no specific
term in central Kerala (Government of Travancore, 1908). This included
grandparents and cross cousins on the father’s side (Gough, 1961 402).

Unlike in central Kerala, where there were distinctions in tefms used to

an) and her ritual husband
orth Malabar

denote your mother’s sambandham partner/s (ach
(aphan), there seems to have been only one term (achan)inn

denoting the father (Ibid, 381-2, 402).
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Shaping ‘Normal’ Man- P
and Family an-Woman Relations: Reform of Land Relations

The consensus in favour of reform of land relations and abolition
of matriliny in south Malabar owed much to the ‘land for sexual relations’
network that Nambudiri hypergamy had spawned on the one hand and
the strength of the intermediary tenant class of Nairs on the other. Nair
reformers, from this class, raised the demand for ‘fatherhood’, in its
specifically modern idiom, in the late nineteenth century itself.-“’ They

focused on legislative intervention and were able to have enacted a
£

permissive form of marriage that could confer legitimacy by registration

Largely on account of resentment to the implication in the Malabar
£ [4

Marriage Act, 1896 that sambandham was not legal, it met with more
resistance than use and was soon declared a dead letter (Kodoth, 2001:
382). This experience made it both necessary and possible to pose the
question of marriage differently — by not questioning the legitimacy of
sambandham, yet seeking to reconstitute it as the principal site of
property relations between men and women. Thig trajectory of reform

however was specific to Malabar.

When the Nair Service Society was founded in 1914 in Travancore
by the pre-eminent Nair social reformer Mannath Padmanabha Pillai,
there was already a local Nair association in Perunna, his village and
several others founded by the reforming clites, Reform of the
“talikettukalyanam and other wasteful and embagrassing ceremonies™
was high on the roster of virtually all Naiy and Ezhava reform

organisations founded in Travancore from the latter half of the nineteenth

35 For instance C. Sankaran Nair, who was also an grdent advocate of refo
: rm

of_ land laws in favour of intermediate tenants, thvisazes his Malabar Marriaee
-]]311!. a.s a clear shift from the ‘maternal’ to the 'Dﬂle?nal’ family form (Hu‘iﬁt{:
udicial Procecdings, Nos 162-182, April 1895, National Archives of India)
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century onwards (Jeffrey, 1994: 232). By around 1900 in Travancore
and slightly later in Cochin and south Malabar the marriage system
associated with central Kerala matriliny had almost disappeared (Futler,
1976: 100). Also Travancore legalised all existing sambandhams in
1912 and passed legislation permitting partition of taravads on

individual lines in 1925,

There were significant differences in colonial land policy between
Travancore and Malabar. In Malabar since the establishment of colonial
rule in 1792 virtually all land was privately owned. Incontrast, 80 % of
cultivated and all uncultivated land in Travancore was owned by the
state. (Varghese, 1970: 35-50). Besides, tenants over state-owned land
were conferred ownership rights by a royal proclamation issuedin 1865,
This gave rise two points of significance for us. One, the conditions so
favourable to the exploitative *land for sexual relations’ in sambandham
were absent. Hence reform of land relations and matriliny were less
urgently intertwined than in Malabar. Two, nevertheless, sambandham
raised anxiety and a sense of shame on account of perceptions of women'’s

sexuality that it sustained and this was a key factor in propelling reform.®

In Malabar quite distinctly twentieth century attempts by Nair
reformers to legislate change in the matrilineal family avoided reference
to marriage, addressing property concerns directly, in inheritance and
partition. For instance, on the eve of the enactment of the Act of 1933,
K.T. Chandu Nambiar, a key voice in favour of abolition of matriliny in

north Malabar, touches but lightly on the question of marriage, “though

36 In his speech introducing a bill to legalise and regulate marriage in the
Travancore Legislative Council in 1896, Thanu Pillai noted the greater
conformacy of sambandham 1o notions of marriage clsewhere. However
he cited legal expert Kunhiraman Nair on the need for such a measore
“against the present state of things which allows anyone 0 commit aduitery
with another’s wife with impunity...” (Jeffery, 1994: 171).
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we are proud that our marriages are no less enduring and endowed with
the possibility of happiness than marriages among other communities,
it remains for us to remedy the shoricoming in the eyes of the law”
{Chandu Nambiar, 1932: 23). Besides, efforts at legislative intervention
had been the preoccupation of reformers from south Malabar® In the

area of local level mobilisation and campaign these reformers accorded
priority to tenancy reform, which they saw as intertwined with reform of

matriliny. Interestingly then it was only in the 19205 that there was a

rash of Nair associations constituted in south Malabar. In composition
and agenda, they brought to the fore the cohesion of interests between
the intermediary tenants and matrilineal reform. At (he inception of the
Malabar Nair Samajam at Pattambi in January 1930, close associates of
the tenancy struggle were hard pressed to distinguish it from the Kudiyan
Sangham. Endorsing the resolution to form the Samajam, M.M.
Kunhiraman Menon notes tongue in cheek that there was no need to
fear that the Kudiyan Sangham had turned into the Nair Samajam!
(Mathrubluumi, Jan 16, 1930). He notes instructively enough that the
programme of the Nair samajam would be to combat untouchability and

other anacharams (irregular customs).

However in north Malabar the Uttara Kerala Nair Samajam (UKNS,
founded as the Randuthara Nair Samajam) was shaped in 1909 self
consciously by the older generation of Nair reformers to resist abolition
of matriliny (see Chandu Nambiar, 1932: 3). Formed under the initiative

of K. Rairu Nambiar, the organization included the well known writer

37 An early attempt at comprehensive legislation, (ke Malabar Partition and
Suceession Bill, 1913, came in the wake of scparage bills thal altempted l; c-
laws on inheritance and partition.  The inheritance pifl was less Controva- .
than the partition bill. but like the Tarawad Manaoement bill, 1924 Ws‘la
not prosecuted (Law General Pepartmenn, GOE 163 (Mi;CC”m;eo:;n;
January 30, 1930, Kerala State Archives, henCCfOr!'h_KSA). s

Vengayil Kunhiraman Nayanar and representatives from several
influential raravaes such as Kalliat, Chandroth , Moyarath and Koodali
(Chandu Nambiar, 1932: 3).% In the context of the Malabar Partition
Bill, 1909 the younger and second generation of educated members of
Nair reravads, including Chandu Nambiar himself then a student, made
a determined bid to mobilize and promote opinion, equally among Nair
and Tiya youth in favour of partition of the raravad. The older generation
however did not share these views on partition or on caste inclusive
practices (Ibid). 1n this context they were virtually forced to think of
ways of salvaging the matrilineal raravad, linked to preserving their
feudal interests as janmis. This made it necessary to structure the agenda
of the UKNS so as to preserve the raravad as a property space. Chandu
Nambiar recalls how he was kept out of the organisation by their

exclusion of students from membership (Ibid).

At a meeting the Randathera Nair Samajam on August 5, 1910
decided unanimously to resist the Malabar Inheritance Bill, 1909 as it
would destroy the marumakkatayam system. Notably, it was seen as an
attack on the religious beliefs of the Nairs and charged with seeking
“the abolition of several charitable institutions,... a blow to ancestral
worship and the worship of family deities”, a conception of the raravad
that raised little anxiety in the reform discourse in south Malabar (G.O.
no. 108, Legislative Department, 1911, Tamil Nadu Archives, henceforth
TNA). However in the face of mounting pressure 1o sanction the
inheritance rights of wife and childrento a man’s self acquired property,
in 1912 there was reluctant endorsement of the Bill. “Though not in
strict accordance with the main principles of the marumakkatayam system

yet, as there is a widespread feeling that such a measure is neccssary

38 Rairu Nambiar was the father of the Communist feader A.K. Gopalan. Gopalan
grew up immersed in the soctal reform initiatives of his father but scon fell
out with the later over issucs of caste and politics (Gopalam. 1995).
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under the altered state of things and as it does not affect the
marumakkz‘uayam system in the main the samajam beg to support it”
(Home Judicial Department, G.O. no. 60-62, 1912, NAD)

The regional i
o context in north Malabar requires some elucidation

here. If t‘he major janmis of north Maiabar were mostly Nair, they were
also fe.w innumber. The bulk of the Nairs were small peasant proprietors

sometimes combining tenancy with direct cultivation of small hOlding;
(T. V. Anantan Nair in Appendix F, Government of Madras, 1887, Gough,

1961: 387, 390, Government of Madras, 1891, Shea, 1959: 89). The

Tiyas in this regj
glon were mostly small tenants and agricultural labourers

with a few dominant janmis in certain parts of Kottayam taluk (Cen
of India, Report, Madras Part I, 1921: 245, see also Gough, 1961 42.:
Gov-ernment of Madras, 1882: 57). Besides in the tow?s of K::nnur’
Telllc.:herry and Calicut they had as a &roup come into contact very ear]| ,
on with the British and other colonial powers, 3 process through whi l)i
they had registered considerable economic mobility (Kunh:ppa :,:'I
1985). Dlllring British colonial rule a Tiya elite wag highly visible i;; tht?',
legal and judicijg] professions and in the lower rungs of the bureaucrac
where they jostied with the Nair professional eljte. Unlike the Naij ’
I'I;owlt;v;r the Tiyas also had a firm foothold in trade (Ibid, Kunhappa CS
to.; ivalrly).a :Zu:n this economic profile, their 1oy caste status lent itse]f
R, hnstrust of the upper castes, particularly the Nairs and the
065 1 18_»1\; 02 they suspected of harbouring Janni interests (Sankarap,
» 203). The land struggle hence took on a caste and

communal representation.®

3 In t coun d h iyas were air and :[l?p
Lr ysiae, the 1y ts 0 Nai M i1l | i h
9 he tenants ] f iJanmis, w 18]

shared j i ili

Janmiy fr(:(isg;lmhcm of Tiya mobility ang assertion. Mappilla and Naiy

cppae ut .ur an‘d Kalavathur colleclivcly assaulted a Tiya tenang

e vafaqor PYesUmiIng 10 WCdr a turban, coat gnd shoes. A similgr
. o © M u . o i i -

Organise Tiya tenants (Government of ﬁ;gfiLdvgi ll)lmizl;sg l;f_;’;)rfol‘ts ©
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Hence. in the first three decades of the twentieth century regional
difference on reform of matriliny turned on two kinds of associations.
One, there was the larger identification of the Nairs in north Malabar as
Jjanmis and in the south as (intermediary) tenants. Two, in north Malabar
itself, there was an elision very generally of Nair with janmi interests
and Tiya with tenant interests {Sankaran, 1965: 118-19, 203, Kunhappa,
C.H., 1981: 47). For the UKNS, the sharpening of the tenancy struggle
in the early 1920s added an important dimension {0 the contest over the
resources of the raravad — this time from the outside, from tenants. Here
the interests of the second generation of reformers were similar to their
predecessors. Instructively enough, Chandu Nambiar withdrew from
the Congress when afier the failure of the non cooperation movement it
turned forcefully to support the tenancy issue in Malabar (Gopindranath,
1996). Taken together these moves brought home the greater difficulty
of recovering a taravad as a viable site of property relations. However,
even in 1928 there was no clear endorsement of the demands of the
tenant association in the UKNS. A resolution condemning the Malabar
Tenancy Bill at the 1924 annual session of the KNS was passed with
only one dissenting vote (Sankaran, 1965: 203). In May 1928 at the
annual session of the UKNS in Payyanur, a resolution in favour of
protecting rights of tenants was passed but it cautioned against providing

‘permanence of tenure’ (Marhrubhumi, June 2, 1928).

Since its inception the reform campaign at the tocal level in north
Malabar addressed concerns that were for most part outside the fegal
framework of the state. The major tasks that the reformers set for
themselves were to a) promote modern education in order to build a
sense of ‘enterprise’ and b) unify the numerous sub castes a
customs (Gopalan, 1995: 5-10, Chandu Nambiar, 1932: 8). In hi

to the Janmi Sabha in 1911, V. Kunhiraman Nayanar appealed to

nd modernise

s address

karanavar to build trust among younger members by imvolving them in



form of customary
et back in efforts to

taravad management (Nayanar, 1987: 113). Re

practices gained emphasis in the context of an early S
intervene in trade and commerce.*®
Reading the Symbolic Structures of Matriliny: Marr iage, Masculiniry
and Female Sexuality

The efforts initially were to streamline the resources of the taravad
in order to retrieve it. Certain customary practices, particularly the zal
rite, incurred huge expenditures and were seen as eroding the material
base of the raravad. With the younger group of Nair men gaining ground
in the organization the rhetoric of reform betrayed still other concerps,
By the 1920s, younger male reformers pushed for comprehensive change,
seeking to create the conditions that would support the patrilineally
inclined nuclear family. They campaigned to reconstitute marriage in a
sanitized and conformative mode, editing out precisely those customs
and rituals that had fostered the reading that matriliny sanctioned
sexually ‘permissive’ behaviour among women. Readings of permissjve
sexuality of women were restrictive to Nair male reformers in their quest
to affirm that ‘normal’ husband-wife relations (normative masculinity)
existed among the Nairs. Reformers also moved to shape new riteg/
practices, coded as ‘progressive’ — as imbued with the markers of
‘respectability’. The tali-kettu kalyanam, sambandham and the
Korapuzha (Kora river roughly nine miles north of Calicut) rule, which

were either erased or thoroughly reconstituted in the early twentieth

40 At a meeting of the Nairs in Tiruvangad, Moyarath Anantan Nambij
!awycr pushed the view that the preoccupation of the caste elite with li::g d
interests was limiting and out of touch with the times. He suggested hed
they reach out to trade in Tellicherry, Badagara, Kannur and other t -
now monopolised by traders from “Gujarat and Karachi”. Followino0 “;ns
Vquayil Kunhiraman Nayanar, Kalliat Chathukutti Nambiar and Chzu;’dt“s
Valiya Nambiar made an unsuccessful attempy by setting up the Koo:i(::ll;

Bank and a trading company in Telli
1987 110y, g company in Tellicherry (Sankaran, 1965: 23-4, Nayanar,
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century, illustrate reform anxieties about permissive female sexuality

on the one hand and the coding of normative marriage on the other.

Tali-kettu kalyanam

As already mentioned the tali rite was of exceeding importance to
young girls and their taravads and provided an occasion on which
taravads affirmed their symbolic capital.#! The rite the attracted attention
of social reform precisely for its marriage likeness accompanied by the
fact that it did not constitute conjugal relations. Several factors accounted
for the marriage likeness of the rite. a) A tali was tied on a pre-pubertal
girl by a male member of a linked lineage or by a Nambudiri, who
seemed to be in the role of a ritual husband. b) In north Kerala, it was
tied to the rendering of Brahmini pattu, songs replete with the theme of
cohabitation and fertility, by a woman of the Nambisan caste (a lower
sub caste of the Nambudiris) (C. Karunakara Menon, in Government of
Madras II, 1891: 289, Sankaran, 1965: 16, Fawcett, 1991).%2 c) It was
followed by the seclusion of the girl for three days, which witnessed
feasting and music for the assembled people. After a ceremonial bath on
the fourth day the couple parted ways. d) In parts of central Kerala the
ritual bridegroom was required to tear his loin cloth into two, retaining
one piece and handing the other to his ritual bride (Gough, 1955: 50).
Not surprisingly then the tali kettu kalyanam has been regarded in the

41 As noted carlier 1 have relicd on the several existing accounts of the rite
particularly Gough (1955) and Government of Madras .(1891) and
Government of Travancore (1908) in drawing up this short picture.

42 Travancore a song known as Ammachchan pattu (song by the maternal
uncle) is sung presumably invoking prosperity for the married couple

(Aiya It, 1989: 355).
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light of ritual marriage, ritual cohabitation, ritual deflowering and ritual
divorce.®

It has been fairly well documented that Nair reform organisations

were instrumental in the elimination of this custom (See Sankaran, 1965:
15-17, Gopalan, 1989: 9, Kunhappa, 1981: 44, Puthenkalam, 1977:
55). In Travancore, Robin Jeffrey (1994: 143, 221, 232) notes that the
Nair or Nair-identified organisations right from their inception in the
late nineteenth century had the rite prominently on their chopping
blocks. They highlighted the sense of shame associated with it (Ibid).
In this context it is particularly significant that there is at least one
depiction of the tali kettu kalyanam as an occasion that brought women
together, established and renewed relationships, and one on which men
were on the periphery (Sankaran, 1965: 16). The interpretation that
even the role of the priest was played by a woman, the Brahmini,
strengthens the possibility that it held together through periodic renewal
a community of women. The decision of “male reformers in sabhas” to
put an end to the custom was deeply resented by women (Ibid: 17).
However in the absence of documentation of women’s responses and
possibly their role in the campaign, it would be more useful to turn to
what may have been the significance of the tali rite in the social reform

discourse.

The report of the Malabar Marriage Commission stated that while
a small minority contended that the ali rite constituted rea] marriage, a

majority of the informants describe it as a fictitious marriage and a large

43 The marriage likeness also underlined the difficulties of translation A
prominent Nair reformer wrote that Nair officers in Goy i
who wanted to take leave to attend the kettu kalyanam of their daushters o
nieces stated that they had to attend the marriage of the girl. *“The ci e r
was generally mentioned as marriage even in letters of invitation sent bz

Nayar gentlemen these days” (Ka ir cited i . :
1084: 327) ys” (Kannan Nair cited in Thurston and Rangachari,

ernment employ
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section described it as an initiation rite preliminary to “the formation of
sexual relation” (Government of Madras1, 1891: 18).#4 Defence of the
tali rite as constituting betrothal, a sacrament and one of two elements
of marriage, the other being cohabitation, was dismissed by the
commission as not widely different from the views of:

European writers who have supposed that Marumakkatayam
usage intends the tali kettu to be the only ceremony which a girl
approaching womanhood needs to fit her for cohabitation with
one or more men of her own or higher caste (Ibid: 18).4

The significance of the campaign against the tali rite in the reform
discourse is underscored in the references to it as ‘meaningless’ and
‘shameful’ (see Chandu Nambiar 1932: 10, Kunhappa, 1981: 44, Jeffrey,
1994). The call to eliminate it in the process of streamlining the marriage
rite betrayed the need to establish the completeness of sambandham by
closing the gap between the tali rite and sambandham. The readings of
sexual permissiveness of women were located importantly in this gap.
An emerging norm of sexuality, characterized by male protection and
female dependence coded ‘normal’ husband-wife relations. The
elimination of the tali rite was a pre requisite to the ‘normalization’ of
sambandham as marriage, and the production of a sexually disciplined

woman wife. However, in asserting that sambandham conformed to the

44 The reference point of matrilineal practice was ‘Hindu’ custom. Muthuswami
Aiyar, a judge of the Madras High Court, refers explicitly to Hindu rites
while assessing the ‘claims’ of sambandham. “[1}t must be remembered
that the cssential elements of a brahminical marriage viz., taking the bride
by the hand or panigrahanam and saptapadi and the homam are not to be
found among its details (Ibid: 29).

45 For compilation of interpretations that emphasize the links between the tali
kettu kalyanam and sexual permissiveness see Thurston and Rangachari,
(1984: 315-26), Padmanabha Menon, (1984: 253-68). Fawcett (1991:
231) compares the fali rite to initiation rite in the Basivi tradition, where
girls were dedicated to temples and took up temple dancing.
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requirements of marriage (contractual and/or sacramental), it was
£l o

necessary to shape a rite that would speak the language of sexual
o o d

discipline of women and conjugal and paternal responsibility of men

Sambandham:  Sambandham established cohabitation and it was
conducted after a girl reached puberty. In north Kerala, sambandham

better known as podamuri, was established by the ritual presentation o;
new clothes to the bride by the bridegroom at a ceremony in the central
room of the bride’s residence. The ceremony was at night and was fair;y
elaborate in the north, where it was also accompunied by ritual and
feasting. The bride was escorted to the bridegroom’s taravad, where she
received a formal reception. Money or simply betel leaves and nuts
substituted for clothes in south Malabar, where the function was marked
by the absence of ritual, and women did not change residence.*

Reformers sought to negate the hegemonic aspect of Nambudiri
hypergamy, specially the privilege granted to jt by the royal familjes
and wealthy Nair taravads. Fuller (1976: 75) notes from his central
Travancore village, where until the early twentieth century Nair women
sometimes married Nambudiri men, that by about 1925 such marriages
had ceased. Nair reformers and the Nair Service Society had started
urging people to regain their ‘self respect’ by stopping the degrading
practice of concubinage to Nambudiri mep (Ibid). He quotes an
informant that “sambandham (to a Nambudiri) was really asambandhanm
(a mockery)” (Ibid). For Chandu Nambiar (1937. 13) its prevalence in
north Malabar well into the 1930s Was a powerfy] reminder that the
project of reform was far from complete, Interestingly, however, he
argues not for the elimination of hypergamy byt for reworking its

etiquette. He takes up the language of deference employed to address

46 For an early twentieth century account of a
g central Kerala sambandha
Bhattatiripad, (1988: 232). . see
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and refer to the Nambudiri husband of a Nair woman. Pointing out that
it perpetuated a sense of inferiority among the Nairs, he asked how
appropriate was the term sambandham to describe an unequal
relationship? (Ibid). This ascribes respectability to sambandham as

an ideal and embeds it in a modern frame, that of equality and self

respect.

The alertness of Nair reformers to the importance of detail is
evident in the effort to reshape sambandham in a modern and progressive
form. In this quest they reached out to an altered version of the podamuri
form, with a ceremony by day including the giving of clothes and feasting
as central aspects. Their strategy recalls that of O. Chandu Menon
during the marriage debate in the late nineteenth century to recover a
respectable form of sambandham. In his dissenting note to the Malabar
Marriage Commission in 1891, Chandu Menon privileged the podamuri
form. He wrote of it that “the principal features of sambandham” were
the same throughout the territory and “ought to be gone through at
every sambandham if the parties wish to marry according to the customs
of the country” (Government of Madras I, 1891: 99). Chandu Nambiar
(1932: 12) is aligned to this position of the inherent respectability and
legitimacy of customary practice. Yet he is vehement that the practice
of formalizing sambandham at night is shameful, i.e., tailored to the
needs of the Nambudiris who wished to visit Nair women under the
cover of darkness. He underscores the importance of a ceremony by
daylight by refusing to attend sambandham conducted at night
(Gopindranath, 1996: 38). Such a move anticipates a more ‘public’
ceremonial that would through its visibility wipe out the shame of the
modern Nair. The tension here is as much of sexual indiscipline of Nair
women as of the refusal of Nambudiri men to take responsibility as
husbands and fathers for their Nair wives and children. Legitimacy is

seen as flowing from public endorsement of the marriage.
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Beyond the Korapuzha Rule: Reformist Regulation of Women’s Mobilit
¥

Even at the turn of the twentieth century, Nair women of north
Malabar could cross the Kera river to the south only at risk of losing
caste. Ithas been suggested that the nadr division were units of kinshib
relations as well as administration and crossing the boundaries of one’p
nadu was at least in principle taken to be a reason for pollution (Vari: S
1994: 23). The prevalence of such an idea implied a strongly imar:injzz
territory (Ibid). The prohibition against women had by the turn :f the
turn of the twentieth century turned into a source of inconvenience for
the increasing number of Nair men employed outside north Malabar.
Men employed outside north Malabar or in Madras resorted t(;
sambandham with women in south Malabar owing to the inconvenience
of the rule (V. K. Kelappa Kurup in Government of Madras, Vol. 1. 1891
230). The first instances of women defying the rule were i;l order‘to jOi -
their husbands and these women had to bear the pain of osu'acismJ ;:
the late nineteenth century a sub judge of south Malabar, Kuvukal I-(clu
Nair made an unsuccessful attempt to have the taboo broken and a few
women did cross to join their husbands in Calicyg {A.C. Kannan Nambiar
Government of Madras, [891: 199).* Chandy Nambiar (1932: 25) l'ecalls:
that it was possible to break the taboo only becayse women of the older
ge.neration took it upon themselves to violate the norm. They were also
willing to brave the censure involved. By the 1920s, women were

crossing the river without major social repercussions (Puthenk
1977: 55).

alam,

In exhorting women to break this rule reformers underscored
he

inconvenience caused to men. In the reform discourse, the rule
E 1 was

47 Accjm'ding to morc tecent memory when Kallig, Lakshmi Amma wh
to live with her husband the lawyer V. Rairy Nambi‘-lr. in Madras in lhg we?[
: A > carly

twenticth cenwury she faced intense social fj .
93. Sankaran, 1965: 23). isapproval (Gopindranath, 1996-

41

framed as backward and anachronistic. However the notion of progress,
attached to breaking this rule was underpinned by a new modes of
regulating women'’s mobility. Maobility under certain conditions was
indeed normed precisely because it was necessary to enable women to
properly be wives, accompanying their husbands to distant tands and
being indispensable to the claims and needs. Significantly enough the
early decades of the twentieth century which was also the period of
intense organised social reform coincided with new restrictions being
placed on women against participating in manual work outside the
home (Aiyappan, 1945: 122, Mencher, 1989). At the turnof the century,
it seems to have been routine for women in north Malabar even from
affluent taravads to work on fields owned by the taravad (K.R. Krishna
Menon in Government of Madras, 1891: 214). In Chirakkal and
Kottayam taluks of north Malabar, Nairs and Tiyas, both men and women
worked on the fields though women from affluent taravads confined
themselves to working on land owned by their taravad (Kunhappa,
1981: 4). However in the early twentieth century Moyarath Sankaran
(1965: 203), an early nationalist leader from north Malabar recalls his

karanavan stopping his mother from working in the fields. This has

been captured more generally in a decline in women’s enumerated

participation in agricultural labour between 1911 and 1931 (see Raj
and Tharakan, 1983: 73).% Instructively enough, Joan Mencher
collected numerous descriptions of how as far back as the late 19" century,
women had managed their family estates which according to her stood

in contrast to women in the second half of the twentieth century. “Many

48 In 1921 women recorded as agricultural Tabour in Malabar district cxccc'dcd
men among the Cherumas (traditional agricultural labour caste), Tiya/
Izhavas as well as among the Nairs. For every 1000 male agricultural
labourers who were Mair there were 1575 females of the same caste (Census
of India, 1921). Among the Mapillas the other sumerically large social
group there were 838 women for every 1000 men in agricultural labour
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of these women were exceptionally resourceful in making decisions

about agriculture, while their husbands pursued other interests — ranging

from scholarly or religious activities or professional careers in the law or

medicine to carousing and sexual orgjes” (Mencher, 1989: 125), Not

surprisingly, unrestrained mobility is probably the most important

attribute of masculinity in contemporary Kerala and when attributed to
younger women it carries with it the suspicion of sexual indiscipline

(see Osella and Osella, 2001).

Making Men out of Matrilineal Wastrels: Natural Inclination,
Conjugal Family. and Enterprise

the

By the 1920s, reform opinion underlines a sense of masculine self

respect, premised on a spirit of enterprise (Chandu Nambiar, [932: 10).%

Notably, Chandu Nambiar targets the boredom, ineptitude and

subservience among Nair men with particular anxiety (Chandy Nambiar,

1932: 11). Large land OWNINg faravads were seen as cess pools, where

young men wasted their youth and resources in attending long drawn
procedures of the civil courts, hoping to obtain decrees against the
karanavan or in favour of maintenance (Mathrubhumi, Jupe s, 1528),

Matriliny is seen as directly responsible for this. “There has been no

abatement in the number of Nair youth who do nothing useful.

It is not
difficult to see that the Malayalee’s lack of

success in the econormic
sphere is the inevitable result of the marumakkatayam system”

(Mathrubhumi, editorial, April 19, 1923). If marumakkatayam was

targeted with particular anxiety, discontent with Joint families was more

49 In this there is a correspondence to N

the relative prosperity of the Syrian Christians to their patrilineal form of
family (Jeffrey. 1994). Fuller (1976: 146) points oul thag idcology was a
principal factor in the transformation of matriliny but sugeests that i
derived from a theory that matriliny and joint families w

economic advancement, which though invalid served
prophecies.

air reformers in Travancore linking

deology,
ere barriers to
as self fulfilling
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widespread.® Change that was desirable, that would usher in a viable
as well as a ‘natural’ form of family came together in the projected move
towards the conjugal nuclear family. It is here that the husband and
father would be able to shoulder the familial responsibility that they
were so ‘naturally’ inclined towards. “The marumakkatayam
sampradayam places men in a position of acute conflict with natural
inclination pointing in one direction and the dictates of the law in the
other” (Chandu Nambiar, 1932: 25). It is interesting that the false position
argument is still part of the rhetoric of reform in north Malabar, for it was
common place in south Malabar and Travancore. William Logan
probably provided the earliest direct articulation of this argument
associating patrilineage with human enterprise in his tenancy report in
1881 (Government of Madras, 1882: 108).

On the eve of the enactment of the Act of 1933 the Samudiri’s
(former ruler of Calicut) had appealed ina local newspaper that partition
would render impossible man-woman relations as prevailed under the
matrilineal system (Mathrubhumi, October 9, 1932). Taking up this
“last resort argument” in favour of matriliny, a woman from the royal
family asks, “Ts it the desire of the karanavans to retain forever the
relations that prevail today?” (Ibid, November 10, 1932). She claimed
that families desired to adopt “normal husband-wife and father-son
relations and lead ordinary lives, which marumakkatayam had been
unable to furnish for them so far” (Ibid).*' A complete move to the

conjugal unit as family however required that men and women be “freed’

50 “Joint families in Kerala are particularly lacking ir! any favpumb[e aspects
and when it happens to be a marumakkatayam family there is no end to its
inconvenient and disastrous possibilities” (Muthiringot Bhavathratan
Nambutiripad, Unni Nambudiri, May-June, 1936},

51 The discussion continued over several issucs of Mathrubhumi (October 29,
November 5, 10, 1932).
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from a ‘relation of property’ outside it, that they be recognised fully as
‘husbands and ‘wives’ or ‘fathers’ and ‘sons’. This transition to an
‘ethic of conjugality’ could be achieved only through thorough-going
change — by way of permitting individual partition {(Mathrubhumi
Editorial, April 19, 1923), By 1930 there is recognition even in sout};
Malabar of the need to work through the resentment to radical change
emanating from the north, for this could hold up legislation which h:d
already languished for three decades. At the meeting in Pattambi, where
ihﬂlMalabar Nair Samajam was announced, K. Madhavan Nair, pro'mincnt
nanm.]a[ist and advocate of tenancy reform, voices the need for a “Nair
Sar.na.uam for all Malabar”. He takes note of the “strong differences of
GpPMIon on abandoning the marumakkatayam system altogether” adding
however that there could be no dispute on the need for “some vital
changes” (Mathrubhumi, January 16, 1930). The Madras
Mart.amakkatayam Bill, 1930 (and the Act of 1933), in so far as it restricted
the right of pastition to ravazhis (branches} was clearly dissatisfacto
Tlllere is n0 ambiguity in Chandu Nambiar’s appeal in 1932 to Overcor;y-
this as a Step in support of the conjugal nuclear family. “You mu .
demand that the husband and wife be given the right to inherit eq E:
:ther‘s Property.i? Legal-material rights within the conjugal l:l::it
oweve-r Were geen as woven into the need to harmonise household
responsibilitieg ypnq power. Not surprisingly then Chandu Nambiar (1932
19) Put§ forward such an ideal in thinking about the ‘very importa '
‘STIP'POFHVG fole’ that wives would have to assume in relation to m "
aiding them in carrying out responsibilities, .

——

52 At .
Al the sixicenth annual session of the UKNS, a resolution in favo
: ur of

indivj o

“IT?:].::J(:):M partition had to be sel apart and the session concluded thay

Mpera akkatayam practice was harmful to social progress and it wa ;

for indivfz o mob111§c opinion in favour of the demang by the anandira o
vidual partition” {Marhrublimi, May 28 1928) Avans

S
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Masculinity here came to be associated with an averarching sense
of male conjugal responsibility, so much so that ‘natural’ affection was
no substitute for legal guarantees. Addressing an audience of the UKNS
in 1928 Parameshwaran Pillai, a prominent Nair social reformer from
Travancore, stressed the urgency for comprehensive legal intervention
on precisely these grounds. “Tt is the husband’s responsibility to protect
the property of his wife... So long as our marriages want for legal sanction
husbands of Nair women will resort to irresponsible ways. Hence itis
not advisable to partition taravad property before enacting a marriage
law” (Mathrubhumi, June 5, 1928). However in the anxiety to bind the
conjugal unit effectively the provision of free divorce became suspect,
seen as having “the tendency to breed a sense of irresponsibitity” (Law

General department (miscellaneous), G.O. no. 363, dated January 30,

1930, KSA).
Legislative Intervention

Important among the provisions of the Madras Marumakkatayam
Act, 1933 were a) legal sanction of sambandham, b) guardianship and
maintenance provisions for women as wives and for children from their
father, ¢) right of wife and children to inherit the intestate self acquired
property of the husband or father d) divorce by mutual consent and e)
right to demand partition of raravads on the basis of branches. The
provision on partition whas the most controversial. Two clauses sought
to appease opposition against. One, individuals could not aspire to
seck partition only branches could. Two, raravads could register
themselves as impartible within a given time frame. It was also hoped

that partition along ravazhis would work as the thin edge of the wedge.

The legislation granted legal recognition to sambandham,
converting, overnight, ‘lovers’ and ‘concubines’ into legally wedded

couples. If Nair reformers had been emphatic that sambandham should
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be recognized as legal, there was dispute over its legal form and the
legislation embodied a considerably different form from that which was
customary. The legislation incorporated compulsory monogamy but
the discussion on the provision is suggestive of the asymmetrical norms
of sexuality for men and women. It was argued in support of an
amendment to introduce restricted polygamy that monogamy and the
condition unrestricted divorce made it impossible for a man to marry a
second time without divorcing his wife, which would amount to throwing
her on the street (Proceedings of the Madras Legislative Council, Vol. |
xiii, Oct-Nov 1932: 349).5* The Nambudiri bill initially made void any
sambandham contracted after the commencement of the Act but the
select committee brought it in conformity with the Marumakkatayam
Act that recognised sambandham with Nambudiris (Report of the Select
Committee, Madras Marumakkatayam Bill, Fort St. George Gazette, 30
August 1932). Compulsory monogamy was also seen as move against
the royal and other special status (stani) families. It was argued that
Nambudiris may refuse to contract sambandham with women of royal
families, as was the practice, on account of the legal responsibility sought
to be introduced in the bill (Law General Department, G.O. no. 363
(miscellaneous) dated January 30, 1930). R.M. Palat, a janmi member
of the house, argued that, “while polygamy is prevalent in every part of
India including Malabar; the anxiety to enforce monogamy seems more
a veiled attack on the stanis than anything else” (Report of the Select
Committee, Madras Marumakkatayam Bill, Fort St George Gazette,
August 30, 1932: 172). For a society that was plagued by readings of

53 When put to vote the amendment was defeated by 6 votes to 59 (Ibid: 357).
Velu Pillai, author of the Travancore state manual, argued in favour of
polygamy in the Travancore house on the grounds that it was in the interests
of women and rejected as unrealistic the plea by women for monogamy
(Saradamoni, 1999: 101).
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sexual permissiveness among women, drawing on the prevalence of
polyandry, this discussion is some indication that marriage had indeed
been ‘normalized’. Notably, polygamy is discussed with explicit reference
to a pan Indian conception of Hindu law into which matriliny is ready to

be incorporated.

Wife and minor children were placed under the guardianship of
the husband/father and were to be entitled to maintenance from him
subject to the wife not refusing to live with him without just cause. This
was with the exceptions of married minor girls who were to be under the
guardianship of their husbands (Law General Department, G.0. no. 555,
dated Feb 16, 1933, TNA). This provision center staged the conjugal
nuclear family as the primary site of material transactions between men
and women.™ Linked to this women and children were made the primary
heirs to the self-acquired property of the husband/father dying intestate.
However, the self acquired property of women dying intestate was to
devolve upon their children and the lineal descendants of daughters
and in their absence was to go the their tavazhi. Only when she left
behind no tavazhi could her husband claim a share along with the tavazhi

of her maternal grandmother.

Conclusion

Nair male reformers, in the early twentieth century, campaigned
to shape a new idiom of marriage that would establish and center unto
itself ties of property between men and women. The reconstitution of
husbands and fathers in a normative masculine mode was premised
upon restraining women’s sexuality and mobility within marriage along

with the principal material/property ties. These were precisely the terms

i i tend to the right and
54 However, guardianship of husband/father was not to €x . :
interest of the wife and children in respect of their taravad properties (Ibid).
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of their absence in the colonial interpretation of matriliny. I would like
to conclude this paper with a folk song suggesting a matrilineal

sensibility regarding power relations, signaling dispersal of affection
and authority.

Little crab, of the Mundakam field. Tell me, where will you go
when the paddy is reaped? o

I will sit all a smile, on my mother’s lap.

If your mother goes afar, then where will you go; where will you
do, O where will you go?

I'will sit crying, on my father’s lap.

If your father goes afar, then where will you £0; where will you go
O where will you go? o

I will stand before my brother, head bowed, 1 will stand.

If your brother goes afar, then where wil] you go; where will you
ga, O where will you go?

I will stand before my uncle™, shivering, I will stand.

If your uncle goes afar, then where will you go; where will you go

O where will you go?

If uncle goes afar, I will seek my own way, seeking my path, I wil|

walk away?

It is significant that fatherhood, in the sang, is foremost an affective
tie with a sense of indulgence not available either 1o the brother or the
karanavan, both figures of authority and property and also distant ficures

ta-) .

There is also a mediation and sheltering of the child’s relation with

55 The term used is amimaman or maternal uncle

56 There are several variations of this song which was populir among women
working on the paddy ficlds. N
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authority/property by affection, even if one that also underlines her
vulnerability. However this is not to suggest that a retationship honed
preeminently on autharity and property was devoid necessarily of
affection. The possibility of dispersal of authority, property and affection
however is quite distinct from the construction of masculinity in a
singular vision such that aftective ties are merged with and premised on
material ones. In such a scheme authority and affection combine to
constitute ‘right’ — whether of husbands or fathers. In contrast, the song
suggests strongly a retrieval of masculinity from an oppressive
singularity that came to be associated with it in the urgency to bind
affective and material ties within the ‘natural’ — ironically enough the

institution of marriage.

Praveena Kodoth s Research Associate at the Centre
for Development Studies, Trivandrum. Her research
interests include Gender Studies and History af

Institutions.

E-mail contact: praveena@cds.ac.in



s cnul

50

References

Aiya., Nagam V. 1989. Travancore State Manual, Vol 11, New Delhi:
Asian Educational Services.

Aiyappan, A. 1945. Iravas and Cultural Change, Madras: Museum Press

Antarjanam, Lalithambika. 1980. Agnisakshi, Trichur: Kerala Sahitya
Academy, 1980.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1990. The Logic of Practice, Cambridge: Polity Press.

Brown, Leslie. Nd. The Indian Christians of St. Thomas, Madras: BI
Publications, (first published in 1956). '

Bhattatiripad, V.T. 1988. ‘If only I could find a Valmiki’, in
Karmavipakam, (autobiography), Trichur: Rahim Press

Buchanan, Francis. 1988. A Journey from Madras through the Coun-
tries of Mysore, Canara and Malabar, Vol 1] (in 3 Vols), New
Delhi: Asian Educational Services. ’

Census of India. 1921. Madras Part I, Report Malabar District Madras:
Government Press. ’ )

Chandu Menon O. 1965. Indulekha, A Novel from Malaba, Kozhikode:
Mathrubhumi Printing and Publishing Company, (first published
in 1890).

Chandu Nambiar, K.T. 1932. Samudaya Chinta, Address to the 21
session of the Uttara Kerala Nair Samajam, Tellicherry

Devika, J. 2002. ‘Imagining Women’s Social Space in Early Modern

Keralam’, Working Paper no. 329, Centre for Development
Studies, Trivandrum, 2002.

Fawcett, F. 1991. The Nayars of Malabar, New Delhij: Asian Educa-
tional Services.

Fuller, C.J. 1976. The Nayars Today, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Ganesh, K.N. 1991. “Janmam-Kanam Maryadai: Changing Land Rela-

tions in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Keralam”, The
Indian Economic and Social History Review, 28 (3).

51

——.. 1990. ‘The Process of State Formation in Travancore’, Studies in
History, 6 (1).

Gopalan, A K. 1995. Ente Jeevitha Katha, (Autobiography), Trivandrum:
Chinta Publishers.

Gopinath, Ravindran. 1993. ‘Garden and Paddy Fields: Historical Im-
plications of Agricultural Production Regimes in Colonial
Malabar’, in Mushirul Hasan and Narayani Gupta (ed.), India’s
Colonial Encounter: Essays in Memory'of Eric Stokes, Delhi:
Manohar Publications.

Gopindranath K.T. 1996. K.T.Chandu Nambiar, Kannur: S C Printers.
Gough, Kathleen E. 1952, ‘Changing Kinship Usages in the Setting of

Political and Economic Change among the Nayars of Malabar’,
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 82, pp 71-88.

——. 1955. ‘Female Initiation Rites on the Malabar Coast’, Journal of
the Royal Anthropological Institute, 85, pp 45-80

———. 1959. ‘The Nayars and the Definition of Marriage’, Journal of the
Royal Anthropological Institute, 89, pp 23-34. '

—. 1961. ‘Nayars: Central Kerala’ ‘Nayars: North Kerala’ in Gough
and David Schneider (eds.) Matrilineal Kinship, Berkley: Cali-
fornia University Press.

— . 1965. ‘A Note on Nayar Marriage’, Journal of the Royal Anthro-
pological Institute, 65 (1&2), pp 8-1 1.

Government of Cochin. 1915. Report of the Cochin Nayar Regulation
Committee, Cochin: Government Press.

Government of Madras. 1891. Report of the Malabar Marriage Commis-
sion, in 2 Vols, Madras: Lawrence Asylum Press.

——. 1882. Malabar Special Commission, Malabar Land Tenures
Report, 1881-82, Madras: Government Press.

— 1887. Report of the Malabar Land Tenures Committee, 1884,
Madras: Government Press.

— . 1928. Report of the Malabar Tenancy Committee, 1927, two vol.,
1927, Madras: Government Press.



52

Governm'ent of T.ravancore. 1908. Report of the Maru makkatayam Com-
mittee, Trivandrum: Government Presg

Jeffrey, Robin. 1984. The Decline of N ;
ayar Do .
Manohar Publications. 4 nunance, New Delhi:

Joint Commis.sio‘n from Bengal and Bombay. 1862. Report of a Joi
Commission from Bengal and Bombay, appointed to ino @ Jont
the State and Condition of the Province of Malabar ; slljcct mto‘
1792-93, Madras: Fort St.George Gazette Press, 1862n ;1;3):321%

Kodoth, Pr'aveena. 2002. ‘Framing Custom, Directing Practices: Au-
thority, Property and Matriliny under Colonial Law in Ninett.aenth

Century Malabar’, Workin
’ g paper No 338, Centr
ment Studies, Trivandrug, p entre for Develop-

- 2,001' Courting Legitimacy or Delegitimising Custom? Sexual-
ity, samnbandham and Marriage Reform in Late Ninetee:nth Cen
tury Malabar’, Modern Asian Studies, 35 (2), pp 349-383

—— 1998, "Women and Property Rights: A Study of Land Tenure
Structure‘ and Pe_rsonal Law in Malabar, 1880-1940 Unpublished
Ph.D. Dissertation, Department of Economics Uni . ¢
Hyderabad. ’ iversity ©

Kunhappa C. H. 193‘31- Smaranakal Matram, (autobiogmph ) Calicut:
Mathrubhumi Printing and publishing Co. y) Calicut:

Malabar Special Commission. 1882. Malabar fand T,
: en
1881-82, Vol I, Madras: Government Press. ures Report,

Mateer, Samuel. 1991. The Land of Charity: A Descriptive Account of
Travfancore‘and its People, New Delhi: Asian Educational
Services, (First published in 1870). cation:

Mencher, Joan.Nl962_1 ‘Changing Familial Roles among the south
Malabar Nayars', Southwestern Journal of Anthropol 18
2.30-245. ogy, 18, pp

1965. *‘The Nayars of South Malabar’ in MLE. Nimkoff (ed.)

Compararive Family Systems., Boston: E e
pp 163-191. ’ + Houghton Miflin,

53

— 1989, *Women Agricultural Labourers and Land Owners in Kerala
and Tamil Nadu: Some Questions about Gender and Autonomy
in the Household’, Maithreyi Krishnaraj and Karuna Chanana
eds. Gender and the Household Domain: Social and Cultural
Dimensions, New Delhi: Sage, 116-141.

Menon, Dilip. 1994. Caste, Nationalism and Communism in South In-
dia, Malabar 1900-1940, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Menon, Shanti. 1996. ‘Male Authority and Female Autonomy: A Study
of the Matrilineal Nayars of Kerala, South India’ in Mary Jo
Maynes et. al., (ed) Gender, Kinship and Power: A Compararive
and Interdisciplinary History, New York: Routledge.

Narayanan, M.G.S. and Kesavan Veluthat. 1983. A History of the
Nambudiri Community in Kerala’, in Fritz Stal (ed.) Agni:
The Vedic Ritual of the Fire Alter, Vol 11, Delhi: Motilal

Banarasidas.

Nayanar, V. Kunhiraman. 1987. *Kesari Nayanarude Krithikal’
Kozhikode: Mathrubhumi Printing and Publishing Press.

Moore, Lewis. 1905. Malabar law and Custom, Madras: Higginbothams.

Padmanabha Menon K. P. 1984. History of Kerala, Vol 3, New Delhi:
Asian Educational Services.

Osella Filippo and Caroline Osella. 2000, Social Mobility in Kerala:
Modernity and Identity in Conflict, London: Pluto Press.

Panikkar K.N. 1998. Culture, Ideology, Hegemony: Intellectuals and
Social Consciousness in Colonial India, New Delhi: Tulika.

. 1089, Against Lord and State: Religion and Peasant Uprising in
Malabar, 1836-1921, Delhi: Oxford University Press.

. 1977. ‘Agrarian Legislation and Social Classes: A Case Study of
Malabar’, Economic and Political Weekly, Vol 12, no 21,

Pateman, Carol. 1989, The Sexual Contract, Cambridge: Polity Press.

Puthenkalam S.J. 1977. Marriage and Family in Kerala, Calgary:
University of Alberta.



54

in M.K.Raha and pC.

Raman Unni, K. 1987. *Pol i bar’, L.
olyandry in Mala +n Publishing House.

Coomar (eds.) Polyandry in India, Delhi: GY

Shea, T. W. 1959. The Land Tenure Structure of Malabar ;?dhlts o
ence upon Capital Formation in Agriculturé U!]pu -IS ec.i Fh D
dissertation, South Asian Regional Studi€s, University of Penn-
sylvania.

Sankaran, Moyarath. 1965. Enze Jeevita Katha, (autobiogmph)’) Calicut:
P.K. Brothers.

Saradamoni, K. 1999. Matriliny Transforned: Family, Law and ldeol-
ogy in Twentieth Century Travancore, New Dethi: Sage Publica-
tions.

Thurston, Edgar and Rangachari. 1984, Caste and Tribes of Southern
India, vol 5, New Delhi: Asian Educational Services.

Varghese, K.E. 1982. Slow Flows the Pampa: Socio-Economic Changes
in a Kuttanad Village in Kerala, New Delhi: Concept Publish-
ing.

Varghese, T.C. 1970. Agrarian Change and FEconontic Consequences:

Land Tenures in Kerala, 1850-1960, 1970, Bombay: Allied Pub-
lishers.

Varier,Raghava. 1994, “Village Communities in Pre-colonial Kerala’,
Ku. Si. Haridasa Bhat Shastipoorti Endowment Lecture Series
no. 8, Madras: Asian Educational Services.

Velupillai, T.K. 1940. The Travancore State Manual, Vol IT, Trivandrum:
The Government of Travancore.

Ward and Conner. 1994, Memoir of the Swrvey of the Travancore and
Cochin States, Vol I, Trivandrum: Government of Kerala.



