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Abstract

The subject is the development of politics, within a context of social
change, in the Indian princely state of Travancore. The thesis is
divided into two parts: Part One focuses upon sccial change, and Part
Two on politics.

Since, in considering the emergence of 'modern' forms of political
expression we are concerned with the twin themes of political social-
isation and mobilisation, Part One explores the social background.
Beginning with the latter half of the nineteenth century it deals with
the development of communal identity. Chapters Two and Three give a
survey of the castes and communities in the state and their situation
at the turn of the century. They cover social and religious reform
movements and the emergence of communal associations. Chapter Four is
devoted to religious reform in the 1918-38 period. Chapter Five turns
to the economy of Travancore: it considers the rise of capitalism and
the consequences of change for nascent class conflict.

Having examined political development prior to 1918 in Chapter One,
Part Two concentrates on politiecs in the eventful 1918-3B period.
Chapter Six deals with the formation of the early political associations
and the campaigns for civic equality and legislative reform in 1918-22.
Chapter Seven covers the communal politics of the 1920s. Chapter Eight
examines the Abstention movement of 1933-35 that sought an end to the
political and administrative dominance of caste-Hindus. The final
chapter looks at the background to the formation, in 1938, of the multi-
communal Travancore State Congress on a platform of responsible govern-
ment.

The conclusion reviews the transformation of politics in a period
of social and institutional change - the development and expression
of a new sense of communal identity, nationalism, and an emergent class
consciousness. It then goes on to consider the significance of all three
in post-19238 Kerala.
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Chapter I:

Introduction

i, The Historiography of Modern Travancore

The Indian states, that accounted for a third of the area and a

quarter of the population of the sub-continent before 1947, have only
recently begun to attract the attention of historians. The studies by
Barbara Ramusack, Ian Copland and Stephen Ashton have concentrated on
the relationship between the princes and the British, while Vanaja
Rangaswami's examination of Mysore, Travancore and Cochin considers ‘
developments within the states specifically in relation to the nationa-
list movement.l

The internal politics of the states thus remain to be fully explored,
and it is unsurprising that those seeking to fill the gap should have
begun with two of the most populous and politicised states - Mysore
and Travancore. The works by Bjdrn Hettne and James Manor on twentieth-
century Mysore, and that of Robin Jeffrey on Travancore in the second
half of thenineteenth century, should be mentioned in this regard.2
Their studies appeared at a time when South Indian historiography in
general benefited from the surge of interest in regional history aroused
by the influence of the so-called Cambridge school, represented in the
South by D.A.Washbrook and C.J.Baker. David Arnold has also covered the
development of politics in the Madras Presidency between 1870 and 1940?
My study of Travancore is aimed at complementing their work, and that
of Jeffrey and Manor, as well as contributing towards the understanding
of the background to modern Kerala polities.

Social and religious change in Kerala in the nineteenth and twent-
ieth centuries has been comparatively well covered. Apart from the work
done by Jeffreya, the Catholic sociologists, Francois Houtart and
Genevieve Lemercinier5, have attempted to relate socio-religious
movements to the development of capitalism; M.S.A.R306 has looked at the
Ezhava uplift movement; and T.K.Ravindran7 has made a study of the 1924
Vaikom Satyagraha. Most recently, Susan BaylyB has considered the origin
of community in Kerala, while J.W.Gladstone9 has focused upon the
conversion of low-caste Hindus to Christianity in the period from 1850
to 1936.

However, no substantial research has hitherto been undertaken
on the politics of early twentieth-century Travancore.9a Several Malayali
historians, such as M.K.Koshy, K.K.Kusuman and T.K.Vijaya Mohan, have

produced a collection of largely uncritical narrative accounts,




principally notable for their lengthy extracts from primary sources.10

Jeffrey's The Decline of Nayar Dominance ends in 1908, while his article
11

on the Travancore State Congress deals only with the decade after 1938.
The ihtérvening period was one in which Travancorean politics crystallised
under the impact of both far~reéehing social and economic changes within
the state and the rise of nationalism in British India. My thesis
examines developments in this period in two parts: Chapters Two to Five
are devoted to social change from the end of the nineteenth century,

while the next four chapters consider the evolution of politics in the
1918-38 period.

The central theme of the study is the role played by caste and
community, and later by nationalism and class, in political socialisation.
Therefore, we begin with the various movements for social and religious
reform that emerged between the mid-nineteenth century and the 1930s.

By indueing an awaréness of a distinct communal identity, the movements
ensured that, initially, people were drawn into the new political system,
with its modes of operation and structure modelled on the West, as
members of a particular caste or community. However, as the sphere of
politics expanded to embrace groups outside the wealthy and educated
communal elites, class consciousness and nationalism also became signif-
icant factors in political mobilisation. As a result, by 1938, community,
class, and nation were all important catchwords for Travancore's

politicians.




ii. Travancore and Its Politics Before 1918

Located in the extreme south-west of the Indian subcontinent, the
princely state of Travancore was bordered in the north by Cochin
State, to the east by Madras Presidency, and to the westzand south by
the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. With an area of over 7,600
square miles and a population, in 1921, of just over four million,
it ranked seventeenth ameng the 562 princely states in terms of area,
and third (behind Hyderabad and Mysore) in population.

Isolated from Madras Presidency by the Western Ghats, Travancore
was distinguished'by its rich tropical vegetation. About a third of
its area was covered by dense jungle, and another third by low jungle.
By the 1910s tea and cardamom plantations were beginning to be a common
sight on most of the higher elevations, with other cash crops, such as
pepper, rubber and ginger, flourishing in the lesser uplands.
There were reserve forests of valuable timber in both regions.
Péddy cultivation was found in terraced stretches along valleys,
and was also extensive in the irrigated areas of Nanjinad and Edanad
in the south, and in the backwater reclamations of Kuttanad in the
north - the two 'rice-bowls' of Travancore. The coastal belt was-
covered with dense coconut plantations, and intersected by lagoons,
backwaters,and rivers flowing west into the Arabian Sea. |

The state was peculiar even amidst the diversity of the Indian
subcontinent. One of the strongest bastions of Hindu orthodoxy and the
caste system in southern India, it included the largest, oldest and
socially best-positioned, concentration of Christians in India -
the Syrian Christians. Furthermore, while exhibiting an extraordin-
arily rapid rate of progress in aspects of modernisation such as .
literacy, it,nevertheless, maintained an outmoded form of social
organisation - the matrilineal joint-family of the caste-Hindu Nairs -
right until the 1920s.

The half century from the Malayala Memorial of 1891 to the
campaign for the establishment of responsible government in Travancore

in 1938, was a period of social, economic and political development

which gave the state the reputation of being among the most progressive
of the Indian principalities. A few statistics drawn from the

.decennial Census and annual Administrative Reports will serve as a guide
to the pace of 6hange. In demographic terms, the population more than g
doubled - from two and a half to over six million - between 1891 and
1941, with the proportion of Hindus declining from 73 to 60 per cent;

the corresponding Christian percentage rising from 21 to 32 .13
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One of the most thickly populated areas of India, second only to
neighbouring Cochin, Travancore had a density of 525 persbns péi
square mile in 1921. Within twenty years this average had increased to
nearly eight hundred. 0Only a tenth of the population was enumerated
as living in towns in 1921. Apart from Trivandrum, the state capital,
only three towns - Nagercoil, Quilon and Alleppey - boasted a
population in excess of 25,00[].14

One of the most striking features of the state was the high
percentage of literate people. This was the result of the efforts of
the Christian missionary institutions since the early nineteenth
century, and the vigorous policy of educational expansion pursued by
Travancorean governments from the 1860s. In 1891, one in ten Travanco-
reans was literate; by 1921 this had risen to one in four, and in 1941
the figure was almost one in every two.l5 This represented a tenfold
increase in the number of literates,from 280,000 to 2.8 million, and
meant that literacy in Travancore was four times the Indian average,
and on a par with a southern European state of comparable size - such
as Portugal.

In the light of this fact it is unsurprising that the press in the
state grew rapidly, and was easily the most active in any Indian
principality. In 1893-4 the vernacular press list in the Travancore
Administrative Report, included only seven newspapers with a combined
circulation of 4,150.16 By 1903-4 circulation had quadrupled, and in
the next two decades it more than quintupled, so that by 1921 it was
over 82,000.17 The Administrative Report for 1923-24 gave a total of
43 newspapers and 73 periodicals, but following the 1926 Newspaper
Regulation, the multiplication of publications yﬁ? checked and, by
1939-40, the aggregate of papers was down to 88. One in 50 Travanco-
reans was a newspaper reader in 1921 - a proportion that remained
constant over the next two decades.

Travancore in 1921 was a predominantly agrarian society, with over
half the population engaged in farming, as compared to only a tenth in
- trade, and a fifth in industry. The vast majority of the latter were
involved in cottage industries, and there were few factories of any
size. Most of the industry was related to processing the produce of
the plantation agriculture sector, especially tea (in the highland
ranges of Devicolam) and coconut (concentrated round the port of
Alleppey). ‘

The expansion of plantation agriculture in the early twentieth

century contributed to a phenomenal increase in commercial activity
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in the state. The number of registered joint stock companies rose from
ten,in 1892-3, to 132 in 1916-17. It reached a peak of 943 in 1932-33
when Travancore accounted for a fifth of all the banks in India.Zl
Though the number of companies had dropped sharply - to 407 -~ by 1940,
Travancore still had more than twice the number registered in the much
larger state of Mysore.22

Some of the main features of socio-economic change in modern
Travancore can, thus, be summarised as follows: a rapid rate of
population growth, with a significant shift in communal strengths;
a high literacy rate that was the result of impressive educational

expansion; the rise of a sizeable newspaper-reading public; and the

growth of commerce, particularly in the sectors of banking and plantation

agriculture. Some other prominent features in the transformation of
Travancore should also be noted. These include the final breakup of

the matrilineal Nair joint-family (the 'taravad'), and the related

high incidence of land transfer in the 1920s and 1930s, which benefited
Syrian Christians in particular.There was also the upward economic and
social mobility of members of the backward Ezhava caste, and the

new assertiveness of the Ezhavas and the ex-slave castes of

Pulayas and Parayas. This helped to bring about the reform of traditional

Hinduism, culminating in the Temple Entry Proclamation of 1936.

The state of Travancore came into being in the mid-eighteenth
century. It resulted from the extension northward of the domain of
Raja Marthanda Varma of Venad (1729-58), from what was to become the
state capital of Trivandrum. Venad had been a feudatory of the second
Chera empire (c.800-1102 AD) based at Mahodayapuram, north of modern
Cochin. Contempgraneous with the Tamil Chola and Pandya Kingdoms
further east, the Cheras developed a small empire covering much of
present day Kerala.z3 The empire had strong commercial ties with West
Asia, and between the fourth and ninth centuries, Jewish, Christian and
Muslim, settlements were established along the Malabar coast.

The Chera empire's disintegration, in the course of the eleventh
century, was the result of the constant campaigns launched against it
by its powerful Chola neighbour. By the early twelfth century the Chera
ruling house, the Kulasekharas, had shifted their seat to the port of
Quilon, following the Cholas' destruction of Mahodayapuram,

The Chera ruler, Rama Varma Kulasekhara (1090-1102), is considered the
founder of the Venad royal family.zq

In the wake of the collapse of the Chera empire, there emerged four

small coastal kingdoms - Kolattunad, Kozhikode, Cochin and Venad - and
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a large number of semi-independent principalities in the hinterland.
The situation that prevailed in Kerala prior to the eighteenth century
has been described as bearing a strong resemblance to the feudalism
of eleventh century Western Europe?SThe smallest political unit was
the 'desam', presided over by the 'desavazhi', the hereditary caste-
Hindu (Nair) headman. He owed allegiance to the 'naduvazhi', the Nair
head of a number of desams, which constituted a 'nad', or territory.
A chief who had at least a hundred Nair followers was considered a
naduvazhi, and owed allegiance to the raja, being expected to supply
him with fighting forces in time of need.”®

In Venad,a settlement in 1050 AD had granted the administration of
the Sri Padmanabhaswami Temple in Trivandrum to an 'Ettarayogam'
(council of eight and a half votes) of eight hereditary Malayala
Brahmans and the reigning rajé. These 'Yogakkar' (councillors) divided
the extensive lands owned by the temple into eight districts , over
which they appointed eight Nairs to be in charge of revenue collection.
The eight, known as the 'Ettuveettil Pillamar' (the Lords of the
Eight Houses), were said to have gradually usurped all authority and
reduced the raja to a figure head?7When Raja Marthanda Varma succeeded
to the throne in 1729, he was faced by a rebellion, supported by.the
Yogakkar and the Ettuveettil Pillamar, which he ruthlessly crushed.

They were banished, or put to death, and their property was confiscated.

In 1749 Marthanda Varma dedicated his dominions in perpetuity to the
god Sri Padmanabha, and took the title of Sri Padmanabha Dasa
(the Servant of the Lord Padmanabha), for himself and his Successors?a
ApartAFrom the assertion of royal authority, the internal policies
of Marthanda Varma had the long-term effect of serving to undermine the
preeminence of the Malayala Brahman 'janmis' (landlords) and the Nair
naduvazhis and desavazhis. It also marked the beginning of the ascend-
ancy of foreign, non-Malayala Brahmans in administration that was the
main grievance behind the Malayala Memorial of 189f?TUther significant
changes introduced by Marthanda Varma were the creation of a standing
army, and an elementary bureaucracy, which was aimed at making the
revenue administration of the state more efficient.
The transformation of Venad into Travancore occurred in stages and
involved the subjection of numerous local rajas and chieftains.
By Marthanda Varma's death in 1758, the borders of Travancore were
much as they were to remain for the next 190 yearg? His successor,
Rama Varma (1758-98), withstood the attacks of Tippu Sultan with
the aid of the troops of the British East India Company, with whom
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Marthanda Varma had always maintained good relations. In 1795 a
treaty of perpetual alliance was concluded between the Company and
the Raja.jl

The immediate impact of British hegemony was a further under-
mining of the power and influence of the Nairs, who constituted the
most numerous caste-Hindu group. Having seen their predominance in
administration decline under Marthanda Varma, the Nair office-holding
class had experienced a revival of fortunes during Rama Varma's reign
when two of their number - Ayyappan Marthanda Pillai and Raja Kesava
Das - served as chief minister. However, following an abortive revolt
by the Nair Dalava (Dewan), Velu Tampi, in 1808-9, the British
Resident, Colonel John Munro, officiated as Dewan from 1811-14, and
deprived the mostly Nair 'Kariakkars' (local officials) of their
magisterial and judicial functions, so that they became merely tax
collectors. He alsoc abolished the independent 'Sankethams' of the Hindu
temples with their considerable powers and privileges. In 1811 the
responsibility for the management of the temples was assumed by the
Sirkar. Another cause for grievance for the caste-Hindus was Munro's
attempt to reduce their monopoly of the Sirkar service by recruiting
Syrian Christians and appointing Christian judges to the reformed
judiciary. This policy of encouraging the indigenous Christians was
not continued by Munro's non-Malayala Brahman SUCCesSSOors. 5

The 1820s and 1830s saw Travancore acquiring some features of a
modern state, such as the introduction of a codified system of law
and the establishment of new law courts along British lines.
The first census was undertaken in 1836. From the 1810s British mission-
aries of the Church Missionary Society (CMS) and the London Missionary
Society (LMS) were to the fore in encouraging the spread of Western-
style education. Hawever, it was the second half of the nineteenth
century that saw the most significant changes occurring..In 1855 a
Royal Proclamation abolishing slavery was promulgated after years of
campaigning spearheaded by the missionaries, and in 1858 a new Dewan,
T.Madhava Rao, was appointed; he soon gained a reputation as a
moderniser.

In his fourteen years in office, Madhava Rao, with the support of
the reigning Maharaja, Ayilliam Tirunal (1860-80), carried out a
wholesale reorganisation and expansion of state education. He also
sought to reform the agrarian system, organised a Public Works
department, and encouraged the growth of a cash economy. Madhava Rao's

period was further characterised by the steady bureaucratising of the
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rapidly expanding state administration. 34

A significant political innovation was introduced under one of
Madhava Rao's successors, T.Rama Rao. In 1888 Travancore became the
first Indian state to establish a Legislative Council. Modelled on the
British Indian Councils Act of 1861, the Council Regulation 6riginally provided
for six official, and two non-official members. However, in 1898 the
Regulation was amended to allow for a maximum of fifteen members, of
whom at least two-fifths had to be non—officials.35 Initially, the
membership was wholly caste-Hindu, and it was mainly pressure from the
British Resident, H.B.Grigg, that persuaded the administration to

nominate a Christian,Vellala Catholic lawyer A.M.Muthunayagom Pillai,
36

to the Council in 1894. It was not until 1896 that a Syrian Christian,

K.K.Kuruvila, a retired engineer in the state Public Works Department,
was given a seat.37 Appointment to the Council was largely a matter
of prestige for the individual and community concerned, since its
powers were strictly limited, and members could not even raise questions
or propose motions.

These administrative, social and economic changes engendered a
rising political consciousness which began to express itself in the
1880s through the formation of short-lived associations, such as.the
mainly Nair Malayali Sabha and the Syrian Christian Jathiakya Sangham.
It was also seen in the emergence of the first popular Malayalam
newspapers - the Malayali (1886), the Nazrani Deepika (1887)and the
Malayala Manorama (1889).

The Malayala Memorial of 1891 is considered a landmark in the

history of modern Travancore. It was the culmination of the first phase
in the inter-communal struggles that were to dominate the politics of
the state for the next half century. Initiated by a group of young
Western-educated Nairs, many of whom were active in the Malayali Sabha,
the Memorial, which was submitted to the Msharaja, Sri Mulam Tirunal,
in January 1891, had as its principal theme the preponderance of
foreign non-Malayala Brahmans, and the corresponding under-represent-
ation of native Malayalis, in the higher administration of the state.
While mentioning the claims of the Syrian Christians and the most
numerous non-caste-Hindu community, the Ezhavas, the Memorial emphasised
the demands of the Malayali Sudras (i.e. the Nairs). It declared that

'As the Malayali Sudras are the most loyal portion of Your
Highness' subjects, as they are in point of intelligence,
general culture and attainments not behind any other class in
the country, as they were from the earliest times till within
the last few years the ruling race in the land, and as it is
they that mainly contribute to the material resources of the
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state, more than one-fourth of which is derived from land
revenue - their claims on Your Highness' Government are fgrA
stronger than those of any other class in the country.'

The organisers of the Memorial seem to have sought support from
outside the Nair community, especially from Syrian Christians, as
a means of impressing the government. In this they bad some success -
two of the six public meetings in support of the Memorialists, held
during the first half of 1891, were presided over by Syrian
ecclesiastics> In addition, the Memorialist delegation of six that
met Dewan T.Rama Rao in July 1891, included Cyriac Nidhiry, a Syrian
- Catholic landlord and a brother of Emmanuel Nidhiry, the Vicar General
of Kottayam. In the light of later divergences in the political
stance of Syrian and non-Syrian Christians, it might also be noted that
a counter-Memorial movement gained the support of prominent Tamil
LMS converts in South Travancore. For instance, P.C.Joseph, the editor

of the Travancore Times of Nagercoil, was a member of the counter-

Memorialist delegation that also met the Dev,van.[LO

The Memorialists' public campaign subsided following the July
1891 audience with the Dewan, at which the counter-Memorialists decried
any distinction being made between Malayalis and non-Malayalis in’
appointments to the public service, and rejected the classification
of people as natives and Foreigners.al This stance was largely accepted
by the government, and no specific assurances for the redress of their
grievances was held out to the Malayala Memorialists, though the
Maharaja did state that he would be 'happy to advance their interests
in every legitimate way'. 4z Thus the first modern politiecal movement
in Travancore ended with apparently nothing to show for its efforts,
apart from a few well-attended public meetings, an audience with the
Dewan, and faveurable comment in the Madras press.

Nonetheless, the 1891 Memorial was a watershed in the political
development of Travancore.It came just three years after the inaugur-
ation of the Legislative Council, and at a time when the scope of
politics in the state was being widened by the newly-formed
associations and the nascent Malayalam press. Hitherto politics had
been confined to palace intrigue, with the occasional intervention
by a British Resident, or missionaries campaigning for social reforms.
The Memorial was the first purely indigenous expression of public
opinion to which the government had had to respond. It established

a pattern whereby political campaigns were launched to bring about
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social and administrative reforms in the interests of particular
communities ~ the dominant feature of Travancore politics until the
1930s. In this sense the Malayala Memorial was the precursor of the
movement for equal civic rights in 1918-22, and the Abstention
Movement of 1933-35.

The years following 1891 saw the prominent Memorialist.leaders
being won over by:the government through the skilful use of
patronage by Rama Rao's successor as Dewan, S.Shungarasoobyer.
These tactics, while successful in ensuring that the public campaign
against foreign Brahmans was not resumed, also contributed to a split
among the Nair leaders that was to have long-term consequences.
Two of the chief organisers of the Memorial accepted government posts
within the decade. C.V.Raman Pillai, the Secretary of the Malayali
Sabha and editor of its organ, the Malayali, became manager of the
High Court in 1897. K.R.Sankara Menon,a Madras High Court vakil and
the official spokesman for the Memorialists, was appointed a district
judge in 1898. Ancther notablé appointment was that of P.Thanu Pillai
as Chief Secretary in 18954 While not associated with the Malayala
Memorial, Thanu Pillai had taken an active interest in the Malayali
Sabha and had founded its precursor, the Malayali Social Union, in
the 1870s. The only Nair leader steadfastly to spurn an accommodation
with the government was C.Krishna Pillai, an. Inspector of Government
Schools, who had founded the Malayali Sabha in 1884 and fought,
unsuccessfully, to maintain it in the 1890s. Within the Nair community
Krishna Pillai led a group favouring radical social reform which was
opposed by conservative Nairs who looked to Raman Pillai for leadership.

The official policy of conciliating the Nair elite impelled
non-Nairs to organise independently to press for the redress of their
grievances. In 1895 and 1896 Dr P.Palpu, one of the few educated men
from the Ezhava caste, and a signatory to the Malayala Memorial,
submitted petitions on the disabilities suffered by his community, to
Dewan Shungarasoobyer and the Maharaja. He failed to get a favourable
response. a4

The Syrian Christians of Travancore had particular cause to be
discontented with Dewan Shungarascobyer's administration from 1892-98.

The clergy saw a serious obstacle to conversion in the 1885 High

Court ruling by which a Christian convert from one of the marumakkathayam

(matrilineal) castes lost his, or her, rights of inheritance and
maintenance. In 1893 a memorial on the subject was submitted to the
Maharaja on behalf of the CMS,the LMS, and the Syrian Jacobite and
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Marthomite churches.*® This elicited no response, and two years later
the Dewan even rejected a suggestibn,from the British Resident,H.B.Grigg,
that Nair converts be granted maintenance rights by law 46

In 1894 a new Education Code was introduced that stated that pupils
in the private schools receiving grants-in-aid, the majority of which
were church schools, could only receive.religious instruction with

47

parental consent. In the same year, further controversy was aroused

by .an amendment to the Penal Code that proposed a criminal penalty
for building a place of worship without official permission. 48
With such legislation, the absence of a Syrian Christian member on

the Legislative Council was especially keenly felt. Finally,there was
the longstanding grievance of the underrepresentation of Christians in
the public service, one of the reasons for which was the caste-Hindu
monopoly of the higher posts in the Revenue Department, the largest
department of state. This had been an important concern for
Christian supporters of the Malayala Memorial, such as Emmanuel Nidhiry,
who had suggested in a Memorialist meeting,in Kottayam in 1891, that

the duties of devaswom (temple) supervision be removed from the

purview of Revenue officials, as this would leave the way clear for
non-caste-Hindus, and non-Hindus, to enter the higher ranks of the
Revenue Department.

Thus, it was in the context of considerable dissatisfaction among
both the Christian clergy and the educated classes that the Travancore
and Cochin Christian Association was formed in April 1898. Its first
President, T.C.Poonen, was a retired Cochin judge and a prominent
Anglican Syrian from Kottayam, who had the distinction of being the
first Malayali to be educated in England. In 1899 the new body presented
a memorial to Dewan K.Krishnaswami Rao praying for the separation of
devaswom duties from executive officers, the introduction of competitive
examinations for the higher administrative posts, and a greater balance
to be maintained in the composition of the administration.

The government was not receptive towards the suggestions and when the
Viceroy, Lord Corzon, visited Travancore in November 1900, the
Association petitioned him, but Curzon declined to interfere. °C
The Christian Association included Jacobite, Marthomite and Anglican
Syrians, but the Syrian Catholic Nidhiry was barred.by the Papal
Delegate to the East Indies, Mgr. L.M.Zaleski, from becoming the
Association's permanent President. Mgr. Zaleski also refused permission
for any Catholics to join the body.51 This fact, taken in conjunction

with the lack of participation in its activities by the non-Syrian
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Protestant Christians, meant that the Association could only claim to
represent the wealthy and educated sections of Christian denominations
that together formed less than two-fifths of all the Christians
in the state.

Politics in the 1900s were dominated by the intrigues and scandals
surrounding the Maharaja's court. The central figure in palace affairs
was T.Sankaran Tampi, the Palace Manager and the ex-husband of the
Maharaja's wife. Sankaran Tampi was close to C.V.Raman Pillai and others
of the conservative 'official' Nair faction, but his influence was
undermined by the removal of Dewan Krishnaswami Rao in 1904, and his
replacement, at the insistence of the Madras Government, by V.P.Madhava
Rao from the Mysore Service. On this occasion Sri Mulam Tirunal would
have preferred to appoint V.,Nagam Aiya, the most senior Travancorean
official; he had had to bow to British pressure.”>

Madhava Rao's appointment was resented by the Palace clique, and
he was the object of attacks from Raman Pillai and others. The new
Dewan's actions were not calculated to conciliate his critics.

First he appointed more non-Malayala Brahmans to the Legislative
Council, thus giving them a majority. This prompted a protest delegation
to the Dewan led by Malloor K.Govinda Pillai, a protege of C.V.Raman
Pillai. Madhava Rao defended his appointments and suggested that the
deputationists should turn to organised political activity.53
He followed this up, in October 1904, by inaugurating a new non-official
chamber of representatives, the Sri Mulam Popular p'-?\ss'.eaml:)ly.5£’L

The new body, formed along the lines of the Representative Assembly
established in Mysore in 1881, was intended to elicit public opinion.
Meeting annually for a session which usually lasted about a week, its
main function was to act as a forum for non-officials to make represent-
ations before the government. Purely consultative in character, it had
no legislative powers.

The first Assembly was wholly nominated, but from 1905 most members
were elected, albeit on a severely restricted franchise. 22 Initially,90
of the 100 members were elected, but following successive revisions of
the Assembly Rules between 1910 and 1914, the figure dropped to 77;- 43
from the 33 taluks in the state, nineteen deputed by Town Committees,
seven by commercial interests, and four each by the planters' associa-
tions and 'janmis' (large landlords). Under the Rule changes the
number of members nominated by the government rose from ten to 2£¥None—
theless, until the 1919 reform of the lLegislative Council, the Assembly

remained the principal directly-elected political institution in the
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state. Its importance was highlighted in October 1906 when Dewan S.
Gopalachari failed to convene the third session of the Assembly.
There were strong protests and a public meeting in Trivandrum warned
the Dewan against attempting to abolish the chamber,”’ '

During his brief tenure as Dewan, Madﬁava Rao was regarded with
hostility by the ‘'official' Nair faction. Their disaffection was
increased by the encouragement he gave to the newly-formed Sri Narayana
Dharma Paripalana Yogam that championed Ezhava demands for greater
educational and employment opportunities. In 1905 the Dewan's policy of
opening state schools to non-caste-Hindus provoked widespread clashes
between Nairs and Ezhavas in central Travancore. Even a High Court
ruling against his arch-foe, palace manager Sankaran Tampi, in a
bribery case in February 1906, failed to make the Dewan's position
easier, and in March Madhava Rao returned to Mysore.58

In 1907 P.Rajagopalachari, a Madras civil servant and former
Dewan of Cochin, replaced Gopalachari, Madhava . Rao's unpopular
successor. The early years of Rajagopalachari's administration were
marked by continuing contraversy over corruption in court circles.
Unlike Madhava Rao, Rajagopalachari, whose second wife was a Trivandrum
Nair, maintained close ties with Sankaran Tampi and the influential
clique of Nair officials led by C.V.Raman Pillai.59 »

The activities of Tampi and his associates were attacked, often
in virulent terms, by a young Nair journalist, 'Swadesabhimani' K.
Ramakrishna Pillai, one of the younger associates of the reformer

C.Krishna Pillai. Many of the articles published in Ramakrishna Pillai's
[}

Trivandrum paper, Swadesabhimani (National Pride), were actually written
by K.Narayana Kurukkal, like Krishna Pillai a schools' inspector who
was in his Fifties.6U Kurukkal was forced to resign his government
post because of his criticism of the administration. A sympathiser of
the Indian National Congress, he wrote the first political novels
in Malayalam, which were based on alleged misrule by the Maharaja
and his ministers, and the licentiousness of the Travancore court.

In 1910 Ramakrishna Pillai was elected to the Popular Assembly
but was promptly disqualified from becoming a member.62 The Swadesabh-
imani's increasingly strident attacks on the administration then forced
the Dewan to contemplate the introduction of a stiffer Press Regulation,
However, such a measure was not favoured by either the Maharaja or the
Paramount Power.®? Therefore, in September 1910 Ramakrishna Pillai

was arrested and deported from Travancore, and the Swadesabhimani

suppressed.sa While the affair gained considerable publicity outside
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Travancore, within the state there were few protests and most local
newspapers backed the administration's action,

A consummate politician,Rajagopalachari was able, while maintaining
close ties with the conservative Nair officials, also to win over some
prominent reformist Nairs66 and encourage the aspirations of the
Christians and the non-caste-Hindus of the state. The Dewan actively
promoted the development of a communal consciousness that had already
been stirred by the growing debate over social reform within the
advanced communities, and social uplift among the more backward groups.
Rajagopalachari's first action in office was to appoint a committee to
examine the possible reform of the matrilineal joint family, a question
that preoccupied Nair leaders until the early 1920s. In 1911 a similar
committee was appointed to examine the controversial question of
succession among Christians. In addition, the Dewan patronised some
non-caste-Hindu leaders, such as the Ezhava poet Kumaran Asan, and the
Pulaya Ayyan Kali,both of whom were nominated to the Popular Assembly.67

The Swadesabhimani saw Rajagopalachari's policy as one of divide and

rule, and accused the administration of encouraging racial strife by
emphasising distinctions of caste and community.68

In a speech just before his departure from the state in 1914,
Dewan Rajagopalachari highlighted the ecrucial issues around which
the politiecs of Travancore were to evolve in the next two decades.
He said:

.+.If you, men of more advanced classes or castes, obstruct,
either wilfully or through ignorance, the nascent life of these
rising communities, what would be the result? You would certainly
not be able to stop them; the communities now called backward
would one day come to the front, whether you like it or not;

but instead of coming to the front with a feeling of gratefulness,
that they have been helped through their trial, they would

take their place with a feeling of bitterness against those who
had striven - and thatégnsuccessfully - to prevent them from
coming to the front...

Apparently referring to demands for greater powers for the Popular
Assembly made by Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai, the most prominent
of C.Krishna Pillai's followers, he added that it was only by their
considerate treatment of the backward classes that the more advanced
sections could justify their claims.

The words of the outgoing Dewan proved to be prophetic: the
politics of communalism dominated the affairs of Travancore for the
remaining years of the state's existence. The typical politicians
and the most influential organisations of the interwar period reflected

the interests and aspirations of the wealthy and educated
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politicised elites of the major communities. Communal controversy

provided the staple diet for most of the state's newspaper-reading
public, and formed the main subject for discussion in the legislature.
In government and politics Syrian Christian and Ezhava leaders stfongly
challenged the hitherto dominant Nairs, while Palace intrigue and

personal rivalry were the main subsidiary features.
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Chapter TII

Castes: Social Reform and Identity

Travancore society in the early twentieth century was experiencing far
reaching changes. Within all the major communities there were movements
for social reform and uplift that were transforming intra- and inter-
caste relations. The movements, spearheaded by the new caste and communal
assaciations, drew their strength from the perceived need both to adapt to,
and to change, existing social conditions. Organisations such as the
Travancore and Cochin Christian Association, the Sri Narayana Dharma
Paripalna Yogam of the Ezhavas, and the Nair §amajams were the principal
focus of public activity outside the official forums of the Legislative
Council and Popular Assembly.

As in British India, the preoccupations that governed the conduct of
administration encouraged the development of communal consciousness.

For instance, the decennial census reports, published from 1875, stressed

the division of society along the lines of caste and community.

The pursuit of social reform as a communal, rather than a general, concern
further accentuated the differences between one social group and another.

The preeminence of communalism in social affairs was mirrored in the
politics of Travancore. Most newspapers were communal organs and members
of the Assembly and Council regarded themselves primarily as representa-
tives of their respective communities. Thus a survey of the various
communities - their history, customs and situation at the turn of the
century, is indispensable in arriving at an understanding of the
political dynamics of the state.

The numerous castes and communities can be brought under five main
headings: the caste-Hindus, the outcaste-Hindus, the Syrian Christians,
the non-Syrian Christians and the Muslims. The relative proportions of
the five groups, and the castes and sects included within each are given
in Table 1.

In an often-quoted denunciation of the strength of caste discrimina-
tion in Travancore, the Hindu reformer Swami Vivekananda, who visited
south India in 1892, declared that 'these Malabaris are all lunatics and
their houses so many lunatic asylums’.l The extent of practices such as
'theendal' (distance-pollution) and other forms of segregatioh and
discrimination against outcastes were without parallel in other parts
of the south. Caste rules were still rigorously observed in the early
years of this century. The British Assistant Resident in 1917-19 noted
that the teigning Maharaja, Sri Mulam Tirunal, was a very orthodox
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Hindu who only received European visitors at daybreak before undertaking
purificatory ablutions.2

An idea of the complex hierarchical nature of traditional Hindu
society on the Malabar coast is conveyed by the Cochin Census Report
of 1901.3 It lists eight broad categories of castes in descending order
of precedence: the Brahmans, followed by the royal Kshatriya castes;
the temple service castes; the Sudras, divided into a number of Nair
sub-castes; the Kammalas or artisan castes; the Ezhavas and the fishing
castes; the former slave castes of Kuruvas,Parayas and Pulayas; and, last
of all, the Ulladan and Nayadi castes of scavengers.

People belonging to the latter four outcaste categories were consid-
ered to pollute the caste-Hindus above them. Therefore, the Kammalas had
to observe a distance of 24 feet from the castes above, while the Ezhavas
had to remain 36 feet away. Distance pollution was even observed among
the outcastes themselves. The lowly Pulaya had not only to remain 96 feet
away from a Brahman and 64 feet away from a Nair, but had also to stay
at a distance of 30 feet from Ezhavas and 40 feet f’rom,Kammalas.tL
Pulayas in the 1900'5 were still excluded from Syrian Christian and
Ezhava, as well as caste-Hindu homes. Even the Kuravas, themselves ex-
slaves, considered a Pulayas touch polluting.5

Unapproachability based on caste status and the consequent exclusion
of a large proportion of the state's inhabitants from many public places
was unique to Travancore. However, it was a practice that, in the early
part of the twentieth century, was fast declining under the pressure of
expanding communications, industry and education, and the growth of towns,
all of which undercut the maintenance of caste segregation. In 1934 the
Temple Entry Enquiry Committee reported that 'within the last fifty years
the idea of unapproachability has been gradually losing its hold on the
Hindu community'§ By comparison, in 1834 a British traveller had recorded
that 'if a Nair accidently meets a Pooleh {Pulayal, on the high way, he
cuts him down with as little ceremony as he should a noxious animal'.7
Although a century later such brutal instances of discrimination had
disappeared, the acutely depressed social position and self-perception of
the ex-slave castes only changed very gradually. Commenting on the
Pulayas in 1939, L.A.Krishna Iyer, Travancore's leading anthropolegist,
said 'their slave mentality is bred in the very marrow of their bones'.8

The disabilities suffered by the majority of Hindus was the principal
factor behind the rapid spread of Christianity in Travancore in the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the half century betweén 1821

and 1941 the proportion of Chifétiahs iﬁsfﬁé state rose’by nearly 12 per
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cent until they included almost a third of the population.9 By 1931 almost
half of all Nadars,Pulayas and Parayas were Christian and some smaller
low-caste groups, such as the Arasar and Mukkuvan fishermen, had converted
en masse.

Whilst the main concern of movements among the non-caste~Hindus was
removing social disabilities, caste-Hindus in the state were preoccupied
with bringing about reforms in social customs that would help them
maintain their privileged position in society. As has already been noted,
the principal caste-Hindu groups in Travancore were the Malayala and non-
Malayala Brahmans, the Nairs and the Vellalas. Of these the Nairs alone
accounted for over three-quarters of all caste-Hindus and,with the Syrian
Christians and the newly assertive Ezhavas, were one of the three principal
protagonists in the inter-communal struggles that dominated politics
in the 1920s and 1930s. None of the other caste-~-Hindu groups were
politically significant, though the non-Malayala Brahmans were prominent
in the State Service, the Malayala Brahmans in religious affairs, and the
Tamil-speaking Vellalas in trade.

In the course of the rest of this chapter I shall consider each of
the major Hindu castes, beginning with thé Brahmans and Nairs and then
turning to the Ezhavas and the other non-caste-Hindus. Particular attention
will be paid to the role played by reform movements and caste associations

in the development of a modern caste identity.

Malayala Brahmans (pop. in 1931 - 13,931). The Nambudiri Brahmans were

found throughout Kerala but were most thickly concentrated in parts of
southern Malabar, Cochin, and northern Travancore. They generally avoided
the towns and,even in the early years of this century, largely confined
themselws to their estates and their religious functions, Nagam Aiya, in

the Travancore State Manual, describes them as 'simple, innocent, unobtru-

| sive and unassuming'll and relates the local tradition that they were

| the descendants of a coleony of 64 villagers brought to Kerala from all

! over India by Sri Parasurama, an incarnation of the Lord Vishnu.12
Parasurama is said to have reclaimed the land from the sea and given it as
a free gift to the Brahman settlers. This was the justification for the
absolute right of land proprietorship enjoyed by the Brahman janmislz, of
whom there were nearly 13,000 according to a British survey of Travancore

taken in the early nineteenth cehtury.l4

In pre-eighteenth century Kerala, the Nambudiris led a privileged,
autonomous existence with those from the higher classes belonging to
'sankethams'. These were temple corporations made up of. groups of

Nambudiri households (illoms). Within a sankétham; committees of Brahmans
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managed the local temple, undertook vedic study, governed their caste
fellows and administered servants drawn from the lower castes.

The Nambudiris were subject to their own legal institutions and were
allowed peaceful transit across boundaries in times of war. This helped
them to play an important political role as diplomats and advisers to
the matrilineal royalty and nobility with whom they intermarried.15

Intermarriage with Kshatriyas and Nairs was the consequence of a
custom by which only the eldest son in a Nambudiri household could marry
from within the caste, while younger sons had to take non-Brahman consorts
in an arrangement known as 'sambhandam'. As a result, the larger Nambudiri
estates were never subjected to partition. Thus even the poorer Nambudiris
were generally able to maintain a relatively comfortable 1i1‘"e~—style,16
supplementing their income by means of their common priestly duties
such as officiating at temple ceremonies and festivals, professional
magic, and astronomy and astrology. A few degraded their ritual status by
becoming physicians and priests to Nair households}7

The traditional position of the Nambudiris was undermined in the
course of the eighteenth century as Marthanda Varma strengthened the
authority of the Baja and introduced large numbers of non-Malayala Brahmans
into Travancore as administrators. The decline of the Nairs as a martial
nobility and the establishment of British supremacy in Kerala also contrib-
uted to loss of the Brahmans' political importance. In addition, Colonel
Munro's abolition of the sankethams and the assumption of responsibility
for temple management by the Sirkar in 1811 reduced the Nambudiris
religious authority. Reacting to these developments, the Nambudiris
retreated into isolation, spurning even English education as this would
have made them ritually impure,and thus further endangered their religious
position. Unlike the Nairs and Brahmans in some other parts of India,
their landed wealth meant that they could afford not to adapt.

In the early twentieth century, however, the Nambudiris had to face
further challenges. The agitation among Nairs against the practice of
sambhandam gained in strength.At the same time, Sri Narayana Guru's
founding of Ezhava temples with non-Brahmans to officiate ended their
religious monopoly. On the land a prolenged period of conflict between
janmis and their tenants over agrarian legislation resulted in Regulations
in 1896 and 1932 that granted tenants full rights of ownership and
transfer, and meant that the janmis were entitled only to receive certain
dues called 'janmikkaram'.18

However, it was pressure for social reform that was the most important
fautdf?in the fdnmation 0? the Nambudiri fogakshéma Ssbha in 1906.
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Progressive Nambudiris demanding change were influenced by their close
contact with Nairs. Joan Mencher argues that Nair males, with their
access to English education and slow acquisition of rights over their own
children, became a reference group for Nambudiri younger sons.
The campaign for taravad partition among the Nairs, and the comparatively
advanced position of Nair women, also had an impact on the thinking of
the 'junior Nambudiris' - as the younger sons were known.

The Nambudiris responsible for establishing the Yogakshema Sabha
belonged to a progressive party that had been ostracised from the community
by the decision of a 'smartavicharam' (caste court of enquiry into
allegations of unchastity). According to P.R.G.Mathur the case, which
arose in a village in the Trichur district of Cochin in 1905, was fabri-
cated by orthodox Nambudiri caste elders with the approval of the rajas
of Cochin and Travancore.20 Among the chief promoters of the Sabha was
V.N.Jatadevan Namboodiripad, an elected member of the Sri Mulam Popular
Assembly. The younger activists included C.N.Thuppan Namboodiri, the first
Travancore Nambudiri to take to English education and one of very few in
the whole of Kerala.Zl

The acceptance of English education was an early object of the Sabha
and a resolution advocating this was passed by its annual meeting in 1916.
Four years later the Sabha called for younger sons to be allowed to marry

22 These views were propagated through the Sabha weekly,

within the caste.
the Yogakshemam, edited for a time by Jatadevan Namboodiripad. More radical

Nambudiri reformers in the 1920s and 1930s used the journal Unni Nambudiri

as a platform to press for further changes. One of their principal aims
was the improvement of the social and legal status of Nambudiri women.
Strictly segregated within the homes, many were condemned to a life as
spinsters due to the caste's marriage customs. To redress this the radical
reformers campaigned for the abolition of purdah and in favour of permit-
ting widows to remarry. These reforms were supported by the Yogakshema
Sabha at annual meetings in 1930 and 1934 respebf:iifely?3 The radicals also
favoured the division of family property among the individual members,
and some even supported the right of non-caste-Hindus to enter temples‘».zt‘L
The Travancore Malayala Brahman Regulation that came into force
in February 1931, was guided in its passage through the Legislative Council
by Thuppan Namboodiri. The measure failed:to satisfy the radicals, for
while it entitled any member of an illom to a.separate allotment of illom
properties for his or her maintenance given 'just and sufficient cause',
the Regulation did not provide for the partition of illoms, and continued
to recognise polygamy.25 Despite this, the cambaign éahdUCted by Nambudiri
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radicals, such as the future Malabar communist leader, E.M.S.
Namboodiripad, did have an effect. As had earlier been the case with the
Nairs and taravad reform, literature and drama played a significant role
in popularising the reformers' cause.26 By the late 1930s purdah was
dying out and the Nambudiris were 'slowly but unmistakeably entering into
public 1iFe‘.27
The experience of the Nambudiris illustrates the close link between
social change in one community and another. Having suffered a decline
in their political position, in company with the Nairs, they were greatly
influenced in moving towards social reform by the Nair example.
The changes that were transforming traditional society in the early
twentieth century would not leave untouched even a community that could
afford an attitude of splendid isolation. Politically, while the
Nambudiri reformers in Travancore were only of incidental importance,
Nambudiri radicalism further north made a significant contribution to the

nascent communist movement in Kerala.

Non-Malayala Brahmans (pop. 54,141). The majority of the foreign Brahmans

were Tamil Smartas but there were also sizeable communities of Maratha
Desasthas and Gowda Saraswath Brahmans from the Konkan region.
Though forming little more than one per cent of the total population, they
exercised an influence in administration and education vastly disproport-
ionate to their numbers. Since the days of Marthanda Varma they had
dominated the superior branches of the state service, and in 1918
accounted for over a third of the 300-odd officers in the service
drawing a salary of Rsl150 and aboveg8 These included the Chief Secretary
and all four Assistant Secretaries, the Head Sirkar Vakil and three of
the other four Law Officers, three of the four divisional Dewan Peishkars,
a third of the senior staff in the Education Department and two-thirds
of the teachers at Maharaja's College, the premier educational institu-
tion in the state.29 The dewanship itself was virtually a Brahman
preserve and M.Krishnan Nair, who held office from 1914 - 1920, was only
the second non-Brahman Dewan in over a century. A

The non-Malayala Brahmans were easily the best :educated section
of Travancore society with their rate of literacy (53 per cent in 1921)
more than double the state average.30 This fact, taken in conjunction
with the royal preference traditionally accorded them and the advantage
of high ritual status in such a caste-ridden society,goes a long way
towards accounting for their over-representation in government.
In addition,(not being natives of the stéte was also a positive factor
becéuse it. meant that they were relatively removed from the competition
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and tensions between the three major communal groups in Travancore.
However, there was considerable anti-Brahman feeling in the 1880s
and 1890s, especially among Nairs who resented their administrative
dominance. Social privileges enjoyed by the former,such as the sambhandam
marriage system and the free meals provided for poorer Brahmans in state-
maintained uttupuras,were further causes for resentment. The non-Malayala
Brahmans contributed to their own unpopularity by forming social
associations , such as the exclusive Brahman Shanmadi Vilas Sabha in 1882
and the predominantly Brahman Fort Reading Club in 1885.31 The Malayala
Memorial agitation was the consequence of this unpopularity and while
Dewan Shungarasoobyer was successful in assuaging the resentment of most
of the Nair leaders of the agitation, anti-Brahman feeling did not die
away completely with the 1890s.The dewanships of V.P.Madhava Rac (1904-6)
and P.Rajagopalachari (1907-14) with their concern for the uplift of
non-caste-Hindus gave rise to a mild resurgence, and in the mid-1920s
T.Raghaviah faced a virulent campaign to remove him from office.
Despite this, anti-Brahman sentiment was not a significant force in
Travancorean politics in the interwar period, unlike the situation in

neighbouring Mysore State and Madras Province.

Nairs (pop. 868,411). The main caste-Hindu community in Travancore, they
occupied a position next in rank to the Brahmans,the Kshatriyas and the
higher classes of Ambalavasis (temple servants). While according to the
caste system, Nairs belonged to the Sudra group, the fourth and last of
the Hindu varnas, they were,in fact,the martial class in traditional
Kerala society. Found in strength throughout Travancore, except in the
Tamil-speaking taluks of the extreme south and Shencottah on the Madras
border,and the predéminantly Catholic northern taluk of Minachil, the
chief Nair centres were Trivandrum.and Neyyattinkara in the south, Quilon,
Mavelikara and Tiruvalla in the Central Division,and Changanacherry in
the north.32

Perhaps best known for their unique marriage and inheritance customs,
the Nair community was preoccupied.@n the early twentieth century with
the question of social reform. There was a widespread feeling that the
community was in decline and that social customs were,in large part, to
blame.

The Nairs followed the matrilineal 'marumakkathayam' system, a
custom they shared with the caste-Hindu Kshatriyas and Ambalvasis,
sections of the non-caste-Hindu Ezhavas, Pulayas and Parayaé&and some

“very small groups of Muslims and Christian:converts. The origins-of the

éysfem are obscure, but modern Kerala historians like A.Sreedhara Menon
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hold that it was unknown until the tenth or thirteenth century A.D.
Elamkulan Kunjan Pillai argues that marumakkathayam was the product
of social and economic factors created by the Chola-Chera war in the
eleventh century A.D.. These include the political, religious and
economic ascendancy of the Nambudiri Brahman janmis and the compulsory
military service that meant that Nair males had little time to spare
for domesticity.33

Under the system, property was inherited through the female line: '
and there was no monogamous marriage bond. A Nair woman could enter
into relationships with Brahman, Nair or any other Hindu men of a
higher caste. This sambhandam was usually solemnised by the presentation
of a cloth. It did not inveolve setting up a separate household, and the
woman remained in her taravad (joint family house), where the offspring
of the union were raised. The man was not legally responsible for the
maintenance of the woman and children, who often had little to do
with their father, especially if he was a Brahman and thus socially
barred from even taking meals in a Nair house. Although there was no
obligation to observe marital fidelity, promiscuity was becoming
uncommon, and even a fierce critic of the marumakkathayam system such as
the missionary, Rev. Samuel Mateer, acknowledged, in 1890, that
',..the union of man and wife is becoming more permanent and more nearly
approaching the bond of real marriage, many couples living together all
their life affectionately and f‘aithfully'.34

The Nair taravad consisted of all the descendants of a common
ancestress, all of whom were entitled to maintenance. Though property
belonged, in law, to female members, the eldest male - called the
karanavar - managed it. He could not alienate any property without first
obtaining the unanimous agreement of the taravad, and in the event of
mismanagement he could be removed from his position by legal proceedings?5

An appreciation of the‘power exercised by the karanavar can be
gainedlfrom this account, given by the Indian diplomat and administrator,
Sardar K.M.Panikkar, of his grand-uncle, Eravi Kesava Panikkar,the

karanavar of the Chalayil taravad %in Ambalapazha taluk,central Travancore.

It is difficult for people today to imagine the dread whith -rand-unc-
le inspired in the rest of the family. Nephews who were suspected of
insubordination ran the risk of losing food and habitation. Once he
refused maintenance funds to the older branch of the family for a

time as punishment for some breach of his instructions. The story ran
that one junior guilty of drunken and dissolute behaviour wassgocked
up in the coconut store for one week and fed only once a day.
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One of the problems encountered under the marumakkathayam system
was suspicion of the karanavar showing partiality to his own branch of
the taravad (his direct sisters and their children).Robin Jeffrey has det-
ailed the growth of dissensions in taravads by the 18908?7 Samuel Mateer
commented in 1890 that 'incessant disputes, heart-burnings and litigat-
ions spring up; many families are sinking into ruin, and the Nayars are
on the whole, diminishing in wealth and position'.38 He also noted the
shame of educated Nairs at the absence of real marriage in their
community. Apart from being a social embarrass: ment, critics felt that
the maintenance of marumakkathayam discouraged individual initiative
in the community at a time when Syrian Christians and even Ezhavas were
making rapid progress in expanding fields such as commercial agriculture,
trade, industry and the professions. _

The example of the Syrian Christians was an important factor in
the thinking of the Nair leaders who demanded taravad partition and the
end of the marumakkathayam system. Influenced by contemporary ideas
of the relationship between family organisation and economic progress,39
they saw the Christians patrilineal nuclear-family system as directly
promoting their material success. K.Kelappan, a Malabar Nair who was the
founder-President of the Nair.Service Soeiety and later became Kerala's
most prominent Gandhian, said in retrospect:

A community which possessed vast area of land and immense wealth;

a community which had royal power to rule; a community which had

rights to receive everything without resorting to manual labour;

a community which withered due to lost consciousness of the community -
there is nothing surprising in such a community falling prey to

other communities which had consciaHsness of unity, dexterity of

hand, cleverness and power to work.

Progress towards marriage reform and taravad partition was slow.
In 1896 P.Thanu Pillai  introduced a bill in the Legislative Council
that sought to grant legal recognition to all sambhandam marriages.
Studied by a select committee, it was never taken up owing to Brahman
and Kshatriya intrigue. However, in 1899 the Wills Regulation gave
marumakkathayis the right to bequeath up to half thelr self-arcquired
property to their wife and children. 41

The taravad partition controversy played an important part in the
divisons witHin the Nair community. In 1903 C.Krishna Pillai, founder of
the old Malayali Sabha, formed the Travancore Nair Samaj which supported
reform. Some of his former associates in the Sabha, including the
novelist C.V.Raman Pillai, organised the rival Keraliya Samejam.
Theee two bodles merged to form the Kerallya Nalr Samagam at the time of

the 1905 Nalr—Ezhava riots in Quilon. but nevertheless, dlsagreement
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persisted between Krishna Pillai's reformist followers and Raman Pillai's
conservative supporters with their official links.az

In 1907 the second annual conference- of the Keraliya Nair Samaj in
Trivandrum passed resolutions favouring cautious moves towards a patri-
lineal family and the recognition of sambandham as legal marriage.
Shortly afterwards, Dewan P.Rajagopalachari appointed a five-man commit-
tee to investigate proposed reforms of the taravad system. The 1908
Marumakkathayam Committee Report recommended several radical reforms,
notably the recognition of sambandham; the outlawing of polyandry and
polygamy; the maintenance of careful records of taravad assets by a
karanavar; the grant of a half-share in his self-acquired property to
the wife and children of a man who died intestatejand the right of any
taravad branch (thavazhi) descended from the same woman to demand formal
partition of the real property.

The conservatives, led by Raman Pillai, were successful in opposing
the partition clause which was omitted in the Nair Regulation of 1912.
The Regulation incorporated the aother recommendations of the Committee
and made the sambandﬁam husband the legal guardian of his wife and
children, with responsibility for their maintenance. A thavazhi (branch)
partition bill introduced in 1916 was again rejected by the Legislative
Council in the following year.43

The conflict between supporters of Raman Pillai and Krishna Pillai
partly reflected generational,regional and class divisions within the
community. The corrupt palace politics that Raman Pillai's Trivandrum
clique of officials engaged in, held little appeal for the majority of
Nairs, and many of the younger men who favoured social reform tended to
gravitate towards Krishna Pillai's party. With his independent outlook
and quick temper, Krishna Pillai was never comfortable with the Nair
officials of Trivandrum, and his long stints as Schools Inspector in
central and northern Travancore enabled him to develop alternative
links with Nair. leaders from the mofussil. For instance, the President
of his Travancore Nair Samaj was Quilon landowner Kavalam Neelacunda Pillsi
one’ of the*?ew;ﬁéirs*in an emerging class of capitalist agriculturi:sts?4

There had always been a division between southern Nairs, who
regarded themselves as the aristocrats of the state, and those further
north. Many of the former belonged to large landowning taravads related
to the reigning Kulasekhara dynasty. They had formed the backbone of

Marthanda Varma's and Rama Varma's armies in the eighteenth century and,

being centred around Trivandrum, had easiest access to the palace and

‘administration as well as to educational Facilities,
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With no compétitors on the land comparable to the Syrian Christians
in central and northern Travancore,the southern Nairs looked upon the
non-Malayala Brahmans as their principal rivals for government jobs
and education, and they had organized the Malayala Memorial
agitation.45 With regard to the reform of the marumakkathayam system,
they feared that their large taravad holdings would be threatened by
individual partition. In contrast,the generally less prosperous Nairs
in the north had little to lose by reform.They felt that it would

encourage individual initiative in the community and help them face

the challenge presented by the enterprise of the Syrian Christians.

Closely associated with the campaign to reform the marumakka-
thayam system was a movement to encourage the spread of education.
0.Chandu Menon's classic novel, Indulekha, which was published in
1889 and had a great impact on the debate that was raging on taravad
reform, made a powerful plea for the adoption of Western education
and the education of women.aé Menon was a Malabar Nair and in

Travancore the educational movement was sponsored by C.Krishna

Pillai ?7himself for long the Inspector of Schools in northern
Travancore. The latter's influence was partly responsible for the j
large numbers of teachers and educationalists who were in the forefront
of those pressing for taravad reform.

The taluk of Changanacherry emerged as the centre for the
activities of Nair reformers in northern Travancore.
Kainikkara Govinda Pillai, one of the prominent Nairs of the locality,
was a strong proponent of female education and began the first girls
school in Perunna, & village near Changanacherry. In 1902 Kainikkara
started a magazine , the Nayar, and an Anglo-Malayalam weekly, the
Subhashini (Good News). The magazine was edited by a school master
(K.Kannan Nair) and concentrated on social affairs;it ceased publication
in 1904. The Subhashini was more successful and became the first
durable Nair newspaper, surviving until 1926. After Kainikkara's death
in 1911 the paper's editor, P.K.Govinda Pillai, a former Munsiff's
Courtlwakil,became its proprietor too.48

Among those who took an interest in these early activities was
Mannathu Padmanabha Pillai, the founder of the Nair Service Society
which became the principal organisation of the Nairs in Kerala.
Mannathu belonged to a poor taravad in Kainikkara's village of
Perunna. The son of a Nambudiri Brahman who had left his mother
shortly after Mannathu was born,he had a difficult early life and
left écﬁooi‘tbvfiﬁd'work thle he was‘in\the fourth class.
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In 1894 C.Krishna Pillai appointed him as a teacher in a local
vernacular school; this was the beginning of a long and eventful
assuciation.49 Mannathu was elected the first secretary of the
Perunna Karayogam formed in 1912 at the initiative of members of the
Kainikkara family. When a Karayogam Mandiram was built its
inauguration was presided over by Krishna Pillai. The mandiram
(Karayogam offices) was only the second to be built by Nairs in
Travancore - the first having been constructed at Ayirocor in the
central taluk of Tiruvalla under the influence of the Keraliya
Nair Samajam.50

The circumstances that led up to the formation of the Nair
Service Society in 1914 arose out of the incipient communal conflict
between the Nairs and Christians of Changanacherry. In 1913 meetings
were held in the town to mark the birthday of the Maharaja (tirunal)
as was customary. In his autobiography Mannathu recalls that
Christian priests were elected to chair the first two meetings, and
when at the third the popular Syrian Catholic Vicar General of
Changanacherry, Mgr. C.Kandancary, was proposed,the Nairs unsuccess-
fully put forward the name of Kainikkara Kumara Pillai. Y
Mannathu then walked out of the meeting declaring that what had
happened was a dishonour to the Hindus. It was later decided that
the Nairs would celebrate the 'tirunal' separately from that year on.
Also in the aftermath of the clash, a meeting of Nairs in October
1913 presided over: by Kumara Pillai resolved to organise a Taluk
Nair Samajam. Mannathu became the secretary of its executive
committee and the Samajam helped ensure that a Nair was elected
from the taluk to the Sri Mulam Popular Assembly in 19114.51

On 31 October 1914, fourteen young Nairs met at Mannathu's
taravad house in Perunna and pledged to devote the rest of their
lives to the service of their community. Thus the Nair Samudya
Bhruthya Jana Sangham (Society of the Servants of the Nair Community)
came into being with K.Kelappan Nair as President and Mannathu as
Secretary, a position which he was ‘to hold for nearly half a century.
Kelappan Nair was a 26 year-old teacher from Malabar then engaged
at the Catholic St Berchman's school in Changanacherry.
The Bhruthya Sangham had some influential supporters. They included
Krishna Pillai, PK.Govinda Pillai of the Subhashini, and Changanacherry

52

. Parameswaran Pillai. The last was the most prominent of Krishna

Plllal s younger followers, a member.of the Leglslatlve Council and

a success ful High Court lawyer. Changanacherry,3 heﬁson of a Nair
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Head Accountant in government service, had been helped with his
education by Krishna Pillai after being orphaned at 14.53

In July 1915 the Bhruthya Sangham changed its name to the Nair
Service Society and in August Mannathu resigned his job as a pleader to
become a full-time organiser. Five months later Kelappan Nair was
replaced as President by Changanacherry, and with the split in the
Nair Samajam,the new body rapidly gained in influence.54

The end of the united Samajam had been a long time coming.
The two factions had never succeeded in arriving at a consensus with
regard totaravad partition. Rivalry grew with the increase in the
influence,in official quarters, of C.V.Raman Pillai, following the
elevation to the dewanship, in 1914, of M.Krishnan Nair.548 The latter
was a Malabar lawyer who had first visited Travancore in 1908 to
preside over the third session of the Nair Samajam.55 Raman Pillai
was instrumental in his appointment as Chief Justice of the High
Court two years later. In November 1915 the rival factions clashed
at the annual general meeting of the Samajam in Trichur56 in neighbou-
ring Cochin. Subsequently, the Krishna Pillai faction formed their own
Samastha Kerala Nair Mahasamajam (All Kerala Federation of Nair
Associations) at a convention held under the auspices of Mannathu's
NSS at Perunna in May 1916.°°2

and .Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai, Secretary.

C.Krishna Pillai was elected President
56b

The end of the decade found Nair leaders still principally
concerned with the taravad partition issue and attempts to draw the
rival Samajams together. The Syrian Christian-led agitation for equal
civic rights, and the legislative reforms of 1919 and 1921 encouraged
progress towards a closing of ranks within the community. In April
1925 the amendment of the Nair Regulation permitted the partition of
taravad property among its individual members.57 This finally resolved
almost four deecades of controversy that had instilled a new sense of
communal feeling among Nairs.

Political awareness had become more widespread and the unquest-
ioned dominance of the Trivandrum elite in public affairs was a thing
of the past. Nairs had also become used to organising along communal
lines and acting on behalf of the community. While this helped break
down old internal divisions such as those of subcastes, new ones were
emerging to take their place. As we have seen, class played a part in

the conflict of interest between northern and southern Nairs.and while

the Nair Service Society rapidly became the
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premier communal organisation in the state,Nairs south of Quilon
still tended to stay aloof. By the 1930's class consciousness was
developed enough to impel some poorer Nairs towards the nascent
socialist and communist movement. However,that lay in the future;

in the early twentieth century most Nairs thought of themselves as
Nairs first and foremost. Competition in politics, jobs and education

were all coloured by this view.

Other Caste Hindus. These included the Vellalas (pop.69,627) as well as

a few thousand Ambalavasis (temple-servants) and royal Kshatriyas.

The Vellalas were Tamil-speaking Sudra agriculturalists concentrated

in the fertile rice-growing tracts of the Nanjanad south of Trivandrum.
Some Vellala traders were alsc found in commercial centres such as
Alleppey. The Kshatriyas and Ambalavasis intermarried with the Nairs,
and political activists from these communities generally aligned
themselves with the Nairs in communal conflicts. The Vellalas,who had
adopted many of the customs of the Nairs, were regarded as occupying the
place of the Nair agriculturists in the south. However,in the 1920's
and 1930's theydshowed more interest in the nationalist and non-Brahman
politics of neighbouring Madras than in the communal struggles of
Travancore.

For much of the first quarter of the century the Vellalas, in
common with other communities, had been preoccupied with the question
of legislation to regulate succession,. marriage, and the partition of
family property. At the 1908 Sri Mulam Popular Assembly a representative
of the Nanjanad Vellala Association prayed for the right of taravad
partition to be granted. At the Assembly session two years later
M.Subrahmanya Pillai submitted a petition signed by 1600 people r
requesting legislation. Originally, followers of the makkathayam system,
like their Vellala brethren in Madras,the Nanjanad Vellalas had
changed to marumakkathayam - due to their isolation and the influence
of their Malayala Sudra counterparts,the Nairs. Progress in adopting
reform legislation was slow; it was dnly in June 1926 - after two
official committees had reporteé and two draft bills had been
considered - that Subrahmanya Pillai succeeded in getting a Regulation
providing for division of taravad property on individual demand
onto the statute book.‘s78
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Ezhavas (pop. é69,863). Hindus outside the caste system accounted for
nearly two-thirds of all the Hindus in the state. Of these the Ezhavas
were the largest and most progressive grbup. As numerous and widely
distributed as the Nairs,their traditional occupation had been toddy-
tapping but by the early twentieth century only a small minority of
the community was still engaged in this profession. It has been claimed
that the Ezhavas were originally migrants from Sri Lanka and were
responsible for introducing the coconut palm into Kerala.58
In any case, it is accepted that ethnically they are Dravidians like
the caste~Hindu Nairs and Vellalas.59

The Ezhavas were not a homogenous group and even went by different
names in various parts of Kerala. Known as Ezhavas in most of Travancore,
they were also calied Chogans in the Quilon area,and as Tiyas in Malabar.
The caste followed no uniform system of inheritance. While those .
north of Quilon generally followed the pure matrilineal marumakkathayam
system like the Nairs, the minority misradayi section in the south
used a mixed law of succession. Among them half a man's property went to
his children and half to his sister's sons. Samual Mateer wrote in 1883
that apart from the toddy-tappers, Ezhavas could be found engaged as
agriculturists, weavers, boatmen, petty traders, teachers, priests and
ayurvedic physicians.60

On the land they were mainly landless labourers or sub-tenants who
were leased out land on a three year tenure known as verumpattom by
the,mostly Nair, Kanom pattom holders.61 The Tiyas of northern Malabar
were comparatively affluent, benefiting from service under Dutch,
French and English merchants. There had been considerable intermarriage
between the Europeans and Tiya women, and some of the offspring
became prosperous merchants, cash-crop farmers,soldiers and members of
the proFesSions.62 In Travancore too,there were a few Ezhava families
that could boast not inconsiderable wealth and claimed aristocratic
status. One such was the house of Alamuttu Channar, the wealthiest
Ezhava 1landlord in Travancore. T.K.Madhavan, the leading Ezhava
politician in the 1920's,belonged to this family.

M.S.A.Rao argues that until the end of the nineteenth century a
distinct Ezhava identity,expressed in widespread collective action
and social consciousness, did not exist.63 Crucial in forging such
an identity was thensocio—religious.movement that began in the 1890's
under the 1nsp1rat10n of Sri Narayana Guru, an Ezhava sany581.
-There -had been Ezhava:. Teformers. before Sri Narayana, both in Travancore
and Brltlsh Malabar.6 However th61r eFForts were 1solated and left the
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mass of Ezhavas untouched.

Several factors were responsible for this. It was only in the last
guarter of the nineteenth century that Tfavgﬁgorean Ezhavas became
- educared.in any significant numbers. Accofding to the 1875 census only
some 6,0007;;:5V§§~£23E\;; a total 0fﬁ§é§,000) were literate.®?
By 1891 this figure had TRgistered & dramatic increase to 25,000. 66
Given the important role plaVBd ¢ English-educated Nairs in campaigning

Pt

for social and political reforms, it is significant that in 1891 there
were even 30 Ezhavas literate in English. Along with the growth in
literacy, the rapid expansion of modern communications and the press -
especially after the turn of the century - also helped to foster the
development of an Ezhava identity that cut across barriers of locality
and sub-caste.

The initial attempts to organise the Ezhavas and make represent-
ations on their behalf came from P.Velayudhan and P.Palpu, two brothers
from Trivandrum who were the first Ezhava graduates and who both
signed the anti-Brahman Malayala Memorial of 1891. Velayudhan had
graduated from Trivandrum's Maharaja's college in 1882 and joined the
Madras Civil Service after having been denied a post in his home state.
Palpu, who passed out from Madras Medical College in 1889,was also
refused a job in the Travancore Service and in 1891 became a Health
Officer in Mysore.67 Their experienﬁe of rejection had left the brothers
embittered. When he saw the Memorialist agitation subside as its Nair
leaders were accommodated by Dewan Shungarasoocbyer,Palpu launched a
campaign of his own for Ezhava rights. In May 1895 he submitted a
petition to the Dewan complaining of Ezhavas being barred from many
educational institutions and the sirkar service. This, and a mass
memorial to the Maharaja in September 1896, organised by Palpu and
signed by over 13,000 Ezhavas, brought no positive response.

Palpu also waged his campaign through the Madras press and even submitted
a memorandum to Lord Curzon when he visited Mysore§8 However,all these
efforts weip apparently fruitless.

In 1896 Palpu made an attemp£ to organise an Ezhava Mahajana Sabha
but it proved stillborn as its appeal was limited to the very small
minority of educated Ezhavas. Religion held the key to a wider appeal.

A few years previously, Palpu had become acquainted with Sri Narayana
Guru through an elder brother, P.Parameswaran, who had become manager
of the properties belonging to the Guru's Aruvipuram templea69
Though still only*“n\hls early f'rtles, Sri Narayana had. already acquired

- a reputatlon as a ,oly man. In l 87 he had founded the- Shlva temple at
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. Aruvipuram,near Neyyattinkara in southern Travancore. A remark he made
to an angry Brahman at the time illustrates the importance building
their own temples had in liberating the Ezhavas from their low religious
status. Sri Narayana told the Brahman: 'I have consecrated not the Shiva
of Brahmans but of the Ezhavas‘.70 Hitherto, Ezhavas had had few temples
of their own, and in most of them the deities worshiped were evil
spirits to whom animal sacrifices were made. Sri Narayana sought to
raise both the object and style of worship in a manner that could be
described as Sanskritisation.

In 1894 Sri Narayana had arranged that Palpu would sponsor the
education (outside Travancore) of a young follower of his,N.Kumaran Asan.
Five years later, when the Aruvipuram ashram was reorganiseéd as the
Aruvipuram Kshetra Yogam (Temple Association), Asan became its secretary
and treasurer.7l Palpu then encouraged Sri Narayana to expand the
Yogam into the spearhead for a new socio-religious movement for the
uplift of their caste.

In December 1902,ten shareholders,paying Rs.l100 each for life
membership,met at Aruvipuram to form the Sri Narayana Dharma Paripalna
Yogam (SNDP Yogam). Though Palpu was not among the ten,it was his
brother Parameswaran,who submitted the application for the registration
of the Yogam. This was approved in March 1903 and two months later the
Yogam was formerly established with Sri Narayana as Life President
and Kumaran Asan as General Secretary.

The Yogam's 'main object' was stated to be 'to promote and to
encourage religious and secular education and industrious habits
among the Elavas'. 72 At its second meeting in Trivandrum in 1904,
presided over by Mattachery Govindan (the first Travancorean Ezhava
law graduate), Palpu declared that education was essential if they
were to be able to fight for rights of citizenship. A year later,in
January 1905, he organised a highly successful Ezhava industrial
exhibition in conjunction with the Yogam's annual conference in Quilon.73

In the aftermath of the exhibition,Nair-Ezhava clashes broke
out at a village temple festival in the northern part of Quilon Division.
They continued for two months and spread through the area.

Among the flash-points was Haripad, a small town where,shortly before,
a school had been opened to the Ezhavas. There angry Nairs beat Ezhava
schoolboys and looted Ezhava ® homes. In March 1905 the offices of an
Ezhava. weekly, the Suguna Nandini, in Paravur, south of Quilon, were
burnt: down. Following this incident Dewan V.P.Madhava Rao toured the

areajtodﬁélp calm the situation; a public meeting of reconciliation
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between the two communities was held at the Malayali Hall in Quilon.
The meeting was chaired by the reformisp Nair landowner, Kavalam
Neelacunda Pillai, and among the participants was Changanacherry
K.Parameswaran Pillai, then a 28-year old Quilon High Court lawyer.
Subsequently the trouble died down, though Nair hostility to what they
saw as the new arrogance of the Ezhavas persisted.74
The Ezhavas achieved considerable success in gaining the right
of admission to educational institutions. Though Madhava Rao had
opened many schools to them, the question continued to be raised
frequently by Ezhava members of the new Popular Assembly.
In 1908 M.Govindan presented a memorial signed by 64 of the 95 Assembly
members, many of them Nairs and Christians, on the subject of the free
admission of Ezhavas into all publie sahoels.75 Yogam General Secretary
Kumaran Asan was also prominent in challenging the government on the
issue after he was nominated to the Assembly in 1911. In 1915 Asan
succeeded in getting the Ayurvedic College openedﬁto the Ezhavas.
Two years later they were also allowed into the Sanskrit College.
However, as late as 1919 only 180 of 352 girls schools were open to
the community, though Ezhavas were admitted to all but a few of the
boys schools.76 According to the 1921 census a fifth of all Ezhavas
were literate: exactly half the proportion among Nairs.77
With regard to entry into the public service,progress was slower,
though Kumaran Asan acknowledged at the 1913 Assembly session that
the number of Ezhavas in the service had risen to 120
from none at the 1901 census. In 1913-14, 50 Ezhavas were appointed
but, as Asan pointed out in the Assembly session of February 1914,
the situation still compared very unfavourably with that prevailing in
British India. 8 There men such as Palpu' 5 brother, Velayudhan, had
risen to high positions. Velayudhan had eventually become Assistant
Commissioner of Revenue Settlement in Madras and was created a Rao
Bahadur in 1906. In Travancore it was only after several unsuccessful
attempts to enter the service thgt M.Govindan became the first Ezhava
District Munsiff in 1908; he then had to wait ten years before he was
joined by another. In 1918 there were still no Ezhava tahsildars,
judges,police inspectors,college lecturers or executive engineers,
and out of over three hundred government officers drawing a salary
of Rs.150 and above, Gov1ndan was the only Ezhava .79
In terms of political representatlon the communlty s position
fwas hardly any b;tter. I”fwas rare to- ‘have: even one Ezhava: returned
to the Assembly by electlon. they had to be content W1th ‘being
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represented by a few nominated members. There were no Ezhavas at all on
the Legislative Council until 1920.

Apart from their campaign to gain entry into educational institut-
ions and the public service, the early Yogam leaders also propagated
social reforms within the community. Sri Narayana Guru took the
lead in this. He encouraged wealthy and prestigious Ezhava families
to set an example in abandoning wasteful customs, such as 'talikettu
kalyanam' - a form of union between a prepubescent girl and a 'ritual'’
husband80 that was imitated from the Nairs ~ and 'pulikudi' pregnancy
rites. He also advocated monogamy, favoured English education and the
education of women, and urged Ezhavas to give up their traditional
caste occupation of toddy—tapping.81

Among the other leading Ezhava reformers in the early twentieth
century were Kumaran Asan, Paravur Kesevan Asan, C.V.Kunjuraman and
T.K.Madhavan. Kumaran Asan, one of the greatest modern Malayalam poets,
used his compositions to attack the injustice of the caste system.B2
Kesevan Asan, an ayurvedic physician, founded the first Ezhava news-
paper - Sugyna Nandini (The Good Motherland) in Paravur, near Quilon,

in 1891. With a circulation of a few hundred, it helped propagate

Sri Narayana's teachings until its press was destroyed in the Nair-
Ezhava clashes of 1905.%° In 1904 the SNDP Yogam founded the Vivekodayam
(The Light of Intelligence), a monthly that concentrated on social
issues and started with a circulation of over a thousand.

It was edited first by Kumaran Asan and then by C.V.Kunjuraman.

The latter was a young journalist from Mayyanad, south of Quilon, who

founded the Kerala Kaumudi in 1911 - still the premier Ezhava newspaper

in Kerala.!Kunjuraman brought about a cultural revival among the
Ezhavas of his home area by organising primary education and musical

dramas.sa

T.K.Madhavan helped found Desabhimani (Pride of Country),
a Quilon Ezhava weekly, in 1915.

The SNDP Yogam had its origins in the aspirations of the‘very small
minority of educated Ezhavas. However, by the late 1910s it was well
éétablished as the acknowledged voice of the caste. This was due, in
great measure, to the appeal that Sri Narayana Guru enjoyed among
Ezhavas in general, and the outstanding ability of the other early
Yogam leaders,:such as Palpu and Kumaran Asan.

Initially the Yogam's strength was concentrated in central and
-southern Travancore. Of the ten founding shareholders, four were from
'Neyyattlnkara and two each- from Trlvandrum, Kottarakara and Mavellkara§5

The . two centres of ‘Yogam activity were Trlvandrum and Qu1lon.
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Its headquarters was located in Trivandrum from 1904-1916, when it moved
to Sivagiri in Varkala,south of Quilon. This was Sri Narayana's
religious headquarters and remained that of the Yogam until his death

in 1928. Then it shifted to Quilon.® Of the early Yogam leaders,

Sri Narayana and Palpu were both from the Trivandrum area and Kumaran
Asan made his home there. Three of the four Ezhava newspapers were
published in, or near, Quilon; the Vivekodayam which began in Trivandrum
also moved there later. Though a Yogam branch - the A.C.J.P. Sabha - was

87the Yogam was never as strong there '

established in Kottayam in 1905,
as it was further south. One reason for this was that there were few
wealthy upper-class Ezhava families capable of giving leadership

in the Northern Division. In this respect the Yogam contrasts strikingly
with the Nair Service Society which drew its support mainly from the
poorer Nairs of the north. The young educated Ezhava professionals pre-
ferred to concentrate their campaigning closer to the state capital
where they were more likely to gain the ear,and the patronage, of the
government.

The Yogam's sﬁpporters belonged almost exclusively to the wealthier
class of Ezhavas. The subscription for 1life membership was Rs.100,
payable in, at léhst, ten equal annual instalments. 68
Even though Kumaran Asan did much to expand the membership, in 1909 there
were still only 900 members. They had to pay a membership levy of Rs.25
-~ a sum which remained well out of the reach of the mass of the
community. In 1909 the Yogam had 25 branches in Travancore, as well as
8 in Cochin and Malabar. It also maintained 17 temples.B9
By 1922 the Yogam's membership had risen to 2,425,but the membership
list of its controlling Board of Directors in 1920 read like a who's who
of the emerging Ezhava middle class. The 22 directors included a
palace physician, the two Ezhava District Munsiffs, the only Ezhava
doctor in the Travancore Medical Service, a sub~inspector of police,

a Munsiff Court vakil, a Quilon industrialist, a newspaper proprietor,
a Cochin judge and a Calicut High Court vakil.’D

Perhaps unsurprisingly,there were close kinship ties between most
of the early Ezhava leéders. The most abvious case was the family of
P.Palpu. Two of his elder brothers were Yogam activists - P.Parameswaran
who submitted the Yogam's application for registration in 1903, and
P.Madhavan Vydian, Vice President of the body in the 1910's.
In 1918 a cousin of Palpu, belonging to an aristocratic Ghannar family,
married Kumaran Asan,himself the son of a poor trader.gl ’
M.Govindan,the first Ezhava  law graduate and District Munsiff,married
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the daughter of Palpu's distinguished elder brother, Rao Bahadur
P.Velayudhan.92 Another family that was prominent in the affairs of the
Yogam was that of Alamattu Channar who had sent a telegram of support

93 T.K.Madhavan was a scion of

to the 1904 Trivandrum Yogam session.

this family and the finance for his Desabhimani newspaper was provided

by Kayyalakkal Padmanabhan Channar, a director of the Yogam.

Madhavan's mother belonged to another of the leading Ezhava

families in the Mavelikara-Kayankulam area - the Komalezhathus'.

The latter provided the first Ezhava elected Assembly member and

several Yogam directors.ga
The network of family relationships was a reflection of the

elitist character of the SNDP Yogam in its early years.

However, this elitism did not prevent the movement exercising an

appeal among Ezhavas far wider than its narrow membership.

The nascent Ezhava press and the public activities of the Yogam -

notably its annual conferences - helPed to spread its influence.

At the same time, the official recogﬁition it received (for instance,

in nominations to the Popular Assembly) lent credibility to its

claim to be the representative caste organisation. The success of the

Yogam leaders in gaining for Ezhavas greater access to educational

institutions and the public service, further bolstered its reputation.

However, it was the role played by the Yogam's founder, Sri Narayana

Guru, that was most important in terms of creating an Ezhava sense

of identity which subsequently expressed itself in politics.

The social and religious reforms he championed, popllarised the cause of

Ezhava uplift and, through transforming the individual Ezhava's

self-perception, helped to induce an assertive caste consciousness.

Nadars (pop. (Hindu) 233,982). One of the arguments used by Dr Palpu
in his 1895 petition to Dewan Shungarasocbyer was that existing
government policies meant that Ezhavas seeking education and jobs in
the Sirkar's service had no option but to change their religion.95
The threat of conversion,whether implicit or explicit, was long used
by the Ezhava leaders as a means of extracting concessions from both
the government and the caste-Hindus. Indeed, at the height of the
Abstention movement in the 1930's, a mass conversion of the caste to
Christianity was considered a definate possibility by some local
churchmen. In fact, the Christian missionaries had a signal lack of
success among the Ezhavas, especially when compared with the vast
number of conversions made from the Nadars in southern Travancore and

the neighbouring Tinnevelly district of Madras.
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The Tamil-speaking Nadars (or Shanars) in the extreme south of
Travancore were originally toddy-tappers and occupied a position
within the caste system akin to that of the Ezhavas.

As with the latter,their ritual status was intermediate between the
outcaste untouchables and the caste-Hindu sudras. Robert Caldwell, the
Anglican Bishop of Tinnevelly from 1877-18%91, suggested that the Nadars
and the Ezh;vas shared a common origin - but this remains uncertain.96
Unlike the Ezhavas, large numbers of Nadars were converted to
Christianity in several mass movements beginning in the 1840's.

By 1931 168,000 - or two-fifths of the Nadars in Travancore - were
Christians.97

There were several reasons for the difference between the Nadars
and the Ezhavas in their attitude towards conversion. As the Nadars
had been the first non-caste-Hindus to convert in large numbers they
were able virtually to take over churches. The Ezhavas could not do
this: south of Trivandrum they had been preempted by the Nadars, and
in northern and central Travancore they found the facilities and
positions of influence within the churches jealously monopolised by
Syrian Christians. The matrilineal system followed by the Ezhavas also
acted as an obstacle to conversion. Protestant missionaries of the

London Missionary Society (LMS) and the Church Missionary Society (CMS)

were firmly opposed to the loose marriage tie provided by marumakkathayam

and marumakkathayi converts could generally only retain property they
had acquired personally. These factors, coupled with the success of
Sri Narayana Guru and the SNDP Yogam in establishing a movement to
uplift Ezhavas from within the framework of Hinduism, helps explain
why the vast majority chose not to convert.

Most Nadar Christians belonged to either the LMS or the Roman
Catholic Church. Socially they remained close to the Nadar Hindus
and intermarriage was not uncommon. In fact the Nadar Christians
preserved a strong sense of caste identity and discriminated against
later Paraya converts - who often found themselves excluded from,
or subordinate in, Nadar-dominated’churches.98 Due to their comparative
backwardness in wealth, education and social position, the Nadar Hindus
tended to look to the Christians , and to their fellow Nadars across
the border in Madras, for leadership in public affairs. Five
years . after the Nadar Mahajana Sabha had been formed in Madras,
the Keraliya Nadar.Samajam was formed at Neyyattinkara in 1915.
Its secretary was said to be a 'well-to-do! ..young man, and by 1920
it had 700 members.99 However unlike the Sabha, the Samajam was
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shortlived and never attained a position of influence in the community.
l.ater Nadar sanghams did not develop beyond local associations,
and members of the community played no significant part in the political
ferment of the 1930's.

The Depressed Castes. The Ezhavas, Nadars and Kammalas (artisan castes)

accounted for over two-thirds of all the non-caste-Hindus in Travancore.
The three major castes of ex-slaves ~ Pulayas, Parayas, and Kuravas -
formed a further fifth. The rest of the depressed castes included

such diverse groups as the Arayas (fishermen), Vannams(washermen),

and Maravans {(bandits).

The Pulayas (pop. (Hindu) 208,132) were the most numerous of the
former slave castes and were found throughout Travancore, except in
the extreme south. The Parayas (pop. (Hindu) 70,684), in contrast were
largely concentrated in the Tamil south, though Malayalam speakers
were also to be found in the central taluks., The third of the ex-slave
castes ~ the Kuruvas (pop. (Hindu) 87,071) were widely distributed
in an area between Tiruvalla,in central Travancore, and Nedumangad,

just north-east of Trivandrum.loo The vast majority of the ex-slaves -

92 per cent of Pulayas in the 1911 census - were field labourers. 101
Although slavery had been abolished in Travancore in 1853%

the social position of the former slaves, more than six decades

later, was virtually still that of agrestic serfs.

V.R.Pillai and P.G.K.Panikar, in a study of land reclamation in

Kuttanad in nporthern Travancore, give us a picture of what life was

like for the Pulaya attached labourer in the early twentieth.century.

He and his entire family were dependent on the landlord for their

livelihood,.and lived on his estate. While the man worked with the

plough and spade, the women and children tended to weeding,transplanting

and harvesting. Allowed to do little personal’ cultivation of their

own, they had to make gifts of these meagre crops to the landlord

during festivals like Onam. The landlord, for his part, was traditionally

supposed to provide for their clothing, and paid the labourer's wages

in kind.102

The latter had little protection against eviction, and
his womenfolk were often exploited for immeoral purposes by Syrian
Christian and Nair landlords. Joseph Tharamangalam asserts that these
conditions only began to change in Kuttanad in the 1930's under the
impact of capitalist farming and the emergence of labour unions.103
Given their depressed social and economic position, the ex~-slaves
,were naturally attracted by Chrlstlanlty Not only did it offer them an.

elevated religious status outside the caste system, it also meant o
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access to facilities hitherto denied to them. European missionaries
could petition and influence the government on their behalf and the
outcastes were able to benefit from mission institutions such as schools
and hospitals. Early efforts at converting the Pulayas had been made by
one of the first CMS missionaries in Travancore, Thomas Norton, in the
1820s, and by the mid-nineteenth century, despite caste-Hindu and Syrian
Christian opposition, the CMS had begun active evangelisation among the
outcastes of central Travancore.104 The first slave converts were
baptised in 1854 and by the turn of the century Edward Hodges, Bishop of
Travancore and Cochin from 1890 to 1904, estimated that of nearly 42,000
adherents of the CMS over 25,000 were of Pulaya and Paraya origin. 105
Though the LMS in southern Travancore had concentrated their early efforts
on the Nadar caste, considerable conversions appear to have alsc been

made from among the Parayas, particularly from the late nineteenth
century. Apart from the Roman Catholics, well established since the
sixteenth century, other groups that were active among cutcastes include
the Salvation Army who had begun work among the Parayas of the south in
the early 1890s; the Mar Thoma Syrians who organised an Evangelistic
Association in 1889; and the Jacobite Syrians whose missionary order,
Servants of the Cross, was founded in 1924.

Several mass movements of outcastes into the churches occurred
between the 1890s and 1930s. This was the main factor in the Christian
proportien of Travancore's population rising from 21 per cent in 1891
to 32 per cent four decades later. By 1931 more than two-fifths of all
Pulayas, over half the Parayas and a tenth of the Kuravas had converted.
Some castes such as the Mukkavan, Arasar and Bharathar fishermen of the
coast converted en masse to Catholicism.106 The motivation behind such
conversion is well brought out in a report from an LMS missionary
writing in 1892:

Early in the year a great commotion took place in many of the

Pariah villages of Nagercoil District, and a willingness and
readiness and a strong desire among the pecple to yield themselves
to Christian teaching. The object which the people have primarily

in view is social reform or elevation in social rank and the
bettering of their material condition. Change of religion is
contemplated not so much from a sense of spiritual need as from

a growing conviction that it is only in connectiag with Christianity
that the desired social reform can be effected.

In contrast to the missionaries‘solicitude,for the outcastes, the
official attitude was one of indifference for much of the nineteenth
century., Dewan T.Rama Rao, who had been educated at the LMS Semlnary

1as the fFirst to show

at Nagerc01l and served as Dewan from 1887 = 1892;M
any concern For thelr 1mpr0vement In 1891 a CMS m13510nary working in

e “
R
.




51

Mavelikara, iﬁ central Travancore, reported that Pulayas had been allowed
entry into the public market for the first time at the instance of the
Dewan.108 An LMS report after Rama Rao's retirement remarked on how he
had 'greatly encouraged the opening of schools among the poorest and most
backward classes, and was ready to aid with government grants.'109
However, these policies were not continued by his immediate successors:
not until the dewanship of P.Rajagopalachari (1907-14) did the government
again interest itself in the uplift of the outcastes.

The work of the Christian missions had an impact on the attitude of
caste-Hindus. From the 1890s, the latter began to support efforts to
improve the position of the ex-slave castes. For instance, in 1897 an LMS
missionary in Trivandrum wrote of a school for Pulayas being started- and
maintained by a son of a late Dewan and same of his Friends.llO
As the CMS Annuai Report for 1913-14 pointed out, at least part of the
motivation for the activity of the caste-Hindus was to prevent the
accession of the outcastes to Christianity. The Report spoke of Hindu
schools being -~erected in close proximity to mission schools, special
meetings being held for Pulayas on Sundays; and government grants of
land to outcastes in which Pulaya Christians found it difficult to
obtain a share.lll

Until the turn of the century the depressed castes remained wholly
dependent on outside forces - such as the government, Christian missiona-
ries, or Hindu reformers - for improvements in their condition.

The 1900s saw the emergence of the first Pulaya leader - Ayyan Kali.

Born in 1863 in Venganur, a village of Neyyattinkara taluk south of
Trivandrum, little is known of his early life, but he appears to have had
no formal education and was barely literate. At about the age of 30 he was
inspired by Sri Narayana Guru to dedicate himself to the service of his

112 The Guru's Avuvipuram temple was only a few miles from the

community.
young Pulaya's native village.

Ayyan Kali campaigned first for the right of Pulayas to walk along
public roads in his village. This provoked clashes with local Nairs but
was eventually Successful.ll3 Dewan Rajagopalachari then enabled him to
establish himself as a leader of the Pulaya caste. He encouraged Ayyan
Kali's activities and promised the Pulayas land grants and entry into.
government schools,lla

In the late 1900s Ayyan Kali founded the Sadhu Jana Paripalna Sangham
(Association for the Welfare of the Poor) to improve the conditions of
1;5 By 1920 the Sangham had a membershlp of 600.

A small membershlp subscription funded the purchase of a plot of land

Pulayas in Neyyattlnkara.
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and the construction of a building. Later Ayyan Kali started a weaving
factory and school in Venganur and opened a Malayalam primary school.
He also began a shortlived Malayalam moﬁthly with the help of a Nair
teacher and other sympathetic caste-Hindus from Changanacherry, the
centre of Nair reformist activity.116

In 1912 Ayyam Kali became the first man from the ex-slave castes
to be nominated to the Popular Assembly. This was highlighted in the
grateful address presented to Dewan Rajagopalachari upon his retirement,
by the Sadhu Japa Sangham:

It was only since you, who are magnanimous and equally sympathetic
to all, became Dewan, that we obtained certain liberties and
privileges...It is solely as a result of the policy of your
administration that we, who had not walked fearlessly even on
public roads, have been granted the boon of membership in the Sri
Mulam Popular Assembly and have been permitted the liberty of
making our representations equally with men of higher ranks.
Neither we nor anybaody elsilﬁver deemed (sic) that we could get
this boon in this century,

The departure of Rajagopalachari in May 1914, and his replacement
by the Chief Justice, M.Krishnan Nair, the first Nair Dewan since 1880,
was followed by a confrontation between Pulayas and Nairs in the
Neyyattinkara area. As with the Nair-Ezhava clashes of 1905, a dispute
over access to an educational institution provided the spark.
An LMS missionary noted at the time how the late Dewan's policy of
favouring the entrance of all classes of the community into government
schools had been deeply resented by the Nairs. Thus it was unsurprising
that at the appointment of a new Dewan 'the smouldering fires of
118 Towards the end of 1914, Ayyan
Kali sought to get a Pulaya girl admitted to a village school.

jealousy and opposition broke out'.

Both he and the girl were beaten by Nairs, who then proceeded to raid
Pulaya huts and drive their occupants into the jungle. The school itself
was set alight , and property belonging to several Christian missions
also came under attack. Ayyan Kali then organised a strike by outcaste
labourers in several villages. Only after mediation by the Nagercoil
Deputy Superintendant of Police, g Vellala, R.Vaidyalingom Pillai, did
the local Nairs agree to permit outcaste children to attend Schools.ll9
A few months after the Neyyattinkara disturbances,the 'Kallumala'
{(or bead necklace) agitation took place in the Quilon area. In the south
Ayyan Kali had already persuaded Pulaya women to discard the bead neck-
laces which had been a badge of their slave past. They had also Begun to
wear upper garmentsythat covered their breasts., A Bentral Travancore

120

' Pul%?é”gémajém'haajﬁbéh{drgahiégdiihgthéféérly 1910s and a local Pulaya

leader urged women there tq‘fhlldw the éxample of their sisters in the
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south. This provoked the anger of local Nairs who sought to disrupt a
Pulaya social reform meeting. A serious riot followed in which two
houses belonging to caste-Hindus were set on fire. In revenge Nairs
destroyed several hundred Pulaya huts, including many belonging to
Christian converts of the LMS. Eventually, after the arrival of Ayyan
Kali, a truce was reached between the Pulayas and Nairs. At a mass
meeting attended by both Ayyan Kali and the Nair reformer Changanacherry
Parameswaran Pillai, hundreds of Pulaya women publicly threw away
their necklaces.121
The unrest among Pulayas gave rise to a mass movement towards
Christianity in several villages south of Quilon that were among the
worse affected. The Quilon Mission of the LMS made over 3,000 converts
in 1915-16, which was as many as it had made in all the previous eighty
years. The conversion movement brought a strong reaction from Hindu
Pulaya leaders. Apprehensive of 1osing their followers to the churches,
men like Ayyan Kali cooperated with the Nair landlords in attempting to
counteract the influence of Christianity. They even organised religious
meetings for Pulayas on Sundays in an effort to dissuade them from
going to church.122

Ayyan Kali was seen by the missionaries as 'a firebrand and very

hostile to Christianity'.123 Paradoxically,many Pulaya Christians showed
active sympathy with his campaigns, and it was the impact of Christianity
that had made them possible. A CMS missionary wraote of the outcastes

in 1915:

...the seeking of them by Christianity, and now the courting of
them by Hinduism because such numbers of them have been 'found'
by Christianity has increased their sense of importance. The
Travancore Government has adopted various measures for 'raising'
them... The outcastes have had the new and delightful experience |
of being encouraged to petition Government about their grievances |
and even of having their petitions listened to; and, naturally

that has wrought a change in their whole outlook. The ecoming into

being of their 'sanghams', to push their cause, to demand their

rights, is, I imagine, the most significant thing both from the

point of view oflﬁae state and missions, of the last four years

in Travancore...

The growth of an assertive self-consciousness also gave rise, in
the 1910s, to a remarkable neo-Christian socic-religious movement among
the Paraya and Pulaya converts of central Travamcore. While doctrine
allowed no place for caste distinctions to be preserved in churches, in
practise outcaste converts had to accept being discriminated against by

Syrian Christians and converts from higher castes,such as the Ezhavas,

Jhis wag:a problem that persisted despite all the -

Nadars, and. Vellalas
efforts of'fﬁégu_

5510 aries. To take just one instance from Ayyan Kali's
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native village of Venganur; in 1915 higher caste converts sought to
exclude Pulayas from a new LMS church.125 The problem was at its most
acute in congregations further north where Syrian Christians had for
long held the dominant position..There a movement called the Pratyaksha
Raksha Daivasabha (God's Church of Visible Salvation) came into being.

The new church was started by Poykayil Ychannan, a Paraya from
Eraviperur in Tiruvalla taluk. Born in 1877, he was converted to
Christianity, with his family, by Mar Thoma Syrians, while still a child. ,
Dissatisfied with their teaching and with the inequitable treatment of )
outcaste converts, he left them in 1899 and became associated with the
Plymouth Brethren sect. He began to preach independently from about
1909.126 Charles Hope Gill, the Anglican Bishop of Travancore and Cochin
(1905-24), described Yohannan as a man of fine presence who possessed
remarkable gifts of leadership.lz7 A government report on him in 1915 also
credited him with being 'intelligent and very enterprising'.l28
Yohannan took advantage of dissatisfaction among Pulaya and Paraya converts
belonging to the CMS and the Mar Thoma Church. The converts particularly
resented being segregated in worship and charged fees beyond their means
for ceremonies. The Paraya preacher proclaimed himself to be the divinely-
appointed Mediator for the salvation of the outcastes and called on them to
'unite under him for mutual protection and help, and to work out their own
salvation and uplift, without being beholden to any others, whether Hindus
or Europeans or Syrian Christians'.l29

In spite of persecution from Syrian Christian landlords and attacks
from the churches, Yohannan's movement grew rapidly and by 1915 was
estimated to have some 10,000 feollowers in the taluks of Tiruvalla and
Changanacherry. They were mostly Pulaya and Paraya converts from the
established churches, but includdd a few Syrian Christians.l”C Partly due
to Yohannan's increasing financial demands on his followers, the

movement's influence waned after about 1918.131

Nevertheless,its leader
achieved recognition by government, twice being nominated to the
Popular Assembly (in 1921 and 1931). He continued as the head of his
church until his death in 1938.%°7

Efforts at uplift were not limited to the larger depressed castes
like the Pulayas and Parayas. For instance, K.P.Karuppan, a Sanskrit
teacher and poet, belonged to the small fishing caste of Arayas. In 1910
he founded the Vala Samudya Parishkarim Sabha which sought to
promote the advancement of the flshlng castes and reform thelr social
customs..Karuppan had been nfluenced by%Srl Narayana Guru and propagated

his teachlngs His’ brother Swam~ nanda'wogl, also & follower of the




55

Guru, produced a drama, Balakalesam, that stigmatized the practise of
untouchability. 153 The work was performed in 1912 at the Maharaja's
College in Ernakulam to mark the Shashtiabdapurthi (60th birthday)
of the reigning Cochin Maharaja. A.Pulaya leader, Krishnathi Asan,
organised a demonstration on the occasion and successfully demanded
the lifting of the ban on the entry of outcastes into the state
capital.lja

While men like Karuppan and Ayyan Kali derived their inspiration
from Sri Narayana Guru, there was little sympathy for the depressed
castes amaong Ezhavas in general. One exception was 'Sahodaran' k.
Aiyappan, a young Ezhava lawyer and journalist from Cochin. In 1917
Aiyappan founded a brotherhood called the Sahodara Sangham Pratish-
tanam. It had as its objective the eradication of Ezhava discrimination
towards lower castes. In the same year Aiyappan organised a 'misra
bhojanam' (inter-dining) of 21 Ezhava:families with Arayas and Pulayas.
For this he was strongly attacked by more orthodox Ezhava leaders but in
spite of their opposition the Sangham made considerable headway in
changing attitudes, particularly in Cochin where its activities were
centred.135

The formation of caste uplift associations; the early struggles for
emancipation led by Ayyan Kali; and the Poykayil Ychannan movement were

all indicative of the beginnings of a change of attitude among depressed

castes. Whereas in the nineteenth century they had relied almost
exclusively on the western missionaries to bring about any improvement

in their situation, they were now, for the first time, starting to act

for themselves. In this they were encouraged by the government which,

in the 1920s and 1930s, actively engaged in working for the uplift of the
outcastes. Hindu reform associations such as the Nair Service Society,

the Brahmo Samaj, the Arya Samajam, and later, the Harijan Seva Sangham

and the Kerala Hindu Mission, also sought to assist them. However, though
the sources of help available to them became more diversified, the extent
of their social and economic deprivation and educational backwardness

meant that progress was extremely slow. The absence of an emerging

educated elite, or small.:propertied class, such as existed in the Ezhava
caste, was of crucial importance. It was the reason why, in the inter-war
period, the depressed castes were unable to take advantage of the communal
competition for public service jobs or to benefit from the expansion of
commercial activity in the state. Politically they could not play any
significant role: there were very few who had the vote and the nominated
ﬂoutcaste members af the leglslature understandably almost always supported
: ormation of agricultural = . .

the government Thus, it was only after th
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labour unions and the emergence of the communist movement in the late
1930s and early 1940s, that the depressed castes were drawn into the

political life of Travancore.

The political importance of the movements for social reform among the
various castes lay in the crucial role they played in the creation of a
caste identity that extended to the borders of the state and beyond.
Organisations such as the Nair samajams and the SNDP Yogam forged links
that cut across boundaries of locality and subcaste. Aided by the
spread of modern education and communications, they were also helped
by the recognition they were accorded in new political institutions like
the Popular Assembly. While enly a small minority elite of castemen were
actually involved in their activities, the associations prepared the
way for the use of caste as the main tool in mobilising support for
popular campaigns and electoral and legislative politics.

The consequence was a growing polarisation between castes that was
reflected in social and political conflicts from the 1900s onwards.
Increasingly, men identified themselves primarily as Nairs or EzhavaslB?
rather than by locality and subcaste, though such subsidiary vestigial
loyalties remained strong enough to play a part in divisions in the

SNDP Yogam in the early 1920s.
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Chapter 111

Commuhities: Social Reform and Identity

The non-Hindus in Travancore fall into three categories: the Syrian
Christians, the non-Syrian Christians, and the Muslims. Of these the
Syrians are the most important. Apart from being more numerous than the
Nairs or the Ezhavas, they were also the Nairs' principal competitors
for wealth and political influence. Anthropologists and historians,
other than church historians, and with the notable recent exception of
Susan Bayly} have usually focused their attention on the Hindus of
Kerala. However, the changes affecting the Syrian Christian community in
the nineteenth century, and the early years of the twentieth century,
were just as significant for the subsequent political development of
Travancore. It is for this reason that, in this chapter, I shall
concentrate on the Syrians. The politically less important non-Syrian
Christians and Muslims will not be treated in similar depth.

The modern history of the Syrian Christians can be viewed in terms
of three distinct phases. The political activism of the post-1918
period followed upon periods in which the emphasis was on, first,
ecclesiastical, and then social, reform. For much of the nineteenth
century the clergy provided political leadership, and the dominant
issues were religious reform and ecclesiastical independence.

However, as we shall see in chapter five, the development of commerce
and cash-crop agriculture from the end of the century, contributed
to the growing prosperity of the wealthier landed Syrian families.

They readily took advantage of modern education, and by the 1890s an
educated professional elite was beginning to replace the clergy in
taking the lead in public affairs. Such a trend was encouraged by the
resolution of the two major ecclesiastical controversies with the found-
ation of a separate Mar Thoma Church in 1889 and the appointment of
Syrian Catholic bishops in 1896. Sevéral Syrian Christian associations
were formed; they debated and campaigned over a wide spectrum of
issues. At first these were social, as was the case among the Hindu
caste associations, but political questions later came to‘:the fore,

culminating in the launch of the civic rights agitation in 1918.

In 1931 there were 948 Sla‘Syrian Christians in Travancore
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Syrians had been divided into three principal denominations - the Syrian
Catholics, the Jacobites and the Marthomites. The Catholics (pop.449,173)
were the most numerous, forming a quarter of the inhabitants in the
Northern Division of the state where they were mainly concentrated.

The Jacobites (pop.337,872) were found in strength in both the northern
and central areas of the state, while the Marthomites (pop.142,486)

were concentrated in the area to the south and east of their head-
quarters of Tiruvalla in central Travancore. In addition to these main
divisions, a small body ofi Anglican Syrians (c. 18,000)2 were found in
early CMS mission centres such as Kottayam,and Tiruvalla and Mavelikara
further south.

The Syrian Christians represented the oldest surviving Christian
community east of Persia. Their own tradition traces the prigin of the
community back to St Thomas, one of the twelve apostles, who, it is
claimed, landed near Cochin in about 52 AD.3 While this remains an
historical enigma, there is evidence  that Christians were established
on the Malabar coast as early as the sixth century. In about 535 AD
a Syrian merchant of Alexandria, Cosmas Indicopleustes, wrote of a
flourishing church in Male (Malabar) with a bishop at Kalliana (possibly
Quilon).é Strong trading links existed between West Asia and Malabar
in this period and there were probably several migrations of persecuted
Christians between the fourth and ninth centuries.5

Little is known of the early history of the Syrian Christians,
so-called because of their use of the Syriac liturgy. The Syrian church
is thought to have had strong links with the Nestorian church in Persia
and its bishops were ordained by the Nestorian Patriarch of Babylon.6
Socially, the Syrians appear to have occupied a position of some
" privilege, particularly in trade. They were regarded as being on par
with the Nairs, and used hereditary titles, granted as a mark of royal
favour, such as 'Tharagan' (derived from the Malayalam word for tariff)
and 'Mappillai' (the equivalent of the Nair 'Pillai‘).7 According to
legend there even existed a Christian royal dynasty. Sreedhara Menon
asserts that,plike the Nairs, the Christians possessed a martial
tradition and maintained their own 'Kalaris' (gymnasia).8

Prior to the nineteenth century the Syrian Christians do not appear
to have attempted to make converts to their faith and, in fact, shared
many of the éaéial customs of the caste-Hindus. They were endogamous
and did not 1nter~marry w1th the low-caste. lLatin Catholic and Protestant

(3

}converts - orlgln ting.from the period: after ‘the 31xteenth century.

Even among the Syrians.theré'Were two endogamous groups' the 'Southistst
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who claimed descent from the early West Asian immigrants, and the

more numerous 'Northists', who claimed to be descendants of high-

caste converts made by St Thomas. Indeed, some of the leading 'Northists'
families prided themselves on their Brahman descent. These included the
Pakalomattom family, which provided the first eight bishops of the

Jacobite Syrian church between 1653 and 1816.9

The extent of the Syrian
adoption of Hindu traits has led scholars like Leslie Brown to argue
that the community virtually functioned as a caste in its relations
with the rest of society.lD A recent study has even considered the
Brahman claim of 'Northist' families as part of a form of Sanskritis-
ationll, though it is doubtful how much relevance the term has outside
the framework of Hinduism.

The long isolation of the Syrian Christians from the wider Christ-~
ian world came to an end following the arrival, in Calicut in 1498,
of the Portuguese, Vasco da Gama. A Portuguese settlement was founded
in Cochin in 1503, and successive Syrian bishops came into conflict
with the Roman Catholic Church in the course aof the sixteenth century.
Ultimately, in 1599, at the Synod of Diamper (Udayamperur) the
Archbishop of Goa, Dom Aleixo de Menezes, with the support of the
Cochin Raja and the Portuguese, secured the accession of the Syrian
church to the authority of Rome.12 However, the efforts at imposing the
doctrines and practices of the Catholic Church gave rise to consider-
able discontent, and led to the 'Coonen Kuriseu Sathyam' (oath of the
Coonen Cross) in 1653. At Mattanchery, near Cochin, the Syrians
proclaimed their independence of Rome and chose their own bishop, who
was later formally consecrated on the authority of the Jacobite
Patriarch of Antioch. Through the efforts of a party of Carmelite
missionaries, a majority of the Syrian congregation was later reunited
with Rome, thus causing the Catholic-Jacobite split in the community.13

The advent of British supremacy in India had a major impact on
the Syrians. The encouragement and protection they received from the
colonial power strengthened them vis a vis the caste-Hindus.
This new sense of security, coupled with their improving economic
position, gave rise to an assertion of communal identity that first
showed itself in religious life, with movements that sought to
affirm the distinct Syrian Christian heritage. Between the 1830s
and. the 1900s the Jacobite Syrian Church suffered two serious splits,
both of which produced groups claiming independence from any foreign

8. authorlty. In the same perlod the Syrlan Cathollcs

came closeifo a schlsm wlth Rome before " belng granted a




66

separate hierarchy governed by indigenous bishops.

In 1806 Claudius Buchanan, first Vice Provost of Calcutta's
fort William College and a chaplain of the East India Company, arrived
in Travancore to enquire into the condition of the Syrian Christians.
The visit mafked the beginning of British interest in developing
links with the Jacobite Syrians. According to Buchanan, the Jacobite
Metropolitan, Mar Dionysius I, responded favourably to the suggestion
of a union with the Church of England.14 In 1810, a year after the
suppression of the revolt by the strongly anti-Christian Nair Dewan,
Velu Tampil5, Colonel John Munro became the Resident in Travancore and
Cochin. A fervent evangelical, he saw 'the diffusion of genuine
Christianity in India as a measure equally important to the interests
of humanity and to the stability of our IBritishI power.16 To this end
Munro took an active interest in the affairs of the Jacobite Syrian
church. Between 1816 and 1819, in response to a request from the
Resident, the Church Missionary Society despatched four missionaries
to Travancore on a mission to aid the Syrian church. The mission had
far-reaching consequences for the development of the educatianal and
religious life of the Syrians.

In 1815 a seminary was established in Kottayam by a Jacobite
archdeacon who was friendly with Monro, Pulikot Ittoop Ramban (Metrop-
olitan 1815-16 as Mar Dionysius II). Built on land granted by the
reigning Travancore Rani, with the interest from an endowment to the
Syrian church made by the Resident}7, the Seminary developed, under the
supervision of the missionaries, into the CMS College. The foremast
educational institution in northern Travancore, the College produced
Syrian clergy, often of reformist inclinations, and also Christian
professionals, including many lawyers, doctors, journalists and
administrators.

The CMS-Jacobite association continued after Munro's departure
in 1819, though his sueccessors were not as active in encouraging the
Christians, and involving themselves in the internal affairs of the
Syrian church. The disquiet of congervatives in the church at attempts by
missionaries to introduce . ecclesiastical reforms led to growing
strains in relations with the CMS. In 1836 a Jacobite church synod
rejected Anglican proposals for reform, and cooperation was discont-
inued. ‘Some “of *the.reformist Jaeobites then. joined the CMS to become
the first Angliéan{Syrians. A second group remained within the chufeh and
A-g;”Jﬁa2‘$ch‘ ded 4 Mathiew:Mar Athanasius onsecrated
ﬁétropoiitah; y- =¥ The hanasius gained
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recognition from the Travancore government in 185219 this was with-

drawn. in 1876 after a long campaign by the anti-reformers, led by
Joseph Mar Dionysius V. The latter had been consecrated Metropolitan
by the Patriarch in 1864, and in 1875-6 a visit to Travancore by
Patriarch Mar Ignatius Peter III enabled Dionysius to gain the alleg-
iance of many of Mar Athanasius's erstwhile followers. A ten-year
legal battle over the property of the church ended in 1889 with the
final victory of Mar Dionysius. The losing reformist party ‘then
organised itself into an independent Mar Thoma Church.20

Twenty years after the formation of the Mar Thoma Church the

21 1 1876, at a synod presided

Jacobites suffered yet another split.
over by Patriarch Peter III, a Jacobite church association - the
Malankara Syrian Christian Association - had been inaugurated.
In 1908 the ailing Mar Dionysius V convened a meeting of the Association
to elect a successor. The Association then sent two rambans (arch-
deacons) for consecration as Metropolitans by the Jacobite Patriarch,
Mar Abdulla II. The two were consécrated Mar Dionysius and Mar Kurilos.
Following the death of Dionysius V in 1909 the Patriarch appointed the
former to succeed him, at the request of the Malankara Association.

However, Abdulla II desired to assert his authority over the
Malabar Church. Arriving in Travancore, he called a meeting of the
church Association and demanded acknowledgement of his temporal
authority. This was unacceptable to Mar Dionysius VI and the majority
who, in September 1910, passed resolutions embodying their viewpoint.
Nevertheless, the Partiarch was able to gain the backing of a
significant minority, including Mar Kurilos. In August 1910 Abdulla
created a separate diocese with its own bishop for 'Southist' Jacobites,
thus attracting their support.

In 1911 the Patriarch excommunicated Mar Dionysius and appointed

Mar Kurilos as Malankara Metropolitan, an action that was not accepted
by the Malankara Association. Subsequently, Mar Abdul Messiah, Mar
Abdulla's predecesseor as Patriarch of the Jacobite Church, was invited to
Travancore by the Didnysius party. In 1912 Abdul Messiah consecrated a
bishop of this¢faction as the first Catholicos (local Pattiarch) of the
Malabar church. The Catholicos, while recognising the spiritual
supremacy of the Patriarch of Antioch, did not comeAunder'his juris-
diction. The. late Mar Dionysius V had requested the creatlon of such

an office 1n 1892, and again in 1906. The attalnment of his objective

resulted:in-a_ second split among the Jacobltes, and the emergence of

.....
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successors being consecrated by local bishops.

Litigation over church property and official recognition began
in 1913 and has continued, with occasional’ gaps, ever since.
The conflict between the two parties divided the Jacobites along
regional and even famililial lines.22 The minority - about a third -
who backed the Patriarch was strong in Cochin and in the northernmost
taluks of Travancore, while the pro-Catholicos' majority was predominant
further south, in the area between Kottéyam and Quilon. This area was
the most literate in the state and was also where the adherents of the
Mar Thoma Church, the product of the earlier Jacobite split, were
concentrated. The original focus of CMS activity, the Kottayam-Quilon
belt, thus became the stronghold of two independent Syrian churches.

Among the prominent Jacobite families in central Travancore
backing the Catholicos were the Elanjikkals and the Kandathils of
Niranam, a village in Tiruvalla taluk. Elanjikkal Jacob John, a High
Court lawyer and member of the Managing Committee of the Malankara
AssociationZB, was nominated to the Legislative Counecil in 1904 and
remained the leading Syrian politician for the next thirty years.
The Kandathils' owned the state's foremost newspaper, the Malayala
Manorama, and the wife of its editor, K.C.Mammen Mappillai, belonged to
the family of the third Catholicos, Mar Baselios Geevarghese II
(Catholicos 1929 - 1964).2a The prominent followers of the Patriarch
included the Palampadoms of Kottayam and the 'Southist' Thamarapallils
of Chengannur, in central Travancore. Palampadom T.Thomas was a pioneer
tea and rubber planter and, like Thamarapallil Kochu Thommanzs, who
owned several rubber and coconut estates, served as a member of the
Legislative Council in the 1920s. These family alignments showed
themselves in politics as well. In the 1930s, while most leading
Jacobites of the Catholicos party, including E.J.John and K.C.Mammen
Mappillai, supported the Joint Political Congress and the Travancore
State Congress, those belonging to the Patriarch's section, like
Palampadom Thomas and Thamarapallil Kochu Thomman, were pro~government.26

While Protestant infiqence was’ bringing about a reformation among
the Jacobite Syrians, the late nineteenth century also saw major
changes in the ecclesiastical organisation of Syrian Catholics.
After the split of 1653, the latter céme:dnder the authority of two,
often bitterly compéting, Latin hiefaiéhiés‘- the Diocese of Cochin,part
of the Portuguese Padroado (Patronage), and the Vicariate of Malabar at

Verapoly, belo the Cath911CfChurch‘s Congregau-

. tion for the Pr p,g_tlon tf t Thé Synl n athollcs were’
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never happy wiﬁﬁ this Latin dominaticn, and in the second half of the
nineteenth century their resentment found expression in the demand for
bishops of the Syrian rite. Twice, in 1861-62 and 1874-77, the issue
threatened to cause a serious schism, with opposition to Rome coalescing

around bishops sent out by the Chaldean Patriarch of Mosul in response
27

to appeals from Malabar. On the second occasion Emmanuel Nidhiry, |
the Vicar of Kuravilangad, near Kottayam, played an important role in
winning back many schismatics who had joined the Chaldean bishop,
Mar Elias Mellus.
Nidhiry was a leader of the movement within the Catholic Church
for the separation of the Syrians from the Vicariate of Malabar, ruled
by European Carmelites. He belonged to a wealthy and influential
landowning family of Kurdvilangad. Educated locally, at the first
Catholic English-medium school in Travancore, he later joined the CMS
Seminary where he studied under the reformist Jacobite Metropolitan,
Mathew Mar Athanasius.28 He first engaged in efforts to gain greater
independence for the Syrians as a young deacon and secretary to the
Padroado Governador (Administrator) of Cranganore and Cochin.
In 1872 Nidhiry and Parayil Avira Varki Tharagan, the richest landlord
in Travancore29{ supported a petition by Syrian deacons to the Archbishop
of Goa, requesting a separate bishop. However, their representations were
unsuccessful and in 1873 Nidhiry left the Padroado camp to join the
Carmelite monastery of Mannanam.30
The Syrian Carmelite Congregation at Mannanam had been formed in
1831 as the first indigenous community of Catholic clergy.zl
In the 1870s it became the cehtre of the movement for Syrian Catholic
separation, with Father Louis Pazheparambil and Nidhiry in the forefront.
In July 1875 an anonymous memorial was submitted to Pope Pius IX
requesting separation and a bishop, who could be a European Carmelite,
with a native Syrian co-adjutor. This was followed by numerous signed
petitions from lay Syrian Catholics and provoked the Italian Archbishop
of Verapoly to expel seven monks of the Carmelite Congregation,
including Pazheparambil?2 l
In 1876 Mgr. Leo Meurin, the Archbishop of Bombay, arrived in
Travancore with the twin mission of looking into the Syrian demand,
zéﬁd dealing with the Mellusian schism. Nidhiry acted ‘as his intérpreter
énd with others, such as Pazheparambil and Parayil Tharégan, assisted
Meurin in turning back the threat of schism. On the separation question

the Archbishop- cancelled the order. ex'elllng th :Carmellpe mpnks

éubmltted a report favourlng the Syrlan cause. However, follow1ng
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complaints from the Verapoly missionaries, Rome dispatched a second
Visitor Apostolic to Malabar. In 1877, after the latter had reported,
the Syrians within the Vicariate of Malabar were put in the exclusive
charge of a co-adjutor to the Bishop of Verapoly.33

The grudging concession made towards them failed to satisfy the
leaders of the Syrian agitation. They were granted further favours
in an attempt to placate them. fFor instance, Nidhiry was appointed vicar
of two important churches, in addition to his own parish of Kuravilangad?a
In spite of this, he continued to campaign for Syrian autonomy.

In 1882 he joined Mar Dionysius V in initiating the Jathyaikya Sangham
(Association for Communal Unity).35 The Catholic priest and the Jacobite
Metropdlitan were clese friends, and Nidhiry assisted Mar Dionysius

in his legal battles with the reformist party. The new Sangham's
Declaration of Objectives likened the Catholic-Jacobite division to an
amputated body and saw social progress, particularly in education,

being achieved through unity. It was planned to found a joint Syrian
college at Kottayam, as an alternative to the CMS College, and also to
start high schools, libraries, shops, and even a bank. The fund raising
for this was undertaken mainly by Nidhiry. At the time the Vicar of
Alleppey, he persuaded an Irish American coir factory owner of the town,
James Darragh, to donate Rs.20,000 to the Sangham. In 1886 Darragh also
sold the 22-acre Woodland Estate in Kottayam to the Sangham at a reduced
price. A year later, in April 1887, a Malayalam newpaper, the Nazrani
Deepika (Nazarene Journal), began publication from Mannanam under the
auspices of the Sangham. Nidhiry was the editor, and the paper's first
editorial was a call for Christian unity. In the event, circumstances
proved to be against this, and by the end of 1888, amidst bitterness

and acrimony, the Jathyaikya Sangham ceased to function.

The reasons for the Sangham's failure were to be found in develop-
ments within the Jacobite and Catholic churches. Nidhiry had seen the
re-entry of the Jacobites into the Catholic communion as the eventual aim.
He later claimed that Mar.Dionysius had agreed to allow some Jacobite
priests to receive Catholic instruttion, so that they could go on to
prepare for re—unification.36 It seems likely that the Jacobite
Metropolitan saw the Sangham schemes as a way of securing his church's
future in case the legal contest over church property, with the
reformist party eﬁﬂed adversely. However, the Alleppey Zilla court
Judgement in 1884 found in favour of Mar Dionysius, a d90131on that was
'h'ldhln the T ancore Hi h:Court in the Folluwlng’year, and by the

1nn1889 Consequently, any’bre351ng need




71

for Dionysius to move towards unity with the Catholics was removed,
especially since Nidhiry's European superiors were not prepared to
countenance any joint venture short of total Jacobite submission to
Roman authority.

While engaged in the Jathyaikya Sangham scheme, Syrian Catholic
leaders continued their efforts te achieve Syrian autonomy within the
Catholic Church. In 1885, Nidhiry and Parayil Tharagan invited the
first Apostolic Delegate to the East Indies to Mannanam, where he was
presented with a petition addressed to the Head of Propaganda Fide,
calling for a native Syrian bishop. Signed by Nidhiry and 78 others,
it stated:

The want of a Bishop of our own nation and rite is the cause of

our great deterioration in ecclesiastical and social affairs as
compared to our Jacobite brethren who, having Bishops of their

own nation and rite and having been encouraged by them, not only
pass the University Examinations but also hold high and respons-
ible offices in the Government. So, the Catholics, being a contrast
to their Jacobite brethren, are under-valued by the Hindus as a

set of ignogant men; this is a hindrance to the conversion of

the Hindus.

The petition also expressed the view that only a native bishop would
be able to attract the Jacobites towards unity.

In 1886 a new Concordat was reached between the Papacy and Portugal,
establishing a Catholic hierarchy in India and re-allocating sees between
the Padroado and Propaganda Fide. In May 1887, as part of the general
reorganisation, the Syrians were finally separated from the Archdiocese
of Verapoly, and grouped in the two new vicariates of Trichur and
Kottayam. However, there were still no native Syrian bishops.

While an Anglo-Indian military chaplin was appointed to Trichur, a French
Jesuit, Mgr.Charles Lavigne, became Viecar Apostolic of Kottayam.

The leaders of the movement for Syrian separation, Nidhiry and Pazhep-
arambil, were included in the new Kottayam Diocesan Council, and the
latter became the new Bishop's secretary.38

Mgr. Lavigne did not see Syrian unity as of paramount importance
and, according to Nidhiry, pressed him and Mar Dionysius to transfer
the Woodland:Estate to the Vicariate, with thé intention of establishing
a Jesuit college on the proposed site of the joint Syrian college.

This, Nidhiry and the Jacobite Metropolitan refused to do, and in June
'1888;'Nidhiry was ordered to vacate the estate by Mgr. LaQigne;39
:Shbéequently, Mar Dionysiﬁs bou;ﬁ;pﬂtﬁ-Nidhiry's share¢ iQ§Ag§qst 1888,
‘Jacobite~Catholic relations were fupfher~stréined by thaﬁﬁefﬁépolitan's
_ngghéécfatgqp of a ieat: £ Ehe
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Jacobites to an end.

A bitter Mgr. Lavigne then brought all contacts with the

In September 1889 Nidhiry was appointed the first Vicar General
of the Kottayam Diocese. The appointment was greeted by demonstrations
of popular enthusiasm, which Mgr. Lavigne looked upon with disfavour.él
Strained relations with the Bishop forced Nidhiry to resign his position
in 1892, and when the Syrian Catholics succeeded in getting native
bishops in 1896, he was not one of the three new Syrian Vicars
Apostolic (for Trichur, Ernakulam and Changanacherry). However, Pazhep-
arambil, who had served Mgr. Lavinge loyally, became Bishop of Ernakulam
while a 'Southist' Syrian was installed at Changanacherry, the only
vicariate with its headquarters in Travancore. The latter appointment
was deeply resented by the 'Northist' majority in northern Travancaore
and, until his death in 1904, Nidhiry played an active part in efforts
to get a 'Northist' bishop for Changanacherry.42 The demand was
eventually conceded in 1911 when a separate vicariate of Kottayam was
created for the 'Southists', following the example set by the Jacobite
Patriarch Abdulla II.

The turn of the century was a time of revival in the fortunes
of the Syrian community. While the impact of British influence had
caused division in the Jacobite church, it had also led to a reassertion
of a distinct Syrian identity, and an improvement in opportunities
for members of the community. An important instance of the latter was
the leading role played by Syrians in the expansion of commerce.
They were also to be found in increasing numbers in the public service.
In 1903, C.M.Agur noted that many Syrians held high posts in government
service, particularly in British India and Cochin, where they were
appointed more readily than in Travancore. Educated at the CMS College,
Maharaja's College in Trivandrum, and the Madras Christian College, they
went on to become judges, deputy commissioners and deputy collectors,
doctors, engineers, lawyers, teachers and journalists.43
The first Syrian members of the Travancore Legislative Council, the
Jacobite K.K.Kuruvila, and his Anglican successor, T.C.Poonen, were
both products of CMS College; as was the latter's nephew, Dr E.Poonen,
who was in charge of the Trivandrum General Hospital in the 1900s, and
later became an MLC.as well aad

It Waés in modern educatlon that the relationship between British

m1581onary act1v1ty and progress was most obvious. The Anglican Syrians

2st .educated sectlons of the Syrian

scon uc ed ovér 270 educatlonal 1nst1tut10ns




73
with 11,523 pup‘ils.45 The Marthomites maintained two high schools and
87 Malayalam schools.a6 In comparison, the Jacobites, who accounted for
roughly two-thirds of the non-Catholic Syrian population, lagged some
way behind. In 1903 they had 97 Malayalam schools, in addition to two
high schools, and four English-medium middle schools.47
The Mar Dionysius (MD) Seminary High School was established at the
Woodland Estate in Kottayam in 1893.48 The premier Jacobite educational
institution,it was founded to further English education among the
Jacobites.

Just as the Anglican Syrians and Marthomites, with their close
ties with the CMS, were the most advantaged groups in terms of education,
so the Catholies, who had no links with the British, were correspond-
ingly disadvantaged. Their church hierarchy discouraged them for a
long time from attending Protestant educational institutions.
As late as 1906 priests were still being instructed to ensure that
Catholic children were educated in Catholic schools, with any exceptions
requiring the sanction of the local bishop.49
Until the 1880s there were very few Western-style Catholic schools.
However,this changed rapidly following the creation of the Syrian
vicariates in 1887. In 1891, Mgé. Lavigne established the first Catholic
English high school, St Berchman's in Changanacherry. By 1903 Changana-
cﬁerry diocese had more than 400 parish schools with over 14,000
pupils.50 In the 1890s the Latin Catholics also started high schools
in Quilon and Trivandrum. St Joseph's College, the first Catholic college

in South India, was established at Trichinopoly in 1883.51

Over the years
it produced many Travancorean graduates. The Catholic convents were in
the forefront of female education, and the Convent of the Holy Angels
was the first private womens' institution to be given the status.of
a second grade college. Among those who passed out from it was Mary
Poonen, the daughter of Dr E.Poonen, who became the first Malayali
woman to graduate (in 1909) and to study in Britain. 2

Prominant lay Catholics, notably Nidhiry's friend, Parayil Avira
Varki Tharagan, also engaged in efforts to further English education.
Themselves handicapped in giving leadership to the community because
of their lack of a modern education, Parayil Tharagan and his brother,
started their own English schools,53 The Parayil & provide an illustra-
tive contrast with the wealthiest Jacobite Syrian family, the Kulangaras
of Parur, one of whom graduated in arts and law, and served as a

“1ncreased Cathollc
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constituting over half Travancore's Christian population, still accounted
for only 35 per cent of the Christians in educational institutions.55
There were very few Catholic graduates and none holding responsible
posts in the government service.

Overall,the Christians (Syrian and non-Syrian) were the most
literate religious group., In 1901 their literacy rate (15.8 per cent)
easily surpassed that of the Hindus (11.7 per cent). The superiority was
even more pronounced when it came to literacy in English and female
education. Nearly half of the 15,000 Travancoreans literate in English
were Christian, and literacy among Christian women (5.2 per cent)
was twice as high as among the Hindus (2.5 per cent).56

The Christians advanced position in education was reflected in
Travancore's nascent press. In 1893-4 six of the seven newspapers in
the state were owned by Christians, and even a quarter of a century
later,in 1918, 28 of the 55 papers were Christian—owned.57

The first journal printed in Kerala, Jnana-nikshepam (Treasury of

Knowledge), was started by a CMS missionary in Kottayam in 1848, to
propagate religious ref‘orm.58 In 1860 the English-language Western Star

was founded in Cochin, to be followed by its Malayalam edition four

59 Owned by C.Kurien, a wealthy Jacobite supporter of

years later.
Mar Dionysius V60, the paper moved to Trivandrum in 1893. Kurien's
Kunnumpurath family held the abkari (liquor) contract for most of
northern Travancore.él His nephew, and successor as proprietor of the
Star, C.J.Kurien, was one of the principal backers of the Patriarch's
party in the 1911 Jacobite split. Another prominent Jacobite, Kandathil

I.Varghese Mappillai, started the Malayala Manorama in 1889.

The leading Malayalam journalist until his death in 1904, Mappillai
sat on the board of the Mar Dionysius High School®? and was the moving
spirit behind the Bhasha Poshini Sabha, a literary society that flour-
ished in the 1890s and 19008.63 His nephew, K.C.Mammen Mappillai, was
Headmaster of the M.D. High School from 1896 - 1906, after which he
became an editor of the Mahopama.6€ This paper, printed at the Jacobite
Church's Woodland Estate in Kottayam, was, for forty years, the most
popular in Travancore.. While the Manorama acted as a voice of the
Jacebites, the Nazrani Deepika perfermed the same function for the Syrian
Catholics. |

In reviewing the hlstory of the Syrlan Christians in the nineteenth

century, we can recognlse how the wealthler sectlons of the communlty
OppoT orded by the establ1shment“of
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churches with greater independence. The focus of communal identity,
these new, or reformed, churches responded to changing aspirations by,
most notably, encouraging the spread of modern education. The missionary
institutions of higher education also contributed to the growth of a
class of Western-educated Syrian Christian professionals who were
henceforth to take the leading role in social and political movements.
It is to the early activities of these men that we now turn our
attention.

The formation of the Travancore and Cochin Christian Association
was treated briefly in Chapter One. Its first president, T.C.Poonen,
died in 1901°°
Court vakil and leader of the bar, E.J.John. The Association's Committee

and was succeeded by the Jacobite Trivandrum High

in the 1900s included three other influential Jacobites -~ K.C.Mammen
Mappillai and K.M.Mathulla Mappillai, another editor of the Kandathil
family newspaper, the Malayala Manorama, and C.J.Kurien.

:-Three Anglican Syrians were also members - T.C.Poonen's brother,
T.C.Cherian, Superintendant of Registration in Cochin, John Chandy,
the Superinteridant of Kottayam's CMS Press, and N.E.Varghese, a
Kottayam vakil. The only Marthomite on the committee was C.P.Thomas,
Headmaster of the Mar Thoma Seminary in Kottayam.66

Between 1910 and 1915, four Christian conferences were held
under the auspices of the Association. The first, at Kottayam in May 1910,
was presided over by E.J.John and attended by 600 Jacobites, Marthomites,
Anglicans, London Missionary Society Christians, and Latin and Syrian
Catholics.67(An initial objection to Catholic participation by their
ecclesiastical heads, appears to have been relaxed, although there was
still no Catholic who took a prominent part in the Association's
activities.) Later conferences were held in 1911 (presided over by
Dr E.Poonen), 1913 (in Tiruvalla), and in 1915 (at Kottayam, with the
Anglican Bishop, Charles Gill, presiding).68 At all of them social
questions were prominent, the foremost being the need for a law to
regulate succession and inheritance of property among Christians.
Other subjects discussed included the condition of women, and the ending
of the practices of child marriage, and the giving of considerable
dowries, both of which were more prevalent among the Syrian Christians
than among non-Brahman Hindus.

As was the case among the Nairs, Syrian Christians were preaccupied
in the early years of the centufy by:arguments for and against social
reform. The, most 31gn1flcant of these. concerned SUCCSSSlOH and

'”1nher1tance. From the 1860s onwards, . the absence of a settled law




76

was remarked upon by Judges of the Travancore High Court, who had to
adjudicate in numerous cases of Jlitigation. In 1B94 the Resident,
H.B.Grigg, wrote to the. Madras Government of the great need for such a
law to remove the cause of endless quarrels leading to civil suits,

and often crimes.69 Agur also says that the Syrian Christians were very
litigious70 and a correspondent in the Madras Mail in December 1891,
noted that the greater part of the litigation was 'accounted for solely
by the absence of a definite law (of succession) of their own'.71 '
These words echo descriptions of the problems suffered by Nair

marumakkathayis and, in the 18%90s, Christian writers emulated Nairs

like 0.Chandu Menon in using literature to attack partiular social

customs.72 In his 1894 report, the Resident remarked that:

unfortunately the leaders of the Christian community are
ecclesiatics who do not recognise the evils of the present
position - partly because of the absence of interest in matters
of non-religious character though of vital interest to their
people, and partly because the present absence of law increases
their ecclesiastical power, and in regard to certain priests
and bishops, because the introduction of law would involve loss
of income.

The preeminence of the clergy in the life of the community declined with
the emergence of a secular Christian leadership, which included activists
in the Christian Association and Christian members of the Legislative
Council and Popular Assembly.

At successive sessioens of the Popular Assembly, beginning in 1905,
representations were made by Christian members, such as Parayil Kunju
Avira Tharagan, of the wealthy Parayil family of Shertallai,

C.P.Thomas, K.M.Mathulla Mappillai, and Iype Thoma Kathanar, senior
Vicar-General of the Mar Thoma Church. A Jacobite vakil from Alleppey
read a paper on the subject at the first Christian conference in 1910?3
During the seventh session of the Popular Assembly in 1911, Dewan
Rajagopalachari announced his intention of appointing a Christian Committee
to study the question.’? The Committee that was appointed included
P.Cherian, an Anglican Syrian District Judge, who was its President,
Iype Thoma Kathanar and K.C.Mammen -Mappillai, representing the. Marthe- :
mites and the Jaccbites respectively, and D.Francis, Secretary of the
South Travancore Catholic Association. The other three members were a
Tamil LMS pastor,‘a Syrian Catholic District Munsiff, and a Latin
Catholic.75 N

A group of Angllcan and Marthomite Syrians from central Travancore
supported the 1ntroduet10n of a succession law identical ‘to the Indlam

Succe331on Act’ of,lBéS that accorded greater rlghts for ‘women than wasﬁ
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the custom among the Syrians. The leading reformers were all products
of the CMS College or the Madras Christian College, and a number of
them held high positions in the Madras and Travancore services.
Among the members of a Reform League, headed by Rao Bahadur G.T.
Varghese, the Deputy Collector of Calicut, were P.J.Varghese, a
Trivandrum judge, and P.Cherian.76 Other supporters of reform included
E.J3.John, the only prominent Jacobite reformer. All four were involved
in a controversial case decided by the Travancore High Court in 1907.
It concerned T.G.Varghese's sister and her husband and sister-in-law,
and arose out of rival claims to the property of the sister-in-law's
deceased husband. In 1903, P.J.Varghese, then District Munsiff of
Krishnapuram in central Travancore, had followed the 1865 Act in
dividing the property equally between the widow and mother of the
deceased, while disallowing the male heirs, sons of the dead man's
paternal great-uncle. The decision was upheld by the High Court where
£.J.John, acting for G.T.Varghese's rela%ions, used the testimony of
Cherian in support of applying the British India Act to Travancore.
Cases involving the reformers were also heard by the District Court
of South Malabar in 1906, and the Cochin Chief Court in 1907-8.70

The Bill proposed by the Succession Committee in 1912 showed the
influence of the reformers. While not as liberal as the 1865 Act in
the rights it accorded to women, it entitled daughters who had not been
given a dowry to a share equal to a third that of a son's.79
It also gave a widow a share equal to that of a son, subject to a
maximum of one guarter of the estate. Iype Thoma Kathanar strongly
opposed these provisions, claiming that the Majority Report showed a
desire to realise the reform ideals . advocated by the Committee
President, P.Cherian, in an essay published in 1894. Of the six other
committee members, Mammen Mappillai also dissented from the Report.80

The fiercest opposition came from the naturally conservative
hierarchy of the Syrian churches, who had a vested.interest in the
maintenénce of the traditional dowry system. Iype Thoma noted that a
woman with independent property rights could avoid the tithe given to
the church on her marriage by opting for a civil ceremony, or one
solemnised in a non-Syrian church.or The heads of all the Syrian
churches wrote to the Dewan during the course of 1913, supporting :--
Thoma's dissenting minute,®?

His stand was also widely supported in the community. In September
‘ n against -the
the ex-MLC,

1913 -apublic.meeting was held inKottayam to protest
draft Bill,>> The mesting was chaired by K.K.Kuruvila,
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who asserted that the vast majority of Syrians, headed by the

propertied classes, clung to the existing customs as necessary to
preserve the community's individuality, the continuity of wealthy
families, and the dignity of the community among its Hindu rivals.

(Iype Thoma's minute had pointed out the danger of sub-division of
property, and the effect this would have on voting rights in the
elections to the Popular Assembly.)84 Wealthy Christian families,

were well represented at the Kottayam meeting. Among the members of

the leading Jacobite Kandathil family who were present were

K.C.Mammen Mappillai and Mathulla Mappillai. Also present was C.J.Kurien

of the Western Star. The Catholic participants included two men who

later achieved prominence in public life -~ John Nidhiry, a Kottayam
High Court lawyer and nephew of Emmanuel Nidhiry, and T.J.Mathew,

the son of a Poonjar landlord. The meeting chose a deputation of four
to submit a petition to the government.85

As a result of the strength of public opinion, the draft Bill
was amended by a Select Committee of the Legislative Council, that
included the three Christian Council members.s6 Under the Succession
Legislation, which became law in December 1916, the share of a
daughter, in lieu of dowry, was reduced from a third to a quarter
that of a son's, and even this was made §ubject to a maximum of
Rs.5,000. Moreover, though the widow's gbht to claim a share'equal
to that of a son was retained, over immovable property this was
made terminable upon her remarriage or death.87

Thus the activities of the Christian Association in the early
1910s were overshadowed by the debate about succession. At the April
1915 Kottayam Christian Conference, a major reorganisation of the body
took place. It was renamed the Travancore and Cochin Christian
Conference, and E.J.John was replaced as President by Dr E.Poonen.
There were three new joint secretaries, and the old committee was
replaced by a 27-member Managing Committee elected by taluk associa-
tions.88 Following Dr. Poonen's death in March 1916, E.J.John became
President again.89 In 1918 T the Civic Rights League was
formed and, to a large extent, supplanted the Christian Conference,
although the latter continued to exist until about 1929.

The Christian Association was not the_bnly communal Christian
body in Travancore to function in the early. years of the twentieth
century. In the early 1900s a Trivandrum Syrian Club.was formed along
~ the lines of the’Nationalﬁﬁlub,wbeggn;iq@lﬁﬁ :9¥¢Na§g officials
ﬁeloﬁging to C.V:Réﬁéﬁ.PiilaiﬂéJfadéidqifoééabnén{,éhd then E.J.John,
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served as its presidents. P.Cherian and 0.M.Cheriyan,
a lecturer in the Trivandrum Teachers' College, were also on the Club's
committee.90 John Nidhiry, then working as a clerk in the Huzur

Secretariat while studying for his law degreeg,;[]El

, was the only Catholic
member.
Barred from taking an active part in the Christian Association,
the Syrian Catholiecs sought to form alternatives. In May 1905, at a
public meeting at Mannanam,the centre of the campaign for Syrian
Catholic separation in the 1870s and 1880s, the Travancore and Cochin
Roman-Catholic Association was established under the patronage of
Mar Louis Pazheparambil, Bishop of Ernakulam. The abject of the
Association was said to be to promete the community's social and
material welfare and to guard its political rights. Its President was
Nidhiry's old associate, Parayil Varki Tharagan, and its headquarters
were at the Parayil's home village of Ezhupunna in Shertallai taluk.
A body with a membership of less than 400, the Association stopped
functioning in 1918 when the Malabar Catholic Congress was Founded.91
This Congress grew out of the Malabar Syrian Catholic Social
Gathering, of which Cyriac Nidhify , Emmanuel Nidhiry's younger brother,
was the founder-President. In the 1870s he had become the first Syrian
Catholic in Travancore to pass the Matriculation examinations. |
He later graduated and became a leading lawyer and Alleppey landlord.
One of the 1891 Malayala Memorial deputation, he was a member of the
Popular Assembly in the 19005.92

member of the Catholic Social Gathering, as was Joseph Thaliath, one

John Nidhiry was also an early

of the first London-educated Syrian Catholic barristers, who presided
over the Gathering's 1914 session. Other leaders of the Catholic
Congress, in its early days, included T.J.Mathew, a Kottayam High
Court lawyer, and N.V.Joseph, a lawyer from Alwaye.

Other groups - Latin and Protestant Christians, and Muslims -
followed the Syrian Christians in asserting their independent social
and politicél identity.

The non-Syrian Christians (pop.654,584) of Travancore can be
divided into two groups. They are the Latin Catholics, most of whom
were converted after the sixteenth century mission of Saint Francis

94, and the Protestants, who were nineteenth century converts.

Xavier
Until the 1890s the Syrian Jacobite and Marthomite churches made no

organised effort to win converts. ThlS was largely due to the fact

€~}that the vast magorlty -:ofi conVerts came From the low castes, and were

7  regarded as soc1ally 1nfbr10r to the Syrians. Thus, ‘the latter feared
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that evangelisation would not only antagonise their caste-Hindu
neighbours, but would also jeopardise their own social status.95

Latin Catholies (pop.360,217) were found in significant numbers
throughout the state. They were concentrated along the coast and in
the Southern Division where, by 1941, they represented over a tenth of
the inhabitants.96 The majority were fishermen and landless labourers,
though there were a few landowners of substance in the northern taluk
of Shertallai. In the south some Nadar Catholics were prosperous
traders and industrialists. Though all the Latins came under the
religious authority of either the Archdiocese of Verapoly or the
Padroade Diocese of Cochin, they did not form a homogenous social
group. In northern Travancore and Cochin there were at least two
distinct sub-groupings of importance: the 'Anjuttikar' (Five Hundred)
and the 'Ezhunuttikar' (Seven Hundred).

The 'Anjuttikar' were descended from converts from the Mukkuvan
caste of fishermen, and were mostly found in Shertallai. The origins of
the 'Ezhunuttikar', concentrated in the taluk of Parur, are more
obscure.97 In any case, both groups sought to maintain their own
identity. Agur, in 1903, noted that priests belonging to one group
were generally unacceptable to the 0ther.98 Intermarriage was also
uncommon. However, both sections claimed affinity to the wealthier,
and socially superior, Syrian Cathelies, often describing themselves
as 'Latin Nazranis'.99 At the turn of the century the 'Anjuttikar’
submitted a memorial to the British Resident, in which they presented

themselves as descendants of the original St Thomas Christians.lClD

The ‘Ezhunuttikar' made similar cflaims.lUl

The desire to identify
with the Syrians extended to changing social customs. In 1912 the
Christian Committee on succession found that the law of inheritance
followed by the northern Latins was gradually gravitating towards
that of the Syrians.lCZ

In the 1920s and 1930s the Latin Catholic elite followed the
example of their Syrian counterparts in pursuing first, ecclesiastical
and then, political, reform. In 1920, at a meeting of a new Catholic
Association of Verapoly Archdiccese, held in Ernakulam in Cochin,
L.M.Pylee, a young college lecturer, suggested that the administration
of the Archdiocese could be entrusted to the indigenous clergy.
The missionary-dominated church hierarchy. reacted unfavourably to this
and withdrew their patronage from the. assoc1at10n, causing lt to go

out of exlstence.l__3 Nevertheless,«local Latlns per31sted 1n their

efforts to win a: greater measure ) es astlcal self—goVernment
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In 1920, following approaches made by Pylee and several others, to the
Archbishop of Verapoly, Joseph Attipettyloa, a 26 year-old ordinand
from Cochin, became the first native Latin to be sent to Rome for

his theological training. Two years later Pylee organised a

memorial to the Holy See signed by a number of Latin priests and
prominent laymen. The memorial argued the case for appointing an
indigenous prelate, claiming equality with the Syrian Catholics and
drawing attention to the growth of nationalism.lDS The memorialists'
demand was eventually conceded in June 1933 when Attipetty, who had
been ordained only seven years earlier, was consecrated Archbishop of

Verapoly.106

1933 also marked the beginning of Latin political
activism; a new Latin Christian Mahajana Sabha became one of the
constituent organisations of the Joint Political Conference, spear-
heading the campaign for communal representatiocn in the legislature
and in the public service.

As in the north, the Latins of southern Travancore were not
homogenous. Apart from a small minority of Vellalale7, the southern
Latins were drawn from the non-caste-Hindu Nadars, Pulayas and
Parayas. The Nadars formed the dominant elément in many churches, and
when, in 1908, a South Travancore Catholic Association was formed,
D.Francis, a Nadar tile manufacturer and government contractor,
became its first secretary.m8

Not as numerous as the Latins were the Protestants (pop.295,744).
They included adherents of the London Missionary Society (LMS)
and the Church Missionary Society (CMS), the Salvation Army and
several smaller denominations. |

The LMS was the first to arrive in Travancore, beginning its
work in 1806. By 1931 its successor, the South India United Church,
had 138,958 adherents - all but a small minority in the Southern
Divisdon. During the nineteenth century the LMS was compelled by the
poverty and low social status of its converts, to develop its social
and educational work to a much greater extent than the other
denominatiohs.” For instance, the Scott Christian College in
Nagercoil, established as a mission seminary in 1819, became the
leading private institution of higher education in southern Travancore,
while the Neyyoor mission hospital was the largest in the state.ll0

"As in neighbouring Tinnevely,. the Nadaré, who accounted for.most
of LMS‘S early converts, derived the maximum benefit from the facilities

he”m18510n. Consequently, when the Salvatlon Army

s éfforts in Nagercoil 1n'1890, it was soon able,”
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large numbers of Parayas and Pulayas, many of whom were unhappy with
the Nadar dominance in the exiating Catholic and LMS churches. !t
By 1931 the Salvationists claimed 58,991 followers, most of them in the
south. Further north, the CMS, with ¢.67,000 non-Syrian adherents, was
the leading Protestant denomination. Overall a majority of Protestants
in Travancore were found in the south, and in 1931 the Latins and
Protestants together accounted for between 23 -38 per cent of the
population in the five taluks south of Trivandrum.112

Islam is generally believed to have been brought to Kerala in the

115 Unlike in Malabar,

ninth century by Arab seafarers and traders.
where they represented a fifth of the population, in Travancore the
Muslims (pop.353,274) represented a small minority. Spread throughout
the state, they were found in largest numbers in the towns, particularly
the ports of Quilon and Alleppey. 114 In contrast to the Mappillas of
Malabar, the vast majority of whom were fishermen, sailors, coolies
and poor tepant cultivatorslls, the Travancorean Muslims tended to be
more prosperous. Generally accorded a 'respectable' status, they
were prominent in trade, though there were also significant numbers
of Muslim tenant cultivators and labourers.ll6

Despite their relative prosperity, the Muslims were slow to
take advantage of modern education. Consequently, they lagged behind
other communities in literacy.117 The encouragement of education was,
therefore, the main concern of Muslim social reformers in the early
twentieth century. Foremost among them was Vakkom M.Abdul Khader
Moulavi, a Koranic scholar from Quilon who, in 1905, started the
first Muslim newspaper in the state, a monthly called the Muslim.118
Introduced to reformist ideas current in the wider Islamic world

through the Egyptian journal al—Manarll9

, the organ of the Salafiyya
movement led by Rashid Rida,Moulavi was strongly influenced by its
synthesis of Islamic purity, rationalism and Muslim solidarity.
He translated portions of the Koran into Malayalam and promoted the
. 120
spread of modern education.
The earliest Muslim associatibn in Travancore was the Lejnathul

121

Mohamadiya Sabha, formed in Alleppey in 1915. Its secretary, and

later president, was P.S5.Mahomed, the first Travancorean Muslim
lawyer. 22 The Sabha founded the first English-medium Muslim high
school and did substantial other educational work. Hdwever, its
activities were largely limited to Alleppey, .and only in the eatly

- 1920s, 'in the wake of ‘the Khilaf

nt,.did . Muslim associations,

*'Vakkom Moulavi played a

seéking. to opérate*mb?é'wi‘ely,Aemepge,




83

leading role in the formation of both the shortlived Travancore Muslim
Méhajana Sabha (Muslim All Peoples Conference); founded in 1920, and
the Kerala Muslim Aikya Sangham (United Muslim Society), started in
192312

.. There are clear parallels between the experience of Travancore's
Hindu castes and those of the Christian and Muslim communities.
Among all the groups, movements for religicus and social reform preceded
the expression of a distinct communal identity in the new politics
of newspapers, associations, representative institutions and elections.
This is not to say that the consciousness of being a Syrian or Latin
Catholic ~ or a Nair or Ezhava - was itself an innovation. Rather, the
efforts by communal elites to replace outmoded values and customs by a
set of aspirations in greater conformity with changing political and
econamic circumstances, deepened the individual's attachment to a
particular social category, thus transforming it into a potent political
force. Chapter Four considers the way in which this fact influenced

religious change in the 1920s and 1930s.
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Chapter IV

Caste Organisations, Religious Reform and Hindu Revivalism

Between 1918 and 1938, the Hindus of Travancore witnessed a progressive
democratisation of their religious life. The two most important caste
associations - the Ezhava SNDP Yogam and the Nair Service Society - both
acquired a mass membership. At the same time a campaign against untouch-
ability resulted in the 1936 Proclamation opening temples to all Hindus.
The Proclamation was a demonstration of the growing solicitude for the
non-caste-Hindus shown by both the government and the caste-Hindu
leaders. The new depressed class sanghams particularly benefited from
their concern. These developments meant that by 1938 Travancore could

no longer be described as a stronghold of conservative Hinduism -
Vivekananda's 'lunatic asylum' of 1892.

The transformation of the caste associations of the 1910s into the
mass organisations of the 1930s was one of the most significant features
of change. It was tangible proof of the success of the social reformers
in exploiting caste identity. The NSS provided the most remarkable
instance. Aided by a few wealthy and influential backers, it rapidly
expanded the scope and spread of its activities.

The Society replaced the rival pro- and anti- reform Nair samajams
of C.Krishna Pillai and C.V.Raman Pillai. Krishna Pillai died in 1916
and was succeeded as President of the Nair Mahasamajam first by another
retired Schools Inspector, and then by the Quilon lawyer Changanacherry
K.Parameswaran Pillai, the President of the NSS5. Though Raman Pillai
served as a director of the Nair Samajam until his death in 1922, in the
late 1910s the Samajam's affairs were largely conducted by younger men.
Its secretaries were the Trivandrum lawyers P.K.Kesava Pillai and
A.Narayana Pillai.l

The geographical division that marked attitudes toward taravad
partition, remarked upon in Chapter II, was reflected in the composition
of the managing bodies of the two samajams. Most of the members of the
Samajam Directorate were southernets while at least two-~thirds of the
Mahasamajam Committee was drawn from northern and central Travancore
and Cochin. The Mahasamajam possessed wider public support. By 1922, 137
local Nair samajams were affiliated to it. In contrast, the Samajam
could only claim 135 individual members, and nine of its fifteen-strong
Directorate were serving or retired government officials. Many also
belonged to the Trivandrum National Club, founded by Nair officials in

1899.2 The Mahasamajam Committee had a more varied membership, including
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lawyers, educationalists and landlords. It was also more active,
organising annual conventions attended by some 200 representatives of the
constituent samajams.

The onset of the Christian-led civic rights agitation in 1918
contributed towards a rapprochement3 between the rival Nair factions.

In 1919 both samajams simultaneously held conferences in Trivandrum which
appointed committees to consider an amalgamation. Dewan Bahadur A.Govinda
Pillai,the last president of the united pre-1915 Nair Samajama, was
commissioned to work out the terms. Shortly afterwards, C.V.Raman Pillai
and P.K.Kesava Pillai joined the Mahasamajam Committee.5 Then, in November
1920, the reformers attended a meeting of the conservative Samajam that
overwhelmingly passed a resolution backing taravad partition.6

Spurred on by the general Nair disenchantment with the administration of
Dewan Raghaviah, the two samajams resolved to unite at a joint meeting
held early in 1923. The merger eventually produced the Travancore Nair
Mahasabha. An umbrella association lacking any organisation of its own,
the Mahasabha soon became moribund and this allowed the NSS to emerge

as the foremost caste organisation.

In its early years the Society concentrated on education. There were
several reasons for this. Many of its founders, among them the first
President, K.Kelappan Nair, and the General Secretary, Mannathu
Padmanabha Pillai,were, or had been, teachers. Moreover, Mannathu's
mentor, C.Krishna Pillai, had always stressed the impartance of promoting
education. A third factor was the example already set by the Christian
churches in establishing schools and colleges - in the 1910s the foremost
educational institution in Changanacherry, the NSS headquarters, was
St.Berchman's, a Catholic high school where Kelappan Nair taught for a
year.

Eight months after its foundation, the Society was given a grant of
Rs.5,000 for educational work by the karanavar of the Panangot taravad,
a wealthy Changanacherry family. A month léter, in July 1915, it received
its first gift of land - 87 acfes donated by the karanavars of the
Kunnappally and Nadamel taravads, two branches of another wealthy north
Travancorean family. The Kottayam Schools Inspector, an associate of
C.Krishna Pillai, played an important part in inspiring these gnants.7
In 1916 a school was founded on the donated land and this was followed,
over the next eight years, by the establishment of three more in other
centres in northern and central Travancore; all four developed into
high schools.®

Although the emphasis was on education, the NSS soon became active
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in other areas too. In 1919 it brought out a monthly, Service.
Published in Changanacherry, it was initially edited by the school-
master who had conducted the magazine NEXEE in the early 1900s.

After the Service moved to Trivandrum in 1921, he was replaced by an
editorial board including M.N.Nair, an ex-teacher, and a Neyyattinkara
vakil. Jointly, or separately, these two edited Service for the next
twelve years. The paper focused on communal concerns and by the late
1920s had a circulation of about 3,000.9

M.N.Nair, a junior associate of Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai19
also played a leading part in building up the NS5 organisation.

In 1924 he was appointed to head a new department to oversee organisa-
tional affairs.ll From its inception, one of the Society's main aims had
been to revive the Karayogam, the traditional local caste body.

After July 1925, when the Society was registered under the Companies
Regulation, the numerous Karayogams that had already been formed were
asked to join it, and paid agents were assigned to reorganise them along
the lines of cooperative societies. Mannathu Padmanabha Pillai undertook
tours to collect funds and assist Nair in coordinating these activities.
Each Karayogam sent two representatives to a Taluk Union that was
affiliated to the Society.12 The NSS acted as a central agency and the
Karayogams, while enjoying a degree of autonomy, effectively became its
local branches. Consequently, by the late 1920s the Society wielded an
influence disproportionate to its small membership.

The leaders of the NSS long sought to limit entry, fearing that the
lifting of restrictions would undermine the organisation and make it
difficult to direct. As late as 1933 the entry fee, for both individuals
and unions, was Rs.100 - the total membership was just 628.13
However, with the strengthening of its organisation, and possibly as part
of its effort to counter the Christian-led Abstention movement of 1933-35,
restrictions on membership were lifted and there was a phenomenal .
increase as all those involved in the Karayogams joined. By 1936 there
were 371,075 members, a figure that represented over a third of the
total Nair population.la )

The SNDP Yogam was the other caste association that developed into
a mass organisation.‘lts membership in 1922 was 2,425 (out of an Ezhava

population of nearly 700,000).15

However, by 1928 the position had
changed dramatically and there were 50,684 members.1® The man principally
responsible for this transformation was T.K.Madhavan, the editor of the
Desabhimani, who achieved prominence as the initiator of the Vaikom

satyagraha of 1924. Madhavan was appointed to the newly created post of
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Organising Secretary of the Yogam in 1926. He then proposed a plan that
paralleled what the NS5 leadership, his close associates in the Vaikom
satyaqgraha, were undertaking. The plan, approved by the Yogam's Board of
Directors, entailed the establishment of branches at the village level
that would be affiliated to taluk unions. Each constituent branch
elected representatives to a union committee and the unions, in turn,
elected the Yogam Council (the erstwhile Directorate). In 1928 there
were 254 branches belonging to ten unions; by 1936 the number of both
branches and total membership had doubled - to 530 and over lOD,DDD.l7
The expansion in the membership was not achieved without some
acrimony. As had earlier occurred in the Keraliya Nair Samajam, regional
rivalry brought about the alienation of a section of the leadership.
The increasing influence of the Quilon Ezhavas, like Madhavan, was
resented by Trivandrum Ezhavas who had been in the forefront of the Yogam
in its early years. Prominent among the latter was the family of Dr Palpu.
By 1920 the General Secretary and a third of the Yogam Board members
were from QuilonlB and following the death, in 1924, of the poet Kumaran
Asan, related by marriage to the Palpuslg, the Quilon Ezhavas strengthened
their hold. In the discussion in the lLegislative Council of a Bill to
requlate succession among Ezhavas, Yogam General Secretary N.Kumaran, a
close associate of Madhavanzo, opposed any concessions to the misradayi
Ezhava minority in the south, some of whom wanted to retain aspects of
matriliny. Palpu's brother, P.Parameswaran, the president of a misradayi
associationZl, was the only member to oppose the Bill on its final
reading in February 1925.22 Palpu might have been embittered by the
Yogam leadership's dismissal of the claim by his son,Sri Nataraja Guru,
to be considered the natural spiritual successor to Narayana Guru.23
Madhavan differed from Palpu on the question of how to achieve an
improvement in the social position of Ezhavas. While Palpu had relied
on appeals to the government and the Paramount Power, Madhavan initially
supported the civic rights agitation. However, when it became clear that
the movement's Christian leaders were concerned more about entry into
the public service than removing the disabilities suffered.by non-caste-
Hindus, he turned away from the Christian alliance and decided that
Ezhava interests would be best served by winning the cooperation of Nair

24 This strategy was

reformers and the pro-Congress caste-Hindu youth.
helped by Madhavan's sympathy for Gandhian methods. As early as December
. 1917 he had advocated satyagraha as the best way of challenging
..restrictions on rion-caste-~Hindus approaching Hindu temples.25

Though the Desabhimani subsequently criticised the Rowlatt Satyagrah326
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Madhavan's support for the British appears to have ended when he
abandoned his alliance with the Christians.

In 1921 he interviewed Gandhi at Tinnevelly and discussed launching
a campaign against untouchability'and alcohol.27 The movement for
prohibition had the blessing of Narayana Guru, who saw the Ezhavas
traditional occupation of toddy-tapping as demeaning.28 However, since
many Ezhavas relied on the liquor trade for their livelihood, whether as
toddy-tappers or liquor contractors, the campaign was not a SUCCBSS‘29
Although there was a five per cent drop in excise revenue between 1922
and 192&30, the unpopularity of prohibition was one of the factors that
persuaded Madhavan to focus his attention on untouchability.

Their exclusion from even the vicinity of temples was a grievance
that was deeply felt by the professional and landowning Ezhavas who
daminated the SNDP Yogam. In Malabar, in 1917, a ban on using roads near
temples was flouted by C.Krishnan, an Ezhava editor and the legal advisor
to the Yogam, At the same time, in an editorial in Krishnan's Mitavadi,
the Travancorean C.V.Kunjuraman advocated temple entrysl, a call that
he repeated in the Popular Assembly in 1922.32

Ezhava leaders were not agreed on how to overcome religious discri-
mination.33 Among those favouring conversion to another faith,
Kunjuraman supported Christianity, while Krishnan backed Buddhism.
Madhavan opposed them both, proposing cooperation with caste-Hindus
who wanted reform. His strategy received implicit approval from Narayana
Guru who, at a multi-faith conference held in Alwaye in February 1924,
proclaimed that all religions were essentially good and only became bad
through being corrupted. The way was thus clear for Madhavan to join
forces with sympathetic caste-Hindus like Mannathu Padmanabha Pillai.
During the 1922 Popular Assembly, Mannathu had submitted a petition
supporting Ezhava aspirations.34 He, and other leading Nair reformers,
felt that only a consolidated Hindu community could withstand the
political, economic and demographic advance of the Christians.

Madhavan was conscious that to succeed,any campaign against
untouchability had to attract the Widest possible backing. In December
1923 he attended the annual Congress session at Kakinada to canvass
support. He was assisted by K.M.Panikkar, the editor of the new Congress

daily, the Hindustan Times.BB‘Panikkar belonged to a prominent north

Travancorean Nair taravad. He and Madhavan were successful in their
efforts, and in January 1924, the Kerala Pradesh Congress Committee
chose ex-NSS president K.Kelappan Nair to convene an-Anti-untouchability
Committee. Advised by Madhavan and Panikkar, the‘Committee resolved

N
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upon a satyagraha to gain non-caste-Hindus the right to use roads near
the Shiva temple at Vaikom.36 They forbore from demanding temple entry
s0 as not to alienate caste-Hindu opinion by appearing extreme.

The satyagraha, begun on 30 March, lasted eighteen months and
gained national attention. It was strongly opposed by local Nambudiri
Brahman janmis.T.K.Ravindran lists 25 satyagrahis who were convicted of
offenees in the first four months.37 Mostly Congressmen, in addition
to Madhavan and six other non-caste-Hindus, they included fifteen caste-
Hindus and- three Christians. R.Jeffrey notes that Madhavan was the only
Ezhava among the Travancoreans convicted.38 These statistics indicate
that much of the tangible support for the satyagraha was provided by
Congressmen from all over Kerala, NSS activists, and a few Ezhavas who,
like Madhavan, belonged toc wealthy landed families in central Travancore.
The mass of poor non-caste~Hindus were not aroused to the extent of
risking the wrath of the government, or of their employers and landlords.

For the politics of the state the most important feature of the
satyagraha was the alliance that was forged between Ezhava and Nair
communal activists. In May 1924, Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai
presided over a joint Nair-Ezhava conference|at Vaikom attended by
about 15,000 people.39 Subsequently, Mannathu Padmanabha Pillai, assisted
by Madhavan and the Nair Congressman A.K.Pillai, organised a 500-strong
caste-Hindu jatha (march) from Vaikom to Trivandrum, at the end of which
he submitted a memorandum to the Maharani Regen’c.aD Nair opinion was
not wholly in favour of the satyagraba. Many conservative south Travan-
coreans stayed away from the Vaikom conference and one, the Trivandrum
MLC T.K.Velu Pillai, criticised it in the press.41 Nevertheless, when a
Legislative Council resolution recommending the lifting of restrictions
on the entry to roads situated near temples, was put to the vote in
February 1925, Velu Pillai, and ten of the eleven other elected Nair
members, supported it. This demonstrated the increasing willingness of
Nair leaders to pay at least lip service to the cause of religious
reform at a time when they found themselves constantly at odds with the
Syrian Christians. The resolution, which was backed by most of the
Christian non-officials, was defeated by one vote: Palpu's brother,
P.Parameswaran, sided with the government.42

Interest in the Vaikom satyagraha declined following a visit by
Gandhi in March 1925 during which he negotiated a compromise with the
i;]ovm'nment."43 In November, the Anti-untouchability Committee formally
ehaéaifﬁg satyagraha after a bypass,open to all sections of the public,

had been completed.aa Subsequent satyagrahas organised by Travancorean

3
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Congressmen at Suchindram in the far south (in 1926)45 and in Thiruvarpu

)46, ended on a similarly subdued note. Even so,

near Kottayam {in 1927
despite the lack of significant progress, the SNDP Yogam leadership
persisted with the policy of cooperating with caste-Hindu reformers until
the death of T.K.Madhavan in 1930.

Many of the Yogam leaders were educated professionals whose position
as representatives of their caste furthered their own careers.
By 1928 the first three Travancorean Ezhava law graduates, all of whom had *
| served on the Yogam's Directorate, were in government service.
| N.Kumaran and M.Govindan had been appointed the first Ezhava district
judges and C.0.Madhavan was a First Class Magistrate.47. However, at the
end of the 1920s several factors brought about the emergence of a
radical element among Ezhavas that ultimately led to the mass of the
community supporting the Communist Party in post-independence Kerala.
These factors were: the rise of Ezhava-dominated labour unions; the
agitational direct action tactics pioneered by the Vaikom satyagrahis;
the expansion of the Yogam membership; and the radical ideas espoused
by a minority of Yogam leaders.

Foremost among the Ezhava radicals was K.Aiyappan,48 the editor of
the Cochin monthly, Sahodaran (Brother). In the mid-1920s he favoured
the conversion of &zhavas to Buddhism and criticised Madhavan's
satyagraha method as ineffective.49 Aiyappan subsequently edited a
rationalist journal, Yuktivadi, first published in 1928 and, in the early
1930s, he was among those who initiated a secular, rationalist movement -
the Swatantra Samudaya Prasthanam (Free Society Movement). This had as
its objective the elimination of caste and religion.50 Its leaders
included E.K.Madhavan, a Yogam activist from Vaikom in his early 30s.

In 1934 Madhavan published a booklet, Swatantra Samudayam (Indepemdent

Community),which exhorted Ezhavas to abandon all religions and eulogised

51 These views reflected the radicalism current among

the Soviet Union.
the swelling ranks of young, literate Ezhavassz, especially those who
were trade unionists or unemployed.

The focus of radical sentiment was the northern coastal taluk of
Shertallai. Situated between Vaikom and Alleppey, the area was one in
which a few Nair and Syrian Catholic families monopolised the land.53
The mass of Ezhava inhabitants were either impoverished agricultural
labourers or worked in the coir. industry. In 1922 coir factory workers
in Alleppey formed Travancore's first labour union.sa Both their
activities,and the propaganda of the Vaikom satyagrahis, had a radic-

alising effect. The Karapuram Ezhava Yuvajana Seva Sangham (Karapuram
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Ezhava Youth Service Society), established in 1921, was more militant

than Ezhava societies elsewhere.55

26 a 28 year-

The Sangham's founders were K.C.Kuttan and N.R.Krishnan,
old lawyer and one of the few Ezhava landowners in the taluk.
Krishnan was nominated to the Legislative Council in 1928. Two years
later, when there were disturbances in Shertallai in connection with
a temperance campaign, he cooperated with the police in their efforts to
restore order. Kuttan, however, remained a radical, and under his
leadership the Sangham had a membership of about 1000.”7 In 1933 it was
reorganised into an All Travancore Ezhava Youth League with Kuttan as
Secretary and C.Kesavan ( a Quilon lawyer and the son-in-law of C.V.
Kunjuraman) as President.”8

By this time the political climate had changed completely.

In January 1933 the SNDP Yogam leadership joined Christian and Muslim
politicians in launching the Abstention movement for communal represenk-
ation. It was in these circumstances that at the first meeting of the
Youth League a resolution urged the Yogam to declare that Ezhavas were
not Hindus. In January 1934 the leaders of the League denounced a visit
to Travancore by Gandhi undertaken as part of his national Harijan tour.
They claimed that his anti-untouchability campaign was aimed at
‘'securing a Hindu monopoly of political power.59 In reply, Gandhi said he
was not opposed to other religions but was 'anti—humbug'.éo

The Mahatma's mention of other religions was an oblique reference
to the revival of debate among Ezhavas regarding the possibility of mass
conversion to another faith. The strength of anti-Hindu feeling on the
part of some young Ezhavas was only one of the factors behind the
renewal of the controversy. Ezhava politicians knew that they could use
the suggestion of mass conversion to strengbhen their position in the
tripartite alliance with the Christians and the Muslims. Mare important,
it was also a threat that the pro-Hindu administration and caste-Hindu
leaders could ill afford to ignore, since if it was carried out, there
would no longer be a Hindu majority in Travancore.

Though political factors played a role, the immediate cause of the
Ezhava disillusionment with Hinduism was religious. In 1932 the satyag-
raha at Guruvayur, in Malabar, led by K.Kelappan Nair, focused on the
question of opening temples to non-caste-Hindus. Several Travancoreans,
including Mannathu Padmanabha Pillai, participated in the satyagraha,
and in Travancore the NSS and the SNDP Yogam cooperated in arranging a
tour by a delegation of sat?&ﬁéhis;él Responding to widespréad public
sympathy, in November 1932 the Travancore government appointed a

;
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committee to study the issue.Headed by a Brahman ex-Dewan, V.S.Subramonia
Aiyar, its eight other members included four more Brahmans, two Nairs
(Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai and ‘T.K.Velu Pillai), an Ezhava
(M.Govindan) and a Pulaya.62 The Committee found that while most Nairs
and Vellalas favoured temple entry, almost nine-tenths of Brahmans
surveyed were opposed.63 Therefore, its April 1934 Report suggested only
a limited right of temple entry and an end to official recognition of
unapproachability with regard to all facilities maintained out of public
funds.6q Changanacherry and Govindan dissented from the majority in
calling for unrestricted temple entry.65

The Temple Entry Report fueled anti-Hindu sentiment among Ezhavas.
K.C.Kuttan, E.K.Madhavan and K.R.Narayanan, a 28 year-old Yogam activist
from Vaikom, were prominent in campaigning for withdrawal from Hinduismé6
In July 1934 the Yogam Council passed a resolution favouring Conversion.67
Nine months later, at a 'Swatantra Samudaya Durbar' organised by the Youth
League in Shertallai, Narayanan and Yogam General Secretary C.Kesevan
went further and called for the destruction of Hinduism.68 By this time
Ezhava leaders were intensely debating the merits of alternative
religions - Christianity, Islam, even Buddhism and Sikhism.

Christianity was theroption mentioned most often. Its main propon-
ents were two senior Yogam leaders in their sixties - C.V.Kunjuraman69,
who had received his early education at a London Mission Society
school70, and T.K.Kittan, a Kottayam merchant. The Christian missions
and leading Syrian Christians7l from all denominations welcomed and
encouraged the interest shown by the Ezhavas. In March 1936 Kunjuraman
attended the annual convention of the Mar Thoma Church and, along with
other Ezhavas, also attended an Anglican service in Kottayam.72
According to the Political Agent, the Anglican Church was particularly
favoured because it represented the religion of the King—-Emperor.73
A report by the Anglican Bishop of Dornakal, states that 80 per cent
of Yogam branches passed resolutions backing Christianity.7a
In September 1936 the Bishop assisted in baptising 100 Ezhavas near
Kottayam.75 *

There were Yogam leaders who favoured faiths other than Christian-
ity. K.C.Kuttan went to Amritsar and became a Sikh?é, while C.Krishnan
promoted Buddhism.77 However, the main competition to Christianity came
from Islam. Leaders of the Lejnathul Mohamadiya Sabha sponsored an
Isa-ath Committee to proselytise among non-caste-Hindus in the Alleppey
area.78 From the beginning of 1936 intensified activity bfvthe Committee

exacerbated tensions béfwaen_Muslims, 6ﬁk£ﬁénﬁaéahand, and Christians
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and Ezhavas on the other.79 This culminated in one of the worst
instances of communal rioting to occur in Travancore. On 18 May clashes
involving several hundred people left four Christians and one Muslim
dead, and a further twenty people injured.80 After a review by the
High Court, 29 persons, including a ward secretary of the Mohamadiya
Sabha, were convicted of offenees arising from the riot.81
Throughout 1936 the Ezhava conversion movement was under surveill-
anée by the Criminal Investigation Department.82 On 22 July the Brahman
Police Commissioner issued a notice censuring the movement.83
Subsequently, prohibitory orders were served on several Muslim and
Christian preachers.84 However, no restrictions were placed upon Hindus
campaigning for temple entry and seeking to dissuade the Ezhavas from
converting.
In January 1936 the Kerala branch of Gandhi's Harijan Sevak
Sangh, headed by Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai, proposed an
organised agitation for temple entry. Four months later the Sangh held
an All Kerala Temple Entry Conference in Trivandrum. The Conference
appealed to the government to open all temples to non—caste—Hindus.85
A Sangh deputation including M.Govindan, the principal Ezhava opponent
of conversion, and five nationalist Nair politiciansas, then travelled
through the state. Prominent Sangh activists from other parts of India
also toured Travancore. One of them, Rameshwari Nehru, in a speech in
central Travancore, attacked the efforts made by missionaries of other
religions to win the allegiance of the Ezhavas.87
It was not just Congressmen who demanded temple entry.
Prominent caste-Hindus concerned by the success of the Abstention move-
ment and faced with the possiblity of mass conversion by Ezhavas also
did so. At a Hindu meeting held in conjunction with the Kerala Nair
Conference at Konni in April, V.S.Subramonia Aiyar abandoned the
position he had taken as President of the Temple Entry Committee.
He appealed to the administration to open all temples to non-caste-Hindus.
In his Presidential address to the Nair Conference, another conservative,
Malloor K.Govinda Pillai, indicated the motivation for such a change of
heart when he attacked the 'unnatural' Ezhava alliance with Christians
and Muslims.88
The campaign for temple entry culminated on 3 November with the
submission of a memorial to the new Dewan, Sir C.P.Ramaswami Aliyar,
Signed by 50,522 caste-Hindus, it was organised by the All Kerala
Temple Entry Conference, Nine days later, on his birthday, the Maharaja

issued a Proclamation permitting all Hindus to worship in state-controlled

.
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temples.89

As they yielded to pressure from Ezhavas for the removal of social
and religious inequalities, the government and caste-Hindu leaders also
sought to demonstrate their good will towards the depressed classes.
With regard to these groups, the primary motive was not only to
prevent, but also to reverse the tide of conversions to Christianity.
Initiated by Dewan Rajagopalachari in the 1910s, this policy became
pronounced in the early 1930s as an intensely pro-Hindu administration
actively encouraged caste-Hindus to espouse the cause of the uplift
of the depressed classes.

Rajagopalachari's patronage of the Pulaya,Ayyan Kali, set an
example that was followed by his successors. Between 1918 and 1932, on
average eight representatives of the depressed classes were nominated
to the annual Popular Assembly. In addition, from 1922 the Legislative
Council usually included a nominee from one of the same groups.
Such recognition contributed to the emergence of numerous depressed class
sanghams. The growth of these sanghams was encouraged by other actions
taken by the government. Though, unlike the SNDP Yogam and the NSS,
they had few resources of their own, whether in terms of finance,
educated leadership, or an active membership, appeals made by their
Assembly representatives were granted a sympathetic hearing.90
For instance, in 1921 rules were passed for the assignment of cultivable
waste land to untouchables at concessional rates. Four years later the
Registrar of Cooperative Societies was designated Protector of the
Backward Classes.gl

Ayyan Kali's Sadhu Jana Paripalna Sangham had become moribund by
the 19208.92 However, in the words of one CMS missionary, new associa-
tions 'sprung up like mushrooms'.93 The most notable was the Cheramar
Mahajana Sangham. Founded in 1920 by a Christian Pulaya, N.John Josephg?
it included both converts and Hindu Pulayas and was supported by
Christian missionaries.95 One of the principal demands of the Sangham
was for the abandonment of the old 'Pulaya' caste name and the adoption
instead of the term 'Cheramar'. Joseph justified this change by
claiming that the Pulayas had once ruled over 'Cheranad'’ (Kerala).96

The Cheramar Sangham was not only concerned with elevating the
historical status of Pulayas. Among other demands,pressed by Joseph
in the Popular Assembly, were land grants and free education97 for the
depressed classes, Cheramar representation in the Legislative Council,
'éﬁd‘éeparate treatment for Christian converts in public: service

recruitment. The Sangham emulated the NSS and the SNDP Yogam in its
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organisation. By 1931 it had formed 120 cooperative societies and over
700 Karayogams.98 However, a dearth of resources meant that it could
not undertake popular campaigns for social and religious reform, and
instead relied almost entirely on the good will of the administration,
the missionaries and sympathetic caste-Hindus.

Like the government,in the course of the 1920s Hindu reformers also
responded to the gradual awakening amongst the depressed classes.
In 1922 R.C.Das, a nationalist Ezhava, founded the Arya Samajam in the
state. By 1931 the Trivandrum-based Samajam claimed 2,734 members, mostly
non—caste—Hindus.99 Other more prominent figures also espoused the
cause of Harijan uplift. In 1929 a Kerala Adima Mahajana Sabha was
established in southern Travancore. Among those who joined Ayyan Kali
and a Hindu Paraya Assemblyman on the managing committee were the
Brahman District Magistrate, the Nair Director of Agriculture, two
Nair MLCs and the Ezhavas C.V.Kunjuraman and N.KUmaran.lUD Though the new
body proved stillborn, it set the pattern for the Kerala Hindu Mission,
an organisation foomed with official backing in 1933, at the height
of the Abstention movement.

The Mission, of which the General Secretary was R.C.Das, sought
to counter the work done by Christian missionaries amongst the depressed

classes;lOl

it organised religious instruction, published Hindu
literature, awarded scholarships, trained Hindu priests and employed
travelling preachers. Closely following the approach used successfully
by Christian missions in the past, it also established some free schools,

102 The Mission's efforts at weaning

reading rooms and dispensaries.
away depressed-class Christians intensified following the Temple Entry
Proclamation. By 1938 it operated in a 118 centres throughout the state.

The Hindu Mission's activities brought complaints from Christian
clergy. In early 1937 a Catholic priest and the Territorial Commander
of the Sakvation Army both mentioned the Mission in making allegations
about the harassment of depressed-class Christians by Nair landowners
in central Travancore.103 These charges were dismissed by the Police

104

Commissioner and the Quilon District Magistrate , but, it seems

probable that their reports were influenced by a disinclination to
criticise an organisation that enjoyed the patronage of the palace.

The latter's interest was apparent from the handling of matters relating
to the Mission. In 1936 the British Agent had brought to the attention of
thé,government two virulent’anti—Christian pamphlets by Amsi Narayana

Pillai, aNair Cohgréssﬁan and the inépeéfor of the Mission.105

106

The Dewan gave an assurance of stern action. However, Pillai was not

o
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prosecuted. Furthermore,in a letter in April 1937 the Mission President,
V.S.Subramonia Aiyar, mentioned submitting notes to the Maharaja's
mother, the Junior Maharani, on the re-conversion of erstwhile Hindus.107
Two months later the government overruled an objection from the Devaswom
Commissioner to provide money for the Mission to print 50,000 conversion
certificates,lOB

It can thus be concluded that the Hindu Mission represented part of
a deliberately anti-Christian policy pursued by the administration in
the 1930s. The reasons beind this policy will subsequently be discussed
in the context of the government's overall political stategy.
In any event, it was certainly effective in halting the advance of
Christianity. In 1931-41 the increase in the Christian population was
restricted to 22.4 per cent, as compared with 36.8 per cent in 1921-31
and around 30 per cent in each of the preceding three decades.lo9
According to the 1941 census, Christian denominations with a high
proportion of converts, notably the South India United Church and the

Salvation Army, actually recorded a fall in numbers.llO

The democratisation of Hindu religious life in the 1920s and 1930s
appears to have been essentially a defensive reaction,on the part of the
caste-Hindus, to the challenge posed by the political, religious and
economic advances made by Travancore's Christians. Revivalism and reform
were dominant themes of the NSS, while the activities of bodies like
the Hindu Mission echoed those of the shuddhi (purification) movement
that had emerged in northern India in the early 1920s. Among the non-
caste-Hindu Ezhavas, religious questions such as temple entry, initially
attracted the active interest of only a small elite of landowners and
professionals. However, the movements for radical religious change later
aroused the political consciousness of many poorer Ezhavas, who had been
drawn into the Yogam in the period of expansion after 1926. A high pro-
portion of the latter subsequently supported the Communist Party.
Chapter 5 looks at the rise of trade unionism, the primary factor in the

radicalisation of waorking-class Ezhavas.
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Chapter V.

The Development of Capitalism and the Rise of Trade Unions.

The major innovation of the 1918-38 period was the rise to political
prominence of the Syrian Christians. However, there were also signs of
activity that went beyond communal elites, preparing the way for a
dominant feature of politics from the 1940s onwards -~ the mobilisation
of the lower social classes. In this chapter I shall consider the

two main economic changes that affected political development -

the advamces made by Syrians in land ownership and commerce, and the
emergence of trade unions. The first influenced the communalism that
characterised politiecs in the interwar years, while the second
introduced a class element, a factor that was of increasing importance

from the late 1930s.

1. The system of land tenure prevailing in Travancore at the turn of

the century was complex. One of the main aobjects of the land revenue
settlement, carried.out between 1883 and 1911, was to simplify it.

The Settlement Report brought the 312 types of tenure relating to
cultivated land under nine main headings.1 These can be further reduced
to four: Sirkar (i.e.state) land; freehold land, belonging to the mainly
Malayala Brahman janmis; inam and quasi-inam land; and Crown land.

The Sirkar accounted for about 80 per cent of the land, the janmis for
thirteen per cent, the inamdars for five per cent, and the Crown for

two per cent.2 The Report excluded the four Edavagais (freehold estates)
belonging to former rajas.

Three-quarters of the Sirkar land came under a tenure known as
'Pandaravaka pattom'. Until the 1865 Sirkar Pattom Proclamation, the
holders of such land had no ownership or occupancy transfer rights
in the Western sense. The Proclamation, the most significant of Dewan
T.Madhava Rao's agrarian reforms, granted pattom holders full property
rights.3 Two years later the tenure of tenants of janmi landlords
was recognised as perpetual leas‘,el'm--.'td.Ll These, and subsequent measures?
ensured that Travancore became an area of many thousands of mainly small-
holders and secure tenants, a contrast to the position in Malabar where
janmis formed the dominant element and owner-cultivators represented a
small minority of those deriving their livelihoood from the land.6
The difference is important in explaining the relative strength of
communism- in Malabér; in Travancore communism succeeded in aéfracting

a mass rural following enly in Kuttanad with its untypical concentration

R




110

of large landlords.

Most of those affected by the 1B60s legislation were Nairs ar
Syrian Christians. According to a survey undertaken in the 1810s, Nairs
represented the largest body of farmers with the Christians claiming
a good, gradually increasing, share of the land; less than a twelfth
of Ezhavas were returned as landholders.7 Robin Jeffrey argues that
the agrarian reforms had an adverse impact on the Nair taravads and
benefited the Christians,who showed greater aptitude for commerce and
whose family arrangements permitted more effective management of land.8
Though, in theory, taravad property could only be alienated with the
consent of all family members, the 1908 Marumakkathayam Committee
Report revealed that many families had mortgaged or leased out land.9

The 1925 Nair Regulation, intended to facilitate the abandonment
of the outmoded matrilineal joint family, initially caused a spurt in
land transactions. Many Nairs sold or mortgaged their shares of the
newly partitioned land, either because they were not interested to
become farmers or because the plots were uneconomic. Between 1920-25
and 1925-30 the value of land transfers increased by 21.8 per cent
(from Rs.61.9 million to Rs.75.4 million). On average, per annum, in
the second guinquennium the Nairs alienated land worth Rs.19.9 million
and acquired land worth only Rs.10.1 million. The Christians were
the principal beneficiaries - their annual average of sales and
mortgages claimed exceeded those executed by Rs.8.4 million.10

Tables 2-6, based on a sample survey, indicate the pattern of
landownership prevailing in Travancore in 1931. About half the earners
in the state owned land (Table 2) and a fifth possessed wet (i.e. paddy)
land, regarded as particularly valuable. Most of the landowners were
smallholders - nine-~tenths possessed less than five acres. Indeed,
smallholders predominated among landowners of all communities, claiming
a bare majority even among Malayala Brahmans (Tables 5 and 6).

The leading landowning communities were the Nairs and the Syrian
Christians who, between them, accounted for about three-fifths of the
land. While the former were more numerous amongst most classes of
landowners, the latter, along with Malayala Brahman. janmis, were more
prevalent among those with larger holdings. Tables 3 and 4 show that
all the other communities, with the exception of the Muslims, were
disadvantaged. The Ezhavas, the most numerous Hindu caste, claimed only
seven per cent of wet land and twelve per cent of dry land.

In a primarily agrarian society possession of land has an important

bearing on wealth. This was reflected in income levels. According to the
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1931 Census, among non-Brahmans, Syrian Christian earners claimed the
highest annual average - Rs.275. They were followed by the Muslims
(Rs.210), Nairs (Rs.l147), non-Syrian Christians (Rs.110), Ezhavas
(Re.109) and depressed caste Hindus (Rs.S?).ll Taken together with Tables
S and é‘these statistics demonstrate that Syrian landowners tended to

be more prosperous than their Nair counterparts.

There were several reasons for the greater prosperity of the
Syrians. As we have seen, their position as the second most numerous
group of landowners enabled them to take advantage of the slow
breakdown of the Nair taravad system. Moreover, in the early twentieth
century they took the lead in land reclamation and the expansion of
plantation agriculture and banking. Their geographical situation also
contributed to the prosperity of some Syrians. The most fertile rubber,
coconut and pepper planting land in Travancore was found in the northern
areas of Minachil, Thodupuzha and Kanjirapalli, inhabited mainly by
Syrian Catholics. Catholics also owned a large part of the most product-
ive paddy land in Kuttanmad and, further north, formed the bulk of the
'well-to-do' classes in the taluks of Vaikom and Shertallai.

Similarly, the majority of Jacobites and Marthomites in central Travanc-
ore also inhabited fertile tracts.12

The Syrians benefited from land reclamation which required large
capital investment, and consequently, necessitated the development of
capitalist farming. Much of the activity was concentrated in Kuttanad,
an area of over 300 square miles that included parts of the taluks of
Ambalapuzha, Changanacherry, Kottayam and Vaikom.13 Large scale reclamat-
ion from the Vembanad lake was pioneered in the 1880s by two Nair land-
owners - Eravi Kesava Panikkar, of 'the Chalayil taravad, and Kavalam
Neelacunda Pillai, later an associate of the reformer C.Krishna Pillai.
The two were followed by wealthy Syrians.14 Technological developments,
as well as government loans and tax exemptions, caused a great expansion
in the scale of operations between the 1920s and the 1940s. By 1945
20,000 acres had been reclaimed.15 A survey estimated that Syrian
Catholics were responsible for three-fifths of the total reclamationl6
and one Poonjar landlord, Thomas Murikkan, alone claimed 2,340 acres.

Because reclamation was only economic in fairly large units,
cultivation in the reclaimed areas was predominantly undertaken as
commercial farming.l7 In contrast to the norm of smallholders ‘engaged
in subsistence agriculture, the average size of holdings in Kuttanad
exceeded 150 acres.l8 The scale and seasonal character of operations

meant that the workers retained by landlords under the traditional
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attached labour systems had to be supplemented by a large inflow of

migrant casual labourers from adjoining areas.lg This had & profound
impact on agrarian relations in Kuttanad for it created a large mass
of unattached Ezhava and Pulaya landless labourers dependent on the

fortunes of a few large Syrian Christian and Nair landowners.

The Kuttanad reclamations contributed to a banking boom in the
1920s and 1930s, in which, again, the Syrian Christians were prominent.
Banking in Travancore in the latter half of the nineteenth century was
mainly in the hands of Tamil Brahman Hundi merchants who acted as
money lenders and deposit bankers.zo However, among Syrians joint funds,
known as chitties, were common. As late as 1932-33 there were 8,418
chitties with a total capital of Rs.26.5 million.2t

Despite the chitties, until the 1890s agriculture in the state
was largely financed either by Hundi merchants or by other Tamil Brahmans
who conducted 'grain banks'. The latter made their calculations in
terms of paddy, but both they and the Hundi merchants charged very high
rates of interest. This induced wealthy Syrians to enter the Field.2 z
Prominent among them were members of the Jacobite Kandathil family who

owned the Malayala Manorama and had a century-old tradition of running

chitties. In 1893 they founded the Travancore Bank with profits made
from trading cash crops. The first organised commercial bank in Kerala,
it was liquidated in 1900. However, in the same year, the Kandathils
started two more banks and, in 1912, when the Travancore National Bank
was founded, they were its principal promoters.z3

The real growth in banking came in the decade that followed the
end of the First World War. Between 1919 and 1933 the number of
registered banking institutions rose from just eight to 274.2%
Most were village concerns receiving deposits from small savers and
giving credit to farmers and traders.zs The major factors in encouraging
the formation of banks were a great expansion in commerce, especially
in cash crops, and the lack of any effective regulatory system.

The Syrian Christians were the principal beneficiaries of the
banking boom. In 1930 a survey by the Banking Enquiry Committee found
that of the 235 joint-stock banks, 129 were located in four taluks 26
in central and northern Travancore in which Syrians constituted the
principal element in the population; the Marthomite centre of Tiruvalla
alone had 70 banks. By contrast, no southern taluk boasted more than
ten. P.C.Joseph, in 1938, estimated that Syrians owned four-fifths of
the banks in the state.27 Thgﬁp;@chuded three of the)Five largest28 -
the Travancore National Bark, the Quilon Bank, founded by & Marthomite
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(C.P.Matthen) in 191927

1927 by the Kayalackakoms, a family of Catholic merchants and land-

, and the Palai Central Bank, established in

Qwners.

The banks contributed significantly to the prosperity of the Syrian
community. Syrian entrepreneurs engaged in land reclamation in Kuttanad
and plantation agriculture in the eastern hill regions, were major
recipients of loans.31 Indeed, many, like the Kandathils, and the
Kayalackakoms, were heavily involved in banking. Bank loans also helped
Christian landowners to benefit from the increase in land transactions.
This was because the Christian law of inheritance made their land more
acceptable as security.32

The economic boom was fueled by a steep increase in the value of
exports of cash crops. Between 1920-21 and 1927-28 annual revenue
from exports rose by 78.3 per cent to Rs.118.4 million; almost three
times the average for the years immediately preceding the First World
War.33 The cause was an increase in the volume and price of export
commodities, both of which fell drastically as the depression set in.

By 1931-32 expart revenue was down to Rs.75.1 million and the recovery
remained sluggish until the increase in demand for cash crops during the
Second World War.”®

Travancore's principal exports were tea, rubber, cashew-nuts,
coconut products, pepper and cardamom.35 While the last three were
traditional crops, large-scale plantation of tea and rubber began only
in the 1890s and 19008.36 Pioneered by European planters, the Travanco-
reans who later entered the field were predominantly Sytian Christians.
In the case of rubber, P.C.Joseph says that many young Syrians in
central Travancore employed as managers and clerks in European enter-
prises, subsequently began their own plantations.37 In 1931 the Economic
Depression Enquiry Committee estimated that about 17,000 of the 61,986
acres under rubber cultivation were owned by Travancoreans, as were about
4,000 of the 74,618 acres under tea cultivation.38 The number of locally
‘registered plantation companies rose from ten in 1915 to 47 in 1928.39

Though many Syrian rubber planters, in particular, operated on a
small scale, owning holdings of iéss than 100 acresao, there were notable
exceptions. Among them were Puliampallil John John and K.C.Mammen
Mappillai, both of whom served in the legislature during the 1920s.
John's background and career illustrates the rapid rise to prosperity
enjoyed by certain families. His father, P.John Kurien, a Marthomite
from Aymanam, a village near Kottayam, began life as an impoverished

youth, but was educated by CMS missionaries. Joining the Madras provin-
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cial service, Kurien eventually became Sheristdar of the Tellicherry
sub—oourt.al Just before his death, in 1893, he founded the Alleppey
firm of P.John and Sons. Subsequently, P.J.John gave up his college
studies to run the family business. In 1897 he opened the first
mechanised coconut o0il mill in Travancore before turning his attention to
planting. After starting with tea, in the 1910s he organised the
Malankara Rubber and Produce Co., the most successful locally-owned
rubber concern.42 By 1919, in addition to their shares in the Malankara
Co., the Puliampallil family owned two oil mills,a.600-acre tea estate,
500 acres of cardamom estate, and 700 acres of coconut trees.43
One of John's two partners in the Malankara Co. was K.C.Mammen
Mappillai of the Kandathil family. In the years immediately after
World War One, Mappillai popularised rubber planting through the

Malayala Manorama, thus encouraging sales of shares in the Company.

Though he later resigned as the Company's Secretary, following differ-
ences with John,he subsequently initiated another joint plantation
project, and defended planting interests in the Legislative Council,44
where he represented commerce and industry for six years.
In November 1925 he joined other Syrian Christian MLCs, several of whom
were planters, in unsuccessfully opposing a bill to levy income tax
on the owners of rubber and tea estates in the I-Zdavagauls.LLS

The Malankara Co, was the third major commercial venture embarked
upon by Mappillai in less than a decade. After starting the C.P.Co.,
a groecery that grew into one of the leading mercantile firms in
Alleppey, he had been one of the chief promoters of the Travancore
National Bank, becoming Chairman of its Board of Directors.46
The Bank, which began with working capital of Rs.33,00047

By 1937, when it completed its quarter century, it was third among
48

, grew rapidly.

the 42 -scheduled banks in India in total volume of trade.
Following a merger with a major competitor - the Quilon Bank - in
September 1937, its assets amounted to Rs.42 million, a figure well in
excess of the annual revenue of the state.a9 The Quilon Bank's success
had been largely based on financing the trade in cashew-nuts, a new
cottage industry developed during the 19203.50

P.J.John and Mappillai were both non-Catholic Syrians and, . gener=
ally, Syrian Catholics were not prominent as planters. This partly
reflects the greater interest shown by Catholic entrepreneurs in land
reclamation and the older cash crops. For instance, the Parayils of

Shertallai, the richest Catholic family, were known as the .'coconut
51 :

Another factor was the head start gﬁjoyéd by

kings' of Alleppey.




115

non-Catholic Syrians in tea and rubber cultivation. There were several
reasons for this. Better-educated and concentrated in central taluks,
they formed the majority of the administrative staff recruited by the
first European planters. In addition, the non-Catholic Syrians dominated
banking. P.C.Joseph estimated that, excluding the 24 major banks, of the
240 others, they owned 14B to the Catholics' 50.52
The success of Christian entrepreneurs served to highlight the
disparity that existed between economic power and representation in
political forums and the administration. This formed the background to
the Syrian-led agitations for equal civic rights and communal represent-
~ ation in 1918-21 and 1933-35. Among Nairs, their relative decline
contributed to a heightened awareness of social and political identity,
one reflection of which was the rapid growth of the Nair Service
Society. Thus developments such as taravad partition, the banking boom,
and the spread of commercial agriculture, had a profound impact on the

communalisation of politics in the 1920s and 1930s.

2. We turn now to the labour movement. Manufacturing industry was one
branch of economic activity in which Syrian Christians were of minor
importance. In 1938 they owned only two tile factories and a few of the
smaller coconut oil mills.53 However, the emergence of trade unionism
had significant repercussions for the Syrian elite. It was the main
factor in the rapid growth of the Communist Party in the 1940s and 1950s.
The rise of such a class-based party undermined the strategy of using
alliances of communal elites to attain political objectives; Syrian
politicians had been the most successful in operating such tactics in
the 1918-38 period. In economic terms too large Syrian landowners
were adversely affected by the unionisation of agricultural workers.54

Travancore's main organised industries involved the processing of
the major export crops - tea,coconut, and rubber. Three-quarters of the
145,291 industrial workers returned in the 1941 Census were employed
in these industries.55 Apart from a number of coir factories belonging
to merchants from western India, European firms owned many of the larger
coir factories, as well as most of the tea factories.

Since tea and rubber factories tended to be located in the rural
plantation areas in the interior of the state, the only towns with
an industrial labour force of any significance were the ports of
Alleppey and Quilon. After James Darragh, the Irish American benefactor
of the Syrian Jathiaikya Sangham, built the first coir factory in
Alleppey in 1859, the town soon became the centre of the coir industry.

.
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As the industry expanded, an increasing number of labourers, mainly
Ezhavas and Latin Catholics, were recruited from the rural areas of
Shertallai and Ambalapuzha taluks.56

The centre of organised industry, Alleppey was also the birthplace
of the organised labour movement. On 31 March 1922, at a meeting attended
by four labour contractors, and a number of workers, a union was formed.
Subsequently named the Travancore Labour Association, its principal
organiser was Vadappuram P.K.Bava, an Ezhava labour contractor whose
motives appear to have been primarily philanthropic. A member of the
local branch of the SNDP Yogam, he had received advice from educated
Ezhava leaders,like C.V.Kuﬁjuraman and K.Aiyappan, and was encouraged to
form a union'by a' Syrian Christian factory'manager who had gained a
knowledge of developments-:abroad. Before going ahead with his plans, Bava
obtained the permission of the Muslim proprietor of the Empire Coir
Works, the newly-established factory in which he was employed as a
yard superintendant.57

In its early years the TLA was a far from militant body. Its activi-
ties included starting a dispensary, initiating a fund to pay compensa-’
tion to the families of workers who died in accidents, and participating
in temperance work. In 1924 it established a reading room and library
for members.58 Originally, there were three.classes of members and
only the first - those paying an annual subscription of one and a half
rupees -~ were accorded full membership rights including the right to
vote.59 The three-tier system was one of the reasons for the TLAs
initially slow growth. Others were the strong opposition shown by many
coir factory ownerg,despite the union's moderate character, and the
suspicions aroused among workers by the union leaders' failure to
maintain proper accounts.

Unable to overcome the opposition, and accused of
corruption 60, . P.K.Bava was replaced as the union's General Secretary
at its first annual conference in April 1924.6038h0rtly afterwards an
organisation, formed by young labourers discontented with the TLA,
merged with the union.61 In Appil”K.C.Govindan, a 24 year-old Ezhava,
had become the union's Assistant General Secretary and, in the wake of
the merger, the TLA expanded rapidly. A weekly newspaper, Thozhilali
(Worker), was launched, and by 1930 the union had a membership of
1,100.%2

From its inception, the TLA maintained strong ties with the SNDP
Yogam. The April 1924 conference, presided over by K.M.Krishnan, a

Yogam Director, despatched a group of volunteers to participate in the
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Vaikom satyagraha.63 Two years later a labour conference, held in
connection with the annual Yogam meeting in Quilon, called for legisla-
tion protecting coir workers against retrenchment.64

The TLA needed the assistance of educated men who could negotiate
directly with the European factory managers. One Yogam activist who
was prominent in this regard was V.K.Velayudhan, a young Ezhava lawyer.
In April 1928,when the union intervened to settle a three-day strike by
workers protesting against retrenchment measures taken by the firm of
William Goodacre and Sons Ltd., Velayudhan negotiated successfully
on the union's behalf. He subsequently co-edited the Thozhilali with
the Muslim lawyer P.S.Mahomed, and, between 1930 and 1934, served
successively as the TLA's Honorary Secretary, Vice President and
President.65

Velayudhan's predecessor as President was Mahomed. During his period
in office, from 1927 to 1933, the latter strove to presené‘the TLA as .a
'responsible' body. In correspondence with the government in 1932,
both he and the union's General Secretary, emphasised how it had
discouraged strikes and dissuaded members from participating in
picketing that occured in Alleppey during the Congress civil disobedience
movement.66 Apart from the 1928 strike, the union had also helped to
settle amicably a dispute at Darragh, Smail and Co. in May 1930.67
Such interventions increased its influence, both among the employees
and the employers.

While men like Mahomed and Velayudhan favoured compromises with
the factory management, some of the working class union leaders were
more radical. Foremost among these were K.C.Govindan, described in a
1935 police report68 as an extremist agitator with communist views, and
P.Kesava Dev, a= Nair frem Parur who had been introduced to Marxism

69 The two were probably behind a

by the Nair Congressman A.K.Pillai.
three-month strike against wage reductions in 1931. The strike, the
first to be actually initiated by the TLA, resulted in a detachment of
armed reserve police being sent to Alleppey.70

The main factor in the trend towards militancy was the impact
of the economic depression. While not as badly affected as clerical
workers, agricultural labourers and plantation workers7l, industrial
labourers also faced wage cuts and lay offs. At the same time the labour
movement was given added impetus by the activities of the radical Ezhavas
campaigning against Hinduism.

The new militancy of the TLA was reflected in changes in the
uniongiéédéféﬁip} In 1933 P.S.Mahomed was ousted as President and




118

Kesava Dev became General Secretary. Forced to flee to Cochin after
organising a brief strike at the Empire Coir Works and Darragh, Smail
and Co., Dev was succeeded, in February 1934, by Nair Congressman
Pandavathu Sankara Pillai. Eight months later Pillai was replaced by
K.C.Govindan.72

By 1934 the authorities were becoming seriously concerned by the
union's activities. A police report on a meeting in May, attended by
some 2,000 people, noted that 'the principles of communism are taking
root in the minds of the labourers‘.73 The TLA's growing importance
was also reflected by the interest being shown in it by leading
politicians. The May meeting was presided over by Changanacherry
Parameswaran Pillai and in December, another Nair MLA, Kottoor Kunju-
krishna Pillai, chaired an All Travancore lLabour Conference in Alleppey?4
In May 1935 P.K.Kunju, a radical Muslim politician who was the Joint
Secretary of the anti-government Joint Political Congress, became the
union's Bresident.75

In order to curb the union's influence, the authorities sought to
exploit communal divisions among the labourers, a strateqy that was also
being used against the Joint Political Congress. The government's
efforts were directed at isolating the Ezhavas. In July 1934 a short-
lived Muslim Labour Association was formed. Three months later, the atten-
tion of Catholic bishops was drawn to the anti-religious propaganda
conducted by Ezhava radicals. They then instructed clergy to dissuade
Catholics from participating in the labour movement.76 In another move,
in August 1935, the government overruled objections from TLA leaders
and nominated P.S.Mahomed to represent labour interests in the legisl-
ature. Subsequently, a new Alleppey Labour Association was formed with
Mahomed as its President.77 The breakaway union, backed by M.L.Janardanan
Pillai?s, a prominant Vellala coir manufacturer, failed to win substan-
tial support among workers.

Mahomed had been nominated to the Sri Mulam Assembly in connection
with the introduction of labour legislation, a course the. government
had been forced into by pressure from the TLA. The December 1934
Labour Conference had called for the enactment of a factory law and
in April 1935 the union resolved to conduct a procession to Trivandrum
to petition the Maharaja regarding their grievances. The planned
procession was widely publicised and numerous public meetings were
organised to enlist mass support. At the end of May, after a banning
order was passed by the Quilon District Magistrate, K.C.Govindan and

‘two other leaders of the 50-strong procession were arrested. '’




119

This provoked demonstrations and strikes in Alleppey.80 The protests
even reached Trivandrum where, on 3 June, a public meeting, chaired
by Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai, demanded the enactment of a
comprehensive labour law. Shortly afterwards the union leaders were
released on bail and a deputation of Changanacherry, Govindan and
P.K.Kunju was allowed to submit a memorandum to Dewan Muhammad
Habibullah. %
In an attempt to deal with the increasing labour unrest, between

July 1935 and November 1936 the government introduced four labour
bills. These covered the working hours and conditions in factories;
the regulation of trade unions; procedures to be observed in industrial
disputes; and the payment of compensation in case of industrial
accidents.82 The bills, modelled on legislation that had already been
enacted in British India, did not satisfy the TLA. In July and December
1937 it submitted memorandums to Habibullah's successor, Sir C.P.
Ramaswami Aiyar, complaining about the successive wage cuts that had
been imposed by coir factory owners. The union claimed that since 1925
monthly wages had been more than halved.83

Reports by the Alleppey Magistrate and Tahsildar of Ambalapuzha Ta-
luk confirmed that wages had fallen. An important reason for the
reductions was the increase in the number of small coir factories
operating in the coastal belt between Alleppey and Shertallai.
These establishments took advantage of the cheap labour available
due to the high rate of unemployment among agricultural workers in
Kuttanad. Many of the large Alleppey manufacturers opened rural
branches or contracted out to small factories.84

During the interwar period the trend away from labour-intensive
methods of cultivation and towards the capital-intensive technology
of 0il engines and electricity, eroded embloyment opportunities in
Kuttanad. Agricultural workers were also sericusly affected by a.slump
in the price of paddy caused by the economic depression of the early
1930s. Land wés often kept fallow and there were drastic cuts in
wages.85 An important consequence of the drift to the factories was
an extension of the influence of the TLA. By 1939 the situation in
Kuttanad was ripe for the emergence of peasant trade unionism; a
Travancore Karshaka Thozhilali,Sanghadana (Agricultural Labourers Union)
was formed under the direction of coir union activists.86

In Alleppey the wages issue came to a head at the beginning of
1938. A meeting of the TLA, on 7 Marbh,,resolQed to organise a
general strike in the Alleppeylaréa;a7 The threat of a strike was
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calculated to but pressure on the government at a time when it already

faced a political challenge from the newly formed Travancore State
Congress. The threat was temporarily lifted after the District Magistr-
ate of Quilon was delegated to enquire into the labour problems at
Alleppey. This followed considerable unrest - the arrest of five
union leaders; a lightning strike by workers; and the death of a
labourer, allegedly as a result of a police lathi charge on demonstra-
tors.SB
The events of March were only a prelude to the general strike of
October 1938. The strike was called in support, not only of economic
demands, such as a guaranteed minimum wage and the formal recognition
of the union by factory owners, but also of the movement for responsible
government.89 Several of the union leaders were members of the state
Congress and the TLA President - P.K.Kunju - was a member of the party's
Working Committee.
The politicisation of the union was one of the principal features
of its transformation from a quiescent philanthropic body into. a
militant working-class organisation. In its early years the union had
shown little interest in politics. However, by 1930 there were signs
that this was changing, K.C.Govindan, on behalf of the TLA, welcomed a
band of Travancorean Congressmen on their way to participate in the
salt Satyagraha.90 Five years later the union celebrated May Day for
the first time and sent a\representative, R.Sugathan, to the first
All-Kerala Trades Union Congress.gl
Sugathan's career92 provides us with an insight into the making
of a working-~class union leader. The son of an Ezhava agricultural
labourer, he started work in an Alleppey coir factory. However, having
passed the Malayalam Middle School examination, in 1921, at the age of
20, he became a teacher in an SNDP Yogam primary school. During four-
teen years as a teacher he came under the influence of Ezhava reform
movements and converted to Buddhism before becoming an atheist.
Patronised by V.K.Velayudhan, in 1930 Sugathan started teaching at a
. TLA-sponsored night school for labourers, and was elected secretary of
a mutual help society formed by the union. Succeeding Govindan, he
served as General Secretary from 1936 to 1938. A member of the State
Congress, he joined the Communist Party during the Second World War.
After 1935 the TLA maintained links with the labour movement in
Malabar, dominated by pro-communist Congress Socialists. P.Krighna
Pillai, the Travancorean Nair Secretary of the Kerala branch of the

CSP, was the principal contact and visited Alleppey on several occasiong?
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Prior to the 1938 general strike, Pillai and other labour organisers
from Malabar  were active . in the Alleppey area. They conducted
political education classes and started a CSP group that subsequently
formed the core of the first Communist Party unit in Travancore.9a

The radicalisation of the TLA contributed to its rapid expansion
in the late 1930s. Between mid-1936 and February 1939 the membership
more than doubled, from 3;000 to nearly 7,500; a quarter of the coir
workers in the state.95 An estimated 40,000 coir workers and boatmen
were involved in the 1938 general strike.96

While the TLA was the most important union in Travancore, it was not
the only one. In 1928 a Quilon Labour Association was established.97
With a membership, in 1936, of 1,00098, it was considerably smaller
than the TLA. K.G.Sankar, its President (until 1934)99 was a Nair Congr-
essman whose brother owned one of the leading publishing concerns in
Kerala. Though police reports referred to a communist tendency, the
union's principal object appears to have been to put pressure on the
management of European-owned coir factories and cotton mills.100
The leadership, including nationalist Nair lawyers and prominent members
of the SNDP Yogam, such as K.P.Kayyalakkal and C.Kesevan, reflected this
non-revolutionary stance. Indeed, at a meeting organised by the union,
in September 1934, G.Ramachandran, a Gandhian Congressman, attacked the

101

'communistic policy' that had been adopted by the TLA. Like the early

TLA leaders, whenever strikes occurred, the leaders of the Quilon union
sought a compromise settlement.102
The emergence of trade unions, first among factory workers, and
then among agricultural labourers, was of primary political importance.

It mobilised previously inactive sections of society; the consequences
of this were starting to become evident by the late 1930s.
Subsequently, the mass of poor Ezhavas abandoned the politics of the
reformist middle-class SNDP Yogam leadership for that of the Communist
Party. They were joined by many Latin Catholics, Pulayas and Parayas, as
well as by some poor, or ideologically motivated,Nairs and Syrians.

By the mid-1940s open class conflict was as much a part of Travancore's

political landscape as communal rivalry.
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Chapter VI
1918 - 1922: The Emergence of 'Modern' Politics.

'The government of of the state was carried on in the good
old Oriental fashion. There was no sedition and no Parliament.
Politics were merely the conflicting efforts of certain
castes to sgcure as many of the governmental positions as
possible.’

So wrote a European visitor to Travancore in 1916. While the picture he
drew remained essentially valid in 1922, the intervening six years
saw significant changes in the way in which political activity was
expressed. Several shortlived political associations were formed
and by 1921 the Indian National Congress was also operating in the
state. At the same time, successive legislative reforms produced a
Council with a narrow elected majority.

Several factors, both internal and external, contributed to the
upsurge of political activity. The most important was the emergence
of a Western-educated elite that tooQ-the lead in public affairs.
The census returns for English literates provide a reliable estimate
of the total strength of this group. According to the 1921 census
almost 54,000 Travancoreans were literate in English. More than two-
thirds of these were Christians or Nairs while the majority of the rest
were Ezhavas and non-Malayala Brahmans.2 A class breakdown of the
English literates is unavailable, but it can safely be assumed that
most were from the wealthier sections of society. The 1928 Unemployment
Enquiry Committee Report quotes statistics that show that 91 per cent
of the pupils in English-medium schools and colleges belonged to the
families of 'well-to-do' agriculturists, merchants, lawyers, government
servants,’ teachers and other prof’essionals.3 These -were the same groups
that accounted for the greater part of the newspaper-reading public,
and the rapid growth of a vigorous press in the first decades of the
century was an important factor in encouraging political awareness.
Increased spatial mobility also contributed to the development of a
wider politics beyond the orbit of the local village or small town.
Crosé-border travel to British India and Cochin, as well as travel
within Travancore, became easier and quicker after 1900. In 1904 the
Tinnevelly-Quilon railway was completed and this was extended to
Trivandrum in 1918. Another line linking northern Travancore and
Cochin to Malabar was opened in 1902.a The first motor vehicle in
the'state wa
51 plbIIEB

s registered in 1911 and by 1921 there were 152 - including
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Improved communications, as well as the fact that Travancore was
a small, densely populated state with no large urban centres, helped
in maintaining the close ties that bound political activists in places
like Trivandrum, Quilon and Kottayam with the rural areas.

The lawyers,editors and entrepreneurs who took the lead in politics
generally belonged to prosperous landowning families. Consequently, there .,
was no discontinuity between the politics of the small towns and the
concerns of the countryside - where nine in every ten Travancoreans

lived.

External influences played a role in the growth of political
activity in the state and in determining the direction it took.

The ferment in British India attracted wide interest, and many educated
Travancoreans - especiall§ among the youth ~ were sympathetic to the
Home Rule movement, and later, to Gandhian non-cooperation.

The postwar constitutional reforms introduced by the British served

as a yardstick for measuring political progress. The speeches of Travan-
corean politicians;and editorials in the local press, often made use

of the democratic rhetoric of the Great War and its aftermath.

However, press opinion on British Indian issues was divided along
communal lipes. Christian and Ezhava newspapers generally supported the
British administration, fearing that success for the nationalists would
mean the uncurbed dominance of the caste-Hindus. The Nair press took a
different view, favouring the Home Rule Leagues: and the 'extremist' party
in the Congress.

As we have seen, in the late nineteenth century, and the early years
of the twentieth century, the issues that preoccupied the leaders of
Travancorean society were social and not political. However, by 1918 the
impracticability of pursuing social changes without engaging in organised
political activity was apparent to men such as the leading High Court
lawyers £.J.John and Changanacherry K.Parameswaran Pillai.

John recognised that whatever the economic and educational advances
made by the Western-educated Syrian Christian elite, only political
agitation could end their exclusion from many posts in the higher
branches of the state's administration. Similarly, Nair reformers like
Changanacherry saw campaigning for more democratic politics, and
especially an enlarged Legislative Council, as essential if they were
to succeed in overcoming the opposition of the small but influential
Trivandrum cllque of conservatlve Nairs who had blocked legislation on

' taraVad partltlon for more 'an a decade: A fumber of parallels can

be made between John and Changanacherry both were in their forties
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and stood at the top of the legal profession in the state; both had
served in the Legislative Council; both were prominent proponents of
the cause of social reform within their respective communities; and ,
finally, though they led communal organisations (John the Christian
Conference, and Changanacherry the Nair Service Society), both favoured
communal concord. These shared characteristics were reflected in the
strictly constitutional nature of the political agitations led by the
two men.

The issues which dominated political debate in 1918, and for the
next two decades, were state employment and legislative reform.
The Dewan, M.Krishnan Nair, was considered weak in comparison to his
skilful predecessor - P.Rajagopalachari. Consequently, the corrupt
Nair palace manager, T.Sankaran Tampi, exercised even greater influence
when it came to making appointments to the state service.6
This may have contributed to the concern expressed on the issue of fair
employment in the public service at the fourteenth session of the
Popular Assembly in February 1918. The activities of Tampi, and the
favoured position enjoyed by C.V.Raman Pillai's clique of conservative
Nair officials, probably also played a part in prompting demands for
reform of both the Legislative Council and the Assembly itself.

The exclusion of non-caste-Hindus and non-Hindus from the important
Land Revenue Department was a grievance.that had been raised by Christian
and Ezhava members ever since the first Assembly session in 1904.
On that occasion, Dewan V.P.Madhava Rao had given Raja Marthanda Varma's
dedication of the state to the Hindu deity Sri Padmanabha as the reason
for the exclusion of Christians - the same reply as he had made to an
address presented by the Christian Association earlier in the year.7
A special problem was seen in the responsibility of the senior revenue
officers for the supervision of Devaswoms (temple properties), and as
early as 1891, in recognition of this obstacle to appointments, the
Malayala Memorial had included the suggestion from Fr. Emmanuel Nidhiry
that the responsibilities be separated.8 When this idea was repeated at
the 1907 Assembiy session, Madhava Rao's successor, S.Gopalachari,
replied that it was 'neither desirable...nor feasible'.
Nonetheless, the demand was reiterated in 1910, 1916 and 1917.

The real obstacle to reform, however, was the lack of effective

popular articulation of the demands. Thus Dewan Rajagopalachari, known
for his sympathy for the Hindu depressed castes, advised the Vice
gPre81dent oF thehChrlstlan Assocmatlon, T.C.Cherian, that he. could do

. q‘

‘ notHing for the cpmmunltles excluded From the Revenue DEpartment unless
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they began a constitutional agitation.lO By 1918 this condition was on
the point of being met.

During the annual Assembly session,- when the matter was raised yet
again, a Christian member, P.Jacob Kurien, declared that Travancore had
no serious politics to discuss except the public service.ll

He was well-placed to advance a discussion, as editor of Keraliyabhimani

*

(Pride of Kerala), a weekly published in Mavelikara in central
Travancore. As the first step towards a constitutional agitation,
Christian members submitted a memorial to the Dewan brotesting against
the exclusion of Christians from the Revenue and Military departments.
They noted how even in neighbouring Cochin, where conditions were
similar to those prevailing in Travancore, the Revenue Department was
open to all classes. Newspapers were in the fore of this nascent

movement: the memorial was published in the Jacobite Malayala Manorama
12

and also backed by the main Catholie organ, the Nazrani Deepika.

The need for a concerted agitation was equally clear when it came
to the issue of legislative reform. In 1914, just before his departure
from Travancore, Déwan Rajagopalachari admitted that the Legislative
Council was not adequately representative of the different communities.13
In 1907 he had granted the Popular Assembly the right to return four
non-official members to the Council - one for each of the main revenue
divisions in the state. However, all of those subsequently elected -
except one - were Nairs; in 1914 Nairs occupied four of the seven
non-official Council seats, and there was only one nominated Christian
non-official.The Ezhavas were wholly unrepresented.

The numerous reforms of the Council and Assembly suggested in
the course of the 1918 session demonstrated that there was little
cansensus among members on the subject.14 The right to discuss the
budget was one of the few points on which most were ‘agreed.

On other aspects of reform a communal division was apparent - with
Christian members demanding that the principle of communal repesentation
should be conceded.

Nevertheless, among the Nair.members there were efforts at achieving
agreement and cooperation. Some of them signed a memorial on the
expansion of the Council which was presented to the Dewan by T.K.Velu
P111a115
In addition, in March 1918, a preliminary meeting was held to. discuss
the formation of a political asébciation - the Mahajaha'Sabha

, a Trivandrum lawyer who was a non-official MLC.

(A1l People s Confere nce) 16 1he demandskfor reform were supported in

‘the p press. and one'p 1ﬁlzen) of Kayankulam in’

cent;al Travencpre,~ called for a form of government that would be
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responsible to the people.17 The paper was edited by G.Raman Menon,
an independent-minded Nair Assembly member with secular nationalist
inclinations.

Outside influences played an important part in extending the
agitation. While the politicians of Travancore were debating the
public service and constitutional reform, the Home Rule movement
in Madras was at its height. Congress activity began to take root
in the state at this time and , as elsewhere, its early successes in
gaining support were among students. In September 1917 there was
trouble between police and students at a public meeting at Trivandrum.
The meeting, presided over by the Dewan, was on the occasion of the
Shashtiabdapurthi (60th birthday) of the Maharaja. Another confrontation
between police and students took place in the same year on the College
Day of the Maharaja's College.l8 Several young Nairs, later to become
Congressmen, were prominent on both occasions. They included A.K.Pillai,
a law student belonging to a wealthy taravad in Quilon District,
C.Kuttan Nair of Neyyattinkara, and Kochikal P.Balakrishnan Tampi from
Mavelikara.

In April-May 1918 the Samastha Kerala Nair Mahasamajam, of which
Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillal was the Secretary, met at Ayirur
in Cochin. The meeting, chaired by Dewan Bahadur A.Govinda Pillai, a
retired Travancore High Court judge, was addressed by two Congressmen -
Paliath Cheria Kunjunni Achan, a scion of the leading Nair landowning
family in Cochin that had for long provided chief ministers to the
Maharaja, and K.Ramakrishna Das, a lawyer who had given up his practise
to join Congress.19 Over the next two years Paliath Achan and Das
propagated nationalist ideas, addressing several meetings in Travancore
and Cochin. Achan also published the Bhaje Keralam, an Ernakulam weekly

newspaper 20, which was eventually proscribed in 1921 for its

criticism of the administration of Cochin Dewan T.Vijayaraghavachari.
The most important sign of the advent of ‘'modern' politics

in Travancore, however,was the formation, in June 1918, of two political

associations - the Mahajana Sabha and the Paura Sabha.

The first was established on an avowedly non-sectarian basis, while

the second aimed at the advance of politically underprivileged groups.

Both were 'modern' perhaps chiefly in harnessing the instruments of

popular agitation to a demand for - or protection of - employment and

political influence. A clear analogy can be made with the beginnings

of 'modern political act1V1ty in Brltlsh Ind1a, expressed through caste

sabhaswand?the INC. ' S o Pt e el S S
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The inaugural conference of the Mahajana Sabha, from 9-11 June,
was held at the Victoria Jubilee Town Hall in Trivandrum under the
presidency of A.Govinda Pillai.21 The Sabha had had its origin in the
demands for constitutional reform made at the Popular Assembly session.
It was dominated by caste-Hindus and though its declared object was
to promote the welfare of the people in general, without distinction
of caste or creed, a split emerged at the conference between the Nairs,
led by Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai,and the few Christian

22 The Nair majority was unwilling to

participants led by E.J.John.
accomodate the Christian demands that the association should first
campaign for the attainment of equitable civic rights for members of

all communities.

Changanacherry was President of the Sabha, and three of its other
four officers - as well as 37 of 45 members of the Managing Council -
were caste—Hindus.z3 Apart from their dominance, what was also apparent
from the composition of the Council was the preponderance enjoyed by
south Travancoreans; most of the exceptions were men like Changanacherry
and John who lived and worked in Trivandrum. The Sabha's leading
members were mainly lawyers and journalists, and the Council included
both prominent Nair reformers - like the Trivandrum barrister,
K.R.Padmanabha Pillai, and P.K.Govinda Pillai, editor of the Subhashini -
and leaders of the conservative faction, notably the Trivandrum High
Court lawyers P.K.Kesava Pillai, Malloor K.Govinda Pillai and
A.Narayana Pillai. There were also a few people to support the non-
sectarian caoncept of the association - though too few to adequately
reflect their communities'representation in the liberal professions.

The non-caste-Hindu and non-Hindu majority in the state were repesented
by just eight members: the Pulaya leader Ayyan Kali; an Ezhava
physician from Trivandrum;three Christians - E.J.John, and the Latin
Catholics D.francis, the Secretary of the South Travancorean Catholic
Association, and L.A.Netto, a Trivandrum vakil; and three Muslims -
including a Sabha Secretary, S.Adam Sait, a prominent Trivandrum
merchant. :

The second association to be formed in June 1918 was clearly
designed to supplement the first, with which it shared some members.

The Nair versus Christian split that had emerged at the Mahajana Sabha
conference was followed by moves towards the organisation of a campaign

by the underpriQiléged communities to wrest concessions from the

government.tﬂn l?HJune,;Jagob_Kurienfs4géraliy§bhim?qigcalfad for an
agitation'to Be ‘started forithe employment of Christians,:Ezhavas and
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Muslims in the Revenue Department.24 At the end of the month a meeting
under the auspices of a newly constituted Paura Sabha (Citizens .
Conference) was held at the London Mission Society Hall in Trivandrum.25
By contrast with the Mahajana Sabha, this association was dominated by
Syrian Christians. E.J.John, the principa\ organiser, was the Sabha's
President, and two of its four secretaries - M.V.Ittycheria and
Pathrose Mathai - were also Syrian Christian High Court lawyers.
Even here, however, there were some who advocated a united front.
One of the two Hindu secretaries was G.Raman Menon, the editor of
Pauran; he was among the few Nairs who acknowledged the importance of
removing civic inequalities before seeking major political reforms.

Both the new associations were strongly supported in the press,
though Nair papers concentrated on the Mahajana Sabha's demand for
political reforms, and their Christian counterparts on the Paura Sabha's

call for equal civic rights. On 17 July the Keraliyabhimani published

an open letter to the Dewan advocating the claims of the non-caste
majority in the state for equal treatment with the rest of the

population.z6 In the same month the Sreevazhumcode, a caste-Hindu

monthly of Quilon, called for the establishment of an Executive Council
to assist the Dewan, and for reform of both the Legislative Council

and the Assembly.27 Both papers urged the administration to follow the
example set by Bri