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Abstract

The women in all over the world played diverse roles in determining the destiny of the society in
diverse eras. The place and space of women in Medieval Kerala was not optimistic because, the society
was scattered into numerous castes and sub- castes. Commonly, the position of women varied according to
the status of each caste and sub-caste. Meanwhile the past, women enjoyed high status in all realm of life
but later period it was wholly changed. The Brahmanical revival changed the whole norms and conditions
of the society. Gradually, the social condition of women is deteriorates. During the medieval period, there
are number of social taboos was emerged and marriage did not give any sanctity to women except
Brahmins. Concisely, the Medieval Kerala society was the dark age of women.
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Introduction

Caste system was a central social institution in Medieval Kerala. Caste, which was a
social phenomenon once linked to the occupation of the people. Meanwhile the past,
untouchability and unapproachability were not practiced and even in the court of king, because
both lower and upper caste had equal status. There is different contradictory view related with
the exact period when the caste system emerged in Kerala society. The most acceptable view is
that, the caste system was emerged in Kerala society in eight century. While chathurvanya
system prevailed in various parts of India but there is no such caste division in Kerala society,
because the division were not based on colour but were referred to us labour group. Brahmins
also lived as a special community and there was no untouchability between them. S
Ramachandran Nair says, “In Kerala, the worst forms of caste tyranny had long held sway
deriving authority from custom and faith”.! Summarily, in Kerala society, the caste system was
introduced by the migrated Brahmins.“Al Beruni had given a detailed report on the caste system
prevalent in Kerala during eleventh century”." In early society, the classification of people is
based on their profession not their colour. They are Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaisyas and Sudras.
The Brahmins are priestly caste; they perform Vedic sacrifices and practices and taught Vedic
lessons. “They were very much venerated but lived with meagre income from their
profession”." The Ksatriyas were the protectors or warriors of their jurisdiction or land. They
learnt Vedic customs, practices and warfare. The main responsibility of Kshatriyas was to
defend their land from enemies and uphold law and order. The Vashyas were builders, pastorals,
agriculturist and traders and the economy of the land was fully in their hands. Sudras were the
unskilled servants of the society and not learnt Vedic lessons.

By the beginning of the 9™ century, the priestly class completely dominated the social,
economic and political realm of the society. The Sangam works which were within prior to 2™
century AD did not mention any kind of caste system. “The Varna system as described by Al-
Baruni was not in existence in Kerala at that time since Brahmin population was not
widespread”." The merging of Aryan Brahmanism led to the beginning of caste system in
Kerala. The Brahmin immigration became wide spread during Perumal regime. The custom of
untouchability was introduced by the Aryanised Brahmins. After the influence of the Brahmin
community, it has become a household matter for the Kerala society almost in its entirety.
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Caste system became rigid and it had a profound effect on all spheres of social life. It violently controlled the
human body and mind. Hence, the theocratic feudalism paved the way for the emergence of caste system in Kerala. In
the beginning of the twelfth century, the Nambutiri Brahmans controlled entire land of Kerala. Brahmins of Kerala
commonly called as Nambutiris. “The process by which they came to occupy this dominant position is linked with the
nature of temple administration and control of temple property”.” In Kerala society, the temples were the centre of all
social and cultural life. They were most privileged class and held a vital role in the social strata. The Nambutiris
followed patrilineal system of inheritance and they practiced primogeniture. According to V Nagam Iyya, “the term
Nambutiri is derived from the term ‘nam’ means knowledge and ‘purayathi’ means one who imparts, thus alluding to
the extreme Vedic learning which the Nambutiri as a class can justify claim and which alone according to them
constitutes true knowledge”." The Nambutiris are found in largely in Malabar, Travancore and Palaghat regions.

The most important discrimination was faced by the Nambutiri women in Medieval Kerala society. The
Nambutiri women called as Antharjanams which means that live inside the house. Akayilullor, Attemar and Akathullor
were the common denomination for Nambutiri women. They were secluded from the society and family and they were
restricted in all deeds of their life from birth to death. The Antharjanams while they are moving out had to wear a long
piece of white cloth covering from head to toe and a Marakkuda. According to Irfan Habib, “the pre-modern society
was undoubtedly oppressive to women”." A Nambuthiri girl menstruated, there were number of taboos had to observe
strictly. During the time of menstruation, they had to live outside room which is held in an unclear manner and allowed
to take bath only in the fourth day morning of their menstrual cycle. “They were treated most inhumanly during their
menstrual period with unclean and unhealthy conditions”."™"

Another important discrimination faced by women is in the field of marriage. Sambandam is a socially and
culturally recognized marital institution and a civil contract. K N Panikkar pointed out, “the Sambandham system met
the sexual needs of the Nambuthiris without any obligation on their part”.™ The significant purpose of the introduction
of Sambandam system was to create an army of bachelors for protecting their land and selfish concern. Sambandam
system came into vague only after the arrival of the Brahmins. The evil custom of Sambandam was largely affects the
Nambutiri women. Most of the Nambutiri women remained unmarried and some of them were married in exchange or
to mobilize money for their daughter’s marriage. In the same time, it largely affects the Nair women also. According to
Keralolpathi, the chief duty of a Nair woman is to satisfy the desire of the Brahmins. Louis Dumont pointed that, “the
Nambutiris lived in close symbiosis with the Nair in marriage and sexual relationships”.*

Sambandham marriage is a marriage with a Marumakkathayi woman. Among the Nambutiri family, the
Sambandam is known as Vidaram Kayaruka. Rich old Nambutiris married poor and beautiful girl for to satisfy their
sexual pleasure. They soon become widows. “The numbers of young widows were also huge in Nambutiri
community”.* The term Sambandam means a union or a bond or a cloth giving ceremony. After attaining puberty, they
are not allowed to see the face of any other men than their father. At the time of marriage, the bride has permission to
see the groom’s face. “It was on one such occasion that one bride reportedly got up and ran away from the marriage
because she nearly frightened by the groom’s appearance”.*"

“The word Sambandam originated from the bandhanam or bandham which means tiding of a knot”.*" In
different regions of Kerala, the Sambandam is known as Pudavakoda, Pudavamuri, Uzhamporukkuka, Vitaram
Kayaruka and Vastradanam. In Northern Malabar, it is called Pudavamurikurikkal or Pudavamurikodukkal or
Uzhamporukkuka or Vitaram Kayaruka. The Nair community in the Kurumbanattu region called this marriage as
Uzhamporukkuka. Uzham Vangal is the right of a woman to be her husband. “According to this custom, there was a
practice of request for Chittam or illegitimate relationship”.*" The Kadathanattu songs refer this practice. Hence,
women have the right to refuse the Uzham. The Kidakkarakalyanam is another vital form of Sambandam and it was
prevailed in the central region of Kerala like Palaghat, Chittur and Thalppilli. According to this, the groom went to the
bride’s house with his relatives and friends and requests the permission to the elder female of the house for the
Sambandam with bride. According to pudavakoda, an elder woman of the family goes to the bride’s house as the
representatives of the groom and gives pudava or new cloth on the bride’s hand. This custom was prevailed in the
Central Travancore region. Among the Nair community of north Kerala, the groom himself was giving a pudava to the
bride. Pandava system is another important form of Sambandam was existed in the South Travancore. According to
this marriage, all brothers of the same family were marrying one woman. In the beginning, it was followed by the upper
caste people. Gradually it was followed by the lower caste people too. Hence, the Sambandam practice prevailing in the
Medieval Kerala, it led to the emergence of polygamy and polygyny.

Talikettu Kalyanam was another important social evil faced by the women in Medieval Kerala society. This
custom was followed by some non- Brahmins castes like Nayars, Ezhavas and Kammalas. In different regions of
Kerala, the Talikettu Kalyanam known in different names likes Kettukalyanam, Manjukuli and Manjal Kalayanam. The
Talikettu Kalyanam is more important than real marriage. “In Northern Ballads, it was called Manjukuli Kalyanam,
likely because of the custom of smearing the girl with turmeric or manjal, when she was taken for the ceremonial bath
on the fourth day of the festival”.* The Nayar girl goes through the tali rites before attaining puberty. The tali rites was
conducted after she attain puberty, she and her family loses there caste status. Hence, it is pre- puberty marriage.
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The word Talikettu Kalyanam, is a compound of three words like tali or a badge, kettu or tying and kalyanam
or marriage. The significant purpose of the Talikettu Kalyanam is to announce the existence of a marriageable girl and
to expose or display their property, position, status and wealth. “The person who has thus tied tali to the girl does not
get any right to marry the girl on her attaining majority or to claim other right in her person or property”." The
Talikettu Kalyanam recognizes the women’s right to enter Sambandam and it is an endogamous marriage. The marriage
ceremony is simple and with the presence of parents and invited guests, the groom presents a piece of cloth to the bride.
This cloth is called pudava and got such symbolic significance. Odd number like 7, 9 and 11 is considered auspicious
age for girl. Talikettu Kalaynam was an essential caste observance and the formation of sexual relations. “Very often
customary divorce was affected by giving back the pudava”" In short, Talikettu Kalyanam is a significant social
ceremony, it is an imitation of Brahmin marriage, it is a licence for polyandry, and it was a curse of the civilized
society, to encourage the growth of caste system and a great economic burden.

The Pulikudi or Garbhadana is another important ceremony existed in Medieval Kerala society. This
ceremony has ancient origins and it is mentioned in various classical scriptures. It was the significant prenatal ritual
celebrated by the society and deeply rooted in the cultural and spiritual practices. It ensures the well-being of both
mother and the unborn child. The term Pulikudi refers the consumption of tamarind juice. This ceremony mainly focus
on health, life and hopes for a bright future. In short, Pulikudi ceremony is a meaningful celebration that marks the
milestone in a women’s pregnancy. Thirandu Kalyanam or Thirandukuli is performed at the time of menstruation and it
was followed by all communities. In olden days it was celebrated in a grand way. In Nair community, this custom is
called Kunjikalayanam. Smartha Vicharam is another important injustice face by the women and the result of the
insular conventions, blind superstitions and imperious actions of the male members of the Nambuthiri community.
Smartha Vicharam is dealt with the trial of Brahmin girls changed with adultery. It is otherwise known as
Adukaladosham or Kalavicharam.T K Ravindran refers, “the suspected women who is thereafter referred to as
Sadhanam or thing is relegated to an outhouse and her family is temporarily excommunicated”.”"" The suspected
woman was transferred to a separate shed called Anchampura. In short, Smartha Vicharam was a punitive measure to
expel the impure women from the community due to illicit intercourse.

A distinctive feature of the social organizations in Medieval Kerala was the prevalence of Marumakkathayam
or the matrilineal system of inheritance. It is the common form of succession and widespread in all over the world. The
matrilineal system of inheritance is followed by West Sumathra, Chins, Malaysia, India etc. it is largely followed by the
Nairs, Ambalavasis, Ezhavas, Mappilas in North Malabar and certain tribal groups. It is the foremost system of
inheritance in Kerala. Sambandham was a significant reason of matrilineal system of inheritance in Kerala society. The
matrilineal family covered mother, her brothers, younger sisters and their children. The matrilineal system of
inheritance primarily centred on the Tarawad. The eldest male member became known as Karanavan. He was the head
of the family and he managed the entire family. Lineage was traced through mother and her children. This system of
succession gives enormous significance of women in the family hierarchy. According to this system, the women
acquire a high social status and inherit family property. The Kerala Government abolished this custom in 1976.
Precisely, matrilineal system was the outcome of the marriage custom prevalent in the Kerala society and women
enjoyed some privileges.

In Medieval Kerala society, there were certain evil customs and practices prevalent among the unprivileged
classes. The important among them are Mannapedi, Pulappedi, Parappedi etc. Mannppedi and Pulappedi are the
perfect example of the caste tradition in medieval Kerala and it was practiced between the low caste and the upper
caste. This evil custom was practiced by the Tindal castes like Mannan, Parayar and Pulayan. According to this
custom, they allowed to capture women belonging to upper caste on certain day. The main victim of this violent
immorality was the woman. The term Pulappedi refers the fear of the Avarnas like Pulayas and Parayas. This evil
practice was first mentioned by the foreign traveller Duarte Barbosa. “He refers, during certain months of the year, the
low caste people try to touch some of the Nair women as best they may be able to manage it and secretly by night, to do
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they harm. So they go by night amongst the houses of the Nairs to touch their women”.™ Most of the victims of this
practice were the Nair women. According to Duarte Barbosa, “the term Pulappedi was known as capture by Pulayas”.”
Pulappedi is otherwise known as Parapedi, because it was exercised by the Parayans. In some parts of south
Travancore, the Parayns practiced a custom of kidnapping the women of higher caste and treated in a brutal manner.
Among the upper caste, the Nair women have the right to travel freely. The fierceness of these customs was
first mentioned by the foreign traveller who visited Kerala on those days. In these days, after dusk, they would not
leave the house without male assistance. If a higher caste woman, who goes out alone, the low caste people, says kande,
kande, that woman will be castigated and in some regions, the low caste people throw or touch woman’s body with a
stone or rod. Mannapedi was practiced by the Mannan caste people. If a pregnant woman is subjected to Mannapedi,
the Mannan will not accept her as a wife until she gives birth. If she gives birth to a boy, she can go back home
because, being a boy is untouchables. The Venad ruler, Unni Kerala Varma abolished these social evils by an edict in
Kollam Era, 871 (1696). If anyone violates the edict, they inflicted severe punishment. In short, the socio- cultural
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practice of Pulapedi, Parapedi and Mannapedi allows the low caste men such as Pulayas, Parayans and Mannans have
the right to abduct upper caste women.

The growth of caste and Janmi system was the result of the development of Devadasi system in Medieval
Kerala. The word Devadasi refers, dancing girl attached to the temples. The Devadasi system is otherwise known as
Kudikkari. In Sanskrit, the word Devadasi means ‘servant of God’. “The Devadasis enjoyed a position of honour and
fame comparable to that of the Asparies and Phrynes of classical Greece”.™ This custom was introduced in India in 8"
century and in Kerala in the early 9" century. The Sangam works like Silappathikaram and Manimekhalai and
Unnicharitham and Uniichirudevi Charitha, refers the detailed description of the custom of Devadasi in Tamilakham.
“It was their duty to raise funds for temples by giving performances in music, dance and other fine arts”.™"
Kulashekara Alwar, the founder of second Chera Empire, he decided his own daughter Neela as Devadasi to the Sri
Rangam temple. Hence, they were a dancing girl dedicated to the service of God in a temple and later stage it lost its
purity and they identified with prostitutes. At last, the Government of Travancore by a Royal Proclamation in 1930
abolished the practice of Devadasi. The erstwhile, the Devadasi families was having merged with the Nair community.

Medieval Kerala society was possessed number of social discriminations against women. Social injustices
against the women were the outcome of the influence of religious, caste and social environment. The space and place of
women determined by the social institutions, norms, religious ideologies, economic system and caste position in the
society. During the Medieval period, women deprived of all their social, cultural, political and economic life except
those of mother and sister. The condition of women further deteriorated with the advent of Brahmins and they treated
them as cruelly harassed and enslaved. Today’s stereotyped image of Kerala was the result of the historical evolution of
the past. A set of cultural practices and rituals in Medieval Kerala, it allowed the lower caste people to dominate the
upper caste people temporarily. In short, all social establishments in Medieval Kerala are based on caste and male
dominated one. As a result, the discrimination or injustice against women is increased.
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