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Colpnlaliem, Nationalism and Legitimation

An Esgay on Vaikunda Swamy Cult, Travancore

M.S.S. Pandian

‘In'the discourse of the natlénalist historiography, ‘nation’
and ‘“nationalism’ are privileged categories with an aura of
utmost sacredness. Given this, the practioners of such history

writing .essentialise the relations of power under colonial

econditiona as a slngular rglatlonéhip between the subject nation
and ‘its colonisers, and they endow natiopalism wi%ﬁ:é monolithic
anti-colénial content. Like every essentialist position, >this
too is~£1awéd. Basically, neither the doﬁinaflon exercised by
the colonisefs.ﬁor'the hegemony of the nationalist movement over
the political'iifé‘of the ‘nation’, Qa# ever complete. In other
‘words, .reiationé“of power even under colonial conditioﬁs had
existed as a ;ulti—layered reality, mediated.not always and not
merelyﬁby colonialism and nationalism. Evenrin those situétions
in which power rglatiops were mediated by colonialism - and
ngtionalism,»therg were different degrees of mediation depending
on specific contexts. 'Thus, there cannot be 6nly one history: of

nationalism or colonialism, but multiple histories.

 \The present paper illustrates this need  for multiple
histories of ‘nationalism and colonlalism by tracing  the

’trajeqtpry of events sparked off by the broselytiging efforts of



the Protestant Church among the Shanars of South Travancore

dﬁrlng"the m19th céﬁtury and the founding of a popular Hindu

religious cult = the Valkunda Swamy cult- as a result of this
‘procesa. The events that will be narrated in the succeeding
‘sections, wunfolded during a period when the princely state of

"Travancore was under the overlordship of the British:
II

The Shanars Qere primarily tappers of palmyrah‘foddy in éhe
caste—-based occupational hierarchy of the early nineteénfh
:cenfury south Travancorg; and  a séctlon of ihem téiled as tenants
@qder the Nairvand Vellala landlordé, who Qere the landowning
castes in the reglon. Shanars being one of the lowest castes in
~Travancore, thgir:so¢ia1“condition, at the turn of the nineteenth

3

:century, wasg extremely oppressive and degrading As ‘Hardgrave

x

‘(1969 H 57) puts 1t

L)

Ve A Nallar musf“”beﬁéin ‘thirty-six paces from' a Nambudlrz
‘Brahmin, and muat come no closer than twelve fo ; Naxr. As
'membé§§ "of a degraded’ caste ) Nadars uere' prohlblted . from
'carr&ihgn’an umbreila' and from wearing éhoes :;r golden

;»»farnaments. Their houses could not be hlgher than one storey.
}Théy. were not allowad to mllk cows-“ Nad&r women were not
permitted - te carry pots of water on the;r hips, as wés the’
customfamong the higher castes; nobIWere they . permxtted to

.;cow§f~;the upper pdftibns"of thelr 'bodiea They were‘

. subjected to heavy taxat;on, an¢ " while thé&v were not

“eqslaved, ae were the Paraiyans the:ﬁadars‘weré forced to



perform corvee labor in service to the state.\

Oé the humerouﬁ taxes levied on the Shanars, perhaps the
most onerous one waa the head/poll‘tax. They wepg:to pay a poll
tax not only for the living members of the caste but »aiso for
those who were dead. To escape this, they often migrated to the
néiéhbouflngATirunelvelly district, which lay outside the royal
jurisdiétion of the  Travancore kings " (Agur: - 1903, 151).
Iiporténtly, the-uppef caste Nalrs in south Tfavancobe,webe well
ofgangsed into a caate council known as the Natlonal Councll 'of
Pidagaikars. The members of the council numbering over 200 and
dfawn from different villages met once lﬁ”a year ﬁt Suchindram
and' reviewed whether caste codes Qere étfictly ~adhered to . by
differégt caste groups : ”One of the»chief topics discuseed in
‘this annual council waa whether all the individuala of ‘thelr
éast# and other castes had duly obaserved their respective cas&e
customs and manners, and whethgr agy one clasg had  adopted the
costumes, food,\ apeech (provlncialiém’br ‘brogue) and genéral
habits of the other class, and If the counc11 dlscovered that any
1nd1v1dua1 v;olated or tresspassed his caste rules and limits, it
took - the law into its own hands and brought him to judgement. ..

o
(Ibid : 147).

This asymmetrical situation of%bbwer ahd economic resources
8lowly changed wifh the establzshment of a Protestant church af
Hylaud1 village in September 1809 by ‘Rev. W. T R1ngeltaube of the:

-London " Missionary Society (LHSJ.»Thb Britleh,Resldents,}[of the



East India Company] in Trévanqore took special interest in the
growth. of ,Protegtantism' and used thelr official position 'td
amelliorate the social disabilities of the $hanaf and othetr ‘1oweb

caste converts to.Chrlatianity;

.In-~1312; c°1§n§1 Johp_ Munro, mthe Britléh Resident'. in
Tfavancore had issued a proélamation Sermifting the Shanar women
. who had con%efted to Chfis%ianlty, to cover their'bfeasts. | Two
‘years 1atér} it was specified that the Christian Shanar woﬁén
were allowed to wear'; kugeaxém,va loogely stitched jacket, like
the Syrian Chrlgtians.and the Musllims, but not a shoulder CIOth'
--above ‘the jacket as was the pr;ctice among the upper caste Nairs
(Kooiman, 1989 : 149). Thougﬁ thé new dress worn by the Shanar
: .

Chrigtlan women wag not gimilar to that of the upper castes,
it was 8till a matter of subverting fhe é&mbolic order that
endowed the uppernéasfeé qith‘poyer and légiéimaéy:tp’ domlnate
-Beiné bare above the waist was'a-isymbolic caste code 'whxch

affirmed the powerlessness of the subordlnate castea in front of

‘the upper castes in Travancore.

Similérly, at the intervention of Ringeltaubé and Munro, the

Téavancore‘ govérnment issued a prdclamation on June «29; 18i4,
exempting the Chrxst;ans from pPE&ying the burdensome poll tax. In
1815 ,certaln other d;scrlmlnatorv taxes imposed on thé lower

castes were abolished (Yeaudas, 1980 = 44). The other :inequitous
feature of the South Travancore society that was altered by the

Bnitiéh‘ Resident was the forced wage. free 1ébbur, (Ulixum)



extrédted- from the lower castes, including Shanars, by the
Travancere state for the congtruction of tanké} dams and other
public utilitles, and by the Hindu temples for the preparation of
elaborate temple éestivals. The Uliyum démands were severe ‘and

the new converts abpealed to the church to relleve them of it:

When Hr.Rlﬂgeltaube returned home from his visgits
to the congregation, the first spectacle that.would
often strike him was the numeroue cudjan petitions
the péople used to hang on the low roof of the
Verandah of his small bungloQ that he might puraue
them and redreas tﬂélr grlevanggg againsf fdrced

labour rendered toAthé sirkar -(Agur : 1903, 137).

‘Munro uged hisz offlclal poeitlon and gof”thé‘Travancore state to
free the Chrxstlans converts from rendetlng Ulixum on Sundays and
for the Hindu temples and Hindu festivals (Yesudas 1980 - 44,

46).

Munro not merely helped the lower caste Chrietian-réonverta,
but the church itself by influencing the Travancore throné._ He
persuaded the gueen gf.Travancore to gift tﬁe LMS two government-
owned paddy fieldsr which yiélded,two crops annually worth Rs
1200, a substantial sum in thosg daya. The queen alao réduced the
.reveﬁue demand on those §addy fields. Again in 1818, the queen of
Travancore as weli as the king of/Céchin, a nelghbourlng prince1y
state, granted Rs 5000 to the LMS (Kooiman, 1969 : 54, 58). All

these royal gifts put the LMS on a sound flnénéial footing.

r
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The firast ‘questlon that needs to be anaswered ia how the

’fri&lieged  sections 6%_the lgdigénous society,' especially ' the
Nai;s,'réacted‘to thesé chéﬁgeé. Perhaps‘therbest waynfo bé;in an
ahswéf.torthis question.is to see how,the church at Mylaudi got
established. On May 15, 1806,f§ingeifaube 'ggt the Dewén- of
Travéncorel Velu Thampl,>and sought his permission to erect va
church a% this village and theVDewan refused permission which was
in congonance iwith jhis hostile Attifude towa;ds‘ the British
(Agur, 1903 : 81). The deterlorating relationship between the
Dewan and thp_Brltisﬁ Resident finally exploded Inte an anti-

British insurrection in ,1869. The rebels led by Velu Thampi

viewed Chrigtianity and Bfltigh power{as undifferentiated.

' 6n 16 January 180%, Velu Thampi proclaimed, "...The English
wil;;:. get"low caste bedple to inflict_heavy punishments for
slight faulté} put‘up.crosses ana Christian . flags on pagodas
[Hindu templga], ‘cbmpel.‘intermarriages with Brahmln women,
. without reference to caste or creed and practice all the wunjust
s and unlawful things‘that‘charaqterige Kaliyuga...” The .rebels;
;nspired' by fhis Hindu upper caéte>nationa1ism,':“desfroyed the .
old residén@es'of former Dutch Governors, and marched with_’guns
‘embellished With garlanda'bf flowers dedicatedvtc éiva‘thé goajof
: destrﬁctiqn"’,(Lbid 1133, They targetted‘everything that was
prreign; including the whitemen's religion and ite *local
adherents. The rebellion left, accbrding to a éuropean' Christian
gstimate,> nine Christlan"priesfs and’ ovéé 3006 Chfistians
"maimed, toftured and butchered aﬁdAthrown into the backwafefsf

(Ibid: 2 '114). ‘The ¢6ngregatign of Christians at Mylaudi hid



'ith;ﬁSelveéuflﬁA the;nearﬁy_mquniaigsfto_esgapenthg wgéth of! t@e
‘nebélé. ‘ 4 ‘
The ,fébeliion wés évenfualiy c¢rushed by.ghe"Briﬁiéﬁ‘ troops
v'énd.vﬁéiu Thampilgqmmiﬁted'suicidé to escape dishonour ‘at “the
—ﬁgﬁdsv of the B:lgish. Thus establlshlng the supremacy of the
éfitiéh ih‘Téavancore, which was at that ruled by Balarama Varma,
_fﬁe Resxdent diu not face any diffxculty in gett;ng R;ngeltaube,
- {héw>govapnme£t permissgion to erect a,church; at Mylaud;. The‘
Véhuféh, was consecrated in 1809, the very year in which Velu

Ihéﬁpi died. ' |

Following  the /death Balar#ma Varmé in 1810, the British
_ Reggdentiovepypoked_the‘qlaim of;Elaya'RajauKépaia Varma, whp had
 been‘ gréomed _fo _sﬁc¢eed Balar;ﬁa Varma a111halqngv And; was a
confirmed anti- Brltlsh for the throne. The Béi;;sh banished him
from' Travancore and kept hlm as a prleoner. And, ln his vplage,
vRan; Lakshmi Bayi was appolnted as the the queen and the Realident
' asaumed the. office of the Dewan as well; After-her death in 1814,
‘3§95 aParyafhl Bay;, who was merely thlrtgen yéars old at that

: t§m§3 ‘Qgs appointéd as. the qugen\and,’she-_contined -to> rule/
,"I??j§§éore: till 1829 (Sébhanan,.1979) Uhat has to be borne in
mlnd ;ié that thls period when the Travancore 'royal power  was:
'7extreme1y weak was precxsely when Chrxtianzty and the lower castej

Chrzt;anv‘gonvprts flourished in. south Travancore ﬂwith ,offmcial

lpatronage

d

~'Even " this perlod.bf‘Britiéh;ascendgncy and consolldatidnJ‘
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witnessed oppositions from~fhe uppef cagtes to the' Church,
though ltv was never‘ie:y articulate unlike ip‘!the éubsequent
years. For insfancé; 1n’1850, th;:LMS opened a.. boarding 'gchdol‘
for tﬁé vglrls,1'uhigh wés opposed by the caste. Hlndus; }The
mlssioﬁébiesvwefe éuééected of-lmpropervm§fives {n educating the
giris“ (Yesudaé, 1980 : 134; 1361f And Iin 1822, the queen of
‘Travancore, believing that the 'behavléur .of ‘the' Christian
converta uaé not in congonance with the establishgd cﬁstoma iof
the land, inatructed her offlclals toAstrLctly enforce Uliyum
services o the Chriatians éxcept on Sundays and other feétival

days (Ibid 1980 : 228).

The regl trouble, however, atarted In 18é8. During the jrlots
of latellazs, "Men were selzed on the Sabbath for public works,
schgols’ we:e_:occassionally intérrupt@d,’th; bobks' weﬁe " thrown
int6 the atreets or torn tovpieCes, and the women wefe beéfen up.
in the publie bazaar for weabing the upper . cloth over ‘théit
bosdﬁs; ‘and the cLoths were gstripped from their 5od1es" Chapels‘
“and mission-run schools were burnt down and an attempf’gas -made’
on ‘the life of Rev. Charles Mead, who was in chargerof,the LMS.
Finally, troops~lwere sent into thé area fo céhtrdl the' riot
(Hardébave, 1969 : 61); The Travancore‘State éi§ed with the Nairs
who were’ the main‘ridters. Thé royal proclamation of Februafyr'S,:‘
1829, lstated,' " Ae It is not reasénéble on the part of the
Shanar ‘women to wear clothes OVQE_fﬁeirh.brgaéts, é;ch cusié@
being bprohibitéd,n the& are required td abstqin in futﬁré?»ff;d
covefing the upper part of tﬁeir bp&y." The proclgmgfion aécused

the Shanar Christians for desiring to wear the shoulder-cloth

(



contfary‘ te - anclent cﬁstoms and‘ aékéd fheﬁ ‘to‘ weaf : oﬁl&i
kuggaxamé. It prohibited the buildingv of blaceé of’»woréhlp
Qithout the pribr conéent of the ébvernment. Most impértantly,.if
directed the Christians to 1od§e. their complaints with the
government ‘instead of the migsionaries (Yesudas, 1980 : 178). The
last of éhe directivea ig significant as it sho@s how Fthe
Travancore astate viewed the church and the Qritish political

.authority as overlapping.

The ‘persécutloﬁ'-of the Chrigtian converts continued as - a
regular affaiﬁ.in‘the'subsequent yveara. Detalling inatancée of
sﬁch acts of oppression by the upper castes, Mead wrote in 1842;
"The object of the native government is to discourage and  defeat
our attempts to propagate thektruth;'and to gpmpe; the people who

are now coming to the 1light, to return to the gloom .of

heathenism” (Yesudasa, 1980,{ 230). Ue'ﬁay note here that Vanji

kx
CIA

Pala . Eam #wa, who ruled Travancore from 1829 to 1846, wada a
map of great devo+1on to Hindud rellgion and . exhibited bitter

contempt for the %ritish (Menon, 1984 : II, 430-31).

In July.1855,vthe misdionaries, presented a joint petition
to- ‘thg Governmen& of Madras giving details of the difficqltiés
faced by the ‘Christians and ‘sought “"the appointment pf" a
Commxss;on of well quallfied Europeans with full powers first
to Secure the records in the courts and cutcherrxes and then to’
enquire info the whole affalrs of the government” (Yesudas 1986

234). Thus the Church turned overtly polltlcal as an ally _of

Brltish power while facing oppos;tion fcom the 1nd1genous elite
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\and thelTrévancope stéte.

The - laét majér Nair- led riot agalnst the Shanar- Chrlst1an in
South Travancore, burst forth in October 1858 and cont;nued ti}ll
February 1859; and it witneased twenty daya of intense riotlng.v
Petfy étate officlals clalmlng offlclal sanction, stripped‘
Shanar women of their shoulder clothes in publxc and armed géngs
of Nairs attacked Shanar settlements. Durxng the r;oting niﬁe
chapela and- three sachools were degtroyed.  Alsao :the ‘“thatched
bungiqw of the British reagident in Nagercoil was gutted” (Ibid,

. ’ 2 , ‘ )
1969 : 65-66). At ‘the intervention of the Madras government, at

last the kiang, mareror leas, conceded the demands of fhe Shanara.
In 1859, the Dewan wroté to the British Resident, "his nghness
now proposes. to abolisgh all rules prahlbltlng the covering of . the_
upper . parts of the pergons of Shanar’women and to r'granj_ them'-
perfect libertylto meet the requlrements of decency any wéy they
may deem proper wlth the sgimple restr;ctxon that they do not
imitate the . same mode of dress that appertains fo the h;gheb
\castes” (Ibiq, 1969 : 68), Though this and,other legai sanctions
gavel the Shanarg certain freedbﬁ' in their everyday soc1al life‘
they ¢ontinued tg‘suffer fr0m,severa1 clv11 disabilities such as

access to public rdads.

While threat from the Britlsh government 1n Madraa forced the
Travancore state To concede the demands of the Shanar‘ converts, -
the \actual qtance of the Travancore government wasg qﬁ#tel tﬁé
Qpppsite; Onl,November 24, 1868, tne Dewan; T Hadtha.erw;

informed the British Resident, ”"The 'Hindoo inhabitants of
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Travancore in general seriously entertain the impression that the.

Siréar ig too much influenced by a leaning to Miséionéry viéws,
and. fhat,"while the atate religion ;é ﬁindqbism;‘the st;fe isa
identlfylﬁé'vitself with efforfts directed égalnst thét 'teiigioh”
(Yeaudas,  1980-: 223).’The4ﬁlgdulsm t%&t was'belng feferred to

wag the Hinduism of the elite which wduld leéitimiée.énd affirm

the pre-existing relations of power. ’ ; P

’Thua_the éhgrch, thchlﬁas viewed by the uppervcastes and the
Traqancofe‘stat&.as an aliy of British lmperialism, reworked the
power: rélations wifhin the‘indigeﬁous gocietv in favour. of the
‘lower . castes. The Orlentalist project 6f the chufcﬁ; i.e., its
misasion tp liberate the ‘natives’ from tﬁe»fgloom of heathenisn®”
and  bring théﬁito'"the lléht",iworkéd:iﬁ i;your .§f >th¢ lowéf
caste Shanarz. To contain fhlé breakdown of ‘éonséﬁt', baged on
» cagte flg;dities, the elite;resorted increéslngly ifo coercive
‘action - ﬁgalﬁét ,tﬁe Sﬁanafe and accepted the new situation pf
bower'on1y in the facg'of Britlsh threat.

} e . .

'Let;uﬁs now'move on - to see how the Shanars, especially the
converts to Christ&anity,,viewéd the.Churéhﬁ Their positioh Qa%
jﬁst fhelbeversé of the,uppef‘castes. Ags Kooiman (1989) haé’ably
-shovn, thejvﬁew édhé;ehts of Christianity Vin south Travancore
ggég,_ﬁore often than'nbt, fhe'missionaéy effopts as.a means- to
'addréss ‘témpo;al qué;¥ions bf‘ pbwér' with;nr thé ’Lndigeﬁods
éoqiety, Uheheve:'missionaryfefforts were pefceived-fo”be of help
iﬁ_ shedding théir'caéﬁéfbased:diéédvaﬁtages,' large  nqmber ‘af

Shanérs rushed fé the LMSAcbngregatioq;_and.when they found these
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advantages':té be ﬁefering off they returned to theibw oriélnai‘
£aith..In 1818, when Rev. Mead wasg appoxnted as a civil judge: ih
Nagercoii about 3060 Shanars joined the LMS hoping for ‘févdurs:
-Once thls short— l;ved experiment of appo;ntxng m1ss;onarigs . as
judges collapsed and Mead rgllnquished hisg post, most of the ﬂew
v¢onvefts left the LﬁS.' “In 1814, when the poll _tax on 'fhe ;
Chfistiaﬁé was abollshed about 1000 famllxes Jolned the church-
and when this advantage was subsequently extended to the ‘Hindus
aléo, only 20 of - theée fa@ilies' remained with the church.
‘.Siﬁilarly, durihg'-those months uhgn}gxtfactlon of Ullgum for
Hina; féstivaié Qould reach their peak,—fhefe_was» a ,rush,_qfa
Shagara to the LMS; and the éonverta left tﬁe éongréggtion when

the featival ﬁreparations'got_over CIbid 73, Y4).

‘Thé 'edﬁcational aeffOPts of the LMS were also used by tﬂé
convérts for thelr own soc1a1 and economic benefit and only ‘a
limited number of students gerved the mlsszon as catechlsts or as
'school‘ masters. A ‘large numcgr of them m;grated to the _coffeé
vplantatzons of - Ceylon as kanganls or in- other pos;txons, and some
of tham ‘on their peturn devgloped interests ln plantations in
Travaﬁéa#e: ihe fasélnatiﬁg, story -bf; PﬂD.vaésagayaﬁ; wh@éh‘
.Kpoiﬁéh‘ narrates. in somgrdétail; is worth ‘meﬁtioning in ,this
éontext;: Devasagayam, ~hailing f?om a ﬁoot“ Shanar famiiy, gét*
educatéd in- Nagercoil seminary and went to Ceylon‘as a kanganl.
After' aécuqulat;nngmongy, he returned to South Travancere fand’
slnvested in . prdspenbus plantations © Also, het "‘nvested his

 earnings... ip paddy flelds and: Ln a magniflcent house ,in'.hls..



13

'néfiie ,#lacé &agercoilj vfhlé Iwo-stqfeye@ building" p?oudly
W;hailengéd- the éid-reétfiétioné imposed oh Shanars .and similar
;casteﬁ, and dfter‘completing the house Devasagayam had to set ‘an
armed guard round the premises for about six months asg the high

[

" eaates had threatened to aet ltAonkflre" (Ibid 1 129).

LY

.

Tﬁus, 1t was not mérely sﬁltitual quest, but‘ palpable
v Q6r1d1y galns> and quesfiéns .of ;power; both  symbolic and
bthqrvfse; lwhiﬁﬁ led to thévspfead of.>Profestantlem in south
'Trévancofe;—'as :ihe~ st@pyu of Devésagay&m and other :defails
déﬁoﬁstrate.  | ‘

N
.

'Aé é' concomitanf)proceés of the'converts’uslng;cheigi neQH
ifaifh to address temporal 1ssues and to rework the ‘pre- existing
relatzons‘ of powe;w;they d;d not fully denounce' their cultural*
pééf. While they trxed to alter the structure of‘power within the
rxcaété‘ EJBtﬁm : tleg.retéiged.caggg as a pért of their cultural
milieaA 'I; spite of bheing members of the LH% they dld not nge
idé‘fdlly their faith - in tolk'Hindulem. During tlmes of -dlstress,
'ffiggeredr fo' by famines and epldemlcs they returned. back to,
 th;Lf or;giéél fellgiousApgggticas. For instanée,-ip"léﬁo, kthe
'?reglon Qitnesged famlne choIpra and .C;nseqmeﬁtiyﬁ,large—scaie‘
dearh Fearing'L@hatgr";hpy_had,quv.kéd the ev;lv‘Spirits_ syi
’leaVLng jthﬁi§¥“ﬁ§aditional, woféhip" . the Christian’-.coﬁﬁerfs
 )_6§%@£éd sacrifices> to their Lndxgenous deitieS"flb;d‘ ¢ 189).
"Apart from thls sh;fting loyaltles”, Kooiman (1989 . 189) hotes;u
: people were used Ln case of trouble and illness,“to v}sit fbbth

fhe Chrlstian church and the demon shrine at -thg“same tlme,b

: keeping - as&: misslonar;es wrote dlsparaglngly - their feet in tw0"

'
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boats.”  Thus, " ... the Travancore ~converts have ‘embraced
Christianity in accordance wlth their own values and without

completely rejécting their own cul;ural past” (Ibid : 203). They

practigsed a “heathenised’ Christianity. i _ x
One  of théﬁeragons for  the Christian converts not
gurrendering 'completely their Hindulsm and exhibiting  ‘certain

amblvglence towarda.Chrlstianitvaae,_as Kooiman has shown.vthéir
pre—existing religious faith that defectors.would be ' punished
with dearth and diseases by the indigenous gods. In other‘erfds,‘
their socially constructed identity as ‘Hindu_ subjects; sfili
Vexercised its poweﬁ ‘over them. The other reason.- was; as the
i;stances of riots have shown, the physical coercion employed by
; thgjgpper_cgstes. In additién to,fhese factors, there existed an
-équéiiy, 7if not ﬁore; important factor that relinquishing’.their
religious past would Ieéd’to a loss- of idenfity within fhe
indigenous society as a whole, and-especially within fhei:. gwﬁ

caste groups. In other words,‘thefjﬁoaid be reduced to a position

of social outcastes.

Lét me‘illustfate this polnthVOn/February 1, 1853, t&o LMS
qissionaries gnA'the‘ladiég_ahq“chi;dren accompanying them were
attaékéd with mush? v;§1en¢e, at Suchindram 'by vBréhminé for
crossin%:the"ﬁath”of a Hlpdu,rqligious—pnécession- Ihterestiﬂéiy,
tgggéxwas éﬁqﬁgh gpacae on.the;rqad for both thé ‘missionaries and
'tﬂé prbcesgionlsts to trayengAsva= British bffiEingéum—chuech
ﬁlstorién recounted Vthe ’incident; "This daringy»ag;ault 6n a
'Christian:missionéry, and a European British subject to bdot;' by

o
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&,:hééth&ﬂ ﬁdb'énd.a éetAgf rabble B?éhmins \who 'ﬁnceremonipusiy
.ﬁéifédf.and :hootedJQﬁt 6;ﬁ§ﬁbliéir§ad; én EnglishﬂaATas ‘a 4§i1e
Vahiﬁél “br as an unclean or fﬁoliufing' objéct, though ; g0
A;gnamgﬂkous and:iﬁsultiﬁé in its nature, was lightly investigated
 by£the higheé¥ &uthéfifies in Tféy@ncoreg.ff (Agur, 1903 ':  492).
’The‘kéy wordé’ﬁerg are{"an uncléan or'pallutlhg objectf. In fact,
_Lﬁ,Travangdge, aé e1sewheré"iA ih&ia,,“Every Eﬁropean ﬁatiog‘ was
'c§naidered.m."as low~éaate, and reckoned as mlacha or hoonéh
,ﬁ(outcasté) and ithe_ngh casté Hindus... Qould' not apprb#ch-'é
Eutoﬁean_ tod':closely, for fear of being contamingted" (Hegéﬁ,-
1954 o I, 330). The Travancoré soverelgnsvmef even’the‘ Brlf;sh
‘;Eesidenfﬁ cutside their fort and;éftgr suah meetings uﬁderﬁenf
Tceftaiﬂ; abl@éicﬁﬁ; cgbgmqnles,;anqlchange{ed]‘ ___[the] Sécred
. thread...? ihis QES diaéontinuéd onl& du;iﬁg the reiéh of'~Qﬁeen_
 Lagéhmif”§ayii_ déépite  Brahﬁinical oppositibn b(Ibi& '{ 331).
Asseciaiibn Qithgthé’whiteﬁen wcu1d  thus, mean a lose of.-oné;s

_Lsocial 1ocation within the indigenous soclety.

13

This phenemenon of the possmble loss of 1dent1ty w111 become
ciear 4once we look znto the fate of the upper caste converts to
\Chritianxty,‘ whose 'chqiqe of,geligion was inqt motivatedw by 
‘tempgralr agpiraflbﬁs of altenihg-the re1atlodé‘ 6f Apower.. The
” mcmén¢ 'fhey_ left the Hindu .fold, they lost ‘thgibv uﬁber 'céste
“pfivileges and were.- treated as outcastes During‘thal late\fisth‘
fééhturj, when the Catnolxc chutch was alréady;wéll‘pstéblishéd*iﬂ
"squth ngavancp?e,‘"NeelamfPillal,fan'officef of. a nobie »fagily,

* wag - shot - at Aruvamozhx because he“ refnsed-‘tof~renounée‘;the

. Christian religion”. (Yesudaa 1980 i 22).. The upper caste
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converts/sympﬁthi%érs ‘of thé,LHS,also faced 'slmllaf éll%na#ion“

 £rom.athe,s;ciet&. Dubing>thé 18308, there wasg st}ff{ pppqéifion
aéginst .the LHS.iﬁ the:mounfainous pérts of théA Neyvgr m;ssion

.disfriéﬁ and 7Raman> Ihampi,>ah upper caste Hindu,_ hglpedlifner‘
‘miséion to acquire land_;t,Néyyur:‘C§nsequentIy he was arreéted;

and ’igp;isoned (Yeéﬁdaé F1980v:66). The point to be undefscored,

'is thét most of the offlc;als in south Travancore and their

_Chrlstxan vlct;ms were both Nairs.

One may argue that Shanars were In any cage at the bottom of

the. cagte hlefarchy and a losa of identity wlthin the gnd;gengus;g

clety would have mattered very 11tt1:nror them Ihis Qﬁs‘ﬂot'so
‘since - alienation wlthlg the society and alienét;on wifhout -the
soclety were qualitativeiy"dlfferenf‘_éocial situations. The 
'doﬁiaanf culture ,of‘ the indigenousv.sociéty- Qas not mereiy'
éxclusivé};fbut incluéivé too - a ﬁrocess th¢h&is‘e§séntial yfo;
»tﬁe..elité to, ékercisé hegemonvA‘ ﬁqi dlzenatxon wltﬁout‘ the.~

soc1ety ‘wag merely an excluSLOn w1thout any process of  inclusion

‘accompanying it.

Tgis -dynam;cs  wouid becomepevident whén we’1o§k into :the
R attltude‘ .oé : the ;Hindu Shanars .ftqwérdé . their ' Cﬁrisfi;n
counterparts. In'1813 }Ringeltaube'wréte  "[Nb beréécution‘of”the‘
converts}.-. at present £rom the constituted iéqthofii;gs,"b@t
'stlll much opposltion from their relations theirvmastérs aﬁd tha
rich Nodans" (Agur 1903 - 175) ; Thus, here “the conﬁé;tsf sfand

.alienatgd“from' thelr own. caste, rand thelr Hlndu ,counterparts

affirmed: thelr soc1al superxority wlthxn the indigenousA sOCLety,
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by re;ect;ng Tﬁe.convertS' desplte belng at the bottom- 9f) the
'caate ,hieLarchy, Simllarly, the momfnti they A embraced
Chr4s+ianity, th@lr telatives treated fhem és outsiders and were
forfeitﬁd of 'their ‘ laim over the family property :And' "The

4heathéﬁg"aléor mocked nhelr Christlan nelghboura that they 'had

ﬁnwl ely adopted the re{ﬁg}on of certain foqgﬁgners" (Ibid .470)
To- sﬁh .upv’the‘sébfy‘éo:fér, whlie the .Sh;nari'Christiaﬁ
;:ééhVeftﬁ 4ﬁénfed 'fo consolldate the gaxns brought }n by fhe
civiliéing misslon of the Chutch the ‘Hsame proceas brought them .
1j1nto ‘conflict with the eiite of the inuléenous éoc;ety who viewed
'1 the : clvxlihig$  _mlss10n as a thrgat to their authorlty.' Thus

| their: Voldes of protest  were voices under dom;nation a

domination which was coﬂfcive (as evident from the shoulder cloth

-

"rﬁﬁtsj“?&é' well as. Lgeological (ag evident from the converts
) A

;~behév;ng-“és g Hlﬂdu h;#cts'wrand fhéiﬁ‘ Vindh counterparts'
A .rejectingﬂ them), The Shanars primarily the poorest of the poor .
gmong theém, sought a rasolutxon of th;s confllct in 'a pqpular

Hindu cult the cult of Sfl Vaikunda Swamy.
III

T@e' Sti‘Vaikunda ‘Swamy cult took shape among the Shanars

“Fdfjrsouth Travancore, during the 18303 a perlod when there wag

organlsed repre051on agalnst the Shanar Chtistlan converts., The

cult?wstillb herVéh and on Valkunda Swamy s b;rthday in January

(?Of5 Eas};; @ve:y vear several thousand Nadars I mostly from =

L Y s ¢
{
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jKanyakuméfi  and Tirunelvell districts congregate at Swamltoppu,

7

where Vaikunda Swamy was born. And the adherents of the cult ‘are

‘today’ fqund all over Tam;lnadu

Valkunda Swamy was born ln a poor Vaishnavxte Shanar ffamily
- . ;
‘1p1j 1809 ét;» Sastankoilvxlai a small vlllage :'in» south

Travaﬂcore (the present day Kanyakumari diatlrct in Tamll“ Nadu),
located a few kilometers eouth east of Nagercoil.}The vlllage vis"
toaa& known as Swamitoppu after Valkunda Swamy Soon aften he -
was borg, nia parents chrlstened him as Mudlsudum Perumal ,Sipée

'*éefgmai'd was an chlugive suffix used by upper caatb} Hlﬁdus'
fa?ter ;theirjﬁémes .rhefe was opposltion Erom them to. change the
&ﬁéﬁe!,'ﬂ#diéudum Pérumal was thus, glven a new prosaic ﬂname. as

'Huﬁhdkgﬁgﬁ Muthukuttv 8 chxldhood was spent in the v;llage ,piai

Séﬁéﬁi; zleapning -relléxous( and{mo:alg texts‘*sqch -ég.,Nalﬁdi;‘

&

Hoodurai ‘Thirukﬁrali and 'Ihiruvasagam-_ﬁorn in ,.an extremely.

rellgious family? nmheré pfayefs Qeée held evérydét, he -also
became ﬁwell veraed in Hindu mythologies-  Significantly,. ‘during
thln‘ period,'.he learnt the Bib1e4 and became proflcxént iﬁ

~

*‘ChrLstiaﬁ teachings- It was even claxmed by a Church _hiatorian

"that Muthukutty was a Chrlstlan for some time.

Uhenf he ’reached the agé of twenty two ﬂgfﬁﬁkﬁiﬁyf t§§k’va“
,pilgrlmage ,:6  £he% famousr Murugan temple 'é%flTiruﬁheﬁdurﬁ'in:
Tirunelveli diéfrlct" to attend the HaSL fest;val ah&ilfé‘:gét:
.cqred of a skln afflictlon which he was suffer;ng fr;m. Affeb fa

’

~holyﬁ‘ baLh fiﬁ ‘;he Séa_”ét VT;rqchendg:,:fhe“ cla;med ‘tthat“
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Vishnu/Narayanan 'had' given him a rebirth as his gon. And
Muthukutty assuhéd the new name of S:i Vaikundar. (Uei may note

here, Muthukutty'as eclaim that he was reborn as the son of Vishnu

may Vﬁe due to the influence of Chriétlanitj- It-exhlbte'g close

4

L pesemblance tavthe Chriafian belief that Jeéus Chrlst was the ason
af God.) He deLlared that he was born to salvage the Shanars and
’te establiah the rule of Dharma. He returned to asouth Travanaore
Yénd began doing penance whlch cbntineed’for four yeats. Duriné
‘the first two years of the penance; he setlinside.e-dug;out .pif
thaf was six feet deep and for the’ﬁeif th years he wore only
torﬁ clathes dld not speak to anyone and subsgisted solelye on .
milk. Thisa wag the period when he became popular and people - from
varlous castes vis;ted hlm ‘His fame beqame_widespread becaqse of

the bellefﬂthat he could cure .the sick;

in ﬁié pfaaﬁhiﬁgs he launched’a rlffﬂlieltattack on - the
tfadifianél‘ fravaﬁ;ore boeiety and its ruler- ﬁe “condeﬁned the
~state for ﬁullectiﬂ& excess;ve taxes from the lower caste people.
eUhena tﬁe ‘king Vavji Pala Rama Varina viaited Suchindram . -the
 upper caste Hlndus informed h;m that a 1ow1y Shanar was claiming .
;fo be’ the lncarnation of Vlshnu and had. threatened tolbestablish
his rule over the country ‘and. give immortality to the QShanafs,
‘Thé king Qas also lnformed of _the Lnter d;nlng promoéed vby'
"Vaikunda Swamy without caste dlstinctions ngnlficangly,: Vishnu
‘ugatvPadmanabhaswamy temple at Trivandrum Uas the,@resideing‘.ﬁeify
.'ef_ the Travancore royal household The klng got Vaikﬁnda eSw%m&

»fvarrested and brought him to Trlvandrum. Qn hle_way-to\'Trivandbhm

,ase'a prisonen,; the upper caste ;people abused and insulted
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Vhikﬁndab Sw;my and fhfew  éth§e at‘SIﬁ.? The ikingﬁ5triedA to
Quéstloh Vaikunda ”éuémi  aboutihis ‘divinitj;h but thé' iaffér
féfused“vto‘ answé;t‘:Fiﬁally, hé yaé‘ﬁkept:'as a fpriaonébﬂ at
Singarattoppu an péeﬁ*élb‘prisohfiﬂ-the;wéstérﬁ si&e ofﬁfher Sri
'>Padmanabha§wamg"téﬁplé At Trivandrum. His impriséghent‘ drew a o
ulargé‘-number _of‘hisf%oiiéﬁers fbaﬁ~fhe'fNanchiIhédubfr;gién of
south Trévaﬁcofe”fﬁ &isténf Triéghérum. ;Inffhe prlsoﬁ,’ het:was
saldftobh;ve‘béén4F}orcediio uﬁdergo ordeals of diffefénf kiﬁdsi
ﬁe was bgliéved‘to ha?e:b;en kept as a ppiéoner in.a na%fdw ding&
rooﬁ and‘driéd éhillies Vere burnt iﬁslde tﬁe roomg(hetvgs;fongd
tb_rwalk on flze *he wag thrown into a hdf?lime furﬁacg énd» aléo
‘lﬁsidé, a cage wlth a tiger. ‘He survivédxali‘thgse‘ ordeais‘ énd'
‘which ’waa“ taken as a proof of his’ extra human 7aftbibutéslr fhg
king asked him to give a kalcheetu (wrltten uﬁdertaklng) that ﬁe_
Awould L carcy vqn hls m;ss;on only among the people of hls an
Castej Though he refused to glve the kaicheetu,, he was. at IASt
releﬁaéd from the priaon during the first ueek af Hareh 1838 ’iﬁg
returned. baLk tpr Ampalapathx ln a procegsion: made up of_:ﬁis'
ecsastic,‘fallowérs_‘ Dufing« the jourhev, he\was ¢abr1éd An ‘#
‘cﬁgdle  b¥ .@b§.4_Jotees and the cradle is still  retainédv a§V a~

" sac¢red object rat bwamltoppu.

Ria: mission coﬁfinued‘fd; another twelve years and he died.

1“; 1851: During the later part of hla lite ;hE arganlsed »tﬁe

_SaMathuva Sang (Organlsation for Equality) and &ppealed to- hié :

followers »to‘ become members of xt.iAlso he chose fxve of his

d1sc;p{e§ = S;vanand; ;oflnylaud1,  Pandaram,,dﬁ\ Kailasapuram.,
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Arjunen of Pillayarkudlyibrupu, $ubbiah'o£ ‘Colaahelv and -Hari
éopaiaﬁ of Taﬁaréikulam,qreqh:istened them respectivel? as Dharma
S‘iddha‘r, Bhima ‘.Sllddhar- Arjun‘a«siddhar, ‘Nahular Slddher and
Sehadevan Siddhar and asked them to propagate his ideas. The
fauffix ‘Slddhar 1n; the new nameg: glven to hia disciples ie
’Significaﬁt- Sidah&fé_were the iconoclastic Bhakti- poeta of 13th
to IBLL century Taﬁii Nadu, who oppoeed, among other things, the
caste dystem. To hie followers, Vaikunda Swamy Lntroduced himself
as Lord Yr;snna and h;s flve dlsc1p1es as Pancha Pandavars His
followers referred to Him as Aiya (Father) and his cult was. known
Cas Aaz_ Vazhi {the path of Azya}

-Tﬁe preachings ofﬁVaikunae Swamy~and the ritual practicesg
enunciated; by him had two delL aspecta. At one level he. tried
“to alter the folk Hinduism of the Shanare and make it ‘cohene
with that ‘of the upper castes At anothe:,leyel, he chailenged
the caste—baaed inequalltxee sutfered by the Shanara and promiased

'them to eliminate the present Kallxuga and usher in - a golden age

jor Dharm&

Let us first teke»up”how Vaibunda Swamv altered the. ritual
anq réligiauﬁ prectices'df the Shanars. The Shanars were, by and

lapge,_ Baivites, Lut there was a small section of’them who were

Vaishnavites Known as Perumal Vazhikkar‘.‘*‘But their actual
religioua " practices had very little relation to 'the ‘doctrinal
Saivism or Valshnaalsm. Ur1t1ng as late a3'1906 Nagam A;ya (1906

;_II; 57)‘noted,'”-.,demon worshxp attended with animal sacrlflce

“is" the most prevalent among them and. it must also be admxtted.
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inat even amongst the Chrlstxan converte lta influence has not
entifely .disappeared." One of the prxnc;pal devil temples din
‘south Travancore - the temple ef Huthafamman - was located at’
.Agastxswaram, wh:ch is the headquatters of the Shanar ellte knowh
ag Nadans. Th;s temple was believed to have been "built in ten:
days bj the aid of demons (Aiya, 1906 : 1I, 57). *The
architectural tribute generallﬁ made in their‘ ideviia'j hoﬂour
wag that of a_pryaﬁid of mud, plastered and whiteweshee, with thi
flgure of a devll lg front. A better kind'of; building was a
amall thetchedeshed, open 1n:£ront, and‘containlng’some- halfk a
"Adozen idola of demoqs”.(Yesu&as; 1980:17);;The Shanéré usuaily

macrlficed goats and rooaters to theae deitles.

Contrary’ to these pre- existing rellglous practlces Vef~ tﬁe

‘ Shanafs; Vaikunda ‘Swany, flrst and foremost Lnstructed his
fallcwérs to glve up devll worshlp and 1dol worshlp He claimed
fhat' ﬂe‘ had already burnt all the devxls and taken away the
‘mantrae‘ (maglcel xncantatlone) used by the Kanikaras (the local
‘hlll pebple) to drive the devils awvay. He also asked them not to
offer SaCLlfl164 of goats roosters and - pigs to the deities. Nof

merely &ﬁlm&l sacrices, he preached but no other offering auch

- as  egese. frled meat‘and local ‘edibles llke Ponkal,k I‘lurukkul

Paniyartam, Avalurundai and Kadaiapal was Aakéd for by the goda.

He. eastablished eimple hut-like structures Lh seven places,
namely,_'Chettykudiyiréupu, ‘Agagtiswérém;' Palur, Sundavillai,

Vadalivi}lai,‘ Kadambeﬁkulam and Pampankulam, ‘where all thesef
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preachiﬁgs were practlsed. These structres were locally known as

:Nilal‘ Tankals or Inanthankals where reilglous rituals and idol

worship~were pf&hibited and offerings from.the devotees wgre_-not'

t from feeding'the pobr,.thesefplaces'bf. worship,

accepted. A

where ‘cagteubaaéd ‘restriction .on entry wvas not lmpbsed as a
principle,” were used for prooagatlng the prxnciplea of Vaikunda
Swamy . ‘Interestlﬁgly, individual prayers were notvheld in Nilal

Tankals;  but " only mdss prayers, affirming the communitarian

orientation of the cult. bve: the years, such Nilal Tankals _had

proiifetated in number and some of them ~doubled aas village

7schocis.' As much ag Nllal Tankals the institution of Tuvaial
Pdnthl established by Vaikunda Swamy wasg also lmportant-k‘Tuvalalk

gépthi was a set of pract;ces which was essentlally, meant to
eétabligh the‘ importanae of cieénliness and simple (read aa
vegéfari&n) food and it waa first lntroduced at Vagalpath1 near -

Kanyakumafl- The devotees who partlcipate ih Tuva1a1 Panthl hadi

To takﬂ bath Thri~ﬁ a day and uash their Lluthee before attendlng

,Vaikunua 3waﬂt % discourses. They had to give up their usual fate
of fish; which the'%hana“s were’ obsessively fond of s and drink ‘
i gruei} made of _ rice - and green gram.- A number of; families

,partiéipated :in'Tuvaial“Panthi; and it wvas claimed that at  one .
- point, seven hundred fam111e5 partLCLpated in Lt._The_ prlncxple )

of ~1ean11ness pPropagated through Tuvalal Panthi 3eemed to | have -

becomei'a general _norm to the members of the . cult. ,Asi'ani LMS
:gpﬁrtf of 1892 puts it, "It ig true that their. [the devotees 'ofr
Vgikunda Swamy] bodxes and thelr houses are more cleanly than

those of the rest.
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In shoét, the cult propagafed gseveral practices such as
giving up devil worsﬁlp énd. animal sacrifices.‘and‘ adopting
cleanlineaéfana vegeférian food; which Qere all part of the upper
caste Hihduiém in Travancore. Thus, his was an effort to‘lbridge
the .gap'between the folk Hindu;sm ofuthe Shanars and the elite
Hinduism of .the upper”caétes. The only exception tb thlsv was
Valkunda Swamy's oppoéition'to idol worship which might be due to
the influence - of Chfistlanity and his effort to‘wean awa¥ his
followera from’the nhumerous folk deities wholyere wprshlﬁped in

idol form.

Let ua now move on to the stance.df Vaikunda Swamy on caste-
based inequities and other sufferingas of the Shanars and otherA
lower castes. Firét of all, Vaikunda Swamy, in his pféachings;
opposed the excessive taxes‘andA;he Uliyum services imposed on
the. Shanars by the Travancore<king; Héltold his followers fhat‘
one of _the crimes of Rgvana, the mytﬁolégical opponént of  the
mytholbgléal Réma,, was éxceséive taxation, and a just king, like
the ancienf Chola rulers, would not démand more fhan a sixthl‘of
the total produce as tax, and such a king would not even 1nsi$f
upon Athat- Hg ucharécterised the Travancore King ‘as Neesan
(oppreasor) and emboldehed hlsvfblloweps thatslf.a Shanar woman
cursed the king everyday, the king would die. He claimed, unless
the klhg Announced thrpugh drum‘beétlng that the ‘Shanara were
relieved of Uliyum servLées, hévwoqld lose hig right vto rule.
Similarly{ he.opposed the denial of rignt fo Shanar woﬁeh to Qear
shoulder cloth. He asked his followers fo iwear turban while

entering his place of worship.. Ue may remember here, in real
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1ife; shanars were prohibited from using turbans and even when
they carry hea&loads, they were permitted to use only a bunch of
dry hay and ﬁalm leaves, locally known as Summadu, on thgir
heads. The practice of Qearing a turban while enterlng the temple
still continues at Swamitoppu. He promised to his followerg that
he would exterminate the Brahmins and when the Dharmayuga gets
“established in Lhe place of the present Kalixﬁg&, there would not
be any distinctions among human beings and the world as a whole

would be ruled under one umbrella by a benevolent king.

To practice the equality preached by him, Vaikunda Swamy,

got a community well dug at Swamitoppu. This well was (and still

is) known as Hunthiri’Kinaru. While in Travancore society access
to. welles werte discriminated on the basis of castes,.'ﬂunthiri'
Kinaru offered its water, which was believed to have had curative
power, to all castgé - mostly of those castes which were below

the ~Shanars in the casts hierarchy. And around Munthiri Kinaru,

-Vaikunda Swvamy regularly organised inter-dining amorg different
castes. People belonging to different castes brought uncooked

food, c¢ooked' it with the water of Munthiri Kinaru and ate it in a

community feast along with Vaikunda Swamy. In keeping with the
cult’s spirit of undiscriminhating love, Samathuva Sangam founded
by 'Vaikunda.Swamy adopted a saffron flag ' with a white patch in

the middle; known asz Anbu kodi (Flag of ﬁbve).

Thus, the Vaikunda Swaﬁy cult, apart from attempting to

bridge the g8ap between the folk and elite Hinduisms, articuléfes,

3\
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'wlthln ’ifs-fefrlfory, the:samé aspiratlpp as that of the Shanar
Chrlstlén convérts. In a- sense,_it,waé a"Ch;lgtianlséd’~ﬁi§duism
that they practlsed - 3 i s :. e

: lhe cultjgeéaﬁeﬁe#tﬁemely'papular among the Shanabe qﬁer»the
yeaﬁs, and posed a challenge to the ‘spread of ”Protestantlsm ;in
soﬁfh Travancore The LHS‘Annual Repor of the- Santhapuram
Mission, Distriﬁt for 1864, recorded '"Some years ago a palmyrah
-4c1lmber ﬁamed Huthukuttl clalmed to be an lncarnatlon ofv Vlshnq‘
and deﬂelved many people His followers have erected pagodas. in
many places As they regard Muthukuttl as an incarnation of
Vléhnuv they afflrm that the worship of Huthukutti is really a
worshlp of the Supreme belng._.Thls xmposter ls one of the chief
,obst&cles to the ‘spread of the Gospel in these parts.J Ten yearé
later, the LMS Annual Report of the Nagercoil Hlssion Disfflct
fof 1874 lamented '"In 1821L, ''there were upwards of 1200 converts
in these places. It seemed as if the whole populatlon wquld be'
soon brought -under the influence of the cross..But a térrlblé
check was glven to our operétions by the rise of Huttukuttylsm
Shrlnes rose rites and ceremonies were lnitiated temples were

dedlcated- ahdwlastly a car festival‘was Lnstltuted at Kottayady

\

“to which thousands are annually drawn from towns and . villages far -

. and near. This cunning contrlvance of Satan has much lmpeded our.
progress in these parts..-“ Thoush Vaikunda Swamy dld not launébv

a systematlc campalgn‘agalnst the whlte colonlsers he did\vrefér'

to them as Venneesan (Uhlte Oppressorﬁsl) Slgniflcantly, dﬁring".‘

the riots of the 18505, both the Hlndu Shanars .and: the Chrlstl&nl

Shanars j01ned ‘hands in £ighting out . the Nair and “the 'fVéllélél‘ 
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dp;onentg (Agur, 1903 - 508).

Let us si{uaﬁﬁ thé Vaikunda Swamy cult in the coptext of ﬁow
the aapirations of~the,5hanafs'to aubvert the power struéture -
" which became articulate due to the “eivilising’ mission of  the
.Church‘; was hedged in and assaulted by the upper castes in south

Travancore. = We have already noted that’ the = asgpirations
artiﬁuiafed by the followers of Vaikunda Swamy-and by the "Shanar
Christian converts were not substantially 'diffé:ent. Despite
~this, -the Chriastians provoked -the wrath ~ of " the - upper- ¢aste
Hihdué,\ while the adherents of the Vaikunda Swamy cult got 'aw;y
unassaulted. Ue - do hnhot come across a single instance of any
attack on the places of worship of this ¢ult, while instances of-
attack® ‘on: churches proliferated. Thia difference point’ to the
fact- that Vaikunda~5wamy~cu1t”functldned‘és a disguiase adopted by
.the éubgrdinated'Shanafs to escape retéliation agd ;t ‘the game
time to articulate thelir aspifations. Ag Jim Séof; (1989 : 2) has

argued, "The sagurvival of subordinate groups requires...both a

[

hard-won mastery over the open expression of hostile emotions to
powerholdgnéqand'the elaboration of indirect forms of registance

and  aggression  that minimise the ~ likelihood of  direct

1

rétaliatién;.é .‘{VA - ci B e ik ?ﬁ?vA

v  Uhat£'are fhefépeéiflébgodéé of goiiéfc;iﬁaiséﬁige; &eéi;ygd
?y then'Véikuﬁ&éf§SQaﬁv c;it ;6 téatMthé§2w§fé‘ éﬁ;;ed ;of fgb;h
c?nfrpntaf}on; ﬁiiﬁqithe‘ zpﬁéb“casfes?' ?i;s£ ‘6fksa11;.,if ﬁéd‘
'diéplaggd:f}égiéténce,frém}é #ﬁlneféﬁlé'éitéAfé é;md;élfbrbf;;;éd>
siﬁé. in '6thefhivordé,”1t wag';$ more ;ftfé;iated within the

s -



confines of chufches but wlthln‘Hindd5places Qf wérship and sthe
upper céafes, for reasons we shall specify below, could (notr
exhibit the same irreverence towards folk Hinduism as towards

'CﬁfiStlanlty:

. The Hindulam of the Shanars aqd that of the Qpper caéteé‘
weré,,quite' different in éputh “Tréﬁancore. ‘This difference,
»hdﬁéver,ugoes‘not‘permlt total 1rreverancertowards’the‘Hiduiaﬁ of
.Shanarssby the uppér'cgsfes- Ttie hierarchisation of Hlnduié&ﬁa)
,and“the bpwer relaticns embedded gn such hietarchisatioﬁ would
‘beche’ legltlmate; only when the 3indﬁiam of the Shanars Qefe
treated as"part of Hindulsm as guch. Without this projected
unity, the hierdrchy (w;thin the unity) will lose its meaning and
“hence communlcation ~of power  would break down. This dual
~féq£irementq of power (unity and hierarchy) is well captured by
‘Pletrre Bou*dleu (19779: "The dominant culture produces ité  own
ideological effect' by’ disguising the - functlon of . diviaion (or
distincrxon) beneath the functlon 0f communication. The culture
which unites (as a medium of communxcation) also divides (as ‘an
'fﬁétrﬁment of distinction) and legitimates distinctidnSJ  by
‘defining all cultures (desxgnated &chultures) by their distance
from :th dom;nant culture /(Le_“cultural depr;vation)” in
“Travanéofé” for instance "Demonolatary ie absolutely unconnectéd
‘with the higher‘forms of Hlndulsm ~but a bellef in the power ufqr
_mlschiefﬂrpossgseedurby the dev;ls is widespread 'anq” even thg
Bpgﬁﬁins~-gre-not free from it” (Aiya, 1906:11,3555. Thus botﬁ‘
" the  ubper caates Vﬁnd the Shanars weré Vconstituted aa” ﬁindd

|

subﬁeﬁts’, whlle distlnct from one’ another so that power could
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be communicated. This unity, which was a sort of limit set or
the irreverance towards “lower’ forms of Hinduism, was exploited

by the Shanars in the form of Vaikunda Swamy cult to sgsafeguard

themselves against upper caste assaults.

Here, we ha;e to also bear in mind that Vaikunda Swamy cult,
while wusing the unifying aspect of power relations to its
advantage, tried to subvert the hierarchisation by means of
bridging the‘differences between their Hinduism and that of their
oppressors . Sﬁﬁverting the hierarchisation was to subvert power

itgelf.

fhe second mode of diséuise deployed by the Vaikunda Swamy
cult is encapsuléted in the transition of Muthukutty into
Vaikunda Swamy. After his holy bath at Trichendur sea, he ceased
to be a mere mortal, but acquired a new geneoclogy as the son of
Vishnu. He demonstrated his extra-human attributes through
penance and the ability to cure the sick. Even after his death,
his followers, aé an LMS Report puts it, believed, ”...Muthukutti
will come again, raise his followers from the death and take them
to the heavens;of the worshippers of Vishﬁu”. But reincarnation
was a belief shared by both the higher- - and lower caste Hindus.
Vaikunda Swamy .did. survive the ordeals at Suchindrum and
Trivandrum and through which affirmed his new identity even among
the upper castes. To put it differently, while the message of
protest was undisguised and open within the cul;, its protagonist
was disguised. It was a dlséuise drawn from the pre—existing

idioms of Hinduism as a unifying cultural practice. This too
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protected the followers of the c¢ult - degpite their hereticel

beliefe - from the usper cas*a

These were the modalities through which a section of the
Shanars resolved the violent conflict thuy entered into with the
power hnlders 5f the indigeneous zociety as a resul’ of the

irations. While they carved out a& sgpace for

P

Church~uaotivaten &

protest witrli. 7ha Vilhunda Swamy cult, still one has to remember
that “%e nesd for disguise while  protesting affirmed their

continuing avbalternity.
v

BT

The gtory of the Vaikunda Swamy cult may‘in itgelf be an
e#plor#tion into the . forms of protesgt employed by the subordinate
ciasses. But, =2s we‘have posed at the beginning of theé essay, our
ﬁoncern is about ﬁhe pcobleﬁa 0f the nationallst historiography. .
L?t us, in this conclgdiﬂg gaxticon, pléce %he Vaikunda Swamy cult

in the context of nationalist historlography.

~#7 Firat. of all, *he atory showe thaot colonialiem . .and

‘nationalicrn  we-z v tha yrorg sldes of the history - if one has

& 4 ' . .
to aggens hisverwr Jona one values attached to these categories in

the: nalcei.liat isce

:raphy: Uiile fhe church could articulate
the:  iﬁtﬁreﬁtﬁ <t tha e;b0fdi$;féd classes, it was:= thet
nationaligtsﬁ or those who will be,lgbelled as nationalists uere'
the=~Q§§s w%Q suppresged them. In réal}ty, when ‘the subordifate
clggsgg .abandongd the church as,tﬁel: alfy, thevaére foréed” to
regg;: te disguised:and less effective forms of struggles: as

“ g g



examplified by the Vaikunda Swamy cult.

These ‘fécts at another level, lmply‘ that colonialism and
nationalism were, ag they had unfolded in the actual terralh of
history, not unlvocal processes.' They wvere categorles, meaning
differeﬁt things at once. 'Velu Thampi's vxeion-of freedom was
Ad;fferent from = 1ndeed the opposlte of - the Shanar'e vision ‘of
libébatibn- nb his national1sm wag not only directed agalnat the
Brit;sh but alsc aga;nst the Shanar Chr'stlan converts. In the
same manner, ¢olonlalism meant for the upper castes an eroaion of
fheir ppe—exiqting power, ‘andb it meant  a ﬁoaslblllty of
veﬁpowérﬁgpt quf the Shanars. I?'fact, one 6f the firet converts
"FQ"Pfctestéht{smi in aouth Travancore, Vedamanlckam (uho"w#s
hdwevér not a Shanar), used to pray, ”0 Lord God! Hasten the tlme
when this abode of heathenlsm and supersltlon will pass into thé
hands -of the Hon’able [East India] Company” (Agur, 1903 : 124);
‘iyhs, 1fhepe was no one history of colonialism or nationalism -
but at least one for the Shanars and another for fhe Nairs. In
fact, not merely two but several, produced in the terrain of
'ﬁowér Struggle with several contestants. Inrtﬁe context of the
wspedific case of south Travancore if natxonalzam has tb bé
salvaged . as uncrltlcisably positive it can be done oni& jby
silegcing the voices of'the Shanars; Thié is exactly the érdcesé
Ln'i“whlch 'the nationallsf historlography ‘and the elitist

hlstoriography get overlapped

-)Sgéondiy;l;théﬂ%reiétioné"6f Jﬁov§r'1evén" uﬁderr Eoiéﬁiai

e i3 : o AR 3
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{édﬁditiohs ‘cénnbti be fully ;éxp;icated Aor contained»’ thhin
fééteéories,such‘asinationa;ism“pr'colonialiém. "For example, the
Airelatiohship  Betwéen the monarchy in Travancore and the‘,%rﬁﬁ;éb
IIndlan Government was qualltatlvely d1fferent from that between
the Nalra and the Shanars at the local level The vformeb: could
-ﬁgve“{slgnyfled a nnat1on bexng domlnated by a Tcolonlal power.
The?latter,>hoﬁevér was. basically a contest for power relatively
jr&meﬁﬁ from  gugstiopgwsuch‘as natlonal' }Lberation, and}xtvwga
not thé :conttadictgon‘ hetyeen " the subject _nafloﬁ; andf“’itg
colqﬁiseba  t:ans1ating,itsel£ at the ‘iocal level’. ,Thisc poigt
becomeg’ clearer when we see the factvthat the weakest of'{the
~Shénars ‘sdught,é éolution’ in the form of Vaikunda Sgégy'ysuitj
thch could aécuse both the Neesan fthe‘king) and the rvenneeéan
(the colonisers) gimultaneously. Aiso thoée section of ,the
Shanars who locked for a solutlon in the church nexther v;ewed it
"agbvoppOSed to the nation notr adhered fully to Ltsl fciy;l;aigg
 migqion"‘They jnterpreted it in theirs own way-aﬁd even:gqccgeQed
fﬁ heathen;aing At These menvand4womenrcannot be  Locéteﬁ,/;s
:alliesb‘of_‘the*cOIOnisers, though they did nct .approve ofﬁﬁﬁhe
K;pdigenbus elite who opposed the colonlsers. The parametersmLof'
théif politics was ‘far removed from the concerne of colpnialjam

iand natlonallsm"

The valorised master narratlve ef-lnation’ and ‘hatignalism'
wéuld »be@A thus ) often more a fettsf rather than Aapi_aid,_in
%QQdergﬁanding; ‘the past’ and it will nét accomodate ‘thél;multiple
histories playea out in the actual terraln of pol;txcs And ne

needs to Lnearth all thosge many higtories that have been silenced



or marginally treated

nationalist historians

form of nationalism) in
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of the

because 6f the misplaced efforts
to decipher an 'ideological unity (in the.

the complex, shifting political life of a

That will help 48 not merely

‘*nation’ under colonlial conditions.
to develop a fuller «critique of colonjialism, but one of
too. And a critique of nationaliam is never more

nationalism

ﬁfgent than now: it is the ‘nation’ ("national interest”,

"national unity”) which ls the most fecund source of legitimacy

the

today for the Indian state and the ruling elite to suppress

democratic aspirations of the oppressed.

"[I' am grateful to Padmini Swaminathan, S.Neelakantan and R.Hema

for their comments on an earlier draft.]

Notes
1. The Shanars of south Travéncore are knéwn‘today,rag Ngdats.
‘Buring the nineteenth Century, the bulk of them, who wer;» poor,
were Lknown as Shanafs,'and a very thin stratum of riech Shanars -

carried the honorific title Nadans. Uith the Shanars achleving
social and economic advances through the late nineteenth and the
early Fygg#ieth centuries, they as a caste group adopted‘the"nev
name Nadars. |

2. It is popularly believed today that the market at Kanyakumari

acquired its name as Thali Aruthan Chandai (‘'Market where Thalis

were

torn away’), because of ite association with the shoulder
cloth riotse. It is told, in the process of snatchlhg away the
shoulder «c¢cloth of the Shanar women who had gone to this market,
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. the poliremen: occassionally tore away their thalis (wedding

chalna) also. .(See.: Junior Vikatan, October 24, 1990).

3. UWe have elaborated this p&lhtﬁlnfthe following section of the

paper where we deal with the Vaikunda Swamy cult.
i ! .

4.v.Thé‘facts used in this section are primabily drawn from Ponnelan

(nd), Pehnu (1983, 1987) and Sarveswaran (1980).

5. The followlﬁg arguménts on political disguiseJused in. thils

section are based heavily on Scott (1989).
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