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Colonialism, Nationalism and Leaitimatlon 

An Essay ,2n Vaikuncla $wamy cu,1 t 1 .Travancore 

11.S.5. �andian 

I 

In the dlecourse of the natlonaliat hlstorioaraphy, �nation' 

and �nationalism' are· privlleaed cateaoriea with an aura of 

utmost sacredness. Given this, the practloners of such hietory 

writina --essential ise the relations of power under colonial 

condltlons as a Bin€ular re�atlonshlp between the subject nation 

and its colonisers, and .they endow natiopalism with· a monolithic 
. . . . 

anti-colonial content. Like every essentialist poaltlon, this 

too is flawed. Basically, neither the dominati�n exercised by 

the colonisers nor the heRemony of :the natlonalist movement over 

the political life of the �nation', was ever complete. In other 

words, relations of power even under colonial conditions had 

existed as a multi-lay�red reality, mediated not alw�ys and not 
,; . . . 

merely by colonialism and nationalism. Even in those situations 

ln which power relations �ere mediated by colonialism and 

nationalism, there vere different degrees of mediation dependina 

on speclfl� cont�xts. Thus, there cannot be only one history of 
.. 

nationalism or colonialism, but multiple histories. 

The present paper .. illustrates this need for multiple 

histories of natlonalism� and colonialism by tracina the 

trajectory of events sparked off by the proaelyt!zlna efforts of 
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the Protestant Church amona the Shanars of South Travancore 

durlns the 19th century and the foundlnQ of a popular Hindu 

religious cult - the Valkunda Swamy cult- as a result of this 

process. The events that will be narrated in the succeedlna 

sections, unfolded durina a period when the princely state of 

Trava1'l.cor e was unde-r the overlordsh!p of the Brit lah. 
• • 

II 

The Shanars were primarily tappers of palmyrah toddy in the 

caste-based occupational hierarchy of the early nineteenth 

century south Travancore; and a section of them toiled as tenants 

under the · Nair and Vellala landlords, who were the landownlna 

castes in tb� rea!on. Shanars beina one of the lowest castes ln 

Travancore�· tbelr social condition, at the turn 0£ 'the nineteenth 

century, was extremei·i oppressive and degradina. As Hardarave 

(1969 : 57).:puts it, 

A Nadar mu$ L ; ._r·emain thlrty"'"slx pac�s £rom ·. a . Nambudirl 

Brah�in, and must come no closer than twelve to a Nair. Aa 

members of a dear�ded caste, Nadars were. prohibited fro� 

carryina an umbr�lla, and from wearinQ shoes or aold�n 

ornaments. Their ho·usea could not be. hiah•r than one storey. 

They were not allowed to mllk cows,· Nadar uomen •-• .. • .• ere not 

permitted to carry pots of water on thelr hips, as was the 

custom amona the hiaher castes; nor were they permitted to 

cover the upper portions of their bodies. They we.l:'e 

subjected to heavy taxation, and while they were not 

enslaved, as were the Paralyans, the Nadars were forced to 
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perform corvee labor in service to the state. 

0£ the numerous taxes levied on the Sh·anara, perhaps the 

most onerous one was the head-/pol l tax. They were to pay a poll 

tax not only for the llvlna .members ol the.caste but also for 

those who were dead. To escape thle, they often mlarated to the 

neiahbourina Tirunelvelly district, which lay out•ide the r·oyal 

jurisdiction of ·. the Travancore kinaa (Aaur: 1903, 151). 

Importantly, the upper caste Nairs ln south Travancore wece well 

oraaniaed- into a caste council known as the National Counc:.ll of 

Pidaaalkare. The members of the councll, numberina over 200 and 

drawn from different ·V'-!llaaee, met once in a year at Suchindram 

and reviewed whether �aete codea·were strictly adhered to .by 

. . .  

different caste groups : "One iof the.chief topics discussed · in 

this annual councl 1. was .jbether a1·1 the· lndlvl.duals 0£ thelr 

cas�e,. and other castes had duly obeerved their respective caste 

customs and manners, and wh�ther any one class had adopted the 
' 

costumes, food, ··speech. (provinciallem or broaue.) and aeneral . ' 

habits of the other class, and if the council discovered that any :··, 

individual violated or .treespaased hie caete rules and limits, it 

took the law into its own hands and brouaht h!a to Judaeaent . . .  " 
(Ibid : 147). 

Thla asyauaetrical 111 tuation of powe.r and economic resources 

slowly chanaed with the establishment of a Protestant church at 

Hylaudl villaae in September 1809 by �ev. U.T. Rinaeltaube of the 

London Missionary Society (LMS). The 3�itish Residents (of the 

. . - · - · .  . . - . -·· . .  . . . - · 11 . 



East India Company] in Tr�vancore took special interest in the 
,, . . .  

arowth of Protestantism . and used th .. e.lr 9fficial. pos it ion to · ., 

ameliorate the social d!sal;>illtles of the Shanar and other 

caste converts to.Chrietlaniiy. 

In 1812, Colonel John Munro, the British Resident . . 

lower 

J.n 

Travancore had iseued a proclama�lon permittina the Shanar women 

who had converted to Christlan�ty, to C(>ver their breasts. Two 'i 

years later, it was specified that the Christian .Shanar women • . :' 

we�e allow�d to wear a kuppayam, a loosel¥ stitched jack�t, llk•· 

the Syrian Christians and the �usl!ms, but not a $boulder cloth 

above the Jacket as was the prac1;1ce amona the uppe.r caste Naira 

(Koolman, 1989 : 149). Though the new dress worn by the· Shanar 

was not s imilar to that of the upper castes, Chr-lstlan women 

it 'Jas still a matter .of subverting the symbolic o�der that 
. �: 

endowed the U!)per ca.stes with power and. lealtlmacy to· dominate. 

Being bare above the wa•ist was a symbolic caste code which 

affirmed: the power·lessness of th.,:.eube>rdinate castea !n front of 

the upper castes in Travancore, . 

Similarly, at the intervention of Rinaeltaube and ffunro, the 

Travancore aovernme�t iesued :a pro�lamation on June 29, 1814, 
• • 

exemptlna the C:hrlstlans £rom payina the· burdensome poll tax. In 

1815, certain o�ner discriminatory taxes !�posed on the lower 

castes were abollsh�d (Yesudas, 1980 : 44). The other lnequltoue 

feature of the South Travancore society that was altered by the 

British Resident was the forced waae free labour (Ullyum) 

. . . 

. . .  .. - . . . . ... · -· · --- - ··-·· - - · . -. - .a · -- · · · · - . . . · · - ·  . . . .  - ---- ..... . . . · - . . ...... ..... --- ·-----·----- - -·-- · -··-. .  --. .  - -, - " - - ... .  - -
-
· . . . . ·- -· . -· - . 
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extracted from the lower castes, lncludina Shanara, by the 

Travancor-e state for the construction of tanks, dame and othet' 

public utllities, and by the Hindu temples for the prepa�ation of 

elaborate temple festivals·. The Ullyum demands were severe and 

the new converts appealed to the church to relieve them of it: 

when. Mr.Rinseltaube returned home from hie v!site 

to the congregation, the first spectacle that would 

often strike him was the numerous cudjan petitions 

the people used to hana on the low roof of the 

V�randah of hls small bunglo� that he m!aht pursue 

them and redress their srlevances aaalnst forced 

labour rendered to the sirkar (Aaur : 1903, 137). 

Munro used h is offlc!al p�altlon and aot the Travancore state to 

free the Christians converts from renderina Uliyum on Sundays and 

for the Hindu temples and H'indu festivals (Yeauda.a, 19ao ,: : 44, 

46) 

Munro not merely helped the lower caste Christian converts, 

bu t the church itself by infl�encina the Travancore throne. He 

persuaded the t:�11ee11 of Travancore to aift the LHS two aovernment--· 
owned paddy fields, which yielded two crops annually worth Rs 

1200, a substantial sum in those days. The queen also reduced the 

revenue demand on those paddy fields. Aaain in 1818, the queen of 

Travancore as well as the kina of Cochin, a neiahbourina prince,J.y 

state, aranted Rs 5000 to the LHS (Kooiman, 1969 : 54, 58). All 
.. 

these royal aifts put the LHS on a sound financial foot!na. 

. -· - -·---- --· -11 i liilli.:a:,llal e-L, �.,..; .. 1-1 ,!-----·· ..... 
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The £lrst question that needs to be answered ls how the 

privlleaed sections of the indiaenfu• society, 

Nairs, reacted to these chanaes. Perhaps the best 

especially the 

way to beain an 

answer to this question ls to s�• ho� the church at Mylaud! aot 

established. On Hay 15, 1806, Rihaeltaube met the Dewan of 
, .., 

Travancore, Velu Thampi, and souaht his permission to erect a 

church at this vlllaae and the Dewan refused permission vhich was 

in consonance with hie hostile attitude towards the British 

(Aaur, 1903 : 81). The deterlorat1na relationship between the 

'Dewan and the Br! tlah Resldetl.t f lnally exploded into an antl-

Brl tlsh insurrection in 1809. The rebels led by Velu Thampl 

viewed Chrlet!anlty,and British power as undifferentiated. 

Or1 16 Ja.riuar·y 1809, Velu Tha.mpi proclaimed, " . . .  The Bnaliah 

will . .. get �ow caste people to inflict heavy punishments for 
, .. 

sliaht · faults, put up· ct•oaaes and Christian flaaa on paaodaa 

[Hindu temples], compel lntermarriaaes with Brahmln 

without reference to caste or cre�d 
J

d practice all t�� 

and unlawful thinas that char:-acter:-18'; lCaliyuaa .. . '' The 

women, 

unjust 

rebels, 

inspired bi this Hindu uppe� caste n�tlonallsm, �destroyed the 

old residences of former Dutch Governors, and marched with aune 
., . 

embellished wlth a.arlanda of £lovers dedicated to Siva the sod of 

destructionff (Ibid : 113). They tarQetted everythina that was 

foreian, 'lncludina the whitemen'a rel!aion and its local 

adherents. The rebellion left, accordlna to a European Christian 

estimate, ··nine Christian prie•ts and over· 3000 Christiane 

"maimed. tortured and butchered and ·c11rown into the backwaters,. 

(Ibid • • '114). 
, ,  

The conareaation of Christians at ftylaudi hid 

·---·--- --·- -· -· · - - ·  .. 
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themselves ln the nearby mountalne to escape the wrath of the 

t:'ebels. 

The rebell ion was eventually crushed by the Brit ish troops 

and Velu Thampl comm itted suic ide to escape d ishonour at the 

hands of the British. Thus establlshlna the supremacy of the 

Br·ltleh in Travancore, which was at that ruled by Balarama Varma, 

the Resident did not face any dlf£lculty in aettina Rinaeltaube 

the government pet:'misslon 1 to erect a churc� at Kylaudi. The 

church was consecrated in 1809, the very year ln which Velu 

Thampl dled. 

Followlna the death Balarama Varma ln 1810, the British 

Resident overlooked the claim of Elaya Rcja Kerala Varma, who had 

been gr·oomed to succeed Balarama Var-ma all alona and was · a 

conf irmed anti-Briti�h, for the throne. The Brit ish banished him 

from Travancore and k�pt him as a prisoner. And, in hie place, 

Rani Lakshml Bayi was appointed as the the queen and the Resident· 

assumed the off ice of the Dewan as well. After her death ln 1814, 

Ra.11i Parvathi Bayi. who was merely thirteen yeaa:-e old at that 

time, was appointed as the queen and she contined to rule 

Travancore till 1829 (Sobhanan, 1979). Uhat has to be 'borne J.n 

mind ls that this perl�d when the Travancore royal power was 

extremely weak was precisely when Chrltianity and the 14>wer caste 

Chrltlan converts flourisi�ad in south Travancore with off icial 

patronaae. 
� .. • 

Even thls perlod of British ascendency and consol idation 
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w!tneaned op�09!tions from the upper caates to the Chut"ch, 

though It WB3 neve� very a�ticulate unlike in the subsequent 

yea.r3. 

£or 

lo' o t· inst .::1.11 c e , in i820, the Lns opened a . ,  ' . .  boardina school 

lli!"'lS, which was opposed by the caste Hindus. The 

mlssion�rl�a we�e suspected of improper motlvee in educatlna the 

girls (Yesudas, 1�80 : 134, 136). i.\nd ln 1822, the "'.'!Ueen of 

Travancore. · b�llevlfts that the behaviour of the Christian 

.converts wai!·not in consonance with the established customs of 
.. . . 

��e land�. ·1nstruct6d h�r officlals to etr!ctly enforce Ullyum 

:S�t:"V·!eee •.on.,-the Cht"lstlana except on Sundays and other festival 

·d· ·,u· ·r.·i·.,.-,} ,·-:.';jG •· '2'28) .· ·).: L •. '·'•• ·J � • ;• ·.,. · •.. .., � ,,. 

. r ·:. �-/ /·�:. : . :  .. . . ,' . 

Th &°& 
.. . " ..  t :··,·;. � ·; 1 .·, . � :, . t:: ..... ,l. . - ·- • .  ... . ho�ever, started. in 1828. Durlna the riots. 

0£ •. . .• , .
... 

")t ,•\, .1. a� e .. , . 1 ,{. , :  . � · �11� �er� seized on the Sabbath for public works, 

·echools · tj�re =o�eas�lonally intet"rupted, the books were thrown 

. Into the,st��ets or t6rri to pieces, and the women were beaten up 

ln -th r: b n".,.b 11 c ·baz�.::1!" for wea·r Ina the upper cloth ovet" thelr 

,:toao1as, · a,,d, tlio cloths ·\/et"e stripped ft"om theit" bodies., _ Chapels 
.. , 

and mists: on�run sch,�ols wet'e burnt down and an attempt was made 

et:. -:h� 11£e ,of Rev. Charles Head, who waa in charae of the LHS. 

t�oops were sent into the area to control t!1e riot 

(ij.�rdarave� 1969 : 61). The Travanco�e etate aided with the Nairs 

w�;o were the main 'rio'ters. The royal proclamation of February 3, 

" �':'9 ., .� 4.. • . . .  s ·:: a ted, " · As lt 1s not ·reasonable on the part of the 
. . 

Shanar women to we�r ·clothes ovet" thelr breasts, such custom 

. ·-.:.>• .... ! , ' .,,. • , V • • ' '° • "' . u ... .  1 - .. , • 

. ...., cover .tn(1 1.. iJ f! <,l·.' '"\.· ... · .. 
, :  .,r-r ,al . . .  

· tl�.ey are requ,1red to abstain ln 
" i . . . 

future £rom 

",... � t � • (.v.&. of their body. ff The proclamation accused 

the C'.''1,, ,� ': .•.• 
.._,; _ ...... .., - I "• 

C . ". ( . • .. � � 
11 ... .. di:: .l �-ns for desirina to weat" the shoulder-cloth 

··--- ---· ·-. --
:j 

, 
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contrary to ancient customs and asked them to wear only 

kuppayams. It prohibited the buildina of places of worship 

without the prior consent of the aovernment. Host importantly, it 

directed the Christians . to lodae their complaints with the 

sovernment instead of the missionaries (Yesudas, 1980 : 178). The 

last of tl'1e ·ctir.ectlves i s  slanif leant as lt shows how the 

Travanc6re state viewed the chur�h and the 

authority as overlappina . 

Briti sh political 

The persecution of the Christian converts continued as a 

reaular a£·£a.lr- in the subsequent years. Detall!11a ln�tances 0£ 

such acts of oppression by the upper castes, Head wrote in 1842, 

"The object of the native aovernment ls to discouraae and defeat 

our attempts to propagate the truth, and to compel the .people who 

are now com!na to the liaht, .to return to the aloom of 

heathenism" (Yesudas, 1980 ; 230). Ue may note here that Vanjl 

Pala Rama Varma, who ruled Travancore £rom 1829 to 1846, waa a 

man of areat devotion to Hindu religion and exhibited bitter 

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

In July 1855, .the missionaries, presented a. joint petition 

to the Government of Madras a!vlna details of the dlfficultles 

faced by the C.r1rlstians and sought "the appointment of a 

·commission of well qualified Europeans, with full powe�s first 

to secure the records in the courts and cutcherries, and then to 

enquire into the whole affairs of the government" (Yesudas, 1980 
• • 234). Thus the Chureh turned overtly pol itical as an ally of 

British power, while faclns opposition from the indis�i1oue elite 

- ---- -- -
1i ........ i u ......... 1--,.1 ....... im-· .-'.:,:-,-

j 
- - ·- -·-··- · · 
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and the Travancore state. 

The last major Na ir-led r iot a�ain•t the Shanar Christian in 

till South Travancore, burs� forth in October 1·asa and cont inued 

Feb�uary 1859; and lt witnessed twenty days of intense rlotlna. 

Betty state o f f icials, claimina .o f f icial sanction, s tr ipped 

Shanar women o f  their shoulder clothes in public and.armed aanas 

of Nalrs attacked Shanar settlements. Dur ing the r iotina nine 

chapels and three schools were destroyed. Aleo the thatched 

bunsloJ of t:1e British reaident In Nagercoll was gutted (Ibid, 

1969 : 65 "'.'.'66). At t-J�1e lnterventl·-on of the Madras aovernment, at 

las t th.e k_it?,S, ;mor-e or less,· conceded the· demands o f  the Shanare. 

In 1859, t�e Dew�n wrot• to the British Resident, "His Highness 

now proppses to •bollsh all rdles 1 prohlblt irii th� coverlna o f  the 

upper of the persons o f  Shanar women and to arant them 
·" 

perfect liberty to meet the requ irements o f  decency any way they 

may deem proper, with the .s imple re�trfdtion that they do not 

. imitate the same mode of  dress that appertains to the h iaher 

castes" (Ibid, 1969 : 68). Thouah this and other leaal sanctions 

aave the Shanars certain freedom, in their everyday social l i fe 

they continued to suf fer from aeveral clv�l . disabilities such as 

access to public roads, 

Uhile th�eat £rom the Br itish aovernment ln Madras £�rc�d the 

Travancor·t� �.tate to concede the demands o f  the Sh�nar converts, 

the actual stance o f  the Ts:-avancore a<>vernment was . qulte the 

opposite. On November 24, 1868. the Dewan, T Hadhava Row, 

informed the British Re�ldent. "The Hindoo inhabitants o f  

. . . .  - --· · - ·  - -.. · - - -- · - · · - -- -· --· - -· - - -· --· · - - ---··-· . -- · ·-·-----

• 
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Tra.va.1>.cot'- � i 11 senet·d l  s er i ous l y  ent ertain the i mpr ess i on that the 

S ! r cat' 
• 

is too much inf luenced . by a lean ing to Miss ionary • 
v.1 ews , 

and that , while the state relig ion ls Hindoolsm, the state is  

ldent i fylns itself with efforts directed aaainst that reliaion" 

( Yeaudas , 1980 : 2 2 3 ) .  the Hlndtilsm that was being �-eferr�d to 

. _ was the - Hinduism of the elit e which would leaitimlse and af firm 

the p1'e�existlna l"elatlons of power . .  

Thus the church ,. vhich was viewed by t-he upper castes and the 

Travancor� s tate as an ally o f  Brl t lsh imperiali sm, revork�d the 

power relations vlthln the indigenous society in favour of the 

lower castes . The Oriental ist project c i: the church , i . e . , l t s  

m i s s ion t o  l ib erat e the ' natives ' f rom the '' gloom  o f  h eathenism" 

and brihg them to '1 the l lsht", w��ked in . favour of the lower 
·' . 

caste Shanare . To cont �ln  thi s  br-�akdown o f  ' consen t ' , based on 

caste � i e l d l t l es ,  the ellte resorted lncreasinaly to coercive 
. · -

•c t 1 on - �salnat the Shanars and accepted the new situation of 

power 6n ly in the face of British threat .  
·' . 

- Let us now move on to see hov the Shanars , especially the 

converts to Christ ianity, viewed the Church. Their position vas 

Just the reverse of the upper castes . As Koolman ( 1 989) has ably 

shown , · the new adherents o f  Christianity in sodth Travancore 
• • 

�sed , more often than not, the m iss ionary efforts - as a means to 
' . 

address temporal quest ions of power within the lndiaenous 

society . Uhenever m iss ionary efforts ver e perceived to be of help 

in shedd ina tli e l r  caste-based disadvantaaes � large number of 

Shanars rushGd t o  tt1e LMS consresat!on ; and when they found these 
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advantas es to b e  p etering off , they returt�ed t o  their orlainal 

falth . · r n  1. 8 1 8 1 when R ev .  Head was· :.appolnt ed as a c ivil J udae in 

Naaerco i l , abou t 3 0 0 0. Shanars Joined the LHS hopina for favours . 

Once, th. i s  shor t� l,ived ex·periment o f· �ppoint ina missionar ies as 

. judg es c o l l -psed a�d Head r.e l inquished his post, moat of  the new 

conver ts left the LMS. I n  18 1 4 > when the pol l  tax on the 

Chr istians was abol ished , about 1 0 0 0  fami l i es joined the chur ch 

a.nd · when this -advantage was subs·e.quent l y  extend.ed to . the H indus 

also i � only 20 , of these . f•mllies remained with the church . 

S.1.mllarly , .. .. durln.s t.hose· �on.the when .�xtractlon 0£  Ul iyum 
� tor 

Hindu . ,f estiv.als ... �ould reacll their. peak, .th.ere was a rush of 

\$h.af).�.rs . t .. o the . LMS ; ,and the .converts left t.he conaresation when 

:th:e ;£ es.t l val, . preparat ions &Qt . . over ( I b id . : 7 3 ,  7.4 ) . · · . . . ' . . 

. . . . :· . . . 

. .. The .er�ucat l �nal . effor-ts o.f the L,MS were als.o used by the 

conv�1'.ts . for . t h e i r- own .soc ial and economic benefii.t· and only  -a 

limited number of students. , a erved the. miss ion as catechists or as 

school mas t ers . A large number of the� migrated to the coffee 

plant.a.t,� .. 0;11..� . .. 0 £  C eyl o.n Jf'-S kanaan is or .i n  O·ther pos .. i t i ons ; and some 

of  ttiem .on. .. the�.r-·. return developed .::. rite.rest$ l n  plantations • in 

T . .t'fi,v�n,co�'::�. Tpe .£ a,s�inaJ=.ina · � .. tor.y .. of . P .  D .  Devasaaaya.m, whi ch 

Koolman · narrat �� In some �etall , ls �orth mentionina in this 

context . Deyasaaayam, . hal l ina from a poor Shanar family, aot 

educated in �agercoil  seminary and . went to Ceyl on as a kangani.  

A f t er ac.cum�l;�t f.na money , he returned to South Trav�ncore and 

Jnvested in prosperous pl antat i ons . Aleo , h e  " invested his 

earn.; nas . . .  in p�ddy f ields and in a maanl f icent house in  his 

------ · ·· . .  ... .. -·------ ·-··· ... - . - ---· -- ·
-
--- . . . . -· - ---- . ... - . .. · - · . ·- · ·  - ... - · 

_____ , _____ , . -··- - -· -- · 
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native place . Ne 2 e�coil . This two-s toreyed bu lldlna proudly 

chall eng. t}d th. f-� t ; l d  restrictions imposed on Shanars and similar 

castes, and � f ter completing the house Devasagayam had to set an 

armed guacd round the premises for about six months, as the h lah 

castes had threatened to set lt  on fire" ( I b!d : 129) . 

Thus , 

wor- i d l y  

lt  was not merely spiritual quest, but palpable 

salns and qu,estion� 0 £  power, both symbolic and 

otherwise, which led . to the spread o f  Protestantism ln eouth 

Travancore, as the : story o f  Devasagayam and other detai ls 

demonstrate . 
• 

As a concomi tant proc ess o f  the converts ue!na their new 

faith to address  temporal l s su �s •rtd to rework the pre-ex lstlns 
. . 

relations o f  power, they did not ftil ly •.lenounce their cultural 

past . Uhile they tt·ied to nl ter thi str�ctur e  o f  power within the 

caste ·I- . . "',/" . ' . . 
# • •  · ,  

·: · r 
t· etained cast E!  as a t=>ar-t of  their cultural 

m l l lea . In  s p i t e  0 £  b e i nQ members o f  ihe LMS . they did not give 
. · , 

up ful l y  th� lr fei th ln f o lk Hinduism . Durlns times o f  distress , 
. ·

, 

trlsser ed o f £  by famine� and . epidemics, they returned back to 

their oris lnal reliaious practices . For ins tanc e ,  In 1860 , the 
. l:. 

resion witn &ssed famine, cholera and consequently larae-scale 

death . Fearing that " they had prov ked the evil spirits by 

leaving their traditional worship" , the Christian 
• 

o ffered sacrifices to their indigenous deities ( I bid 

converts 

-• 189 ) . 

"Apart from this shiftina loy11,lties '', Koolman (1989 : 189 ) notes, 
' 

" people were used in case o f  trouble and illness , to visit both 

the Christian church and the demon shrine at the same time, 

keeplns - as mlsslonaries wrote disparag lns ly - their feet in two 



14 

. 3 

boats . ,. Tr1us , If . . .  the Travancore converts have embraced 

. Chrlstlanity ln accordance with their own values 
• .  

and without 

completely re jectlns their own cultural past"  ( Ibid : 203) . They 

practised a ' heathenlsed ' Christianity . 

One o f  the -reasons for . the Christian converts not 

certain . s�rrenderlna �ompletely their Hinduism and exhlbit lna 

amblvaleric � towards Chrlstlanlty was, as Koolman has shown , their 

pre-existins relig ious faith that de fectors would be punished 

with dearth and dis eases 6� tha indlaenous gods . In other words, 

their s ocially c onstructed identity as ' Hindu sub jects '  still 

exercised its power over them . The other reason was, as the 

- Instances o f  riots
.
ha�e shown, the physical ·coercion employed by . 

the upper castes . In addition to these factors, there existed an 

equal l y, i f  not more, important factor that rellnquishlna their 
\. 

re l igious past would lead to a loss o f  identity within the 

indigenous society as a whole, and especially within their own 

c•ste sroups. I n  other words, th•y would be reduced to a position 

o f  sociai outcastes . 

Let · ·me lllustr:-ate this point . On February 1, 185 3, two LHS 

missionaries 
. ,;, 

and the ladies and children accompanyina them were 

attacked with much violence at Suchindram by Brahmlna for 

crossi�a the path o f  a Hindu rellaloue procession . Interes tlnsly, 

ther-e was et1oug1"l spac e on the road £or- Dl)th the mlsslonarles and 

the processionists to  travel . As a British o f ficial-cum-church 

historian recounted the Incident, "Thie daring assault on a 

Cl1r.lstian missionary, and a Euro.pe.an British sub ject to boot, by 

. .  - -·- ·  . _ ,,  ·- ·------ · -- ·  , _, __ ,, _ ,. _ __ ,._ 

• 

• 
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a heathen mob and a set of rabble Brahm lns who unceremoniousl y  

pel ted and hooted out of pub�ic  road, an Enal iahman as a v i le 

an imal or as an unc lean or po l lutlna object , thouah so 

isnomin ious and Insu l t ing in its nature , was lightly  investlaated 

by th� highest authorities ln Travancore . . .  " (Aaur , 1 903 : 4 9 2 ) .  

The key wo t·(.ls b. e:i::·e are "an unclean or pol lutins object" . In fact, 

in Travancore , as elsewhere in Ind ia ,  " Every European nat!on was 

considered . . .  as low-caste, and reckoned as m l acha or hoonah 

(outcaste) and the Blah caste Hindus . . . would not approach a 

Eut·opean too c lose l y ,  for fear of being contaminated" (Menon, 

1 984 : I I ,  380 ) . The Travancore sovereigns met even the British 

Residents outside tl).elr fo[it and after such meetlnas underwent 

" c:er-taln ablutions, c eremonl ts;, and chanae( ed ] . . ..  [ the ] sacred 

thread . . .  h This was discontinued only durlna the reian of Queen 
• l : • 

Lakshm i Bay! , despite Brahmln lcal oppos i tion ( I b!d • • 

Association w i th the whltemen would , thus , mean a loss of 

soc ial location wlthln the indigenous society . 

381 ) 

one • s 

This  phenomenon of th e po•�fble  . �oss of identity wi l l  become 

c lear o tl C t:! · �,1 ;.;� l ook into the f ctt e  o f  the upper cas t e  converts to 

Chritianity , whose choice o t· �•llgipn was not motivat ed by 

tempor.al aspirations of a l t e
.
i:- lng , .the relatlons o f  pover . The 

moment they left �be Hindu £old, they lost their upper cas t e  

prlvi leQes ,. and W.ere treated as outcastes . Durin� the late 18th 
�.: 

centur y ,  when the Catho l ic church was a lr-ea.dy \alel l  estab lished in 

south Travancore , "Neelam Pi l lai ,  an officer of a noble family , 

was shot at Aruvamozhl, because he refused to renounce the 

Christian relia i on "  ( Yeeudas, 1980 • • 22) .  The upper caste 
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converts/sympathisers o f  the LMS also faced similar alienation 

from the society. Durina the 1830s , there was sti f f  oppos ition 

asainst the LHS in the mountainous parts o f  ·the Neyyur 
• • m1ss1.on 

district and Raman Thampi , an upper caste Hindu, helped the 

mission to acquire land at Neyyur . Consequently he was arrested 
., 

and imprisoned ( Y es udas, 1 980 : 66 ) .  The point to be underscored 

ls  that most  of the officials in south Travancore and their 

Christian victims wer e  both Nairs. 

One may arsue that Shana�s were !n any case at the bottom o f  

the caste hier�rchy and a loss of ldentlty within the lndiaenous 

soci ety would have mattered very l lttle £or t�em . This was not so 

since al lenat!on wlthln the society and alienation without the . . 

society were qualitatively di f ferent social situations. The 

dominant culture o f  . the , lnd!senous society was not mer�ly 

exclusive , but inclualve too - a process which is essential for 

the elite to exerc lse : hese�ony. But alienation without the 

society was merely an exclusion wlt�out any process o f  inclusion 

3 
accompanying It . 

This dynamics would become evident when we look into the 

attitude o f  th� Hindu Shanars towards their- Christian 

counterparts. In  181 3 , Rinaeltaube wrote, " ( No p �rsecutlon o f  the 

converts ] . . .  at present from the constituted authorities, but 

stlll much opposition from their relat ions, their masters and the 

rich Nodans'' (Agur , 190 3 : 175) . Thus , here the converts stand 

al ienated from their own caste, and their Hindu counterparts 

af firmed their soclal superiority within the indlaenous society 

. . . .. - - ·- ·· - - ··· -- · - -----
:i 

. . .  , 

·----· -···- -- · ···- · ···· � 
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by r·e jectlns the converts - despite be ing at the bottom of the 

caste hierarchy . Similarly, the moment they embraced 

Chrlstlanity, the lr relatives treated them as outs iders and were 

for £eited of the ir c laim over: t�e fam i ly property . And "The 

heathens also mocked their Christian ne!ahbours that they had 

unw isely adopted l!L...! rella!on of certain forelanera" (Ibid : 470) .  

To sum up the story so far, whi le the Shanar Chr istian 

converts wanted to conso l idate the gains brought ln by the 

c l vl l l sl11s m i ss i on of the Church, the same process brouaht them 

into conf l i c t  � i th the el ite of the Indigenous soc iety who viewed 

the ' c lv i l i s ins ' m ission as a threat to the ir authority . Thus 

their voi ces of protest were voices under dom i nation, a 

dominatlon whi ch was coerci ve (ae evident from the shou lder cloth 

r iots ) as wel l  as ideological (as evident from the converts 
• ; J • • : 

. - 4  . 

behavln£ as � H i ndu subjects ' and th�l� H i ndu counterparts 
\ . . 
• • : i, :, • . : . ., · '· . . : 

re jec t ing them ) _  The Shanars , primar i ly the �poorest of the poor 
. 

; .. 
. 

:. : .J.
. 

-�-:-.. . 

amona them , sought a resolution 0 £  this conf l ict ln a popular 

H.lndu cul t , the cult 0 £  Sri Val ku,,da S\itamy . 

I l I . :· . 

Th e Sri Vaikunda Swamy cult took shape amona the Shana�s 

of south T�avancore, durins the 1830s, a pet· iod when there was 

orsani sed r ep�ession aaalnst th� Shanar Chr istian converts . The 

cult 

( 20 ,  

st i l l  survi v es and on Valkunda Swamy ' e  b irthday In January 

Mas l )  ---· - every year, several thousand Nadars, 

· ·- - - - -- .. - - -- -- -lilt 111ua-, :1-
1
�� --- --· -- -- -·- - . . ... 

mostly f rom 
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Kanyakumari and Tlrunelvel l districts conaresate at Swamitoppu , 

where Vaikunda Swamy was born. And the adherents o f  the cult •re 

today found al l over Tamilnadu . 

in 

i · .,. 

Valkunda Swamy was born in a poor Valshnavite Shanar family 

1809 at Sastankoilvllal, a small vil lage 
. ' 

in south 

Travancore ( the present day Kanyakumarl dlst lrct in Tamil Nadu ), 
. ,  

located a f ew kllome ters south-east 0 £  Naserco ll. The village • 
.1 S  

today known ag Swaml toppu , a f ter Valkunda Swamy. Soon a f ter he 

was born � h ! s · �arents christened hlm as Hud laudum Perumal ; since 

� Perumal ' was an exc lusive su££1x used by upper caste H lndua 

a f ter their naines , there was oppos l t!on from them .to chanae the 

name . Mdd1s tldd� Perumal was, thus, alven a new prosaic name as 
.. 

Huthukutt·y .  Hut'hukutty ' s childhood was spent in the vi l laae pial 

school , learnina reliaious and moral texts such as Naladl, 

Hood1:1.£_a l ,  Thi rukut·al and Thlruvasaaam . Bor11. in an extr emely 

rel lsl·ous family, where prayers were held everyday , he al�o 

became wel t vef sed In Hindu mytholosles. Slan l ficantly, durlna 

this period, he learnt the Bibl e and became P.�o·f iclent in 

Christian teachlnas . It was even claimed �Y a Church historian 

that Huthukutty was a Christlan for some time. 

TJ11en he reached the aae o f  twenty tvo , Muthukutty took a 

pils r lmaa � to the famous Huruaan temple at T lruchendur .s. n  

T!runelveli  d i stri ct, to attend the Masi festival and to aet 

cured of  a skin a f fliction which he was su f ferl�a from . A f ter a 

holy bath. in the sea at Tiruchendur, he ,; .. . claimed · that 

. -
-

- --- · -- -·- - ·  



... 

, 

19 

Vishnu /Narayanan had aiven hlm a rebirth as his son . And 

Muthukutty assumed the new name of Sri Vaikundar . (Ve may note 

he�e, Muthukutty ' a  claim that he was reborn as the son of Vishnu 

may be due to the inf luence of Christianity . It exhlbts a close 

�esemhlance to the Cht lst lan belief that J esus Christ was the son 

of  Go·d.) He declared that he was born to salvaae the Shanars and 

to estab lish the ru le of Dharma . He r eturned to south Travancore 

and began doing penance which contlnued for four years. Durlna 

the first two years of the penance, h� sat lnslde a dug-out plt . : . . 

that '""�g . t:i i 3c f (� 1:" t d e ep ;. ari·d . tor the next two years , he wore onl Y 
• • I ' • 

. .,. 
torn c l othes . d id not spe•k to anyone and subsisted solely on 

' . ' : " 

mil k .  Thls  ,was the . period when he became popu lar and people from ' . · · , .... , 
various cast es v i s it ed him. H l s  fame became widespread . because of 

the belief that he cou ld cure the s l d k .  

In his p�eachinas he launched a vltrol lc attack on the 

tradltlona l Travancore . socl ety and its ru ler . He condemned the 

state for col lectlna excessive taxes from the lower caste peopl e. 

Uhen the klna Van j l  Pala Rama Varma vlalted Such!ndram ' the 

upper caste Hindus informed him that a lowly Shanar was claimina 

to be the incarnation of Vishnu and had threatened to establish 

hls  ru le over the country and aive immortality to the Shanars . 

The kina was aleo informed of the inter-dinina promoted by • 

Valkunda Swamy without caste dlstinct lona. Significant ly , Vishnu 

at Paf'.!.tiH,.fl. ;:t·i.;;�1.9.S\Ja.my temple at Trivandrum \Jas th� pres ldelna deity 

o f  the  Travanc ,) r e  royal household . The king got Vaikunda Swamy 

arrested and brought him to Trivandrum . On his way to Trlvandrum 
' 

as a prisoner, the upper caste people abused and insu lted 

· - · - ·- . .  
- -- ,-,=n1!-lli-a,r-

L
W-"""'· ..... 1-. ;-

i 
-,! -- · · · ··- · .. · ·-· · · ·  
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Valkunda Swamy and threw stones at him. The klna tried to 

question Valkunda Swami about his d ivinity ,  but the latter 

refused to answer .· Finally, he was kept as a prisoner at 

Slnsarattoppu, an open-air prison in the western side of the Sri 

Padmanabhaewamy temple at Trivandrum : His lmpri���ment drew a 

large number of his followers from the Nanchilnadu reaion of 

south Travancore to  distant Trlvandrum . In the prison, he was 

said to have been forced to u�derao ordeale of di£ferent kinds. 

He was believed to have been kept as a prisoner in a narrow dinaY 
• 

room and dried chlllles were burnt inside the room; he was forced 
' 

to walk on fl�e; he was thrown into a hot lime furnace and also 

lnslde a case with a tiger. He survived all thes e ordeals and 

which was taken as a proo£ of hie extra-human attributes. The 

klns · asked hiru to s lve a kalcheetu (written undert,kina) that he 

would carry on his miasion · only amona the people o f  his own 

caste . Thou�h he refused to alve the kaicheetu , he was at last 

released f �om the p� lson durlns the £!rs� week 0 £  March 1 838. He 

returned back to Ampalapathl ln a procession made up of his 
<t • 

ecsast l c  fol lowers . Durlna the Journey, he was carried ln a 

c�adl e by his devotees and the cradle is still retained as a 

sacred object at Swamltoppu . 

His mission continued for another tvelve years and he died 

ln · 1ss 1 .  Durlns the later part of hls 1 1 £e, he oraanlsed the 

�amathuva Sanaam (Oraanlsatlon £or Equality) and appealed to his 

followers to become aembers of lt. Also he chose five of his 

disciples 

· -- .... ·· - - ·- -·�• ... , 

- Sivanandi of 11.ylaudi , Pandaram of 

· - -·- · -· ·-·- · - - - · - - -,-- - -- -· - - --·-·----·-----· · - ··· · -· - · · · · ·  .. 
. .  , 
.;I 
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Ar Junan 0 £  Pll layarkudlylrrupu, Subblah 0 £  Colachel and Harl 

Gopalan of Tamara!k,tlam, rechristened them respectively as Dharma 

S lddhar, .. Bhlma Slddhar , Ar Juna S1ddhar, Nahular Siddhar and 

Sahadevan Slddhar , and asked them to p ropaaate his ideas. The 

au £ £ 1x � Slddhar ' in the new names 9lven to his disciples le 

el9nl f!cant. Slddhats we.re the lconoclastlc Bhaktl poets o f  13th 

to 18th century Tamil Nadu , who opposed , among other thinas, the 

caste system . To his followers, Valkunda Swamy i ntroduced himself 

as Lor·d Kr- J. 3h:n. J. ,::i.r1ri his five d isciples as Pancha Pandavars . Ria  

f o l l ow�rH ... , e £ r-rr ed. to  him as Aiya ( Father) and h!s cult was known 

as � l y a Y..0-_z 11 i ( the path o £ . A 1 y a) . 
• 

The preachlnas 0 £  Va!kunda Swamy and the ritual practlces 

enunc iated by him had tvo baelc aspects. At one level, he tried 

to alter the f olk Hinduism o f  the Shanars and make it cohere 

wl tl\ that o f  the upper castes. At another level, he challenged 

the caste-based Inequalities s u ffered by the Shanare and promised 

them to ellmlnate the present Kallyuga and usher in a aolden aae 

of Dharma. 

Let us first take up how Valkunda Swamy altered the r i t ual 

a11d religious practices o f  t�e Shafiar-s. The Sha.na.rs were, by and 
.. 

larse , Sa l vites , but there was a small section o f  them who were 

Val Shl.l;/:, ..• ; of .:. ,., 1;o1a V ,_ ..., .... .,-:, 
•• , ,  t'"' 

'""' f. ·T" · ·  : -. .  c.l 1 • .., \,4,J ,. J a.s Perumal Vazhikkar . But their actual 

rell.gious prac tices had v�r-y llttl·e r-el'ation to the doctrinal 

Sal vlsm 01' Va.l shnav i s m .  tJritina ae : late aj 1906 , Naaam Aiya ( 190 6 

: I I ,  57 ) noted , " � - - demon worship itte�ded with animal sacri fice 

I s  the most prevalent amona them, and t it  must also be admitted 
• 
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that even amongst the Christian converts its influence has not 

entirely disappear ed . "  One o·f the pr incipal devil temples ln 

south Travancore - the temple o f  Hutho.ramman - was located at 

Asast iswar·Am , wb. i ch ls the headqu�rters o f  the Shanar elite known 

as Nadans . �rhl s  t emple was bel ieved to have· been ' "bu ilt in ten 

days by. the aid o f  demons" ( A lya, 1 9 0 6  • • I I ,  5 7 ) .  "The 

archi tectural tribute general ly made ln their [devlls ' ]  honour 

was that 0 £  a �ryamld o f  mud, plastered and whi tewashed, with the 

£ !sure o t  a d evil ln front. A better klnd o f  bu ildlna was a 

small thatched shed, open in £ront, and conta !nlna some ha l f  a 

dozen idols o f  demons " ( Yesudas, 1980 : 1 7). The Shanars 

sacr i f i ced soats and roosters to thes e de ities .  

usually 

Contrary to thes e pre-exlatlna rel lalous practices o f  the 

Shanars, Vaikuhda Swamy, first and foremost , instructed his 

followers to alve up ·devll worship and idol worship. He ·. claimed 

that h e  had already burnt all the devils and taken a�ay the 

mant r·fl$ ( magi cal incantati ons) used by the Kanlkaras ( the local .,_ ... _ 

hill peopl e )  to d r ive the devi ls away . He also asked them not t o  

o £ £er sacr i f ices 0 £  aoats, roosters and pias t o  the deit lee . Not 

merel y  animal sacrlc es, he preached, but· no other o £ ferlna� such 
' 

as eggs , fried meat and local edibles l ike Ponkal, Murukku, 

PanlyarramL Avalurundai and Kadaiapa1 · was asked for by the aods. 

He  establ ished simple hut -like �tructures i n  seven places, 

namely, Chettykudiylrrupu, Aaast lawaram, Palur, Sundavillal, 

Vadalivlllai, ICadatnpankulam and Pampankul am, where all these 

' 

·- ---- · ·  ____ .._, ,.., ., _ _  
'-

• •• . .  -· - - · -- · -- · -- · ·· · - -· - ···- -· · --

• 
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pr·eachlnss were pract ised. Theae structres were locally known as 

... Ni lal Tankals or Inanthankals where rellalous r ituals 
----

and idol 

worship were prohibited and offer lnas from the devotees were not 

accepted . Apart £rom feedlna the poor, these places 0 £  worship, 

where caste-based restr!ct lon on entry was not imposed as a 

pr in c ip l e ,  �er e  u s �d for propasat lns the pr lnclp les of Va lkunda 

Swamy- . 

Tankal� > but  only mass prayers , af l irm lna the commun itar ian 

ori enta t i on o f  th e cult. Over the years , such Nllal Tankals had 

prol iferat �d ln number and some of them doubled as v!llaae 

schools . As much as Nilal Tankals, the Inst itution 0 £  Tuvalal 
. .  •: :., 

Panth i establ ished by Va ikunda Swamy waB also important. Tuva!al 
. . 

Pantl1 i was a set o f  pi:-act!ces which was essent ially meant to 
. . 

establ ish the importance of cleanliness and s imple (read as 

vegetarian) food and l t  was f irst introduced at Vaaa.ipath l near 

Kanyakumaf'l . The devotees wlio par-t lc!pate ln Tuvalal Panthl had 

t u  t&ke bath thrlc• a day and wash the!r clothes be£ore at tendlng 

Va lkunda Swamy' s  d iscourses . They had to alve up their usual £are 

o i  £ !'sh, wl1lch the Shanar-s were obsess ivttly fond of,  and drink 

gr· u el made of  rice and areen aram. A number of families 

part i c l �a � ed i n  Tuvalal Panthl ,  and it was claimed that, at one 

point., · <' ""-V � ···. .._ e ,;:J.., h undred fam ilies part icipated ln it . The 
• # • •  

pr inciple 

of cl eanli ness propagated throuah Tuva lal Panthl seemed to have 

become a s enera l norm to the members of the cult. As an LHS 

report of 1892 puts l t, " I t  is true that the ir · ( the devotees of 

Vaikunda Swamy) bodies and thei r hous es a.re more cleanly than 

those of the res t . "  

- - -- - - - -- -- -
-

· -- - ----· · ··--· ·-- ·--· · . 

·-- -m �. m •.• �l-l. , .  · I  ii. Ill :!,. Hain. �- . . .  � !,  
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In short, the cu l t . propagated several . pract ices such as 

aivinQ up dev i l  worship and anima l  sacr i f i ces and adoptlna 

c l eanl iness and veaetarian food, which were all part o f  the upper 

caste H i nduism in Travancore . Thus, his was an e ffort t o  brldae 

the gap betw��n the folk Hindu ism o f  the Shanars and the el ite 

H indu ism of the upper castes . The only except i on t o  this was 

Va lkunda Swamy ' s  oppoa! t ion to idol worshi p  whi ch m iaht be due to 

the influence of  Chr ist ian i ty and his e f fort to wean away his 

f o l l owers from the numerous folk dei t ies who were worshipped in 

idol lorm. 

L et us now� move on t o  the stance o f  Vaikunda Swamy on caste

baaed inequ ities and- other su f ferinae of the Shanars and other 

l ower castes . First o f  all, Va lkunda Swamy, in hie  preachlnaa, 

opposed the excessive taxes and the Ul iyum services imposed on 

the Shanare by the Travancore kina . He t o ld his foll owers that 

one o f  the crimes o f  Ravana, the mythol oa i ca l  opponent o f  the 

mytho loslcal Rama , was excessive taxa t i on, and a just kina, l ike 

the ancient Chola ruler.a, wou ld not demand more than a s ixth of  

the total produce as tax , and such a klna would not even ins is t  

upon that. He characterised the Travancore Klna ae Neesan 

( oppressor) and emboldened hla f o l l owers that 1 £  a Shanar woman 

cursed the klna everyday, the klna wou ld die . He cla imed , unless 

the kins announced throuah drum beatins that the Shanars were 

rel i eved o f  Ul iyum services, he wou ld lose hls  rlaht to ru le . 

Simi larly ,  he opposed the denial of  r laht to Shanar women t o  wear 

h l d  ., + h  8 OU er C .:.. O  .. .  He asked his fol l owers to wear turban wh i le 

enterins h l s  place o f  wor$hl p .  Ue may remember here, in real 

. ------ .. 
-· ·  -· ---- -· " -----·---- ---· -

-
··- ------:-, ,---.,,.------ ----·-- ...... - -· --· - · - · . -. . - . 
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life, shanar• were prohibited from usina turbans and even when 
' 

they �arry headload�, they were permitted to use only a bunch of 

dry bay and palm leaves, locally known as Summadu, on their 

heads. The practice of wearina a turban while entering the temple 

still ,· continues at Swam ltoppu . He promised to his followers that 

he wbu1d. ex·t e�sinate the Brahmlns and when the Dharmayuaa aets 

estab l l :Jhed ! 11 the place of the present Kallyuga, there would not 

be any distinc t i ons amona human beings and the world as a whole 

would b e  ruled under one umbrella by a benevolent klna. 

To  practice the equality pr �ached by him, Vaikunda Swamy , 

got a community well dug at Swamltoppu . Thls well was (and still 

is ) known as Hunthiri Kinaru. Uhile In Travancore soci ety access 

to wells were discriminated on the basis of castes, Hunthlri 

Ki?aru offered its water, which was believed to have had curative 

power, to all castes - mostly of those castes which were below ' 

the Shanars in the caste 1'1 l erarchy .. And around Munthlrl Klnaru, 

Va lkunda Swamy reaularly organised lnter-dlnlna amona dif ferent• 
. 

castes .. People belonalna to different castes brouaht uncooked 

f ood , cooked it with the water of  Hunthl� l  Klnaru and ate It ln a 

commtinity f east · along with Vaikunda Swamy .. In keeplna with the 

:- cult ' s  Sf) i r- l  t o f.  ur1d l scrim lnatln·a love, Samathuva Sansam founded 

by �aikunda Swamy adopted a saffron ,flas with a white patch in 

the middle . known as Anbu Kodi (Flag of Love) . 

Thus , the Va lkunda Swamy cult,  apart f rom attemptina to 

bridge the gap between the folk and �ll te Hlndulsms , articulates, 

. .  · - · · - · -- ·-
·-· -�-�� i!['i:lr.":'l!
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within its territory, the same aspiration as tha� of the Shanar 

Christian converts . In a sense, it was a � chriatianiaed ' Hinduism 

that they practised. 

The cult became extremely popular amona the Shanars over the 

and posed a challenae to the 'spread of Proteetantlsm in years, 

south Travancore. The LHS Annual Report of the Santhapuram 

Missi oa Distr i ct for 1864, recorded , "Some years aao a palmyrah 

climber named Muthukutti claimed to be an Incarnation of Vishnu 

and deceived many people. His followers have erected paaodaa In 

many places . As they resard Muthukuttl as an incarnation of 

Vishnu , they affirm that the worship of Huthukuttl ie really a 

worship of the Supreme belna . . .  Thls imposter is 1 Gne of the chief 

obstacles to the spread of the Gospel in these parts. • Ten years 

later , the LMS Annual Report of the Naaerco.i l lliaaion D istr ict 

£ or 1874, lamented, " In 1821, there were upwards 0 £  1 200 converts 

l.n these places. I t  seemed as 1 £  the whole population would be 

soon bro�aht under the influence of the cross. But a terrible 

cheek was aiven to our operations' by the rise of Ku�tukuttylsm • . .  

Shrines rose, rites and ceremonies wer <) initiated; temples were 

dedicated ;  and lastly a car festival was .insti tuted at ICottayady 

to �hich thousands are annually drawn from towns and vlllaaea far 

and : near . This cunn l ns contr ivance of Satan has much Impeded our 
-

progress !n these parts . . .  " Thouah Valkqnda Swamy did not launch 

a systematic campaign &Qainst the white colonlaera, he dld refer 

to them . as Venneesan (lJhlte Oppreseor { s J ). Sianif lcantly, durina 

th e rlots of the 1850e, both the Hlndu Shanars and the Christian 

- Sha11ars jo�ned hanc:la in f laht ina out the Nair and the Vel lala 

i .11 
1 I :11 · · 

• 

• • 
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opponents · (Asur / ·1 9 0 3  : S 0 8 ) . 

Let us situate the Vaikunda Swamy cult in the context o f  how 

the aspirations o f  the Shanars to subvert the power s tructure 

which became artl�ulate due to the � civillsina • mission o f  the 

Church - wan h �dged  in and assaulted by the upper castes in south 

Trava.ncor e .  have already noted that the aspirat ions 

articulat ed by the followers o f  Valkunda Swamy and by the Shanar 

Christian converts were not substantially dif ferent . Despite 

this , the Christians provoked the wrath o f  the upper cas t e  

Hindus , while the adherents o f  the Vaikunda Swamy cult got away 

unassault ed .  Ue do not come across a slnsle instance o f  any 

attack on the places 0 £  worship o f  this c�i t , while instances o f  

attack on churches proli ferated. This dif fer ence point to the 

fact tha� Valkunda Swamy cult functioned as a d!sau!se adopted by 

the subordinated Shanars to escape retaliation and at  the same 

time to articulate the ir aspirations . As Jim Scott (1989 : 2) has 

ars.ued , "The survival o f  subordinat �  Qroups requires . . .  both a 

hard-won mastery over the open expression o f  hostile emotions to 

powerholders and the  �labor�tlon o f  indir ect forms o f  resistance 

and • aggr· es s .1. or1 that 

retaliation" . 

• • • ml.nJ.mJ. s e the likelihood o f  direct  

Uha t are the specific modes o f  polltical disguise deployed 

by th e Vaikunda Swamy cult so that they were spared o f  open 

con frontat ion with the upper castes? First o f  all, it had 

displaced reslstance from a vulnerable site to a more protected 

site . In other words, I t  was no more articulated within the 

· - - · · -··-· -· 
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confines 0 £  churches but within Hindu places of worship and the 

upper ca�tes , for reasons we ahall specify below, could not 

exhibit th e eame irreverence toward• folk Bindulam as towards 

Christianity. 

The H induism o f  the Shanars and th6t of the upper castes 

were quite different ln south Travancore. This difference, 

however, does not permit total lrreverance towards the Hiduiam of 

Shanars by the upper castes. The h!erarchlsatlon 0£ B1ndu1sm( a )  

and the power relations embedded in such hlerarchi aation would 

become lealtlmate only when �t�e Rinduiam of the Shanars were 

treated as part 0£  Hinduism as ·, ·•uch.· Ulthout thla projected 

unity , the hierarchy ( within the unity) will lose lta meanina and 
� 

hence communlcatlon of  power would break down. This dual 
. .  

requi rements of power (unity and hierarchy) le well ca.ptured by 

Pierre Bourdlett· ( 1 9 7 7 ) : ·  .,The dominant culture produc•·s lte own 

ldeolos, l cal' · � £ feet · by dlsau!s!na the £unct ion 0 £  dlv1a1on (or 

dlstinc:tlor1. )  beneath the function o f  communicat ion. The culture 

which unl tes ( as a medium o f  communlcatlon) alao divides (as an 

· instrument of· distinction) and l eai timates distinctions by 

�•flnina all cultures (de� isnated subcultures) by thelr distance 

from the dominant culture (ie cultural deprivation)" .  In 

Travanco�e , for instance , "Demonolatary is absolutely unconnected 

wlth· ·the hiaher forms of Hindu!sm , but a belief in the power for 

mischief possessed by the devils la widespread and even the 

Brahmins · are not free from i t "  (Alya , 1906··: I I , SS). Thus, both 

the upper castes and the Shanars were constituted as � Hindu 

subjects ' ,  while distinct from one another, so that power could 

. . .. . .  • •· - - -· _ .. . -·- -- - -- .... · -.. - --· · -· ---· - -- -
-- - -
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exampl i f i ed by the Vaikunda Swamy cult. 

. � .. -- · ·- ... . . . . 

Thes e facts, at another level . Imply that colonialism and 

national ism were . as ther had unfolded in the actual terrain o f  

history , not unlvocal processes. They were cateaoriea, meanlna 

dif fer·ent thlnas at once. Velu Thampl • s  vision o f  freedom was 

di f ferent f�om - indeed the opposite o f  - the Sbanar ' e  vision o f  
. · . 

liberati on ;  and hla· national i$m was not onlt directed aaa!nst the 
! 

Br!ti�h . but aleo aaa lna� the Shanar Chr J stlan converta. In  the 

same manner, col oniallem meant for the upper castes an erosion of 

thelr pre-ex!st!ns powe�, and lt meant a poes!bil!ty o f  

empower�ent £or the Shanara. In fact, one o f  the first converts 

to Protestantism ln south Travancore, Vedaman!ckam ( who was 

howev�r net a Shfinar ) ,  used to pray , "O  Lord God ! Hasten the time 

when this. abode o f  heathenism and superel tion w i ll pass into the 

hands of the Hon ' able [ East lndla ] Company" (Asur, 1903 : 124) . 

Thus, tnere was no one history o f  col onialism or nat !onal lam 

but at least one for the Shanars and another for the Nairs. In 

fact, not merely two but several , produced 1 n  the terrain o f  

power struagle with several contestants. I n  the context o f  the 

specific case .0 £  ·south Travancor.e, if nat i onal laa has to be 

salvaaed as uncrit!ciaably positive, it can be done only by 

silencina the voices o f  the Shanars . Thie ls exactly the process 

in which the nationalist hletorioaraphy and the 

historlosraphy set overlapped. , 

the 

- - ··- -- · -· -- · - -· ·- ·-· · ·  · ·-- - -- · - · - · · - --� .. ·-·· 
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ful ly exp l icated or 

" 

contained w ithin 

categor i es such as nationa l ism or colonia l ism . For example, the 

r-elatlonship between the monarchy in Travancore and the British 

I ndian Government was qua l i tatively di f ferent from that between 

the · Na.i t s  and the Shar1ar·s at the loca.1 level. The former could 
1 . . . � ' . 

ha�e sisnlfied a � nation ' beins do�lnated by a colonial power. 
' . 

. ! 

The . latter , however, was basically a - contest for power relatively 
. ' 

removed from . questions auch as ' natio�al ' l iberation, and it was 
• I : · ,  f 

not t-be contradiction between the subject nation and lts 

colonia.ers translatina l t s e l t  at the ' local level ' .  This point 

be�omes clearer when we see the fact that the weakest o f  the • 

Shanars sought a solution in the form of  Vaikunda Swamy cult 

'\iilhlch . co11 ld  ac,:� L..se both the Nee$an ( the klns ) and the Venneesan 
· ; : ; .. : 

: ,. . 

( the co �. oni$�r- s ) simultaneo�aly. : Aleo those section of the 

Sha.nars v1ho l oqked f or a solutlon ln ·the church neither viewed it  

as , ... opposf�d to the nation nor adhered fully to .lta " civilla!na . 
mJ.ss i on, ' ·.r They int er.pr �ted i t  in thei r. own way a.nd even succeeded · . .  , ... · .: 

in \he�thenislna t 
i t . Thes e �en and women cannot be located as 

a l l ies o f  the colonisers, thoush they di d not . approve o f  the 

indisenous elite who opposed- the colonisers. The parameters of 

thelf'> pol itics was far r emoved f't'-1:;,,m the concerns of  �olonlal!am 

and nationa l ism. 

The valorised master narrative o f  ' nation'  and " nationa l ism ' 

would be, thus , o ften more a fette� rather than an aid in 

understanding the past and i t  will not accomodate the •ultlple 

histories p l ayed o u t  i n  the actual t errain o f  politics. And one 

needs t o  un ea�·t11 a l l  those many histo�ies that have been s ilenced 

;i i 
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exampl lfied by the Valkunda Swamy cult. 

These facts, at another level , imply that colonialism and 

nationalism were � as they had unfolded ln the actual terrain of 
• 

history, not univocal processes. They were cateaor les, mean lna 

d1££erent th!nas at once. V&lu Thamp ! 's  v le lon of freedom was 

different from - indeed the opposlte of - the Shanar ' e  vision of 

liberation ; and h!a nationalism was not only directed aaainat the 

British ,  but also aaalnst the Shanar Chr� stlan converts. In the 

same mannet·, coloniallsm meant for the upper castes an eroelon of 

their · pr�-exlst ! na power, and ! t  meant a poaslb!l!ty of 

e�powerment for the Shanars. In  fact, one of the first converts 

to P �otestantlsm in south Travancore , Vedamanlckaa (who was 

however not a Shanar) ,  used to pray, "0 Lord God ! Hasten the t 1 me 

whed this abode of heathenism and supersftion will pass into the 

hands of the Kon'able [ East I ndia] Company" (Aaur , 1903 : 1 24 ) .  

Thus . there was no one history of colonialism or nationalism -

but at least one for the Shanars and another for the Naire . In 

fact, not merely two but several , produced in the terrain of 

power struaale with several contestanta . In the context of the 

epeciflc case of south Travancore , if nationalism has to be 

salvaaed as uncritlciaably positive , it can be done only by 

silencina the voices of the Shanars. This is exactly the process 

in which the nationalist  historiography and 

historiography set overlapped. 

the 

Secondly , the r elations of power even under 

elitiet 

colonial 
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within condit i ons cannot be fully explicated or contained 

categories such as nationalism or colonialism. For example ,  the 

relationship between the monarchy in Travancore and the Brltlsh 

Indl�� Government was qualitatively dif ferent from that . ; 

between 

the Nairs and the Shanars at the local level . ..  The £ormer could 

. . · h�ve. sisnlfled a ' nation ' beina dominated by a colonial power . 
. .. . . 

: � 

. The latter, howeyer, was basically a contest for power relatively 

remo·ved from queetlona auch as ' nation.a�' lib�ratlon , and it was 

.not the contradiction between the subject nation and its 

colonisers translatina itself at the · 1 ocal level ' .  This point 

becomes clearer when we see the fact that the weakest 0£ the 

Shanars so�ght a s olution in the form of  Valkunda Swamy cult 

which could ac�uae both the Neesan (�he klna) and the Venneesan 

( the . colonisers )  simultaneously. Al�o . those section of the . . . . . ' 
' ' I 

Shanars who looked for a solution ln th� ch�rch n�lther viewed it ! 

�s · :oppos.ed: to the nation nor adhes:-ed £,ul 1:·y· to !ts " civlliaina 

mJ.ssion-' . ; Th:e·t lnt e�·pr et ed i t  in. t�elt\� ,owri way and even succeeded 

in 
: . i . 

" beathenieltl.S ' · It. These men and- wome-n cannot be located as 

alll �� of the colonisers, thouah they d id not approve of the 

indiaenous : �llte who opposed the colonisers . The parameters of . . ; ' 
.··• ' ', :

. 
: 

, , . 
their pol lilc� was far removed from- the concerns of  colonlalls•: -

a.nd nationalism . 

. : 

T�-� valorised master narrative of  · ' nation ' ·and " nationalism ' 

would be , thus, often more a fetter rather than an aid .in 

under•tandlng th� past and it will not accomodate the multiple 

histories played out in the actual terrain of politics . And one 

needs to unearth all those many histories that have been silenced 

. - -- -
-
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treated because of the misplaced efforts o f  the 

nationalist historians to decipher an ldeoloaical unity (in the 

for-m of nationalism) in the complex, shlftlna polltlcal life o l  a 
;' 

' nation ' under colonial conditions. That wil l help us not me�ely 

to develop a fuller critique of colonlal �sm , but one of 

=· natl·onilism too. And a critique of nationalism is never mor e  

urgent than now : it ls the · nation' ( "national interest" ,  

"national unity") which is the most fecund source of leaitimacy 

today for the Indian state and the rullna elite to suppress the 

democratic: aspirations of the oppressed. 

[ I  am srateful to Padminl Swamlnathan , S. Neelakantan and R. Hema 

for their comments on an earlier draft. ] 

Notes 

1. The Shanars· o f  south Travancore are known today as Nadars. 

During the nineteenth Centut·y,  the bulk of them, who were poor , 

were known as Shanars, and a very thin stratum of rich Shanare 

carried the honori llc titl e  Nadans. Uith the Shanars ach!evina 

social and economic: advances throuah the late nineteenth and the 

early twentleth , centuries, they as a caste aroup adopted the new 

name Nadars. 

2.  It ls popularly believed today that the market at Kanyakumarl 

acquired its name as Thall Aruthan Chanda! ( ' ffarket where Thalls 

were torn away ' ), because 0£ its association with the shoulder 

cl oth riots . I t  is told, ln the process of snatchlna away the 

shoulder cloth. o {  the Shanar women who had aone to thla market, 
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the policemen occasslonally tore away their thalis (weddlna 

chains) also. (See : Junior Vlkatan, October 24, 1990) . 

3. Ue have elaborated this point in the followina section of the 

paper wher-e we deal wlth the Vaikunda Swamy cult . 
• 

4. Tl1e facts u g ed in this section are pr liuar i l y  drawn ft'om Ponnelan 

(nd). � P orinu ( 1 9 8 3 � 1987)  �nd Sarveswaran. ( 1 � 80) � 

5 .  The following arguments on polltical d isauise used in tbla 

section are based heavily on Scott ( 1989) .  
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