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ABSTRACT

Inthisarticlel try to summarize the methodol ogical problemsinvolved
in the ethnographic study of such phenomenon which are under stood to
be evil, supernatural or/and magical. | have tried to review the very
limited source of ethnographic study related to the cult of a little known
deity called Kuttichaathan or Chaathan in Kerala, in order to discuss
my own ethnographic findings Whilel arguethat such phenomenon as
understood to be evil form a religious practice in its entirety for its
believers(Tarabout: 1997), | also maintain a distance fromtheorieswhich
give such cults a heroic personage(Gough:1958). This article is also
critical of the theories of Brahminization and Sanskritization which
demarcate supernatural phenomenon or cults involving possession as
marginal to the study of religion per se.

Keywords: Magic, Possession, Transgression, Caste, Parasite,
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I ntroduction

Oneof themost contentiousand fraught areas of the study of caste has
been characterizing the diverse forms of ritualistic practices of worship
associated with possession. Themanner inwhich it dividesthe practices of
Hinduism into Brahmanica and Non-Brahminical (or Sanskriticand Non-
Sanskritic) asone can observe, for instancein anthropological literatureon
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possessionis perhapsonereason behindit. Frits Staal for instance saysthat
“anthropol ogists commonly regard possess on asanon Sanskritic form par
excdlence’ (Stadl, 1963: 267). Whilearguing that such digtinctionsarise out
of thedichotomiesenvisaged in the conception of Hinduism as separated by
littleand great tradition or context and text, Staal cautionsthat they cannot
be superimposed merely on the assumption that Sanskrit asalanguage has
aways been the sourceintegrating the sub-continental spread of Hinduism.
Whilelooking at ritual s such asthoseinvoking possession Staa contentsthat
thereareeementsof thelittle or thenon-Sanskritic tradition that prevail over
the great or Sanskritic tradition that it becomes difficult to make a
notwithstanding Srinivas reservation regarding sanskritizationthat it “isa
two way process, though theloca cultures seemto havereceived morethan
they havegiven” (asquotedin Stadl, Ibid).

TheAnthropological Caseof Chaathan asa Deity of Possession

Focusing ontheanthropol ogy of onedeity called Kuttichaathanwhich
is prevalent predominantly in the state of Kerala, a part of Southern or
peninsular India, thedevoteesof who cutsacrossMdayaam, Tamil, Telungu
or Kannada speaking statesin the South, different castesfrom thelowest
untouchable to the highest Brahmins this paper will try to explore this
problematicinalittlegreater detail . Although itsrecent peninsular spread
sgnifiesonly arandom explosioninthe number of devoteesto Chaathan the
cult assuchremainslocalized to certain regionsand certain ancestral temples
inKerda. Itisapastora, Saivite cult with representationsof cattle- buffaloes
and cows—asthevehiclesfor Chaathan and Karimkutti finding asignificant
placeintherituas. Thepriestsfor thisritual called \ielan abstain from eating
themeat of either because of this. Assuch, thisisthe only form of apastoral
cult ill remaininginthetemplesof Kerala. Evenhere, itisonly in partsof the
state, especialy central Keraa, or theareasadjoining thedistrict of Trichur
where this property of this deity is emphasized through the ritual of
Kalampaattu. Elsewherefor exampleinthe north of Kerala(Payyannur)
where heisworshipped in Teyyam, hisvehicles- the cowsor/and buffal oes-
arenot given duerepresentation. Besides, asexamined by Sontheimer (1997)
inthecaseof pastord detieslikeAiyyanar (Tamil Nadu), Mailar (Karnateka),
Mallanna(Andhra) and Khandoba (M aharashtra), Chaathanisdepictedin
storieslinking theplateau or plainswith theghatsor theforests. But thingsget
more complicated in the case of Chaathan because he addsup to therol e of
aherder, dsotheroleof an agrestic davewhoworksthefie dsof theBrahmin
(Bhattathiri of Punchanellur, Nambuthiri of Kattumaatam are acouple of
hismasters). Theissuesarising from thiscombination of roleswill be one of
thethemesof this paper.
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Theword Chaathan signifiesamultiplicity of sblingsall but one, born
to Siva of which Kuttichaathan (born to Vishnnu and hence called
Vishnnumaya) isthe most popular followed by Karimkutti and hundreds
of othersthenamesof theentire pantheonitwill bedifficult torecord. Folklore
speaks sometimes of 400 and sometimes of 336 although the arithmetic of
counting himin numbers or by namesisagain-lesstask®. Chaathan here
exudes divinity as aform of quasi-object that multipliesitself through
possession. A guasi-object is another name used for a parasite in the
philosophical explorationsof Serresinto the nature of humanrelaionshipsin
apost-modernworld. Serres ideaswhich lament the reduction of the human
subject tothelevel of aparasite, seeksto redeem the subjectivity of human
beings by claiming that human rel ationships can no longer be understood
from asubject-centered world of meaning. Itisonly by meansof aform of
objectivity, known asquasi-objectivity that the subject postion of individuas
can be explained.

Chaathan’sdivinity isaquasi-object in caste society that defiesthe
fixity of position which is often attached to Sanskritic deities. Although
Chaathan isbelieved to have the power to assumeany shapeor formthere
are certain speciesof naturethat islinked to him asagnatic and recording this
I think will be achallengefor ethnology. They are supposed to be known
merely to hispriestly attendantsfrom the caste called \id an and evenfor one
of themtorecall al these speciesof Chaathans by name could beright now
impossible. Thisunpredictability inform and shapethat he can assumein
termsof entering into arelationship addsto hisdivinity perceivedintheform
of aquasi-object.

Thenearest | could get intermsof understanding thismultiplicity of
formswaswhen inthe midst of my conversation with Aasaan (apriest of
Chaathan), aninsect of the speciesof grasshopper wasindicated to me as
aChaathan. A multiplicity of thissort representsaquas objectivity whichis
far from theanthropocentric divinity of Sanskritic deities. Aningtalation for
Chaathan can be as ssmple as merely a Peethham which appearslike a
small stool with threelegs. It isquite possibleto think of Chaathan asa
generic namegivento al sonsof Sivaincluding Murukan (Tamil Nadu) and
Saasthavu or Aiyappan (Kerala). In order to understand how critical the
notion of multiplicity of formsisfor astudy of theworship of Chaathanone
hastofirst dispel therather blanket reduction of Chaathan to amalignant,
non-Sanskritic deity executed by colonia and modern anthropol ogy.

F.Fawcett (1901) was perhapsthefirst to describe Kuttichaathan
asadevil whowasworshipped dongsidealot of smilar detieslike Gulikan
and Karimkutti. Though he does not offer in detail the description of the
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practi ces associated with thisworship he does give some detail s about the
cult of Karimkutti but not adequately accounting for the agnatic relationship
shared between Karimkutti and Kuttichaathan. Much later L.K. Anantha
Krishnalyer it waswho madehisforay into thisdomain saying “ Kuttichaathan
is supposed to be a mysteriously working mischievous imp in Malabar
demonology” (lyer, 1925: 197). Hea so givesthem the description that was
togtick onfor yearsas”most willing davesof masterswho happento control
them” (Ibid). But lyer warns about the repercussions of using the powers
that accrue to the masters from the servitude of Chaathan as capable of
bringing childlessnessto themsaveswho haveto crossthrough al ot of mental
agony becauseof this. Thisfault asentirely dueto thedisturbance of Chaathan
issomething hisethnographic account triesto corroborate surreptitioudy?.

For amodern anthropol ogist like K athleen Gough (1958) whofollows
amethod of political economy in her approach the worship of Chaathan
amongst the Nairs of Kerala as a practice was coupled with the lesser
educated from the caste. She discussesthe case of ayoung educated Nair
malewho vigited her often without the knowledge of hismother ddliberately
for thefact that shewould shun hiseating Christian food with them. Thisman
but would never arguewith hismather or complain about her food which he
did not find at times suitableto histaste. Except on one occasion when he
had to arrangefor asacrificefor Chaathan a“ minor, malevolent deity” upon
his mother’s bidding because she thought her calf died because of the
intervention of the spirit (Gough, 1958:456).

Thereason as Gough triesto surmise behind thisattitudeamong the
lesser educated was that the worship of Chaathan was supposed to be
originating from veneration of the spiritsof lower caste men or womenwho
happened to be dlain by the higher caste Nambuthiri or Nair. Their spirits
returned to trouble or avengetheir deaths and hence were madeinto gods
and necessarily propitiated by the upper castesin small templesor shrines
adjacent totheir maintemplesor in partsof thecompound of their households
(Ibid:466). Whileit may be gratifying to find that acertain semblance of
justiceisdelivered and someform of secular balance of power isattained
through such descriptions, asexplanationsfor theworship of Chaathan, the
heroic cult of martyrdom or thelack of education amongst hisdevoteesare
hardly sufficient.

Ontological Perspectives on Possession

Tarabout (1997) sums up the problem of possession in colonial
anthropology inIndiaasborrowed fromthesenseof rdigionin Europewhere
itwaslinked tothework of magic, sorcery or witchcraft, assomething separate
and digtinct fromwhat can be called religion proper. AsLevistrauss (1964) in
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hisstudy of totemism had summarized thefailure of erstwhile ethnography
and ethnol ogy to understand the problem of totemismin Polynesiabecause
of avision or philosophy of religionthat held human beingsat its centreand
themultitude of natural objectsastiedtoit, possessonasoasaproblemin
theIndian context owed itself toitsantithetical roleattributedtoit vis-a-vis
religion. From asocia-anthropol ogical perspective, Raheja(1988) wasthe
first tointroducethe problemsof evil spellsor possessionthrough thecritique
her work makes of the concept of purity in the system of Hindu prestations
known as Daan. Visuvalingam (1989) al so emphasi zes the importance of
possess on through the concept of transgressionvita in decoding thediversity
of religious experience which earlier was branded merely asevil, black or
Taamasik. Tarabout (1997) has pointed out in his study of similar
phenomenonwhichhecalsmagicthat it wasstudied asspeculative, following
thelogicof aritud and asan antithesisto religion. Tarabout triesto overcome
the separation of religion and magic on the basis of hisstudy of the cult of
Kuttichaathan in Keraathat such practicesthat have been termed magical
constitutethereligiouslife of thelower castes, and isdistinguished by its
patrons, their degree of violenceand the officiating castes.

Tarabout followsan ontologica framework inthe only known existing
ethnographic work that isdevoted to thestudy of Chaathan. All earlier works
discussed werefragmentsin thediscussion of larger themeslike caste system,
religion or magicin ethnography of Kerala. Tarabout hascertainly pitched it
ontoalevel wherearticulation of a‘demonic’ cult can at least claimto some
amount of academic integrity. This he achieves by placing it within the
framework of master- slave relationship of command and servitude, of
ontology, of atheory of being.

Tarabout’ sframework athough expository of the blindnessto magic
asaformof religionin Europe, does not speak much about the rel ations of
hierarchy inwhichthecult exists. Theform of religion assumed by Tarabout
inthe context of theworship of Chaathan can beunderstood only by invoking
thelower caste, untouchable critique of society itself asatermination of all
human rel ationships, any new relationship being aresult of exclusionfrom
society at large. | arguethat thiscritiquelooksat caste system asanetwork
of relationswith no fixity of subject or order and that it functionsthrough
chaosand reordering. Thelower castes use Chaathan asametaphor for the
unifying field notion of culture by which they arerepresented in Hinduism.

Parasitology as Anthropology of Possession

Thefact that Chaathan represent amultiplicity (of sblings) isasyllogism
of theuntouchablelower castes’ existencelargely uncounted and unidentified
outside the Chaaturvarnya. It isin fact a critique of the alienating caste
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subjectivity itself to be seen here. Chaathan istherefore ssidom alone. If not
hissblings, heisawayswith ahost. Thehost can befrom different households,
often prosperousif not of the upper castes. Two, even with ahost heisnot
aone. Heismany and livesoff thehost so long aswillingly kept satisfied by
thehost and if not, stealing from the host. Chaathan cannot be chased awvay
or killed becauseevenif onetriestodoit, hedwaysreturnsin hismultitudina
indestructibleforms®. According to apopular proverb, it isthe diffidence of
Chaathan in spite of the effortsof hismastersto assail or kill himfor his
mischief that ingtigates hisreturnin numbers, not one or two, but many.

One needs alook at relationships sans obstructions of any of the
categoriesof binariesof thegood and evil if onewereto get afair ideaof
what it meansto be possessed (Baadha) by Chaathan. Itisacertainform
of excluded-nessthat isstrung withinachain of relationshipsobjectifiedin
nature as caste. Chathhan is areflection on the basi c truth about human
relationships. Theform of exclusion practiced by Chaaturvarnya asthat
which essentially gavebirth tothe caste syslemiscriticized by implicationin
theway Chaathan often rebukes the pedantism of his Nambuthiri hosts.
Chaathan can movefrom host to host and isalwayspresent or accessibleto
anyonewho iswilling to solicit his servicesto dominate any position of
disadvantage he or she may havefalen. Chaathan assumesthe position of
theexcluded and playson the very position to dominatetherelations of the
caste system whi ch seeksto jeopardize his supplicant®.

Asaready mentioned Tarabout (1997) whiletrying to understand the
cult of Chaathan links him to arelationship of master-servant which can be
linked to an ontology or atheory of being. Tarabout highlightstheinitiation of
aMantravaadi into theworship of Chaathan asaspiritual quest involving
meditation of akind by whichforcesnecessarily stored for afutureincarnation
inaperson’slifearereleased in the present. It ison the strength of these
forcesdonethat acult of Chaathan can be pursued and hencethe significance
of the Mantravaadi. Meditation isused by the Mantravaadi asatechnique
to augment the possession of hisown self by cleansing it of theinnermost
recesses of thefear of the supernatural.

While providing breakthrough on many fronts, | think Tarabout’s
work still does little justice to the way Chaathan is alwaysin akind of
surreptitious hegemony over hishoststhusallowing noneto enter into a
dominant or masterly position vis-a-vishimself. By spreading noisesand
nuisances in an otherwise structured order of things, Chaathan always
dominatesarel ationship by assuming theroleof aparasitethat playswithits
position or location. Chaathan isin that sensethe complete contrary of what
may betermed the subject that triesto affirm its position or itslocusin a
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relationship. Chaathan satisfiesal the demands or requests of hishostsnot
inorder to reciprocate the offerings madeto him but to ensurethat acertain
domainiscreated for relationsto exist independent of their locus.

Asiswdl knownfor thosefamiliar withit, the presence of Chaathan
isalwaysindicated by adisturbance or Upadravamasthey cdl it. Thisisa
parasitic order, a harmonious dispersion of things through a process of
exclusion®. For Chaathan thisisderived from thegradual exclusion from
that order of Chaaturvarnya to which heisdestined, nonethelessholding
sway over themultiplicity of formsinwhich he can dominateall relations,
including that of the Varna. The certainty that adomain would exist for
relationsindependent of the Varna isbecause in Upadravam, Chaathan
or hissiblingsdo not transform the caste system as such, but they changeits
gate, through aminimal action, neither revolution, nor reform.

Themagter-davere ationintheway it existsbetween the Mantravaadi
and Chaathan if at al thrives, then it is due to the open challenge or
competition to which such arelation can bethrown rather than one of order
and obedience. Asadependent of the elder Nambuthiri of Akavur Mana,
Chaahan had shown extraordinary brilliance to rid him of his sins of
promiscuity and outshine hiswisdom to provethat hewasactually asmuch
powerful adevotee of the sameforceor ideal called Parabrahmamthatis
worshipped by Brahmins. So much sothat hecould redizeitintheformof a
buffalo and command it to obey him (Sankunni, 2009: 42-59).

Chaathanisawayspowerful tointercept the career of hissuperiors
with ahistrionic of heroism. Themyths centered on Chaathan haveaways
been and still istoday anindustry that prospers on the strength of alcohal.
Alcohol consumptionismentioned inthe songsand a so used asKalassam
or offering that isindispensableto thegod. Itsrepresentativefunctionisone
of subversion and questioning the Tandaayan of the toddy —tapping and
tendering caste of thelzhavathederdlictioninthe practiceof histrade. This
servesasalocal criticismonthescaeat whichillicit liquor isimported and
sold in the state but not without the connivance of the major hosts of the
deity himself. Therefore asit goesin the songs of the Vielan the Chaathan
saysto the Tandaayathi or the | zhava femal e who sell sthe toddy tapped
by her husband that if you give ustoddy mixed with water thenyou will get
only ricemixed with chaff inreturn.

Thisprovesthat so much asthe master is capable of parasiting his
daves, thedavesor servantsare al so capabl e of producing counter masters
or daveswho will be mastersof the master and not the daves. Thisrelation
becomesthe quintessentia coreof thespirit of classrebellion and martyrdom
read into the story of Chaathan by modernist interpretationsincluding that
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of Kathleen Gough whichwe saw earlier®. Thisrelation hasto bewhat can
be called aquasi-object aterm that | had al so earlier used to designate the
kind of relationship that may be conceptuaized between the 336-400 different
species of Chaathans. For Chaathan and 335 of hissiblingsthe arenais
caste asacirculation of disturbances, wherethey are constituted as quas
objectsand can never be permanently linked to any subject dead or living'.

The cult of Chaathanisoften understood asavotive offering by his
clientsinorder toredize particular amsor remedy specificillnesses(lyer,1925;
Gough,1958). Thisa solivesonthepredicate of arelationship of gift exchange
or aparadigm of reciprocity inthecaste system. But asachain of circulation
of objectsthe caste system takes count of only two positions, that of the
donor and therecipient. Theposition of an excluded and thethird that occupy
thechain of exchanges sans position isnot discussed anywhere®. Chaathan
asarepresentation of the excluded multitude spansthe material cycle of
exchanges, of therelation of the donor and therecipient. He partakes of gifts
or offeringsmadeto him only to the extent they can be parasited through his
host, irrespective of the host’sposition in the hierarchy of gift exchanges.
Chaathan creates asystem of the parasite out of such exchanges, beyond
the donor and the recipient whereof hefinds sustenance.

Thecaste system asunderstood inthe context of the cult of Chaathan
will haveto benot only acritique of thedonor-recipient theory of relationsof
exchangeor that of the master-slave relations of command, but also the
friend- enemy relationsof the contract theoriesof society. SusanVisvanthan's
ethnography on the Christians of Kerala (1999:88-91) revealed how a
Christian family became believers of the Chaathan and in the processalso
began apropitiatory donation of food grainsto adependent | zhava family
who were patrons of Chaathan. Interestingly her account makesno mention
of the caste or other whereaboutsof a‘' man’” who actualy invoked Chaathan
againg the Chrigtian landlord. Thismanwasnot fairly treated inthe payment
of hiswagesasanemployeeof thelandlord. Itisidedly intheform of enforcing
acontract that Chaathan must have been invoked in this context as the
author triesto conclude but stops short of explaining why only onefamily and
not all thelandlord’s dependants shoul d be reciprocated. Asan explanation
towards understanding the dynamic of inter-casteand inter-religiousre ations
inthiscontext it implicitly movestowards acontract theory of caste, the
occasional renewal of which ensuresthe perpetuity of deitieslikethat of
Chaathan.

But the notion of subject crucia to atheory of contract® and of rights
isnonexistent inthe casesinvolving possession of Chaathan asitisdifficult
to examinethefield of hispossession asinvolving merely human subjects. It
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manifests sometimes as a person possessed and at other timesasburning
clothes, shattered lamps, flying roof-tilesetc. Chaathan asearlier mentioned
constitutes aguasi-objectivity through his possession that encompasses
relationsengendered in objectsthrough possession, whichisawaysexcluded
inacontract.

Chaathan merely ensuresthat rel ationshi ps continue despite caste
concelved asasocia contract which asaformation of relationshipsaways
triesto excludehim asaparasite’. Itistheirreducibility of divinity to any
structure, system or order, whichisrepresentedinthevigtation or possession
of Chaathan asadisturbance. Chaathan's disturbanceisan objectification
of relationsin the nature of human setting or habitationinaplace. Itformsa
link between humans, his hosts such that Chaathan materializeshisown
divinity intheform of aquasi-object.

In this section we saw how the possession of Chaathan can beused
asaheuristic meansfor criticizing some of thewell known theories of the
caste system athough not on an exhaustive scale. Thiscriticismfollowed a
line of argument sansthe distinctions of theory and practice represented asa
disturbed set of relations. In the next section | will examine attemptsto
historicize the cult through writings which also point to reasons for its
congtellationsaround certain castesin Kerala

A Historiography of the Cult

Historiography asused heremeansastudy of theresourceslinking the
cult tothemainstream devotees of Hinduism. Sontheimer (1997) hasargued
that the pastoral deitiesof Deccan like K handoba (Maharahtra), Mallanna
(Andhra) and Mailar (Karnataka) havetraits of the pre-Vedic god Rudra,
athough theassociationwith Sivaispopul ar today betrayingitsBrahminical
influence. These deitieswhich are not traceabl e back to any of the Puranas
of Sva, thereforefindtheir storiesnarratedinfolk religion, especidly astales
of the pastoral heroes of communitieslike Dhangar and Gavli. Despitethe
severd invocationsof thesegodsby the popular Bhakti literaturelinking them
to Puranicdetieslike Sivaand Paravati, therootsof thesecultsremain pastord
and folk according to Sontheimer.

Chaathan, though may be likened to apre-cursor to Yama because
of the buffalo herides and al so because of the name saastappan (hewho
hasthe power to scold and correct wrongsin people, apower vested with
Yamaastheworld skeeper of justiceor Dharma), it isthrough hisassociation
with Vishnumaaya of Padmapuraana that the initial breakthrough was
crested for Brahminica Hinduismin creating foot holdsinlower casteworship
of Chaathan.
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Thisemerged out of therising popularity of the cult sincethe 1960sin
thel zhava househol d of the Aavanangotte Panicker. SubramanyaPanicker,
scion of thefamily of the Aavanangotte Panicker wroteabook asearly as
1963 claiming Saastavu (Chaathan) to be the same as Vishnumaaya of
the Padmapuraana paving theway for itsimmense popularity today. The
work of Panicker which waswritten asaKilippaattu or theforminwhich
themedieva Bhakti poetry waswritten has sought to club afolk and lower
castereligion with the renascent culture of popular Hinduism dominated by
the upper castes.

Morerecently Narayanan ascion of the Kaattumaatam Mana near
Valanchery in Malappuram has claimed that theworship of Chaathanisa
form of magic practiced by the Nambuthiri Brahmins of Keralawhichis
otherwiseforbidden to them but coming in theform of Vaishnavamaaya
Durga becomes acceptablein principle asaunion of the elements of the
Sanskritic deities Sivaand Vishnu. Inan articlewritten for apopul ar weekly
in Malayalam in 1991 Narayanan claims that it was also a source for
knowledge of magic for the Nambuthiri househol ds of Kaattumaatamand
Kaalakutam.

All attemptsat writing ahistory of thiscult thereforewill haveto content
withtheclaimsof different castesintheauthenticity of rituals performedfor
Chaathan. Yet at the bottom of things, it remainsthat this cult happensto be
adigtinctively, folk, pastoral and lower caste practice, into which many new
castesincluding the Brahminshave beeninitiated only of |ate.

Therestricted and rather upstart writing of history of thiscultinthe
vernacular may bedttributed to the shroud of secrecy that surroundsitspractice
till date. Thescenarioisasolargdy unlikely to changeand theonly possibility
of astudy that then arisesisthat of themanifestationsof thecultin theform of
possession at variousplaces, which arereported asevents. Kovur, arationaist
undertook an extensive survey of such reportsand went on to collect first
hand information regarding them in order to subject them to psychoanalytic
interpretation ascases of psychic maadies. Heeventriedtoridiculethefaith
insuch phenomenon as superstitiousby claiming that he could actually heal
many victimsof possession by using film songsin place of the Mantrasthat
aregenerally supposed to be uttered for these. Though popular asaform of
literaturefor acons derable period of timewhen many of these storieswere
publishedinaseridized forminaMalayalam weekly caled Keralasabdam,
it failed to deliver the promise of emancipation from supergtitionwithwhichit
cameand henceisverging on obscurity today.

Folklore had abetter understanding of thelegend of Chaathan that
dlowsitshigoric contextudizationintheform of atransformation of thekinship

structuresamongst thelzhava. Itisthework of Kottarathil Sankunni onthe
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legendsof Kerdain 1926, afirst of itskindin Maayalam that created aniche
for Chaathan amidst themodern literate publicin Kerala. Accordingtoitthe
worship of Chaathan grew in Peringottukaravillage of Trichur district
following acrisisthat arosein thefamily of Aavanangotte Panicker when
therewereno successorsinthemaeline. It wasleft with alone malemember
who had no sons-in-law the system of inheritance being matrilined. In order
tofind asuccessor for himself he married awoman and brought her home
thus breaking the convention of matriliny which stipul ated the residence of
thewifeafter marriageat her natal home. Children born of thisunionretained
thetitlefromtheir father instead of their mother.

When they grew up they aso learned Mantravaadamor sorcery from
their uncle and so began acult of Ganapathi to realizetheir goals. But they
soon realized that the cult of Chaathan was much more powerful because
Chaathan could be commanded to do thingsbecoming only of daveswhich
Ganapathi could not. So they exchanged Ganapathi with Chaathan from
the house of Punchanellur Bhattathiri in order to fortify themselves.
Aitihyamaala saysthat they received in exchange 390 of the 400 Chaathans-
10 were already given away to Kaattumaatam Nambuthiri- who were
with the Bhappatiri and established it asthe new family cult. The male
descendants of these brothersit iswho are believed to have brought the
Aavanangotte Kalari to its prominencetoday (Sankunni, 2009:552-61).

Thiscould not have been an easy task as songsused in the kalampattu
(theritual veneration of Chaathan performed by the \elan) say that they
had to overcomeres stancefrom their own uncle, or mother’sbrother’sclaim
that Chaathanishis property asserting theavuncular rule of inheritanceand
a so because hetaught thebrothersmagic. Thisthey did by daming Chaathan
not ontheir own behaf having actualy procured Chaathanin exchangefrom
the Punchanel lur Bhattathiri, but by claiming that Chaathan wasthe dowry
that should beduly givento their mother.

The point which could be taken from these accountsisthat hybrid
structures of family seeking redemption fromtradition can giveriseto new
religious practices. That matriliny asarule was oncefollowed and later
contested by a lower caste like the 1zhava is what the legend of the
Aavanangotte Panicker illustrates. Anthropol ogists have studied matriliny
asstructuresof transformation which should not be observed asstationary or
inisolation from patriliny (Levistrauss, 1969; Aiyappan,1934). Insofar as
thecult of Chaathan isconcerned one can only surmisethat one of themost
respected and well known devotees of Chaathan were | zhava who changed
fromapracticeof matriliny to patriliny. Itisapointer to hybrid structures of
family and inheritance arising out of disputes amongst the patrons, the
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preponderance of which has arguably risen to prominence with the
contemporary popularity of Chaathan. Thisisapoint thedetailsof which
haveto beyet examined at length. It isalso anindicator of how Chaathan as
shown above dwells on the strength of a domain of relationships any
consolidation of whichinto aspecificlocusor positionisasking for trouble.

Thereisone moremention of Chaathaninthisbook of legends. This
isinrelationto an entirely different context and setting. The place happensto
be Akavur and the patron household a Mana or Nambuthiri household.
The legend forms part of a bigger legend famed as Parayi Petta
Pantirukulam or the 12 lineages of Parayi or awoman of the Paraya,
untouchable caste and Vararuchi aBrahmin saint. Thechildrenborntothem
are abandoned by them because born to exceptionally talented parents, they
assumethechildrenwill fend for themselves. Eventudly they are adopted by
12 different househol dsand they absorb the skillsof their foster parentsand
excel inthem asbasket-makers, priests, warriors, washer-men, salt sellers,
nomads, agriculturistsand brick makersthus bringing them together under
the description of the singular lineage as born from thewomb of alower
caste untouchable woman as Parayi Petta Pantiru Kulam. Of these 12
one is Chaathan who was brought up in the Akavur Mana as one of its
dependants. Although the Mana has been madefamousby legend thereisas
such no placeto worship Chaathan here.

A survey of historiographic literature reveal sthat Chaathan has not
yet been absorbed into Brahminica Hinduismfully. Theaccount of K ottarathil
Sankunni especially seemsto suggest thisfact. It givesimportanceto the
specific, lower casteand hybrid nature of thisworshipintermsof accepting
new formsof relationshipsamongst humans. Thisfeature of the cult becomes
even clearer when onelooksat the story in which Chaathanisplaced inthe
ritualsof Vielan asaneutrdizing force betweenthe Brahminca cultsof Saivism
and Vaishnavismand asacatayzing forceinthe cult of Sakti , especialy the
way itispracticed amongst the non-Brahminical Hindu castes.

Mythology of the Cult

By mythology, | mean oneof thedifferent songstelling usthe story of
the birth of Chaathan and hissiblings. Itisusually told intheform of a
performance- asong, aspart of aritual, held aimost annually in different
lower castetemplesinthe southern partsof Trichur digtrict, i.eadjoiningthe
areasmentioned inthe Aitihyamala of K ottarathil Sankunni.

Themythsof hisbirth of 1ate have so overwhelmingly been taken over
by the presence of the upper caste deities like Sva, Visnu and Paarvati
whereasthereisawholearray of dementsintowhichit wasinitialy dispersed
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such asthose of insects, plants, animalsetc. Even withinthetermsof its
mythol ogy, sharp variations can be seen with respect to thelower and higher
castes. Theoneversionwhich | am going to now present belong to the caste
Velan whoisactually addressing amultitude of aspeciesnumbering 336 and
not any one God.

Thepeculiarity of thisaccount dsoliesinitsiconography of themother
of Chaathan. Venerated in the devotional songsas Kulivaaka, the mother
of Chaathanisherself neither adeity worshippedinor for herself witha
specific placeassociated with the Hindu pantheon other than that of Chaathan
himself nor isher nametakenin ordinary or common parlance becauseitisin
the songsalonethat such aname surfacesif at all. Usually though peopl€e's
namestakeafter thenamesof godsand goddesseslikefor ingtance Chaathan,
Sva or Paarvati, Kulivaaka hardly ever featuresin such alist. Aswecan
gather from the songsto Kuttichaathan, Kulivaaka isasurrogate mother
who concelves by consumption of aseed, atuber into which Paarvati had
transferred her fetus. Thisraisessevera questionsastowhy Kulivaakais
not being portrayed asthe real mother of Chaathan.

Sontheimer’ sargumentsthat the pastoral deitiesof Deccanareaways
depicted as having two wives—one from the plains and another from the
hills- can be also seen to be partly true with the birth of Chaathanwhois
born to Kulivaaka though conceived by Paarvati. Theonly differenceis
that itisin Chaathan’smother, and not wifethat mergeeementsof thetriba
andthe pastoral.

Lord Sva, once when he stepped out of hisabodein Kailaasafor
hunting cameacross Kulivaaka, awoman of such beauty that hewasingtantly
in love with her. When he approached her she tried to save herself by
requesting himto return from hishunt when shewill wait for her. Assoon as
Sva departed Kulivaaka approached Paarvati and informed her of the
incidentsthat happened. Paarvati upon hearing thistook the matter to Vishu
who suggested that Paarvati should take the form of Kulivaaka and wait
for Sva at the designated spot. Paarvati agreed and when she took the
form of Kulivaaka, Visnu himself was enticed by her that it led to the
conception of Kuttichaathan by magic or Maaya. Later onintherendezvous
of Paarvati with Svatherest of the Chaathan clan were a so conceived by
Paarvati inher form of Kulivaaka.

Kuttichaathan and his brothersthough conceived by Paarvati was
born to Kulivaaka and shetook their care until timecamefor their naming
ceremony. Sent to Kailaasa by their mother for this Kuttichaathan who
grew up asason of Vishnu challenges Sva’sstep- fatherly attitude to not
merely him, but a so hisbrotherswho weretrue sonsof Sva . Heasksfor
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ornamentsat thetime of initiation from Sva and refusesthe plantain string
with which Sva adorned hisbrothers. Not only that, he also asks Svato
chooseahost to offer him and hisbrothersthedaily hospitality of ritualsand
offerings. The Bhattathiri house hold of Punchanellur isthen chosen by
Sivaof which Chaathan and hisbrothersbecome davesbut not beforethey
haveall taken thebest of cowsand buffaloesfrom Siva'sstable.

Velan who are the composers of this song are freelancing ritual
specidigsin performing thecaendrica fesivasfor Chaathanintheancestra
templesof different families, of different castesand dsothe hedling specidists
intreating cases of possession. They can also practicethe Mantrafor the
appeasement of Chaathan. Thereisastrong belief also among themthat its
usein public or for anything other than related to itsobject, i.e of healing
possession could be dangerousto themselves.

Conclusion

To sum up, there arethree pointsfromwhich | haveraised tenable
perspectivesto an understanding of the cult of possessioninthe case of the
deity called Kuttichaathan. The ethnographic perspective pointsto its
conception asacritiqueof theassumed notionsof hierarchy rulingor governing
human rel ationships according to the caste system. The historiogrpahic
perspective which becomesrelevant because of the different attemptsto
historicizethe practice of the cult inthe twentieth century triesto compare
and eval uate the perspectives which seek to combine the cult with other
dominant traditions of Hinduism. These have been by and large attemptsat
SansKritization, but with the clause provided by Staal (1963) added toit that
itisalso vernacularization at the sametime. Themythol ogical perspective
triesto highlight theirreducible elements of anon-Sanskritic culture that
dominatesthecultinitsperformativeaspect whichisintegra to certainancesra
groupings belonging to different castes- higher and lower- of which the
sourcesyet remain unknown.

To conclude, | will beginwith apoint which hasto be noted that those
houses devoted to the worship of Chaathan desist from eating the meat of
cowsor buffaloes. Thisisfor thereasonthat theseanimals, itisbelieved are
the vehicles of Chaathan. Notwithstanding which they continueto make
offerings of chicken-cock sacrificesto Chaathan for his propitiation and
distributing its cooked meat as Prasaadam (offering) to be distributed
amongst the devotees. A documentation of thetribesand castes of Indiaby
theAnthropological Survey of Indiaciteson the contrary that the Vielan do
eat beef and they are not aware of the Varna system suggesting that the
consumption of beef is a practice concurrent amongst al lower castes.
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Sanskritization as an example of post-colonia anthropology hasaways
maintained that | et alone beef, al kinds of meat are becoming taboo to the
lower castes, dowly emergingtothewaysof vegetarianisn generdly followed
amongst caste Hindus. Caught between the domains of colonial and post-
colonial anthropology one can clearly see hereacase of how subtledetails
could havebeenlost when they areempl oyed with thetendency to generdize
sociad phenomena

Thisisapoint that requiresalittle more elaboration in termsof the
method of observation which fore-grounded thetheory of Sanskritizationas
well as Westernization™. Srinivas (1989:169) while commenting on the
categories of the observer and the observed had earmarked for the
anthropol ogi sts observation only human beings and not “rocks, plants or
ants’. Theworld of objectsexisted only in sofar asthey werereducibleto
the subjectivity of theanthropol ogist himsalf without which no observationis
possible. But hismethod lacked atheory of observation per seexcept for the
exclusion of everything non-human from it. Such atheory falsinto the
assumption that the observer is perhapsthein-observable. Hemugt, at least,
belast on the chain of observables. If heissupplanted, hebecomes observed.

Onemust be careful to noticethat Srinivasthough mixesup thenotions
of subject and object to eventually makeit possibleto reduce everything to
the subjectivity of the anthropol ogist little doeshe permit any transgression
or exchangeintherolesof the observer and the observed. If onewereto
evaluatetherole of theanthropol ogist in such ascenario, one can noticethe
method of observationitself turning from ascientific proceduretoacultura
phenomenon, whichisnot without itsimplicationsfor the scientific research
that the anthropol ogi st has set out to do. Thisnuanced areaof thetheory of
observation could not be of morerel evanceto anything thanthe caste system.

Living in an era of information and recognizing the role of
anthropologist him/herself as one of an informant the gravity of this
conjuncture and dig uncturein thetheory of participant-observation cannot
be overemphasized “ It might be said that the anthropol ogist helpsto provide
abackground knowledgefor thejournalist, bureaucrat, and theinformation-
seeking politician” (Srinivas, 1989:169).

Theideaof subjectishumanfor thetheory of participant-observation
emphasizing apanoramic view from the centre. It has no place for non-
human or the excluded. This comesto the forein the study of objects
representing supernatural phenomenon, thisbeing asoadomainto thestudy
of which participant-observation can never serioudy be contemplated asa
method. But therelevance of thiscannot beruled out a o because phenomena
that an anthropol ogist seeksto observe hastoincludeal, without ditinction
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of good from bad or evil or natural from supernatural .

Hereonemust return to what has been accomplished by theliterature
0N Possession vis-a-Vvis the caste system. As an attempt to objectively
understand the processes of itsfunctioning, abinary of Brahminica and non-
Brahminical waysor methods of possession hasbeen already established.
Thiswasaccomplished on the bas sthat the Brahminica methodsareaways
intended to incul cate controlled states of possession through complicated
and preci se processeswhereas non-Brahminica methodsincul cated Strategies
for releaserather than control (Smith, 2006:591). But like certain Brahmanica
ritualswhich haveto betreated as cases of possession asargued by both
Smith (op.cit) and Staal (1963), the possession of Chaathan is never
caendrical or life-cyclebased. Itismoreof afleeting phenomenoninwhich
aggrieved individualscan invokethe power of thedeity to get compensated
for disadvantagesaccruing to them because of thestatusquo. Sotheinvocation
of Chaathan is specifically aninstance of domination that transgressesthe
distinctionsof Varnaimposed on caste.

NOTES

1 Frederick.M.Smith (2006:549) stating that Chathan isaspirit indigenousto Kerala
adds that it is a class (Gana) of Bhutas, specifically a Jangli Bhuta (primitive,
undomesticated jungle spirit).

2 Karimkutti asibling of Chaathan was a servant in the Nambuthiri household of
Kaalakutamin northern Kerala. He was punished for protecting the chastity of the
wife of this Nambuthiri when he was away. Karimkutti being left to guard the
house had stopped a suitor to the Nambuthiri woman in the house because his
master was away. The fact that Karimkutti stopped the suitor without seeking the
consent of the woman and had him sent away brought on him the wrath of the
landlord or his patron who disliked his servant acting on his own to thwart the
interests of the masters and punished him mercilessy. Karimkutti became vengeful
and burnt down the whol e househol d and according to certain | egendsits occupants
went childlesstill he could be sufficiently propitiated and venerated as a deity

8 Metaphorically, the phenomenon of possession has been compared here to a
parasitic movement. Chase the parasite- he comes galloping back, accompanied,
just like the demons of an exorcism, with athousand like him, but moreferocious,
hungrier, all bellowing, roaring, clamouring (Serres:2007:18).

4 Toplay the position or to play thelocation isto dominate therelation. Itisto have
arelation only withtherelation itself. Never with the stationsfrom which it comes,
towhich it goes, and by which it passes (Serres, 2007:38).

5 It can be described in the metaphor of noise as Serres uses it. Claiming that
communication only emerges from background noise Serres says, that dialogueis
agame played by two interlocutors united against the phenomenon of interference
and confusion, tied together by mutual interest in a battle against noise
(LauraSalisbury, 2006).

6 Serres(2007) arguesthat theword martyr meanswitnessin Greek and this cannot
be a subject.
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7 A quasi-object isthat which createsinter-subjectivity initscirculation like aball
which circulatesin agame (Serres, 2007). The onewho playsor holdstheball isthe
excluded and the ball itself is the quasi object that defines the realm of inter-
subjectivity between the players. Thereisno subject as such but only arelation of
inter-subjectivity. The parasite or the excluded one in playing its position,
dominates or playstherelation of inter-subjectivity.

8 [Itisinteresting to see how Serres (2007) says such aparadigm isderived fromthe
Greek word eucharist. As currently known inits plagiarized formits function has
been substituted by aword called “thank you” in all languages. Thisword which
isoften reciprocated with a“welcome’ bringstherecipient into the donors' position
thus excluding every possibility of athird position. The response to eucharist in
Greek meant Good or Holy Graceswhichincludesathird, other than the donor and
recipient, and which as a position is dispersed throughout the chain of relations.

® “The social contract was thereby completed, but closed upon itself, leaving the
world on the sidelines, an enormous collection of things reduced to the status of
passive objectsto beappropriated. .. ..... The subject of knowledge and action enjoys
all Rightsand its objects none. They have not yet attained any legal dignity. Which
iswhy, sincethat time, sciencehasall lawsonitsside” (Serres, 2008:36).

10 Michel Serres criticized the notion of contract when he said “The all-out war of all
against all never took place, and will never take place...... All against one is the
eternal law.... The result is always certain, and the war is asymmetrical” (Serres,
2007:228). Theonly link isthe parasiteto which all relationships arein fact clubbed
to each other asin achain. Thereis as such no relationship that can be conceived
independent of the parasite, says hewhile adding that “the theory of being, ontology
bringsusto atoms. Thetheory of relationsbringsusto the parasite”’ (Serres, 2007:185).

1 Srinivas saw inWesternization, acounterpart to Sanskritization aswell asastrong
commitment to ideal s of British humanitarianism which also supposedly settlesal

problem related to egalitarianismin Indian society ( Saberwal, 1979).
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