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ABSTRACT
The paper focuses on the south-west Indian princely state of Travancore
where the development question was inextricably linked with the issue of
social equity. It argues that the local communities, rather than being
passive subjects of a monolithic developmentalism propagated by the
West, sought to negotiate and make development their own.
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Introduction

Contemporary scholarship adheresto acritical stance on modernity
and views devel opment asfal se consciousness. The colonisersexhort the
colonised peopleto taketo the devel opment path asthey themselveswisely
and successfully did; the colonial subjectsenchanted by theideamissthe
exploitative aspect of the development project and pursueit. Thelatter are
thusviewed as passive subjects of the universalising, Western ideol ogy of
development.t Distancing itself from thisview, thispaper unravelshow the
colonised people negotiate with the super imposed project of development
seeking to makeit anew and their own.

The paper focuses on the devel opment processesinthe princely state
of Travancore, south-west India, during the nineteenth and early twentieth
century. It argues that in the caste-divided society of Travancore the
devel opment question wasinextricably linked with theissueof socid equity
and civicrights, including accessto public roads, conveyances, government
offices, courtsof law, educational and healthcareinstitutionsfor thelowest
socid groups. Thepaper isstructured asfollows. Following thisintroductory
note, the paper tracesthe material processes of development in Travancore
and thewelfareimplicationsthereof. The paper then proceedsto explore
how development wasimagined by different social groupsand how each of
these negotiated with theidea. Itisargued that such negotiation was shaped
by the given socid and economic conditionsof each group and the perceived
possibilitiesinthe new devel opment scenario. Drawing onthese, theconduding
sectionre-affirmsthe hypothesisof colonia subjectsnegotiating devel opment
evenwhilelegitimisngit.
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Mentalities of Development: The Case of Travancore
Of Production and Exchange

Someof the pet hypotheses of economic historiansof nationalist and
Marxist persuasion on economic changein Indiaunder colonia conditions—
likede-industridisation, agricultural stagnation and policy-induced famines—
fall tofit the Travancore case. Whilesomeof the cottageindustrieslikeweaving
of coarsetowe sand making of ironimplementsmet with decline, nineteenth
and early twentieth century Travancore presentsitself asabuoyant economy.
At once, however, the economic change occurring in Travancorewasmore
nuanced than what the Cambridge economic historians — with their
‘sustenance, if not improvement’ hypothesis—would have usbelievewith
regard to India. Travancore economy indeed grew but the benefits thereof
did not trickle down to the peopl e upon whosetoil and misery the growth
was attai ned.

Whiletheworld-market had forged systemic linkswith the Ma abar
hinterland of production beginning fromthe Portugueseimperidist expanson
of theearly sixteenth century, the post-1850sisespecialy remarkable.Ona
world-scale, the period was characterised by therapid collapse of barriers
to trade and transport and the unprecedented expansion of imperial capital.
World-trade expanded by around ten-fold between 1850 and 1910. The
replacement of sailing shipswith steam vesselsreduced cost and time of
shipping: tramp shipping freight fell by half; shipping timewasreduced to
one-fifth. More goods could be carried and over longer distanceswith the
ad of seam technol ogy. Consequently, freight carrying capacity at theglobal
level expanded five-fold. The Suez Cand, “ahigh road to the Indian Empire’
asDigadi describedit, effected asaving of 40 per cent intheshipping distance
between London and Bombay. Transit time between the two centreswas
fiveto eight monthsin the eighteenth century. With the opening of the Suez
Canal, thiswas brought down to one month by 1870. The advent of steam
ship brought it further downto two weeksby 1914. In the early nineteenth
century, atraveller from England would have taken ayear to reach south-
west India; by thelatter part of the century, he/shewould takejust about a
month, and by the early twentieth century, evenless.

WithinIndia, railwaysplayed amgor rolein condensing timeand space.
By 1870, three major trunk routes— between Cal cuttaand Delhi, Bombay
and Allahabad, and Bombay and Madras— werelaid. In 1902 Travancore
waslinked by rail to Madrasand thusto therest of India. For Travancore,
theimprovementsinland andinland-water trangport toowerecrucid. Besdes
theaready existing trunk routes of tradewith the Tamil country — through
Nanchilnadu and Shencottal —the south-north land routewithinwasextended
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and expanded in 1877-78 and re-christened asthe Main-Central road. It
followed acourseaong the hillsand gaveready accessto thevariousroutes
leading to the Highlands. By 1880s, withtheVarka acliffstunnelled through,
the state attained an uninterrupted inland water-transport route connecting
north and south. Telegraph brought placesfurther close. In 1854, Bombay
and Cal cuttawere connected; within ayear thelinewasextended to Madras.
During the same decade, tel egraph reached in Travancore. By 1870 India
waslinked to Britain through submarine cable. Thismarked an amazing change
fromthe earlier decadeswhenit took fiveto eight monthsfor aletter from
Indiato reach Britain and thewriter could not expect areply inlessthan a
year and ahaf from the date of his/her |etter.

Between 1850 and 1914, while world-trade expanded by about 10-
fold, theexternal trade of Travancoregrew over 20 times. Value of exports
from Travancorerose from British Rupees|[hereafter, Bh. Rs.] 17.5lacsin
1857-58to over Bh. Rs. 421 lacsin 1913-14 (at current prices). Imports
which stood at Bh. Rs. 10 lacsat the beginning of the period rose 27-fold to
Bh. Rs. 283 lacsby 1913-14. The expansion in trade surpluswas about 20-
fold. Thiswasremarkable cons dering that the popul ation of Travancore had
increased only by about threetimesduring this period.?

Two components of the colonial policy regime were critical to
Travancore's trade expansion. Neither was to the liking of the princely
government but it had to givein under the weight of the paramount order.
Thefird critica component wasthetrade and tariff reforms. Beginningfrom
the 1850s, pressure was exerted on Travancoreto lift the state monopoly of
trade. Eventually, in 1865, the princely government wasforcedto signa
customs agreement —the Inter-portal Trade Convention — that entirely
dispossessed it of themonopoly of external trade and theright to framethe
scheduleof tariff. The second component of thecolonia policy regimewas
monetary reforms. Inlinewith theuniform customsareacreated through the
I nter-porta Trade Convention, the British sought to cresteauniform currency
areafor increasing the trade within the subcontinent and with the outside.
Travancorewasallowed to retain its currency but denied theright of issuing
coinsof thevalue Re. One. The notional Travancore Re. was pegged at a
lower level than the Bh. Re; while 28 chukramwould make a Travancore
Re., the British Re. cost 28.5 chukram.

During the post-1850 period, besidesasubstantiveincreasein the
volumeof external trade— both exportsand imports— adefinitive change
occurredinthecommodity structureof trade. Traditiona agricultura produce
and spicesformed themgjor item of export at the beginning of the nineteenth
century. Whilethe absol ute volume of itsexports continued to riseduring the
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courseof thecentury and itsposition asthe most important commodity group
of export was never challengedbut therelative significance declined. This
wasin the context of therise of new agricultural commodities— plantation
produce—and new industrial goods— especially coir matsand coconut oil
—intheexport basket. Thevaueshareof thetraditiond agricultura produce
in total exports declined from 83 per cent in 1857-58 to 56 per cent in
1913-14. Thedeclineespecidly owed totherisng shareof plantation produce
whichincreased from lessthan one per cent to 22 per cent. Therest 22 per
cent of the value of exportsaccrued from industrial goods. Travancore’s
import basket at the beginning of the nineteenth century comprised opium,
tobacco, armsand ammunition, cotton goodsand yarn. Themost significant
changethat occurred wasthe growing value share of paddy andriceinthe
import basket. Together, theseformed aquarter of theimport basket in 1870-
71; by 1913-14 thesharehad risento nearly one-haf. Therisngvaueshare
owed to increased quantitiesimported rather than increased prices. With
better connectivity to therice-growing regions of Bengal and Burmaand
creation of new paddy fieldsthrough reclamation of backwaters, the price of
paddy and riceinfact declined during the period.

Consdering that therewas no unprecedented demographic expansion
what explainsthe steep riseinimport of paddy and rice? Foremogt, thiswas
conseguent to the shift of labour from the production of food cropsto cash
cropsand to manufacturing. A good part of |abour in the highland plantations
wasdrawn from the Tamil country but it imposed anew demand on paddy
andricein Travancore. Onthecoast, theemergenceof coir weaving factories
and innumerable spinning unitsimplied the withdrawal of labour from
agriculture, especially from food-crop cultivation. Such re-location placed
anincremental demand too on paddy and ricebecauseintheir earlier location
inthe countryside, their diet wasnot rice-centric but comprised dongside, a
largevariety of tubers. Further, the assignment of highlandsfor plantations
and the associ ated ban on hill-cultivation of rice—restrictionsbeganin 1870
and bringingin new landsunder cultivation bannedin 1911 —cut intointernal
supply. Besidesimporting paddy and riceand augmenting internal production
by encouraging reclamation cultivation, the government sought to propagate
the cultivation of anew food crop, cassava. By 1921 half the food needs of
Travancorewas met by cassava.

Thefact that the export volume of Travancore expanded by over 10
timesanditstrade surplusgrew by over 10-fold between 1850sand 1910s
should not lead to hasty macroeconomic conclusions. Whilethe stated growth
broadly indicates a buoyant economy, there are other facts worthy of
consideration. First isthe question of balance of payments, althoughthisis
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not easy to ca culate. Theannud tribute (subsidy) tothe Crownwasapressing
chargeintheinitia period but the burden|lessened over timeinthe context of
growing revenuefromland and trade. At once, however, there were new,
“home charges . The profitsdrained out by the plantation companiesand
coir weaving millsand exporters constituted asevere drain on the economy.
Plantation companies paid out dividend on equity at about 30 per cent onthe
average. Thenet out-flow of annual profit after posting reservewasover 70
per cent inthe case of major plantation companies. Over 60 per cent of the
valuegenerated in coir accrued to sterling capital . Assuccinctly put by the
author of The Travancore Sate Manual :

The salaries of the European servants of the State as well as their
pensions, interest and profit on theforeign capital invested inthe Quilon
Railway and the plantations on the hills, the cotton and oil mills, the coir
manufacture and other industries due to foreign enterprise may all be
taken to form a tribute which this country pays to British India or the
United Kingdom (Aiya3, 1984: 193).

Such drain was occasioned by the near total dominance of foreign
capita inthenew, globaly interl ocked economy of Travancore. Until thefirst
decade of the twentieth century when rubber began to be cultivated, the
plantationswere entirely monopolised by sterling capital. Eveninthe case of
rubber, thelocal peasants established aclear presence only by the 1930s.
Their holdingswere, however, relatively small. In 1911, eleven of the 12
major tea plantations, and nine of the 10 major rubber plantations
wereownedby sterling capital . Even those plantations not held by colonial
capital were controlled by European managing agency houses. Again, six of
theeight coir weaving factories, al four mining companies, thethree cotton
weaving mills, and thelone cotton spinning mill wereowned by foreign capitdl.
Theonly domain of significant presence of locdl capital inthefactory sector
wasin coconut oil-milling. It wasonly after the First World War that |ocal
entrepreneurship emerged from the poresof coir yarn manufactureand trade
and small-time banking, and expanded, a beit slowly, and moved into the
factory sector. Yet, by and large, local capital continued to prefer investment
in plantationsand internal trade. They occupied only thethird tier of the
capitalist class, next to serling capita and theWestern Indianimmigrant capital
who held thereinsof sub-continental trade.

By thetime of the First World War, Travancore had beenturnedintoa
production machinefor theworld-market. Within Travancoreno Stewas| eft
untouched: the highlands, the port-towns, the backwatersand the backwater-
sidevillagesdl cameto belinked with theworld-market. An overwhelming
share of the labouring popul ation was drawn from lower and out castes,
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especially women. Women of depressed castes formed the majority of
workforcein teaplantationsand reclaimed rice-fields. Their shareinthe
factory work-forcewasashigh as 30 per cent in 1897-98. Thisfigureexcludes
women employedintea-factorieswhichif included would perhaps post the
shareeven higher. Child labour washighinthe Travancorefactories: about
40 per cent in 1897-98. Women workersin factorieswere paid only half the
wagespaid to men, and childrenwere paid only one-third. Whilecoir weaving
millswereworked mostly by malelabour, theentire spinning sector comprised
femalelabour. Both maleand fema elabourersin coir weremostly Ezhavas,
alow caste, whilethe pre-spinning activitieswere apreserve of out caste
Pulayas. Toddy-tapping again was exclusively undertaken by Ezhavas. All
maj or operationsinvolved inreclaiming the backwater for growing ricewere
performed by Pulayaand Pariah labourers. Thegloba production machine
of Travancorethusowed itsworking to the cheap labour of lower and out
castes, especialy women.

I magining Development

Thefirgt seedsof theideaof progressin Travancorewere sown by the
Anglican Protestant missionariesduring the early nineteenth century. They
established thefirst school s patterned on the English mode and introduced
Western kind of healthcare among the lower-casteswho had opted for the
Christian path. Thisinspired thegovernment to set up schoolsand hedlthcare
facilities patterned on these. The state acting through the British Resident
ever-ingstent on socid and economicreforms, the'* enlightened princes  trained
insciencesand political economy, and gentlemen official swho appreciated
‘themodern viewsof Englishmen’ cast thedevel opment net evenwide. The
avowed am of aTravancore dewan wasto “ providefor every subject within
acoupleof hours' journey, the advantages of a Doctor, a Schoolmaster, a
Judge, aMagistrate, aRegistering Officer and aPostmaster” (Aiya, 1984:
564).Whileeventualy these officeswere established acrossthe state, it was
only with the powerful articulation by lower-caste socia movementsthat
these became accessibleto” every subject”.

Providing development infrastructure crucia ly depended on national
wealth. The state identified hard work and industry as the way to
increasewealth — of the nation and of the individual. “ The hand of the
industrious hegpethwedth”, so began thefirst prince slecture* Our Industria
Status at the podium of the Trivandrum Debating Society on September 26,
1874. Henoted that “ the happiness, prosperity, power and glory of asociety
or anation may awaysbe measured by itswell-directed, well-conserved
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and progressive industry.” Travancore combined “within so narrow
[geographical] limits... somany, so varied and so preciousnatura blessings’,
but the contentment that sprang fromit had “ stunted the spirit of progressive
enterpriseand industry”. While acknowledging that “it may belong before
wecould see Travancore convertedinto anindusiria bee-hiveof manufactures
like Bengal and Bombay” he consoled that the people* need not despair”.
Therewasagreat potential for commercia cultivation and export of edible
roots, plantains, indigo and jute bes desthe expans on of coir and coconut ail
milling industries already in place. He exhorted the moneyed-classesto
spearhead indudtridisation.

What avast quantity of coconut fibre iswasted or burnt as fuel in spite

of all our coir exports and the very enterprising American firms at

Alleppey! Why should not coir manufactories arise at Trivandrum and

Quilon?..A large quantity of coconut and other oils is exported. Why

should not soap and candles belocally manufactured?(Tirunal 1874:8-9).

The prince emphasi sed the potentia for individua self-advancement
throughindustry and labour. He sought toillustrate thisby advancing areal -
lifeexample. PD Devasahayam of southern Travancorewasborninto apoor,
lower caste Nadar family. He turned to Protestant faith and attended the
London Missionary Society’s Boarding School. Subsequently, heworked
asacatechigt, went to Ceylon and served asasupervisor inacoffee plantation
for many yearsbeforereturning to Travancore. Back home, Devasahayam
bought alarge expanse of ricefieldsand soon emerged asaleading coffee
planter. Clearly, the princely portrayal of theindividud life of & self-made
man’ marked adefinitive break with thetraditional Hindu notion of humanlife
asentirely determined by caste-position and destiny.

Thevarious caste-based socid movementsthat emerged from thelate
nineteenth century articul ated specific development demands. The central
concern of each caste — whether high or low — was how best it could
adapt to thechalengesand possibilities of the neweconomy and society. The
emphasesin the devel opment agendaof different castesvaried. Yet broadly,
these wereinfluenced by two factors: first, the position of the castein the
prevailing socid order and the specific set of needsarising thereof, and second,
the organi sational features specific to the caste and the extent towhich these
conformed to the attributes of development.

For Pulayasand other depressed castes—mostly wetland agricultural
workers— gaining accessto roads, schools, hospital's, courts, government
officesand marketswastheforemost need. Thegovernment had notifiedin
1865 that public roads shall be accessiblefor wheeled carriage by peopl e of
al cagtes. It wasasif neither thegovernment nor the socia elite accepted “ dll
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castes’ to include Pulayas and otherswho were regarded as‘ out-castes .
The half-heartedness of the government and the resistance from the caste
€lite combined to ensure non-implementation of social legisation, often
introduced under the paramount pressure. In an open challengeto the upper-
caste elite and the state, Ayyankali — who subsequently emerged asthe
most important |eader of the community —heroically rode adecorated cart
aongthevillageroad; heformed amilitant band to res st the attack fromthe
upper-caste elite; the band marchedto the market-place, asserting the
legitimate claim to public space that was denied to themembers of their
community. In 1904 Ayyankali opened aprimary school for Pulayachildren
but the upper-castedite burnedit down. Inan attempt toforcethegovernment
to offer school admission for Pulayas, the members of the community, most
of whom were agricultura workersof the upper-castelandlords, struck work
for nearly ayear in 1907. The strikewascalled off only whenthegovernment
agreed toissue ancatification throwing school admission opento Pulayas. As
theresistance of the upper-castes persisted the government had to re-issue
thenatificationin 1910 and 1914.

During the second decade of the twentieth century the movement took
adeve opmentalist turn. Theearlier militant band had givenway toaformal
organisationin 1907. Asthecommunity gained representationinthelegidature
through nomination by the government, the demandswere articul ated more
onthelegidativefloor and much lessoutside. Educationwasrecognised asa
key resourceto the modern. Ayyankali pronounced that hislife-ambition
wasto seeamember of hiscommunity graduating. He saw the possibility of
linking up the skill-background of hiscommunity with modern manufacture
and sciences. Speaking at the Popular Assembly on February 28, 1916, he
pointed out that a ong with genera education Pulayachildrenshal betrained
insomekind of work or manufacture. He requested the government to set
up specid technica schoolsfor Pulayasand to award scholarshipstotrainees,
to rel ease special grantsfor weaving schoolsrun by the community; andto
impart training in science, agriculture and industry to teachersfrom the
community. Further, given their traditional association with agriculture, he
perceived the socio-economic gainsto be had by command over the new
agricultural science and requested the government to include agronomy in
thecurriculum of Pulayastudents.

The Ezhavas—astep higher inthesocial order but reckoned aslow —
wereengaged inarange of occupations. agricultural work, coir spinning and
weaving, tapping and sale of toddy, and petty trade; therewereteachersand
traditiona doctorstoo. Whilethey had accessto educationincluding university
education, most of them lacked resourcesto invest in higher education; for
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thefew who could afford, thefact that government employment was closed
to them was major disincentive. In 1903, the Ezhavas established the Sri
Narayana DharmaParipa anaYogam(the Yogam, for short) which aimed at
“the progressof spiritual and worldly education and industria habits’. The
Yogam perceived devel opment asameansof overcoming the* backwardness
imposed onthecommunity by thetraditiona socid order. TheYogam activists
were expected to lecture on austerity and the best methods of devel oping
agriculture, trade and manufacture, to convince men and women that living
upon lazinessis against theinterests of the community, and thusto excite
themtoaction, and to set upindustrid unitswherever necessary, to encourage
peopleto makeascientific study of industriesand propagateideasthereof. A
vocationd training centrewasintegral to most of the Yogam establishment.
The central monastery had aweaving centre attached toit. At its Sanskrit
School, ‘ mechanism’ and * agricultura science’ werepart of thecurriculum.

Spiritud progressand materia deve opment wereperceived asmutualy
complementary. When the Yogam established anunnery, Narayana Guru,
the spiritual leader of themovement insisted that it should aim at imparting
training in sawing and other handicrafts, nursing and childwelfare. Again, as
the members in Cochin approached him for consecrating a temple, he
suggested that initsstead, aweaving centre and anindustrial school may be
set up. Even ashe consecrated temples—in amilitant defiance of the Hindu
scripturesthat disallowed lower castes doing so— the occasion was often
used to deliver the message of materialism. For instance, on consecratinga
templein Cochinin 1912, the Guru observed:

The economic condition of our community is sickly. Economic
progress cannot be secured other than through industry. This demands
special attention of therich. They alone are better equipped to introduce
various kinds of machines and conduct manufacturing activities. If a
single person isunableto undertake this, agroup of people should come
together to float joint-stock companies and act courageously in such
matters. While paths of progress lie straight ahead, unfortunately, our
people are weary of treading on these (Vaidyar, 1972: 154).

Theinaugura addressddivered by Dr PPa pu, aleading activist of the
Yogam, a itsfirst annua meeting heldin 1904 isreflective of the devel opment
concernsof thecommunity:

We should display morelove and interest in buying and using things
produced by our community and our country. An ordinary English citizen
buyswith pride the goods produced in England and by the English, even
if these are priced slightly higher. Japanese and Americansact likewise.
We should try to emulate this as far as possible. If our goods are not
quite up to the mark, we should not dismiss them with contempt. Our
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attempt should be to improve them. Members of our community should
enthusiastically engagethemselvesin different kinds of businessventures
(Madhavan, 1986: 199-202).

Following theexample set by the Crystal Palace exhibition 1851, and
variousexhibitionsin India, often organised out of anationalist fervour, the
Yogam held an exhibition in 1905. About 3000 Ezhavasfrom acrossthe
Ma abar Coadt attended theexhibition. Theking andthedewan of Travancore
madeafinancia contribution for itsconduct. Interestingly here, ongside
productsof traditional craftspersons, modernindustrial productswerealso
displayed. (Ibid, 144-54) Theexhibition seemsto haveleft adeepimpact on
young minds asthe childhood memoirsof C Kesavan, the chief minister of
theunited state of Travancore-Cochin, suggests.

| saw Dr Palpu’syounger brother, Mr Tanuvan, using atypewriter.
The ceaselessplay of asinglefinger on this machine was quite amazing.
It left everyone there wonderstruck. It was only recently that the
machine had come into use in Travancore. Ezhavas of Kottar and
Balaramapuram had displayed finewoven cotton goods of thefirst grade.
A loomwith warp frameswas also on display. A saucer made of candy-
sugar by an Ezhavafromthe Tirunelveli district attracted much attention.
Another interesting item on display was an engraved vessel with alid,
made out of a large sized coconut shell. These were some things that
aroused one’s curiosity and are still vivid in my memory; as also the
presence of KumaranAsan displaying hisphonetic skill in English, which
he had just learned to speak (Kesavan, 1968: 410).

Besidesorganising industria exhibitionsto propagate the message of
industry and labour, Yogam activigsthemsdvesinvestedin tradeand industry.
In 1906, Palpu and afew wealthy Ezhavasjointly floated the Travancore
Weaving and Trading Company with acapital of Re. OneLac.TheYogam
directly initiated acooperative, theWeaving and Trading Association, in 1909.
INn 1914, it floated the Malabar Economic Union with acapital of Re. One
Lac. Thecompany, formed specifically to generate empl oyment opportunities
for themembersof thecommunity, had NarayanaGuru asoneof thedirectors.
Asanwasnot merely agreat poet and aleading activist of the Yogam; hewas
asuccessful industrialist who owned and operated aroofing-tilefactory. It
wasnat that the Guru and the Yogam were supportiveof al economicactivities.
Whilethe consumption of toddy was spread across socia groups, the upper-
castes often chose to denigrate the Ezhavas for being its producers and
purveyors. Guru pronounced alcohol as*poison’ and commanded: Neither
produce nor supply it.

TheNayarswere privileged by their higher socia statusand control
over land. They had accessto university education. Whilethe higher level sof

S7



K.T.Rammohan

employment in government were adesignated nichefor Brahminsfrom
Marathaand Tamil country, themiddleand lower level swereopento Nayars.
They sought to capitalise on education with aview to attain alarger share
ofthegovernment jobs. TheMalayali Sabha, apioneering organisation of the
community, offered financial assistance to Nayar students at Madras,
patronised Malayal am school sinthe state, and established an English School
at Trivandrum. The educationa effortsof the Sabhawere ably continued by
itssuccessor organi sation, the Nair Service Society foundedin 1914.

Not that the Nayarswere unaware of the gainsto be had from trade
and manufacture, but their traditional family property structure and lack of
experiencewereahindranceto mobilisation of capital. TheMdayai Sabha
therefore sought to promote community-industrial collectives. Onitsown,
the Sabhaformed atrading company, whichwasasuccessful oneconsidering
that the company had anannud earning of Rs. 5000in 1887 (Jeffrey, 1994:158-
9). The Sabhaa so established anindustria school for givingtrainingtothe
membersof the community. Besidesthe stepsinitiated by the Sabha, there
were localised attempts at trade and industry by the members of the
community. A newsreport of October 14, 1905 indicated theeffortsof Nayars
incentral Travancoreto mobiliseacapital of Rs.10000 through individual
subscriptions of Rs.20 each from 500 peopl e to conduct varioustrading
activitieson alarge scale (Manorama, 14 Oct. 1905).

Yet, except in the cashew nut processing industry, Nayars could not
riseto economic prominence. M.L .JanardananPilla, perhapsthelone Nayar
industridist of any significanceat Alleppey, lamentedinthe 1930s.

The various high-rise monuments, trading and industrial
establishments that dot the skyline of Alleppey belong to other
communities. Nayars are said to be heroes, but ironically they show no
heroism in thismatter [trade and industry]. Agricultureisnot profitable.

It isnot easy to get employment ... .We [Nayars] are not used to saving
money ... If we start anything [business] we quarrel and split our ways.
The expenditure of Nayars is on the increase. But we do not care to
increaseincome. We have no bank of our own...(Deepika,May 1, 1939).

At the apex of Travancore's socia hierarchy was Nambudiris or
MadayalaBrahmins. Forming lessthan oneper cent of the population, they
were predominantly non-cultivating land owners. Their education wasof the
traditional kind, in Sanskrit and the Vedas, and aimed to equip them to
undertake priestly tasks. Constrained asthey were by the conventions of
distance pollution and the exacting requirements of everyday worship, their
mobility and therefore accessto schooling wererestricted. Theauthor of the
Travancore Sate Manual writing in the early twentieth century noted that
“aNambudiri isat hisbest in hisquiet and secluded retreat, remote from
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townsand citieswhich heinstinctly dreads. Hewould beentirely out of his
elementinalargetown where one can easily detect him by hisqueer looks
and awkward manner” (Aiya, 2: 251-2).

Eventhislonginsulated community could not escape theinfluence of
the sweeping changesin the economy and society. Asthetwentieth century
wore on and other caste groups made advancesa ong the path of modernity,
thecommunity found that it had been almost entirely left out. Thisprompted
sdlf-reflection by thecommunity:

L ook at other communities. Agriculture, trade, employment, positions
of honour — all these are in their hands. We merely receive rent and
arequite content to have our mealsthus. The goodies offered by servants
and tenants we take, without ourselves doing any labour. Basking in
ancient glory, we have no idea of what happens outside Kerala. We
have not cared to study the dynamics of science. We practically offer
nothing to the nation (Bhattatiripad, 1983: 66).

Consstent with thissdlf-critical stance, wasthe attitude of asection of
the Nambudiriswho began to feel ashamed of charities bestowed on them
by the State. It wasa so felt that such incentivesimpaired the community’s
effortsto encounter thenew challenges. Thisisreveaedin Mathur Vasudevan
Nambudiripad’sappeal to the Travancore Rgjain 1911.:

Well-versed as he is in the Science of Economics, His Highness
does not need to be advised that the resources used in extravagant
expenditurefor Murajapam and other ceremonies of thiskind [inwhich
Brahminswere bestowed with charity] could be morefruitfully utilised
for the education of the Nambudiris. Economic theory informsusthat a
nation’s wealth should, to the extent possible be channelised into paths
of progress. To aid the leisurely, stifles their incentive for industry. It
would be useful if the money now spent on satisfying the voracious
needs of idle Nambudirisis used instead, to set up a school that would
be a thing of permanence. It should go without saying that the main
curriculum of the[proposed] school should consist of English and sciences
taught in vernacular (MalayalaManorama, April 8, 1911).

In 1944, EM SNambudiripad, an early activigt of theNambudiri reform
movement and subsequently aleading communi<t, addressed the community
thus

These days there are many Nambudiris who have secured their
share of family property and are living separately. Many of them are
capable of starting industries, at least on a small-scale. But most of
them continue to depend on the tenants' rent; very few take up trade
and agriculture even in asmall way. Not one factory of significance, or
an estatewhere cultivationiscarried out on scientific lines, initiated by
Nambudirishave cometo my notice... If weareto surviveinthe changing
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economies of theworld, Indiaand Kerala, instead of spending our time
exacting rent in the capacity of landlords, we should try to increase our
wealth and the wealth of the people by entering the spheres of trade
and industry. Unless we do this, all those social reform activities
undertaken so far would prove to be infructuous. (Priyadarsan, 1982:
XXXi-ii).

What was the economic status of the non-Hindu communitiesin
Travancore?How did they respond to the new economy?Themost prominent
among thenon-Hinduswerethelocd, Syrian Chrigians. The Syrian Chrigtians
werelargely amonoalithic church connected with the orienta churchestill the
Portuguese arrived and inducted them into the papal fold; but they retained
many orientd rites. The Syrian Chrigtianswereengaged inwetland cultivation
of rice, cash crop cultivation in the garden land, agro processing and trade.
Many of them were royal tenants and enabled by the 1865 land reforms
became absolute ownersof land. They further rosein prosperity with the
expansioninrice-fieldsthrough thereclamation of backwaters. Eventhose
who were not owner-cultivators attained economic rise by acting asfarm-
managers with a sharein the produce. Many moved to the midland and
established cash crop gardens, invested in trade and money-lending or set
up agro processing units—coir and coconut oil milling ventures—in the port-
towns. With the spread of rubber cultivation, especidly inthe post-First World
War days, someof them established smal and medium-sized plantationsand
acquired further wealth.

Thecaseof P Johnisillustrative of therelatively richer capitalist —
though in no way comparableto the sterling capitalists—among thelocal,
Syrian Chrigtians. Hisfirst venturewasacoconut-oil mill inAlleppey in
partnership with hisbrothers. John got involved in rubber planting soon after
the crop was introduced in Travancore, becoming a partner in a rubber
syndicate managed by the British in 1903. Subsequently, along with his
brothers and a sterling partner, he floated a new firm; land was bought
specifically for planting rubber; but it wasanon-starter and theland was sold
to asterling company. From 700 acresin 1910, the operated arearoseto
justlessthan 2000 acresby 1917, but the economic depression, theincreasing
use of synthetic rubber, and the Second World War proved trying and by
1961 the acreage was alittle more than 2000.

The Syrian Christians had accessto village schools; some of them
wereteacherstoo. Fromthelate nineteenth century many schoolswere opened
inthechurch premisesor a theinitiativeof thechurch. With accessto university
education and backed by economic power toinvest therein, many of them
could join the ranks of the small but growing class of professionals. The
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combination of higher education and economic surplusasofacilitated their
riseas’ print capitalists . Both themajor newspapers Nazrani Deepikaand
Malayala Manorama in Travancore were captained by Syrian Christians.
Enlightenedinthemattersof modern polity and economy by virtueof university
education and enthused by their rising stake asinvestorsin the new economy;,
the Syrian Christian proprietor-editorsfashioned the pressasaplatformfor
articulating arange of devel opment themes. Thethemesincluded, foremost,
accumulation of wealth, reformsin agriculture, drain of economic surplus,
promotion of cash crops, value-addition inindustry, scarcity of capitd, state
intervention, and technical education.

On July 16, 1888 the Nazrani Deepika gave a clarion call: “Oh,
Malaydi, themost important thing for human beingsinthisworld [asdistinct
from the other world] iswealth and the principal means of acquiringitis
through trade. These being so, at |east from now on, striveto achievethis
goal”. A two-part editorial, “Nammude Aal ochanakkuravu” (Our lack of
reflection), which appeared in September 19, 1900 issue noted thus:

In trade and manufacture, we [people of Travancore] have not
attained eminence. Thiscountry whichisso richly endowed with avariety
of cereals, plants, fruits and tubers, ought to have outshone other
countriesin trade and manufacture. The present situation appearsto be
the outcome of a certain lack of capacity to reflect and to invest
commensurate efforts. The prosperity that accrues to a country from
trade and manufacture would indeed be great. Countries[sic] like Europe
and Americahave, by employing thisprinciple, grownricher thanus...
It is now our turn to pursue routes of progress.

The second joint-stock company floated in Travancore was the
Malayala Manorama. Itsstated alm was, besides publishing anewspaper,” to
demonstrate how income could beregped by forming joint stock companies’.
In 1910, its promoterslaunched arubber planting company that wasthefirst
locally-owned planting company inthe state. Through editorialssuch asthe
onepublishedinthe duly 7, 1906 issue, the paper made astrong casefor the
formation of joint stock companies.

First, thereare only very few amongst uswho have sufficient capital
to run a proper business. Second, the [sole proprietary] business
enterprise runs the potential risk of incurring setbacks because of
proprietor’sfollies. Third, inthe unfortunate eventuality of any possible
misfortune, the proprietary concern may become insolvent. If on the
other hand, several individualscometogether, subscribe Rs. 100 or 1000
each, float a joint stock company and run the business none of the
problems cited above would affect it.
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Among the other major non-Hindu communities were the Nadar
Chrigiansand Mudims. Theformer were concentrated in southern Travancore
and had chosen Christian faith under thelead of the Anglican missionaries.
Whileeducation hel ped many of their membersto gain upward mobility the
vast majority continued to be agricultural labourers and palmyra-toddy
tappers. Muslimswere scattered acrossthe state with some settled in the
river-side trading townsin the midland and many more on the plainsand
coastal tract. Somewerelargetraders; afew wereinvolved in cashew-nut
processing industry but by and large the economic status of therural masses
washot very different fromthat of the Nadar Christiansand thelower-caste
Hindus.

Negotiation and L egitimisation

Admittedly, initsorigins, theideaof development isWestern but the
project of development asit unfolded in Travancore was not a one-way
imposition. To assume so would beto misstheagency of the colonised people,
who exploredtheidea, accepteditin parts, and modified it to suit their existing
statusand needs. The peopleof lower and out castesespecially viewed and
represented theideaof development asinseparablefrom theideaof socia
equity. Against theterrain of the colony theideaof development thus ceased
to bemonoalithic and assumedamultiplicity of meanings. Yet, ingppropriating
development in so many different way's, the col onised peopleadsolegitimised
theideaof devel opment.

NOTES

1 See, for instance, Ferguson (1990) and Escobar (2011).
2 Except where specifically attributed to other sources, al figures and quotes
are drawn fromRammohan (1996).

REFERENCES

Aiya, Nagam. 1984. The Travancore Sate Manual. New Delhi: Asian
Educationda Services.

Bhattatiripad, V.T. 1983. Veettiyude Jeevithasmaranakal. Kottayam:
SPC.S.

Escobar, Arturo. 2011. Encountering Development: The Making and
Unmaking of the Third World. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Ferguson, James. 1990. The Anti-Politics Machine: ‘Development’,
Depoliticization and Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho. Cambridge:
CambridgeUniversity Press.

62



Mentalities of Development: The Case of Travancore

Jeffrey, Robin. 1976. The Decline of Nayar Dominance: Society and
Paliticsin Travancore, 1847-1908. New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House.

Madhavan, T.K. 1986. Dr. Palpu. Kollam: S.N.D.PYogam.

Malayala Manorama (selected issues)

Mullasseri, Prasannan G 1964. Bharatha Kesari Mannathu Padmanabhan.
Kottayam: Vidyarthi Mitram.

Nazrani Deepika (selected issues)

Rammohan, K.T. 1996. ‘Material Processes and Developmentalism:
I nterpreting Economic Changein Colonid Tiruvitamkur’ . Unpublished PhD
dissertation. Thiruvananthapuram: Centrefor Devel opment Studies.

Tirunal, Visakham. 1874. Our Industrial Satus. Kottayam: C.M.S. Press.

Vaidyar, C.R.Kesavan. 1972. Si Narayana Chintakal. K ottayam: S.PC.S.

63



