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Abstract

Besides deciphering nine new Koleluttu records on palm leaves, this pa-
per identifies kin groups in the ownership pattern of agrarian land in
pre-modern Kerala. The agrarian production process of the early 18th cen-
tury involved agrarian slavery, as seen in the documents, and is viewed
as a continuation from the early medieval period onwards. It is argued
that ownership of land by kin groups and the agrarian production by them
continued side by side with agrarian slavery till the pre-modern period.
Keywords: kinship; agrarian slavery; pre-modern agrarian production.

Introduction

The subjoined nine koleluttu palm leaves belong to the early 18th
century and originally come from the Alathur Taluk of Palakkad digtrict.’
Two documents within this collection are written on stamped palm leaves
supplied by the erstwhile Princely State of Cochin and bear the seal of the
Cochin State on it. > At present, nothing more is known about the origin and
sequential owners or possession of these palm leaves. The collection has
more than a hundred single palm leaves belonging to the last half of nine-
teenth and first quarter of the twentieth century, all of which register land
transactions in Malayalam script, from which I have selected the subjoined
nine koleluttu records, considering its script and historical importance.

These documents prove that the assumption, generally held by his-
torians and epigraphists, that koleluttu was employed and kept alive by
the Christians and Muslims for a long time, while the Malayalam script
called arya eluttu (a derivative of Grantha) was adopted by upper caste
Hindus,(Narayanan, 2013:380) is false, and can no longer be held valid.
Boththescripts were used in Kerala until the beginning of second halfofthe
nineteenth century; koleluttu as the script reserved for documents, while
arya eluttu was for Sanskrit and Malayalam literary endeavours. Besides
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these scripts, Muslims and Syrian Christians employed Arabi-Malayalam
(Arabic script to write Malayalam language) and the Garshoni-Malayalam
(Syriac script to write Malayalam language) respectively in their records
till the modern period. It was during the colonial period that arya eluttu
was chosen as the standard script to print Malayalam and consequently it
became the sole official script to write and print Malayalam language. *

Early-Modern Land Rights: Towards Capitalist Investment in
Land

All the nine leaves, the first one starting from Kollam Era 881
(CE 1706), enunciate attippéru * (sale deed) kind of land transaction.
The proliferation of documents concerning land transaction during the
early modern period in Kerala has been noted by scholars, and many
such documents regarding the same have been published. ° In the con-
text of the early modern land records, lease documents (kanam, pattam,
kulikkanam etc.) are common, ® but attippérii (absolute ownership)
is sporadic and far in between. The abundance of money transactions
through these documents during the early modern period is regarded as
an impact of the mercantile capitalist engagements along the Malabar
Coast, which affected the economy of Malabar since the advent of
the Europeans .’ By the nineteenth century, as noted above, the profu-
sion of land transactions and the revenue that could be extracted from
the same were utilized by the colonial government, and it was insisted
upon that stamped palm leaf should be used to record the transactions. ®

Owners, Vendors and Neighbours: Kin Groups as Land Holders
Each transaction recorded in the subjoined palm leaves is done by a
single person, most probably the senior most of the kin group (karanavar),
along with his kinsmen (tampimarum), which points to the collective
nature of the ownership of land by a kin group (faravat) than to personal
ownership. Similarly, as seen in the case of the several kinds of lease deeds
in other collections, which are already published, the transactions were
being done between two kin groups rather than between two persons.
?All the records point to the fact that the ownership and other rights of
land were assigned in the collective ownership of kin groups until the
pre-modern period, personal right over the landed property being a much
later development, which became the general practice only in the early
twentieth century as far as Kerala is concerned. Scholars have noted the
commencement of private property as emerging out of the influence of
mercantile capitalism on the Kerala economy in the form of church prop-
erty as early as the 16th century. ' Christians have been practicing the
division of ancestral property, as demonstrated by the canons of the Synod

151



Santhosh E

of Udayamperur in 1599; but as far as the various ‘Hindus’ were con-
cerned, it was mostly in the early twentieth century that the entire kin
group’s property came to be divided, first among its branches (¢a@vali), and
then eventually among their individual members by executing partition
deeds. ' It is to be noted that not only the transacting kin groups, but
also the neighbours, the witnesses and the persons who write the docu-
ment also are denoted as belonging to a kin group. For e.g. Ampatt Ra-
man Mafici, whereof the first name is of the kin group and the second,
of the person concerned. Suffice it to say that the development of private
property in Kerala is a less studied subject and needs careful research.

Except the last leaf of the present collection, which is undated,
all the leaves are arranged in chronological order. The last leaf car-
ries a scribal mistake. In line number 9, instead of the numeral ‘five’
it is written ‘fifty’ twice, and instead of ‘three,” it is written ‘thirty.’
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63081 6A (Ola 6 A4)

69081 7A (Ola 7 A)

63981 7B (Ola 7B)

6001 8A (Ola 8 A)

Analysis

The date of the document is denoted in Kollam Era, along with the po-
sition of Jupiter. As Jupiter was considered an auspicious planet and stays
one year in one of the twelve houses of the zodiac, it was a pan-Indian
practice to denote the position of Jupiter in documents. Sun (igyvar) stays
30-31days in one house and the particular period is denoted in the name of
that house, hence minarndayar means the month of Minam.
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Multiple Owners of a Single Land: Intricacies in Pre-modern
Land Holdings

Of the nine documents, five are executed by concerned kin groups
while sitting in Kilpalayirnattu Cirriirmannam, ' three while sitting in Tat-
tamankalattu Mannam and one at Mattuppu Mannam. Dr. Hermann Gun-
dert describes a mannam as a place of judgment or discussion (as in Tamil
manram)(Gundert, 2013:720). The mannams described in the palm leaves
probably may be the local chieftains, who got a share while such transac-
tions were made. An attippéri document is described by Major Walker as
‘the last deed executed, and without which the sale of a property can be
valid’ (Walker 1862:1). The statement of Walker needs some clarification
here, as the first clause of the sentence is based on a false assumption that
before the execution of an atfippéru deed, several other transactions like
pattam, kanam, orri, etc. took place, and attippérii was the last of the above
mentioned transactions. In fact, no such transactions were necessary for an
attipperu transaction. The janmam holder of the land may engage in any
of the above said transactions according to his economic compulsions, or
he may execute an attippéru deed directly before making a lease right, or
after making one to a third party, if he desired so. The value of the property
is indicated in the attippérii deed as annu perumarttam. But in the case of
kanam deeds, the money transacted usually got mention as the further deal-
ings of money as payment of interest or repaying of the debt were ensued.

Valliccattanmar: Bonded Agrarian Laborers

Another aspect of property deal denoted in the present collec-
tion of documents is the transaction of bonded labourers along with the
land. Similar instances have been noted by earlier historians in several
parts of Kerala before. Tarisappalli Copper Plate (CE 849) is the first in-
stance for the same. An inscription from Trikkakkara during Indu Kota’s
period (CE 959) also has a reference to the transaction of pulayas along
with land. Bonded labourers were mortgaged along with land when the
land was pawned. Not all the land had bonded labourers, and therefore,
only some attippéri documents denote the same. The extant lease deeds
(pattasittu) and other tenure documents—+kanam, kulikkanam, orri etc.—
also seldom speak about the permanent labourers. It is probable that the
land which had bonded labour was tilled by the owning kin group on their
own governing, while the other lands owned by them were leased for vari-
ous tenures to other non-landed kin groups, which were tilled by their
collective effort. This practice also seems to be of early medieval origin. '

Naming a land was an old practice in Kerala for which early medi-
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eval records have several instances. It was only in the 20th century that the
modern survey system started, and numbers were given to every survey
in a village, for taxation purpose by the government. '* The present doc-
uments have several instances for the naming of the lands. For e.g., palm
leaf no.1 refers to about tommdotaperi, matampillippattikkantam etc.

All the lands transacted are wet land, and the dry land is indic-
ated as itinotu cérnna katum karayum (i.e., the scrublands and land at-
tached to this land), which indicates the importance of the paddy cul-
tivated land compared to dry land in pre-modern Kerala. The wetland
had a kaleidoscopic pattern of ownership distribution among the hold-
ers, who were kin groups, as indicated by the description of borders.

While the land is sold it is pointed that mélppalam and kilppalam is
included. Dr. Hermann Gundert defines mélppalam as the future produce
and kilppalam as the present produce(Gundert, 2013:782). Another right
given along with land is nuri and nuriyitappalut. According to Dr. Hermann
Gundert, nuri and nuriyitappalutii is a bunch of rice seedlings or paddy
seeds (what three fingers can hold) and the space required planting them
respectively(Gundert 2013:543). These colloquial words points to two dif-
ferent types of paddy planting techniques that prevailed in pre-modern
agriculture in Kerala, the first one being the planting of prepared seedlings
in the well-tilled paddy field, and the second one being seeding in the fur-
rows at the time of tilling. The first technique was practiced just after the
beginning of rainy season when there was enough water in the fields, while
the second was done during the spring, when rainy season was expectant.
The mention of nuri and nuriyitappalut, means that even the minute space
to plant seedling is transferred in the deed, was not retained by the vendor.

Water Resource Management: Some Pre-Modern Experiments
The reference to alakkale cirakku kilppottu (i.e., downwards from
Alakkal ° Cira ) in palm leaf no. 8, needs special discussion. The reference
to cira '’ (controlled water tank) and kulam (water tank) in relation to paddy
cultivation is very important. The practice of controlled tank irrigation
goes back to the Sangam period (BCE 3rd c. to CE 4th c.). '® The practice
was in vogue not only during the Sangam period, but even during the early
medieval period, '’ evidences for which can be found in the inscriptions of
the period. Every settlement in the pre-modern period had one or multiple
controlled tank in and around them. In fact, many of them are named after
the controlled tanks as for e.g., Cempiiccira (tank of red flowers), Kurric-
cira (small tank), Kuriayaccira (smaller tank), Vallaccira (large tank), Pu-
tuccira, Puttencira (new tank) etc., all sites belonging to Thrisuur district.
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In this practice, a permanent large bund was constructed around a seasonal
stream, twenty or so meters close to its origin, so as to collect large quant-
ity of water during rainy season. The excess water was cleared through one
or two constructed permanent mud canals starting from either side of the
tank, sometimes one or more kilometers long, converging in a lager rivulet
or river. The wetlands beyond the tank and beside the canals up to the con-
verging rivulet were safeguarded from the excess water by the tank and
canals during rainy season. Just after the rainy season, the harvested water
in the tank was channeled through the canals for use in paddy cultivation.

Inflow of Money and New Ownership Pattern: Agrarian Scenario
in Transition

At least two of our present palm leaves speak about Tamil Brah-
mans as janmi (absolute owner) of the land. Tamil Brahmins, most of
them cloth merchants and moneylenders, might have invested their profit
in the land as a safe form of asset. Emergence of new janmis like the
Church, the Christians, the Muslims, and the Tamil Brahmans, all of them
traders, as noted above, is recognized as the influence of merchant capital
on the economy of late medieval and early modern Kerala, which gen-
erated new landed groups, and invigorated the agrarian economy with
their money deposits, both as k@nam money and as value of the land.

Conclusion
These documents prove the continued existence of kinship and col-
lective ownership of land by the kin groups in pre-modern Kerala. Though
small in number, these documents present an agrarian economic system
of early modern central Kerala in transition—the feudal land ownership
changing to new ownership patterns generated by the mercantile capital.
Besides, these point to the prevalent slavery, related to agriculture, in cent-
ral Kerala. Farming procedures and irrigation system are some other as-
pects dealt with in the documents. Interestingly, these palm leaves also
present the picture of a variegated distribution of agrarian land in mod-
ern Kerala, and point out the urgent need to delve deep into the nuances
of the pre-colonial and early colonial forms, patterns and institutions in
agriculture for a better understanding of the modern history of Kerala.
Notes
1. These leaves belong to the collection of Sri Mohemmad Riyas P.V., New
House, Beypore, Kozhikkode Dt (a former student of Farooq College,
Kozhikkode), who generously allowed me to decipher and publish the
text.

2. Stamps were introduced in the Princely States, as part of the British inter-
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vention in the administration, as a method to increase the states’ income,
in the beginning of the 19thcentury.In Travancore, the Regent of Travan-
core, Rani Gowri Parvati Bai issued an order in Kollam Era 994 (CE1819)
that stamped palm leaves issued by state must be used by people while
executing documents. Please see Doc. no.4 in Thaliyola: Kerala Archives
Journal, January- March, 2010, Vol. 1, Part 1

One of the two stamped leaves of the present collection bears the text of
a previous date, viz., KE 917, corresponding to CE 1742, which is evid-
ently a text copied after the introduction of stamp system.

3. Though Koéleluttu subsisted till the 19th century, it never went into print-
ing, while Grantha and its derivation Arya eluttu were adapted to print
Sanskrit and Malayalam respectively. However, Grantha was eventually
replaced by Dévanagari. See the various volumes of the Travancore Ar-
chaeological Series (TAS) for the specimens for printed Grantha.

4. Attippert means a sale deed. In this kind of land transaction, the absolute
right over land is transacted by the owner, to another, by receiving the
extant rate/value (annu perumarttam) of the land.

5. For example, see M. G. S. Narayanan ed., Vanjeri Grandhavari, De-
partment of History, Calicut University, 1987; and K. K. N. Kurup ed.,
Kootali Grandhavari, Department of History, Calicut University, 1995.

6. See M. G. S.,Vanjeri Grandhavari, Documents no.12 A, 14 A etc. and K.
K. N. Kurup, Koodali Grandhavari, Section B 4, 5, 8, 16, section C. Doc.
no. 35etc.

7. For a discussion on the subject, see Santhosh E., ‘Ceppetukalile Sabar-
imala’ in Ezhuthu (mal), Book 4, February 2019, pp. 55-59. The essay
discusses how the mercantile capital of early modern period reach atop
Sabarimala, a hill top temple, in the second half of the 17th century CE,
and make investment there, changing the feudal economy into semi mer-
cantile and semi capitalist.

8. Major Walker, as early as 1801, noted that it was the local land lords who
received dues when a land transaction was made, and suggested that the
government could accrue or claim this share instead of the local chief-
tains. For details, see Major Walker, Land Tenures of Malabar, Malabar
Government Press, Calicut, 1862.

9. See M. G. S.,Vanjeri Granthavari, Documents no.12 A, 14 A etc. and K.
K. N. Kurup, Koodali Grandhavari, Section B 4, 5,8, 16, section C. Doc.
no. 35etc.

10. For instance, see ‘Palaiyur Plate of Kollam 852’in A.S.Ramanatha Ayyar
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ed.,Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. V1., pp. 85-88., The docu-
ment is an aftippéri deed of Kollam Era 852 (C E 1677).

From the beginning of 20th century onwards, laws were being passed
concerning the partition of land of kin groups, and a large number of such
partition deeds came to be executed and registered to effect the dissolving
of kin groups in the regions now constituting Kerala. The kin groups,
who had janmam right of lands divided their janmam right, while the kin
groups who had various lease rights, shared the rights among themselves.
In the wake of the land reforms, by the beginning of the 1970’s, the lease-
holders of land were declared as the owners of land, the janmam holders
losing their ownership right. The branches of the kin groups included some
terms in the documents like arralatakkam and asaucabandham, among
them as the two conditions in the tavali partition deeds. Arralatakkam
is an agreement that in the case of extinction of one branch, its property
will go to the other branches; and asaucabandham means the observing
of pula and valayma, the two customary rituals among the kin groups,
the first one being ten or sixteen days of self-imposed pollution on the
death of one member of the kin group, and the second one, the observ-
ance of grief for one year. For eg. see Doc. no1101 of Kollam Era 1101, a
document registered in Sub Registrar office Nellayi, Thrissur Dt., which
happens to be the partition deed of Carnkarannota family, the feudal lords
of erstwhile Perumpatappu swariipam. Both these customary words were
eventually abandoned.

Probably a meeting place controlled by the chieftain of the area, whose
authority and presence legitimized the transaction. Major Walker, at the
beginning of the 19th c., had noted that the local chieftains received their
share when a land transaction, was made. Only the aftippéri deeds men-
tion the presence of such an authority, probably the absolute right transac-
tion only fetched a share to the chief. For details see, Major Walker, 1862,
Land Tenures of Malabar,Calicut, Malabar Government Press.

. Means ‘the present market rate’
14.

An inscription from Chembra Subramanya temple speaks about Vay-
ila Kumaran Iyakkan, his mother and mother’s younger sister, together
holding and cultivating the temple’s land on lease. The same inscription
speaks about Cirattalai Tariyanan, Calakkarai Iyakkanar and others hold-
ing and cultivating temple land as lease. The first name evidently, is the
name of the kin group to which they belonged to, and most probably, of
which they were the senior most. See M. R. Raghava Varier, Keraleeyata:
Caritramanagal (mal) for the text and details.
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15. Taxation of the land in Cochin was started during the reign of Rama Varma
alias Sakthan Tampuran (1790-1805). The land records, kanteluttu docu-
ments, were prepared according to the name assigned to it by its owners.
Later, by the beginning of the 20th century, records were reformed and
numbers were assigned to each surveyed land in every village.

16. Alakkal may be the name of a kin group.
17. alakkale cirakku kilppattu in 6la no 8, line 4.

18. Many of the megaliths are found near these controlled tanks. Cempiiccira
in Thrissur district is a classic example for this. In that village, there were
more than ten cist burials and urn burials around two controlled tanks
there. The association of controlled tank and megaliths in Tamil Nadu
were noted by several historians before.

19. katalankulattalum ilaficaikkulattalaum nirperuvana in Parthivapuram

Copper Plate 1.33-34. See T. A. Gopinatha Rao ed., Travancore Archae-
ological Series, Vol. 1, p. 23.
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