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ABSTRACT

In the early twentieth century, when matrilineal tarawads were breaking
down and patrilineal nuclear households were slowly replacing them, an
educated elite in Malabar re-invented the notion of ‘home.” In valorizing
‘home’, they were influenced by the colonial conditions they were living
in, and the Victorian debates on domesticity. The imagined ‘home’ in middle
class discourse, however, remained more of an ideal, for, in reality, it
remained a place seething with internal conflicts — male-female, master-
servant, as well as family-individual. Inspite of women being placed at
the centre of the domestic universe on paper, in reality, the father, the
head of the family, remained its central element. The ultimate power in
the domestic sphere including decisions concerning education and
marriage remained in his hands. Meanwhile, new, secular ways of
spending leisure at home were devised, gardening and listening to radio,
to name just two. And, with the growth of individualism, individualistic
ways of spending leisure came to the fore, none more illustrative than
reading, which a literate class took to with passion.

Keywords:Middle class, Ma abar, home, woman, domestics, childhood, leisure,
radio, reading

I ntroduction

In 1975, Arnie J. Mayer, whilelamenting that academics, over time,
havenot doneresearch onthemiddleclass, even asthey writeprolificaly on
theworking and peasant classes, wondered whether it was dueto thefact
that socid scientigtsare hesitant to exposetheaspirations, lifestyle, and world-
view of thesocia classinwhich so many of them originate and fromwhich
they seek to escape. (Mayer, 1975: 409) This was the period when the
Indian academiaaswell, dominated asit was, by the Marxists of various
persuasions, exhibited asmilar rluctancein exploring thehistory of thelndian
middleclass. Sincethen, however, alargebody of work onthemiddieclass
haspiled up bothinternationaly and nationdly. Regiond studieshaveenriched

*| have benefited over the years from discussions with and suggestions from
K.N. Panikkar, M.S.S.Pandian, Biswamoy Pati, K. Gopalankutty and Sanal
Mohan. For any limitations inspite of that, | alone am responsible.
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our knowledge about thisclasswhich cameinto their own during thecolonia
period. However, not much work hasbeen done on Maabar inthisregard.
Thispaper isan attempt inthisdirectioninsofar asit seeks, by examining
fiction and non-fiction produced inlate colonial Malabar, to show how the
new middle class conceptuaized domesticity, and how far it reflected redlity.
Thesecond part of theessay showshow new, secular formsof leisureemerged
duringthistimetoenlivenlifeat home.

The Setting

In late nineteenth century Malabar, the new middle class did not
congtituteahigh percentage of the population. According to the 1871 census,
inCdlicut, themost important of thetownsinthedistrict, out of apopulation
of 48,338, there were only eighty government servants and 188 learned
professionas.t At the end of the nineteenth century, the number of graduates,
undergraduatesand matriculatesin thedistrict wasabout 1,000 and thenumber
of officidsdrawing asdary of morethan 10, 20 and 50 rupeesamonthwas
1063, 245 and 90 respectively.? Though aminority, theinfluence of the
middle class was disproportionate to their numerical strength, a fact
acknowledged by the Ma abar Marriage Commission inthe context of their
demandfor marriagelegidation:

Though the minority that desireslegislationissmall, itisagrowing and
an educated minority, and every year will add to its strength and influence.
The educated few are the leaven which will leaven the whole lump,
and...their good example will in two or three generations ... lead the
rest to adopt the same standard.®

The new middle class camefrom different sections* even though, as
the Statistical Atlasof Ma abar, 1906, saysthe® Nayars supply the bulk of
thelearned profess onssuch asvakilsand schoolmastersand alarge proportion
of those engaged in scriptory work.”® According to K. N. Panikkar, the
reluctance of the British authoritiesto gppoint asrevenueandjudicid officids
those men of wealth and respectability duetotheir roleinrebellions, threw
open opportunitiesfor theNairsof inferior economic satus. Amassing wedth
usingtheir official statusthey raised their socia prestige. Their childrenwho
went to the government run school sand colleges ended up being munsiffs,
magi strates and judges while they themsel ves had begun as petty village
officials. It wasthis classwhich had the economic independence, and who
had imbibed new cultural valuesthat wereat theforefront of theagitation for
marriage and other reformsat theturn of the century. (Panikkar, 1977: 38)

However, theThiyyas, inspite of their relatively low socid statusin
the Hindu caste hierarchy, produced a high percentage of middle class
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professiona sand bureaucratsduring thecolonid period. Inthemid-nineteenth
century, Uppot Kannan and Dewan Bahadur E.K. Krishnan, both belonging
tothe Thiyyacommunity, becamedeputy collector and sub-judgerespectively.
The community had made tremendous advances during the colonia period.
Initidly, during the Company rule, as zeable section among them had become
economicaly prosperousthroughtrading linkswith the English, which, inthe
course of time, even led toloose conjugal tieswith the colonizers, “their
caste rules not making so much objection to temporary aliances as other
castes.” (Dunsterville, 1898: 52) Moreover, astherewasasuperstratum of
Thiyyapunditsthroughout theland, the Englishmen used them asmunshisto
learn Malayalam. Naturaly, therefore, therewere severa Thiyyasoccupying
clerical jobs, positionsin the police department, and even junior executive
postsin the revenue sections.

It was, thus, the lower strata of the upper castes (Nairs) and the
upper strataof thelower castes(Thiyyas) who, by acquiring English education,
and, consequently, obtaining government jobs, congtituted themgjority among
the Hindu middle class.On the other hand, the Nambuthiris, the erstwhile
privileged group in society took timeto adapt to the new circumstances. Of
course, aradicd intelligentsadid emergefrom among the younger generation
in the group in the context of the reform movement led by the
YogashemaSabha. But, for asignificant section amongst the community as
well asafew diteNair feudd chieftains, lossof politica power did not put an
endtotheir illusionsof grandeur. Turning their back on English education,
they tried to maintain theindulgent life of the past, till possiblethrough the
possession of extensivelands.

Upto theearly twentieth century, amongst the variouscommunitiesin
Malabar, polygamy and polyandry prevailed, best exemplified by
Sambandham, the multiple, looseconjugal tieswhich existed between the
Nambudiri malesand Nair women. It wasonly later, with the backing of the
English-educated natives, that the colonia government passed Actswhich
brought into existence monogamous marital unionsamong the Hindus. Other
Actsfollowed which destroyed the Mar umakkathayyam (matrilineal sytem)
and thetarawads (joint family househol ds).® The stagewasthus set for the
emergenceof patrilineal nuclear householdsintheregionwhich G Arunima
dealswithingreat detail in her work. (Arunima, 2003)

TheHome
Inatract from Malabar of the early twentieth century, the‘ home' was
described as:
...one of the most sacred places on earth, where children possessing
innocence akin to angels are born and grow up. Thisisthe place made
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sacred through the performance of hospitality, and which providesfertile
ground for the‘divineradiance’ of matrimonial loveto emanate. (Menon,
1912; 2)

Intheimagination of themiddleclassduring the colonial period, asis
clear from the passage above, ‘ home', counterpoised to theworld outside,
wasgivenagreat deal of importance.”

From thelate nineteenth century onwards, alongsidethetraditional
homesteads, houses constructed along modern lines were coming into
existencein Malabar. Inthefiction of thetimes, theambience of these new
homesisvividly described. In Vasumati, for instance, Murkoth Kumaran
beginsthe story with the description of abungal ow bel onging to awell-of f
Thiyya, one of the upwardly mobilelower castes, with aneatly kept garden
outsde, whileinsde, inthedrawing room, the heroine playsharmonium, and
thehero Stson asofaamidst curtained windows, tables, and chairs. (Kumaran,
1935: 257)

Theidea wasthemiddleclasshomein Victorian England. During his
stay in England for higher education, M.A. Candeth, who later became one
of thefirst Indian Director of Public Instruction, wrote thus of the house he
sayedin:

Very nice house, parallel walls, low ceilings, long nooks and fireplaces,
the whole house ramblingly built. One of the country houses of which |
have read so much. There is a very fine garden with hedges, small
apple trees. Oh! All so lovely...How nice English home lifeis... so
lovely, so clean. There was avery nice gramophone ... At heart, | wish
| were an Englishman. It isan honour to bel ong to this nation. (Candeth,
1907)

A featureof Victorian middle classdomestic life had been the display
of surpluswedthin over-cramped living roomsfilled with curios. Home had
become asiteto expressone' staste.Piano, scul pture, paintings, and afew
green plants indicated a well domesticated nature. In Chathu Nair’s
Meenakshi, theinterior of the homeisdoneup inthe style of the Victorian
bourgeois domestic spaceswith painted mirrors, expensive carpets, sofas,
chairs, glasslamps, and thereisalibrary with two cupboardshol ding Sanskrit
and English books. (Nair, 1949) Inside middle class houses, in the sitting
room, shelveslined with books had become the norm. In Indulekha, for
instance, SuryaNamboodiripad, who representsthe old order, isstunned by
the number of bookskept onthe shelvesin the drawing room of the heroine.
(Menon, 2010: 117) At atimewhen, transport and communicationswerein
their infancy, the home library was a window to the outside world. It
encompassed the world within the confines of the home, and satisfied the
desireto know theworld without leaving home.
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Perhaps, some of the descriptions of inner spacesin novelsand short
storiescould have been mereflightsof fancy. But thereareindicationsthet, in
some cases at least, they reflected reality. For instance, Balamaniamma, in
her autobiographica writings notesthe changesinsidethe home during her
lifetime. During her childhood in the early part of the twentieth century,
decorationsat homewere minimal, confined to shiny auminium potsand
tobacco boxesher grandmawould place under the cotsin dark smal rooms.
Later inher life, shewasto livein modern houseswheretherewere changes
inarchitectureaswell asdecoration, which reflected both the changing role
of women aswell asher ownindividuaity in nucleated families. Therewere
gardens, high boundary wallsand gates outside, whiletheinteriors of the
housewouldinevitably have ashowcasewith dolls, other toys, well bound
books, kitchenware, and colourfully decorated handfansaswell asRavi Varma
paintingsonthewall. (Balamaniamma, 1982: 10) In the photos available of
public figuresduring thistime, the backgroundisa most alwaysprovided by
bookshelves A section of thetraditiondistsdid not takekindly tothemimicking
of theWest. For ingtance, it waspointed out that “the blind imitation of western
architecturein the construction of houseswithout properly comprehending it
had resulted in the absence of beautiful houses, and the proliferation of fourth-
rate English houseswithout taste. LikeVarasiyar in Parangodi Parinayam,
adrawing room was compulsory, even if therest of the houseisdirty —
crowded with chairsand tables of little use or aesthetics; agramophonein
one corner, and aharmonium in the other just to look civilized.” (Menon,
1918: 270) Thenew productscarved out by the carpentersreflect the changes
taking placein theinterior of middle classhomes. M.S.A.Rao, at theend of
our period of study, wrote:

asignificant change in the articles prepared about thirty years ago can
be observed. They [carpenters] were preparing mostly agricultural
implements, cots, boxes, benches, doors and windows. Now they make
chairs, tables, modern cots, almirahs, easy-chairs, tea-stools, dressing
tables, mirror-stands... (Rao, 1957: 41-42)

Another new devel opment wasthe photograph, which, in the course
of time, replaced portraits. Most of the photosweretaken from the studios
which cropped up in different parts of the district, like Pinto studio in
Tellicherry, Pithambhar and Nina studiosin Calicut. Thosewho could afford,
got theirstaken from home. Asaform of inheritance thesefixed imagesof the
self and family — itschanging lifestyles, family events— were stored for
posterity on mantel pieces, and e aborateframes, or e se, dbums. Traditiondly,
inIndia, portraitsand later photosof the dead ancestorswere placeaongside
those of deities. So, photos, in away, had been portends of death, but this
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did not prevent them from catching theimagination of the newly emergent
middleclass. AsMdavikaKarlekar pointsout, “ preciousevidenceof arecently
acquired mobility and status, the photograph’sval ue obviously outweighed
likely proscriptionsof caste and community.” (Karlekar, 2005: 72) Severa
photosareavailable of themiddle classrepresentativesin Maabar belonging
tothefirst part of thetwentieth century, themaesin modern attire, in some
cases Where the photos had been taken at home, with shelveslined with
booksin the background, and later, photos of the wholefamily including
women and children.

TheNew Woman

In Partha Chatterjee' sopinion, asan alien rule established its sway
over thelndiansintheexternd domain by virtueof itssuperior materia culture,
the Indianintelligentsiagave shapeto an inner spacethat wastaken to be
inviolateand autonomous.(Chatterjee, 1997: 238-239) The Hindu homewas
thus counterposed to the world outside which lay beyond their immediate
power and control. With the strategic placement of the home, the Indian
intdligentsainvented thenew cult of domesticity, wherewomenwereto play
acrucid role. Inthemiddleclassdivison of theworldinto public and private
spheres, women'’srole was confined to the latter. The dominant view was
that they should not haveto go out and work for their maintenance, which
should betheresponsibility of themenfolk. Therationalefor thiswas:

There is and should be a division of labour. In every family there are
two kinds of work — earning wealth and household work. Only men
can do the former as that work entails staying far away from home for
long hours. Due to problems like menstruation, pregnancy, child birth,
child rearing, etc women cannot do that. I nstead, they should concentrate
on running the household. (Nambuthiripad, 1926: 288)

The‘ideal’ type of woman portrayedin literature was someonewho
waseducated enough to beafriend to the enlightened middle classhusband,
inconformity with the concept of ‘ companionate’ marriage’ popularized by
Victorian sensibilities, but who would, at the sametime, stay at homeand
perform her roleaswife and mother to perfection.

The education of women was expected to help ‘ create’ this New
Woman. Fromthelate nineteenth century onwards, girlswerebeing admitted
to schooals, but not awaysiningtitutions meant exclusively for them.8 This
invited criticism, and the Kerala Sanchari of August 21, 1889 drew the
attention of the Directorate of Public Instructionto evilsarising from sending
girlsto boys' schools.®But by the fourth decade of the twentieth century,
attitudeshad changed. It was, for instance, felt that “ apart from thefact that
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co-education reduces expenditure, boyswould not feel unnecessarily shy in
the company of girls, nor misbehave with them if given achancefroma
young ageto minglewiththem.” (Kuruppu, 1939: 49) More persistent was
thedisquiet regardingthe content of education. Inan articleinformed by current
patriarchal values, an editor of awomen’smagazine wrote of the need to
restructure women’seducation in which * housekeeping’ wasto get pride of
placeinthesyllabus, and whichwouldinclude coursesin primary economics,
cooking, child-rearing, etc. (BhagirathyAmma, 1932:35) The outcomes
expected from education varied for men and women. Inthenovel Indulekha,
whereasM adhavan’seducationisgeared to gain him employment and thereby
independent income, the heroine’sisof aprivate nature meant mainly to
sanitisethemind. In Malabar, by the 1940s, the percentage of girl studentsto
femal e population constituted 10.6 which was the second highest in the
Presidency.'® However, adominant male discourse ensured that very few
girlswent for higher education, and eventhosewho did, ultimately ended up
staying at home, performing household chores.! Even someone like
K.PKesavaMenon, educated at Madras, editor of Mathrubhumi, and a
Congressleader of prominence by the 1920s, writesin hisMemoirsthat
even though hiswifewaseducated only up to thefourth standard, it did not
matter as shewas adept in household matters, and that to someonelikehim
whowasparticular about food, her culinary tlentscameasablessing. (Menon,
1957: 23) Muliyil Krishnan, lecturer at Presidency Collegein Madras, kept
an Englishmistressto tutor hissemi-educated wife, Sixteen yearsyounger to
him. Everyday, beforegoing to college, heused to assign  homework’ to her
inorder toimprove her handwriting and knowledgein Maths. Itisnot clear
whether her English and Mathsimproved, but Krishnan'sbiographer points
out that she became adept, like many other women of her generation and
class, at cooking, oncewinning thefirst prizein an* Indian Food competition’
organized by the National Indian Association. (Nair, 1932: 36-37) Within
thelimitsprescribed for them, and not grosdy violating the stereotypesthey
were supposed to conform to, somewomen did try to combinethe qualities
of agood housewifewith their own creative and commercial initiatives. For
instance, Madhavi Amma, wife of C. Krishnan, though she spent her time
mostly in the kitchen, had started her own business from home —*Mrs.,
Krishnan'sMaabar Medicd Sore', specidizinginAyurvedic medicine, which
soon attracted orders from even distant Ceylon, Burma and Singapore.
(Sankaran, 1967: 92)

Thenew conceptionsof sexud differencebuilt uponexigtingtraditions
ensured that women stayed at home, and the few who ventured out had to
face the consequences. Revathy Amma, wife of apolice commissioner at
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Mahe, recountsin her Memoirshow her attemptsat alife outsidethehome
evenin philanthropic activitiescamein for much criticism. (RevathyAmma,
1977:28) Similarly, ParukuttyAmma, acharacter in the Wound of Soring,
after agint asamusicteacher, findsalifeof isolation a home.(Menon Marath,
1997) Under the circumstances, the sole objectivein awoman'slifewasto
find anideal husband. It was pointed out that “the biggest thing for awoman
inmaterial lifeismarital happiness, and to gain aconducive husband for
that.” 2Whiletalking of her childhoodin Mdabar, KamalaDasrefersto one
womanin her neighbourhood who ended up being aspinster becauseno one
was willing to marry her as she was too highly educated! (KamalaDas,
2003: 179)

Some men belonging to themiddleclassfoundit difficult to combine
publiclifewith their family life. An active publiclife prevented afew from
providing sustenanceto their family. K.P. KesavaMenon, with hiswife
increasingly becomingill, hadto giveup hispubliclifeaswell astheeditorship
of Mathrubhumi, which was anything but remunerativein those days, and
gofirst to Madras, and then abroad. When it appeared that hiswife was
expecting another child, G. Sankaran Nair notedin hisdiary “1 fear sheis
getting pregnant. God help her and me. My family seemsto grow anditis
hightimethat | took to my own affairsinstead of spending al my timefor the
public.” (Sankaran Nair, 1926) Thereverse was also true. For those men
whosefamily lifewasafailure, therewasthe possibility of fulfilmentinthe
world outside. K.PS. Menon, after revealing hisshare of problemsat home,
consoled himsdlf thus: “ Felt perfectly miserable as Chimaisbecoming more
and moreindifferent. How theromance of our marriage hasfled. | feel she
doesnot carefor me. Theold spontaneity isgone. Butitisal my ownfault.
Why should |, after dl, allow myself to bewrapped upinameregirl. | have
other interestsin life, enough to make manignore such worries.” (Menon,
1923) For women therewasrarely such duality; homewastheir ‘dl inal’,
the' naturd’ Siteof their femininity.

Husbands of thosewomen who did not conformto the expected
normswere pitied. Asonesarcastically putiit,

There are organized efforts on to protect the tenant from the oppression
of thejenmi (landlord), the worker from the capitalist, the debtor from
hisrich creditor, and the nephew from his karanavan (the all-powerful
maternal uncle under thematrilineal system). Butitisapity that thereis
not any such equivalent attempt to save from the wife the husband who,
in effect, is more oppressed than any of the ones mentioned.™®

Childhood and Domestics
Childhood attained importanceduring thistime. Earlier, during aperiod
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of domestic production, after infancy, achild becamean adult, helpinginthe
production process. Now, therewas along process through which achild
went through before attai ning adulthood.(Bose, 1995) Childrenprovideda
lot of joy to devoted parents. Assomeonepuit it, “achild having thetraits of
both husband and wife, asource of great joy, was somebody to shower all
your loveon.” (Elayathu, 1932: 26) Manual s appeared telling housewives
how toraisechildren. Inwell-to-do families, separate physical sphereswere
kept asidefor thechildren. To keep the kidsamused, avariety of toysbecame
availableinshopsspecidizinginthem.

Inthe new nuclear househol ds, keeping adomestic servant becamea
criterion of social distinction; every middle-class housewife wanted one.
Attitude towards them was a bit ambiguous, though. Normativetextson
child-rearing denounces servantsfor their bad influenceandill-treatment of
thechildren. Murkoth Kumaran who authored aMothers Manual, cursed
“those lazy motherswho out of consideration for their own convenience,
beauty and hedlth put the responsibility of feeding and bathing their children
topaidAyahs.” (Kumaran, 1977: 22) Thelatter wasa so blamed for depriving
theyoung mothersof any kind of physical exercise.(Menon, 1916: 32) But,
lived experienceswere sometimesradically different from the contents of
these normative texts.** M urkoth Kunhapparecollects how Koran, one of
their servants, had hiswedding at their house, and hisson, whowasborn and
brought up there, stayed with them even after hisfather’sdemise. Later he
became a peon, and when Kunhappa s mother lay dying, sent asad |etter
accompanied by afive-rupee note.(Kunhappa, 1975: 88) Whiletalking of
KrishnaM enon’schildhood, hishiographer mentionshow the childrenwere
taken wherever they wanted to go by ahorse-drawn carriage, the coachman
of whichwastheir cherished friend. When thelatter got unfairly implicatedin
acrimina suit, Krishna, though still achild, volunteered to goto court asa
witnessfor the hapless coachman who wasfinaly acquitted.(Ram, 1997 4)

Leisure

Inspite of abusy schedule, theurbane middleclassin colonia Maabar
found spacefor leisure. Asonewriter put it “while entertainment without
purposeislikedead leaves, lifewithout entertainment islike atree without
leaves.” (Kumaran, 1936: 158) L eisurewasgivenitsdueimportanceinthe
lifeof theindividual, and indeed, in some cases, itsrelevance asaserious
topic of research was stressed. As was noted in the pages of Malabar
Quarterly Review, oneof the premier contemporary English magazinesfrom
theseparts, “it isnot the serious side of man’snature a onethat deserves our
careful study. Hisgames, hispastimes, hisdiversons... equaly cdl for minute

134



Domestic Livesand Leisurely Pursuitsin Colonial Malabar

research...For, there, the spirit, bereft of artificial conventiondlities, runsriot
in her perennial atmosphere, and shows herself in her true colours. Itisin
those happy moments of relaxation that theinmost virtues of man come
out...relaxation repairshisweakened spiritsand makeshim thefitter toface
thefuturestruggle...” (Varma, 1904: 158)

According to Joffre Dumazedier, the French sociologist, leisure serves
threemain functionsto theindividual - relaxation, diversion and personaity
development. (Dumazedier, 1967: 16) Work isdistinct from leisure. While
theformer isspecific aswell aspredictable, thelatter isnot. But thiswasnot
the case earlier when there was hardly any distinction between the two.
Leisure, according to Stanley Parker, wasaproduct of industrial society.
When work cameto be donein aseparate place, with special timing and
under specia conditions, al of whichwereabsentin earlier times, leisuregot
itsnew identity distinct fromwork. (Parker, 1976: 27) GeorgeA Lundberg
defined leisure as” thetimewe arefreefrom the more obviousand formal
dutieswhich apaid job or other obligatory occupation imposes upon us.”
(Lundberg, 1934 2) In more recent times, feminist scholars haverejected
such aresidua definition of leisure by pointing out that such an explanation
failsto account for the unpai d labour women (both housewivesand empl oyed)
performat homein theform of child-rearing and housekeeping. For women,
the private domestic spaceisnot alwaysarealm of non-work. Women have
lesstime of their own after their household chores, whereas men’sleisure
activitiesget priority. Home, thus, becomesagendered spacereflecting the
unegual relationsthat exist between men and women outsideit.( Wearing,
1998; Deem, 1986)

John Mcguireobservesthat in colonial India, leisurefor the British
ruling classmeant aclosed classactivity revolving aroundritudigticclubllife,
whereasthe bhadral ok preferred to relax in traditional ways, most of which
involved household activities. (Mcguire, 1983: 77) Thesame could be said
of themiddleclassel sawherein the country.

InMalabar, inthelate nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, under
theimpact of colonial modernity, changesoccurred inthemodesof |eisure.
Someamong themiddleclass, recollectinga’ golden past’, rued thesechanges,
and fondly recalled an erawhen, for instance, during the Onam cel ebrations,
“peopleenjoyed new clothes, thefeast, and games afterwards, wherewomen,
children and men participated” in contrast to the present where “ after the
perfunctory meals, the husband takes anewspaper, and smoking acigarette,
settlesdown on hisarmchair.” (Govindan, 1934: 8)

Withthegrowth of individualism, leisure, like other things, had taken
anindividualisticturn. Thisisindicated in the nature of reading. In earlier
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timesit wasacollective enterprise. The growth of the private domain and
changesin the nature of enjoyment ensured that reading now took place at
home. The emergence of the novel reflects best thistransition. As K.N.
Panikkar observes, the emergence of the novel wasrooted intheintellectual
needsand aesthetic senghility of theburgeoning middlecdlass.(Panikkar, 1995:
96) Similarly, ShivaramaPadikka arguesthat the novel wasan entirely new
genre, arising from the historical moment when the English educated middie
classisattempting toimagineamodern nation. (Padikkal, 1993) Early novels
in the Malayalam language beginning with Indul ekha enjoyed col ossal
SuCCesS.

Inearlier times, leisurewasnot seen assomething distinct fromreligious
activities. For instance, inMadabar, asM.S.A. Rao pointsout, womenin old
tarawadsand illams spent their leisurehoursin reading sacred lore. (M.S.A.
Rao, 1956: 179) Religiousliterature continued to haveitsfanseveninthe
twentieth century. For ingtance, inthenovel Premabandham,Devikutty reads
out Puranas and stories of mythical heroes to her daughter Amukuitty.
(Menon, 1917: 17) Churia Canaran, who went on to become the deputy
collector of Malabar, spent his leisure hoursin reading Sanskrit works,
especidly those devoted to theol ogy and philosophy. (Krishnan, 1904: 29)
But these instances were becoming rare asreligious poetry based on the
epicsgradualy gaveway to secular prosein the popul arity stakes.

Evenasnove sand other formsof fictiontook their rightful placeinthe
reading world of the newly emergent middleclass, critiqueswere produced
agang popular nove sby somemiddledassintdlectuas. Vengayil Kunhiraman
Nayanar madefun of intending novelissswhowereproliferatinginanarticle
titled* AkhyayikaAllengil Novd.” (Nayanar, 1987) Ramankutty Menonwrote
anovd titled Parangodi Parinayamwhich wasaparody of theimmensely
popular Indulekha aswell asacritique of modernity. (Menon, 1892) These
critiqueswere prompted partly dueto themalemiddie classfear that reading
novelsmight devel op baseinginctsand corrupt thereeders, especialy women.
A critic pointed out that “in most of the novels, which, in their wisdom, text-
book committees prescribefor young students, thereare vivid descriptions
of theamorousactivitiesof love-lorn couples... if only thetalentsof these
writersareused for narrating the biography of great menwhichwould set the
right examplefor young minds.” (Sukumaran, 1933: 167) AsTapti Roy says,
inIndia, initially, the colonia regime categorized the pressand defined what
isobsceneandwhat isnot. Later, it wasleft to theindigenouselitesto define
what was* proper’ and ‘improper’ in literary aesthetics. (Roy, 1995)

Beforetheadvent and popul arization of eectricity, eveningswere spent
indarkness. In hisaccount, Mayer wrote that in many partsof thedistrict,
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“lighting ismade possible using coconut —oil lamps, or lanterns of kerosene
oil; electric power existsonly inthelargest towns.” (Mayer, 1952: 108) But
that did not prevent thosewho were swept off their feet by the printed word
from devouring booksby daylight. For example, Sanjayan, thefamoussatiri<t,
during hischildhood used to rush homefrom school and beforethe sunwent
down, read his favourite Bhaktamala authored by Tharavathu Ammalu
Amma. (Pazhass, 2000: 17) Sukumar Azhikodewho later went onto acquire
fameasorator-writer-academicianwritesof how in hischildhood, hisreading
habit got aboost through hisfather’ slibrary which, according to him, contained
more booksthan some of the publiclibrariesaround! (Azhikode, 2010: 23)

That the middle class had taken serioudy to reading isclear fromthe
diary of G.Sankaran Nair, alawyer and acongress activist who regularly
used to read, apart from Maaya am magazineslike Mitavadi and Prabudha
Keralam, English newspaperslike Times of India, The Hindu aswell as
TheModern Review published from distant Cal cutta. Sanjayan wasan ardent
reader of Punch fromyoung daysaswell asTit-bits.(Pazhass, 2010) Often,
membersof themiddle class subscribed to morethan one magazine, and, in
some cases, even foreign ones. Kamala Das, the famous poetess, recalls
how, whilein Calcutta, her father used to get the British* Daily Mirror’, and
theAmericanweekly ‘ Saturday Evening Post’, and whilestaying at her village
in Malabar, he used to subscribe to Manorama, Mangalodayam, Parijatam
and Mathrubhoomi.(KamalaDas, 2003: 106-107) Men, sincethey were
moreliterate and had better accessto the public sphereand, therefore, kept
track of literary and cultural devel opments, had awider range of periodicals
to choose from, but women were not altogether kept out of the process.
KamalaDas, for instance, talksin her Memoirs of how she was an avid
reader of theweekly-love storiesof Uroob and Pottekkat, and used to enjoy
solving puzzleswhich appeared in themagazines. (KamaaDas, 2003: 107)
One periodical the middle class in these parts could identify with was
Mathrubhumi. Beginningwith articlesand short stories, it soon had different
sections on children, women, science, gardening, literature, cinema, etc.
alongside its regular commitment to nationalist politics. A.R.
Venkatachalapathy has shown how, in the context of Tamil Nadu, the
magazines, asanew bus nesstactic, indulged in asuccessful mix of humour,
crossword puzzleswith fabulous prizes, cartoons, fiction withitsthrills,
suspense, mel odrama, and passed them under anew legitimising |abel -
nationaism. (Venkatachal apathy, 1997)

Another source of home entertainment wastheradio. It haditsorigins
in 1926 when aprivate concern under the name of the Indian Broadcasting
Company Limited, in an agreement withthe Government of India, set uptwo
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stations, at Bombay and Calcutta. Theformer wasinaugurated on 23 July,
1927 and the Cal cuttastation on 26" August the sameyear. By themid-30s,
the Government had taken over, and on June 8, 1936, the Indian State
Broadcasting Servicewasre-designated asAll IndiaRadio. (Awasthy, 1965:2-
3) InMalabar, during thefirst haf of thetwentieth century, theinitialy bulky
and expensive apparatus was not very common, and in the smaller towns
and villages, it wasamost unknown. Even aslate as 1939, “ Ottapalam had
only one[abattery —operated] radio setinitsonly club.” (Kutty, 2009: 51)
Thosewho could not affordit, listened to theradio at restaurantsand other
public places, whileotherstook refugein their rich neighbour’shouse. Inlate
1933, onegirl recalled in the pages of Mathrubhumi, the excitement shefelt
whilelistening to music from the radio of her doctor neighbour who had
invited her family over inthe evening. (Sumangaladevi, 1933: 24) Radio
programmesincluded music, news, weether report, market fluctuations, etc.,
and had awideaudience. Of radio’ssignificance, onecommentator observed:
Only twenty years have elapsed sinceitsinception. But during thisshort
period it has assumed such marvel ous proportionsthat today it hasalmost
become ahousehold necessity...only problemisitsprohibitive cost...the
government should do something. (Chintan, 1938: 4-5)

By themiddle of thetwentieth century, there was the widespread use
of radio.® M.SA. Raowrites, “withtheinvention of thewire ess, gramophone
has becomeless popular. For the peoplewho can afford to possessa set, it
isthe chief mode of spending one’sleisure. Asit catersto different interests
(music, songs, news, lectures, playsand sometimesreligiousprogrammes) it
has come to be considered as a necessity of a home.” (Rao, 1956: 183)
Many peoplewho could not afford it, listened to theradioin public places,
restaurant and parks. In Calicut, for instance, therewasabig transistor radio
placed at the Mananchirasguare where peoplein the eveningsused to come
andligten.

We have aready seen the interest shown by the middle classin
decorating theinterior of their homes. If aspurt of interest in maintaining
flower gardensisany indication, they wereequally concerned about how the
houselooked fromthe outside. Thefiction of thetimesisrepletewith gardens
adorning middle classhomes. In Vasumati, for instance, Murkoth Kumaran
beginsthe story with the descri ption of agarden with marble statues, fountain
and benchesbd onging toawel-off Thiyya (Kumaran, 1935: 257) Thecoming
into being of nucleated familiesliving in separate homes enabled peopleto
work out their botanical fantasies. Thevegetable garden which partly fed the
family continued to exist, but the new crazewasfor theflower gardenwhich
soon became asymbol of middle classstatus. Appreciating flower gardens
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hasbeen traditionally seen asafeminineattribute, but thereisno evidencefor
that in contemporary literature. Members belonging to both the sexes
recognized in equal measure the aesthetic pleasuresthey offered, and the
hedl th benefitsone stood to gainwhileworking inthem. Thefollowing passage
from acollegemagazineisacasein point:
a flower garden is a veritable paradise on earth. It has a charm of its
own. A beautiful garden in front of a home or a public institution is
indeed adelightful sight that welcomesthevisitor...Gardening...besides
giving exerciseto the muscles, providesaninteresting and useful pastime
for one's leisure hours. Ministering to the dumb colourful plants and
flowersin the open air, inhaling the sweet scented air, is sure to add to
physical aswell as mental growth and refinement.(lyer, 1938: 21-22)

Themiddleclasses, in order to distinguish themsel vesfrom thelower
orders, avoided menial labour at any cost. But therewas no such taboo as
far asgarden tending was concerned.

Of course, it isnot aways possible to distinguish between leisure
partaken at home and those available outsideit. In many cases, asincertain
kindsof games, aswell asmusic, thereisan overlgp. Smilarly, talkingwasan
important pastime, traversing both home and outside. “ Talking,” according
to NelsAnderson,” isthe most universal of pastimes, and also quite the
cheapest, inour society...it hasitsplacein every society. To beexiled from
it, aswhen prisonersare put into solitary confinement, often|leadsto madness.
It enables onetoidentify with one’ssocial mileu.” (Anderson, 1974: 94)
Dipesh Chakravarty writesof theingtitution of addain coloniad Benga which,
asalegacy of an earlier period, persisted inspite of Victorian reservations
regarding it asit went against the values of modernity. It wasbelieved to
confirmthe‘laziness’ of the nativesand hinder family life. Inspite of such
reservations, adda in the coffee houses, parks and beaches helped oneto
feel at home in the epoch of modernity, providing ademocratic space—
though women were conspi cuousby their absence- thediscussionsnot having
any tel os, no conclusion, and no agenda.(Chakravarty, 2007: 180-213) The
talking sessonswerefacilitated by the proliferation of friendships, smilar
professionsand common publicinterests bringing peopletogether. Kamala
Daswritesthat her uncle' sfriendsincluding advocates, literary figures,
diplomats, and physicianswould turn up at their homeinthe eveningsand
have conversationson the verandah, and that when the discussionsgot heated
and lasted long, some stayed back overnight. (KamalaDas, 2003: 15-18)
Visiting homesof peoplewith similar background andinterestshad become
popular. PS. Variar of Kottakkal AryaVaidyasalafamewas*agreat host,”
hishiographer notes, “ and entertaining guestswaslikeahobby to him.” (Nair,
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1953: 164) By the early twentieth century, theingtitution of castenolonger
had the prohibitory effectit had earlier inrestricting publicinteraction between
membersof different castes.’® The period threw up several closefriendships
betweentheNarsandthe Thiyyasinspiteof thelatter occupying adidtinctively
lower status than the former in the traditional caste hierarchy. Murkoth
Kumaran, aprominent Thiyyaliterary figure, whilestaying a Tdlicherry, was
afriend and neighbour of K.T. Chandu Nambiar, awell known criminal

lawyer aswell asaleading literary critic. Regarding literature, they had their
differenceswhich they made public through their respective columnsinthe
leading magazines of the period. Later, Murkoth and Nambiar started
separate newspapers - Katora Kutaram and Ramabanam respectively-
wherethey continued their literary dispute, which, however, did not, inany
way, affect their friendship. Infact, Chandu Nambiar was Murkoth's
Shashtipoorthi celebration committee’s chairman, reading out his
Mangal apathramon the occasion.!” There were other instances aswell.
Murkoth Kumaran, in hisbiography of Chandu Menon, thefamousearly
Nair novelist of Kerala, writesof hissubject’sclosefriendship with E.K.
Krishnan, aprominent Thiyyaof Tellicherry. - “itwasonly natural that both
of them being accomplished, honest and innocent, they would get attracted
to each other. While Krishnan wasanatura scientist with akeeninterestin
plant and animal life, Chandu Menon was an expert on human affairs,
caricaturing their faultsand exalting their qualities. Bothwereinterestedin
hunting.” (Kumaran, 1996:36) AsG. Arunimapointsout “ sharing thesame
literary space created acommunity of intellectualswith at least one shared
concern—of engaging with the experience of modernity that was shaping and
often, confusing them.(Arunima, 2004 213) Often, thesefriendshipsdid not
remain confined to the public domain, but extended to theinteriorsof their
respectivehomes. Theclosest friend of C. KrishnanwasManjeri Sundarayyar,
one of the prominent Brahmin vakilsof Malabar who used to frequent the
former’shouseintheevenings. Thiswasthe period when‘ taste’ wasgaining
inprominencein middle classlife, the capacity to discriminate beauty and
perfectioninart and literature. Theart of conversation, the ability to express
the opinions gai ned through appropriate reading marked out the* cultured’

fromtherest.

A relevant question in this context iswhether lelsureand work are
inherently incompatible. H.L. Wilensky distingui shes between two types of
people—those who try to compensate for the frustrationsthey experience
while at thework place through leisure, and otherswho look for similar
experiencesduring their leisuretimeto those they experiencewhileinthe
office. Whiletheformer holdstruefor those whoseworking conditionsare
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harsh, the latter refersto those whose work isinteresting and requiresa
certain amount of skill and education. (Wilensky, 1960: 544) Among the
latter, would be examplesof the middleclass. O. ChanduM enon, thefamous
novelist who combined hisliterary work withajobinthejudiciary, isacase
inpoint. On reaching home after settling adifficult case, hewould relax at
home by making hisservantstake sidesinamock case, occasionaly joining
inhimsdf. (Vaidyar, 1913: 12) On other occasions, during office hours, after
his superiorshad left for homein thelate afternoons, hewould indulgein
songsand dance with friends.(Kumaran, 1996: 46)

Conclusion

Administrative changes during the colonial period provided the
backdrop to the emergence of a new middle classin colonial Malabar.
Government officesand the courts provided the arenawhere the educated
nativescould hopeto find employment. Whenthesaleof land becamecommon
following the break down of tarawads, and marriagesbeganto beregistered,
registration officesbecamearedity. The spread of education witnessed from
thelate nineteenth century onwardsresulted inthe cregtion of several hundreds
of school and collegeteacherswho became animportant segment of thenew
middleclass.

Among the Hindus, the middle classes came from all the castes.
However, thefinancidly lessprivileged among theNarsand thedightly well-
off among the Thiyyas, who went for western education, dominated. Therich
NarsandtheNambudiris, in generd, took timeto adjust to the rapid changes
taking place around them, and, in the process, got | eft behind.

Though in the initial stages, the middle class was not dominant
numericaly, itsinfluencewassgnificant dl dong. Themiddlecd asshad become
the custodians of dominant cultural valuesin asociety undergoing rapid
transition. Thiswas possible due to the knowledge the group possessed,
mostly through western education, and itsability to communicateit. Almost
inevitably, it dominated anascent public sphere. However, women only had
aminimal presencehere.

Even asmen dominated the public sphere, the* home' wasdesignated
astherealm where the woman was expected to hold sway. Here, shewas
expected toraise children and perform her wifely dutiesto perfection. There
werecdlsduring thistimefor women's education to bere-structured to suit
her roleat home. Though theoreticaly, women controlled thehome, inpractise,
men continued to dictateterms. Laws strengthened the position of thefather,
asdidtheliteratureof thetimes. Women'sfinancia dependenceontheir men
ensured their subordinate statusat home.
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L eisuretook new formsduring thistime. Religiousfunctionswhich
passed off asentertainmentsin the past gaveway to new secular ones. Now,
within home, oneimportant way to spend time constituted reading which
was, in no small measure, hel ped by the spread of education and literacy.
And, withtheproliferation of publications, therewas sufficient reading to be
had. Of theliterature available, secular prose attracted readers the most;
spiritual poems, whichwasthemain component of literatureinan earlier era,
now, catered to a minority. Radio provided information as well as
entertainment. Sometook to gardening, while others engaged themselves
with theinterior decoration of their house.

NOTES

1 Satement of Population of 1871 in Each Village of the Malabar District
Arranged According to Area, Caste and Occupation, Govt. Gazette
Press, Madras,1874,p.7

2 MMCR, The Presidents Memorandum, p.9 cited in K.N. Panikkar, ‘Land
Control, Ideology and Reform: A Study of the Changes in Family
Organization and Marriage System in Kerala’, The Indian Historical
Review, 4, no. 1, (1977). In contrast to the West, in India, the middle class
was also marked by their linkages to land. AsK.N. Panikkar shows, those
who secured government jobs or practiced as advocates, also held Kanom
tenure or belonged to ‘tarawads which had Kanom rights over land. Ibid.,
p. 38

® Report of the Malabar Marriage Commission, Lawrence Asylum Press,
Madras, 1891, p.43

4 Even among the Mappilas, for long stereo-typed as backward, there were
the occasional professionals and bureaucrats. L ord Pentland, Governor of
Madras, on avisit to Malabar in 1913, in hisreply to Himayat-ul-Sabha,
notesthat “you now have aMappilatahsildar, and adeputy superintendent
of police besides anumber of Mappila officersin the Registration, Police
and Educational services with many representativesin the clerical posts.”
First Tour of H.E. The Right Hon. Lord Pentland, Governor of Madras
(Coimbatore and Malabar) Govt. Press, Madras, 1913, p.103

° Satistical Atlas of Malabar, 1906, p.10

® The acts include The Malabar Marriage Act which sanctioned the
registration of customary sambandham union as legal marriage where the
wifeand children could claim maintenance from the husband/father without
forfeiting their rights to property from the household. The Malabar Wills
Act of 1898 gaveright toindividualsto passon their self-acquired property
totheir wivesfrom legal marriages. In 1933, the Madras Marumakkathayam
Act was passed by the Legidative Council which effectively ended the
tarawad (joint family household) system. It legalized sambandham
marriages, granted the right of adoption, and allowed branchestheright to
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demand partition. It aso legalized inheritance from father to son. Meanwhile,
these changes as well as the various tenancy Actsin the twentieth century
affected the Nambudiriswhich necessitated changesin their own community.
The Yogaksema movement which was started in 1908 had, among other
objectives, the reform of marriage laws within the community. Partly due
toits efforts, the Nambudiri Act of 1933, was passed, according to which,
younger Nambudiris could now marry Nambudiri girls, and [1lom (house of
the Nambudiri Brahmins) property could beinherited by the younger sons.
Inspite of differencesin specificities, following urbanization after which
the division between ‘home’ and the ‘world’ gets pronounced, in middle
classdiscourse, thereisauniversal valorization of theformer. For instance,
the middle class of England in the nineteenth century, found “the market
place ... dangerously amoral. The men who operated in that sphere[thought
they] could save themselves only through constant contact with the moral
world of the home, where women acted as carriers of the pure values that
could counteract the destructive tendencies of the market.” Catherine Hall,
‘The Sweet Delightsof Home', in Michelle Perrot, ed, A History of Private
Life, Vol. 1V: From the Fires of Revolution to the Great War, Harvard
University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1990, p. 74. According to
John Tosh, a home was seen by the English middle class as a haven from
al thetroublesin the outside world, to spend with your wife and children,
where there would not be intruders to destroy your peace and privacy.
John Tosh, ‘ The New Men; The Bourgeois Cult of Home' in History Today,
Vol. 46 (12), December, 1996, pp. 9-15.

By thelate 1930s, the number of girl students even in the centres of higher
education was quite significant. T. Narayanan Nambiar, while proposing
the ‘Toast of the College’ twenty years after he had graduated from
Government Brennen College, mentions how while hewas astudent there,
“we had very few girl students .... In those days we lived in two different
worlds. But now | find thegirl studentsmoving freely with boysand taking
an active part in all the activities of the college.” T, Narayanan Nambiar,
‘Toast of the College’, Government Brennen College Magazine, Vol.
V111, No.1, December, 1939, p. 84

Kerala Sanchari 21% August, 1889 in NNPR in the week ending 31*
August, 1889, p. 172

Report on Public Instruction in the Madras Presidency for 1939-40,
Vol.2, Parts| and I1, p. 51

A Women’s Education Commission appointed by the Namboodiri
Yogakshema Sabha, initsreport, recommended that if considerable number
of lllams existed together, schooling could be organized in one of them,
thereby denying the need for public schooling. Education was also to be
limited to girls between five and twelve. Married women'’s education,
meanwhile, was to be decided by their husbands. K.M. Sheeba, ‘ From the
Kitchen to the Stage and Back: Continuing Forms of Women'sExclusionin
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Keralam.” in Journal of South Indian History, Vol.2, No.2, March, 2006,
p. 65

Bandhusamudayangalile Manya Sahodarikal oduoru Apeksha, Unsigned
Article Unni Nambuthiri, Vol.8, No.12, 1928, p.682

Unsigned article, ‘ Bharthakkanmarude Vishamasthithi, Vijayan, vol.2, no.7,
August 1938, p.17

SwapnaM. Banerjee, ‘ Child, Maother, Servant : Motherhood and Domestic
Ideology in Colonial Benga’, in Avril A. Powell and Siobhan Lambert-
Hurley, eds. Rhetoric and Reality : Gender and the Colonial Experience
in South Asia, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2006

In the post—independence period, the government consciously promoted
the use of radio. According to an analyst, this was for two reasons: the
need to speak directly to a huge population of illiterates, and to preserve
the cultural-iterary tradition of the region. K.M. Narendran, ‘Kozhikode
Akashavani’ in Malabar: PaithrukavumPrathapavum, Mathrubhumi
Books, Kozhikode, 2011, pp. 535-536.

But agenuine breaking down of the caste barrier, especialy at the personal
level, still remained a distant dream. The biographer of Muliyil Krishnan,
one of those Thiyyaswho ‘ made’ it, having become, among other things, a
teacher at Presidency college in Madras, recounts how Nair friends of
Krishnan used to say good things about him on his face, while pouring
scorn on him behind his back, and how they would take food from his
home, but would bewary of otherscoming to know of it! K.M. Nair, Muliyil
Krishnan, Norman Printing Bureau, Calicut, 1932, pp. 72-73. Murkoth
Kumaran issaid to have confided in private his anguish that hisgood friend
O. Chandu Menon, in hisfirst and most famous novel, Indulekha, did not
include asacharacter asingle Thiyya, acommunity numerically dominant,
and by then educated and decently employed. Murkoth Srinivasan,
‘Apoornamaya Oru Atmakatha', Mathrubhumi, Vol. 22, No. 16, July2,
1944, p. 1. C. Krishnan ended up converting to Buddhism, which would
suggest that he never felt quite comfortablewith hisHindu identity, where,
in spite of hismaterial success and public fame, he continued to occupy a
lower position in the caste hierarchy.

Mangalat Raghavan, ‘Poyi Poya Thalamurakal’ in Thalasserry:
SaradaKrishnayyar Memorial Fine Arts Society Smaranika, Chitra
DTP Solutions, Tellicherry, 2002, p. 73 In his presidential address on the
occasion of the Sashtipoorthi of Murkoth Kumaran, Ulloor waxed
eloquently of hisfriendship with theformer. According to him, both of them,
vassals at the temple of Saraswati, the Goddess of knowledge, enjoyed a
specid bonding, ‘taramaitri’, possible dueto compatibility of their respective
star signs. Sreeman Murkoth Kumarante Sashtipoorthi Aaghosha
Vivaram, Imperial Printing works, Tellicherry, 1934, p. 2
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