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Foreign and Indigenous Accounts on Mannapéti and Pulapéti

According to indigenous tradition of Kerala, the womanhood
represented as to be gentle, polite, self-sacrificing, sexually passive
and monogamous. There was a belief that the status and position of
a woman enhances basically with the proper maintenance of chastity_
Chastity was not dependent upon class, caste and social status. It
was vthe sole responsibility of women to maintain chastity.’
Smarttavicaram was a trial of Nampitiri women for adultery from
late medieval period to the early 20th century.! The punishment for
such an offence was excommunication. The women thus punished
became outcastes in that particular social system.

Nayar women were forced to practice customs like Mannapeti and
Pulapeti. However, it was not based on any Brahmanical texts that
such customs were practiced.” In fact, values prescribed by Brahmin
tradition are amended in the case of sexual relation between Brahman
men and Nayar women. The practice of Sambandham (a form of
marriage among matrilineal castes) was prominent feature of Nayar
society.” The Nayar women had concubinage relation with many
Nayar, Nampdtiri and other high caste m_En; Thus, the application
of the concept of chastity in the case of Nayar women is intriguing.

The foreign travellers visited Kerala in medieval period, refer
about Mannapeti and Pulapéti, Duarte Barbosa, the Portuguese
traveller who visited Malabar in 16th century, is the first to mention
Mannapeti.” Sheik Zainuddin, the indigenous scholar who wrote in
Arabic, also refer to this practice.® The foreigners mention this as the
most abominable and unbelievable custom of the Kerala Hindus.
This custom had varied names in different places. In South
Travancore it was called as Pulapéti or Parapeti.” The details of

Mannapeti and Pulapéti are also varied in the foreign accounts.

Barbosa elaborated that on certain days of a year, an outcaste
man could throw a stone or twig at a woman or touch her. In most
of the cases there was no witness, But the women herself revealed
the truth and ran away with the outcaste who polluted her. If she
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Mujahiddin and also in the inscription of Vira Kerala Varma abolishing
this practice in Travancore. It is also argued that it was only an
attempt to create an atmosphere of fear among Nayar women, He
considers it a ploy by the eldest male members of Taravatu (the
matrilineal joint family of the Nayars) making use of the outcaste

servants, and also a technique to punish particular outcaste men
who incurred their displeasure.”

Disciplining the women

Nayar society practiced matrilineal form of inheritance in Kerala.
However, in practice the society was not matriarchal. Nayar women
had no right to partition the property, exchange the land, sale the
profits from the property and so on. This type of economic
transactions was controlled by Karanavar (senior most male member
of the Taravdtu in the maternal line). The young ladies were under
the strict control of Karanavar and Karanavatti (senior most female
member of the Taravatu). They were the kingpins of Taravatu,
especially in matters of young ladies including their Sambandham,
child birth, divorce etc. Karanavar and Karanavatti decided the
Sambandham of their female family members with appropriate Nayar
or high caste men. They decided the number of Sambandham, it is
time and continuance of the relationship.”’ The senior male mEfnbers
of the Nayar family made use of Mannapéti and Pulapeti as a

disciplinary mechanism to suppress the daring Nayar ladies on the

pretext of custom. So, the atmosphere of obedience was maintained

in the Nayar family by these customs.

The tradition related to Manndapeéti and Pulapéti may have created

fear psychosis among the Nayar women in medieval period. They
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had enjoyed the right to visit temples and attend festivals in that
time. But when a woman travel outside, she should be accompanied
by a man like Nayar soldier, or al least a boy above three-years of
v financial position of each Taravitu.*' In fact,

age depending on the
the social system, in multiple ways, restricted the movements of
women. El.u-nkul.m'u argues that the Natuovali announced a particular
date for Péti in every year.2 However, this view is at best a hypothesis
as there is no evidence for such a declaration by any Natuvali in
Kerala.2 Mannapéti and Pulapéti gained wide popularity as oral
tradition. The fear psychosis of such a social ostracism had sinister
effects on Nayar women of productive ages. Thus, their space
restricted within the compound of Taravatu itself. The punishments
related to this Péfi are of unalterable in nature in the medieval period.
A Nayar woman was excommunicated without trial from the
community in case a Pulayan or Mannan touched her. The only
options left for her was to run away with that outcaste man or
convert to Islam Christianity or lead an ascetic life.?* The relatives
generally opted the honour killing if she preferred not to leave the
family after such a pollution.” The fear of execution or a life of
outcaste compelled the Nayar women to be concerned of purity.

The women were vulnerable to Peéti only after evening. The
companionship of at least a three-year-old boy protected her from
Péti, and safeguarded her purity.*® This custom openly announces
that if a woman was accompanied by a male ‘representative’, she
would be immuned to any sort of “pollution’. This upholds men as
protector of women from all sorts of hazards.

The social regulations restricted the free movement of low caste
people in medieval Kerala. They were even prohibited to see,
approach and touch an upper caste man. The custom called
Mannapéti and Pulapéti were practiced during a period when
pollution to any high caste person by low castes or outcastes were
met with severe punishment. Thus, the possibility of any such act
voluntarily from the side of an outcaste man was generally
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truncated.?” On the other hand, aristocratic family head, or chieftajy
occasionally would have instigated his outcaste servant to touch the
disnbedien£ woman of his Taravafu. Hence the woman was punisheq

on the pretext of custom itself.
Seclusion of outcastes

According to tradition all outcaste men have the right to pollyte
Nayar ladies by this medieval custom. But a few outcastes like
Mannan, Pulayan and Parayan had particularly created fear psychosis
to the Nayar women. The Brahminic ideology of seclusion of
outcastes from the Varna society seems to be detrimental in such
practices. The outcastes were identified with sorcery and witchcraft,
such as Ofividya, Kitotram and Mantravadam. A social stigma may
have formed upon particular outcastes by such practices.?® The elite
class would have taken advantage of the situation by utilising the
service of the outcastes as practitioners of sorcery to settle their
scores with the opponents. In fact, such practices would have enabled
the outcastes to take advantage of the situation against their
immediate oppressor and even the estranged masters. Fear was
considered as a major regulatory mechanism in the entire period of
Kerala history. The practice of sorcery and witchcraft by the outcastes
created fear among the high castes which was exploited to control
their women,

The account of Barbosa shows that, even in the absence of any
witness to the incident woman voluntarily informed it and ran away
with the outcaste man.? It may be either due to the fear of the

custom or in a bid to save the life from execution. The woman
considered it as her responsibility to ensure the caste purity of her
Taravatu and so suffered the pain of excommunication in silence,
Another possibility is the elopement of woman with her outcaste
lover taking advantage of the custom. Thus
sacrifice of her life for the honour of her fam
fulfil her desire.
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{ Parameswaran Moosath, Sankarasmrti, 1905, Kottayam, 2017, pp: 132-137; F.
Bhaskaranunni, Smirttavicaram, Kottayam, 2009, pp. 148-209. )

5 The significant texts of Brahmanical ideology in medieval Kerala a n;
Kéralalpath, Sankarasmrti and Vyavaharamala. These texts do not speak 0
these customs. Even in medieval chronicles called Granthavaris these customs
are not recorded. :

6 Gambandham was a form of marriage practiced by high caste Hindus till
middle of the 20th century in Kerala. The matrilineal family of high castes
including Nayars opted this form of marriage. In this form of marriage, the
lady married a man of higher caste particularly Brahman. But the childufn
born in this relationship had no property right of his father. Generally, in
this form of marriage the women opted polyandry.

7 “In certain months of the year they do their utmost to touch some Nayre
woman by night as secretly as they can, and this only for the sake of doing
evil. They go by in order to get into the houses of the Nayres to touch
women, and during these months the women guard themselves carefully,
and if they touch any woman, even though none have seen it, and there
may be no witnesses, yet she declares it at once, crying out, and she will
stay no longer in her house that her caste may not be destroyed; in general
she flees to the house of some other low caste folk, and hides herself, that
her kinsfolk may not slay her; and that thence she may help herself and be
sold to foreigners, which is off times done. And the manner of touching is
this, even though no words are exchanged, they throw something at her, a
stone or stick, and if it touches her she is touched and ruined. These people
are also great sorcerers and thieves; they are a very evil race”, M. L. Dames,
ed., The Book of Duarte Barbosa, Vol. 11, New Delhi, 1989, pp. 68-69.

8 “If a woman of a higher caste, on certain particular nights of the year,
happens to be hit with a stone or something else from the hands of a man
of inferior caste and she was not at that time accompanied by any man, she
will be turned out of her caste. In such circumstances, she has no alternative
other than embracing Islam, Christianity or become a yogi. Otherwise she
will be sold by the local ruler”. S. M. H. Nainar, ed., Tuhafat-ul-Mujahiddin,
Kolalampur, Reprint 2009, pp. 43-44.

9 §. Achuthawarrier, Kerala Samskaram (Mal), Trivandrum, 2003, p. 139,

10 M. L. Dames, ed., The Book of Duarte Barbosa, Vol. 11, pp. 68-69,

1 §. M, H Nainar, Tuhafat-ul-Mujahiddin, pp. 43-44.

2 Gundert says that during the month of Karkkitakam high caste women ma y
lose caste, if a slave happe-ns tu'lthf'nw a stone at them after sunset. Hermann

o e S i

.GS. y: ¢ yml?msas in Kerala, Thiruvananthapuram, 1972,
p. 3; Raghava Varier and Rajan Gurukkal, Keralacharithram, Vol, 11,
Sukapuram, 2012, p. 155.
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14 Raghava Varier and Rajan Gurukkal, Keralacharithram, Vol. 1I, p. 155.
15 Flamkulam P. N. Kunjan Pillai, Annathe Keralam (Mal), p. 123.

6 [hid., pp. 116-117.

7 [bid., p- 113.
8 p P Sudhakaran, ‘Pulapeti, Puthiyoru Anweshanam’ (Mal.), Kerala

Padanangal, 1V, January-March, 1994, p. 385.

12 Ibid.,

20 Ihid., p- 508.

2 AS, Ramanatha Ayyar, ed. Travancore Archaeological Series (T.A.S), Vol. VII,
Part II, Trivandrum, 1930, pp. 26-28.

Elamkulam P. N. Kunjan Pillai, Annathe Keralam (Mal), op.cit., p. 113.

23 There were a number of Natus and Natuvdli in medieval Kerala. Many of
them such as Zamorin, Kolattiri, Venatu ruler and Cochin Raja attained the
position of independent rulers in late medieval period. V.V. Haridas, Zamorins
and the Political culture of Medieval Kerala, New Delhi, 2016, pp. 24-25.

% g M. H Nainar, Tuhafat-ul-Mujahiddin, pp. 43-44.

% p P. Sudhakaran, ‘Pulapéti Puthiyoru Anweshanam’, p. 509.
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2012, p. 158.

3 Elamkulam P. N. Kunjan Pillai, Annathe Keralam (Mal), p. 113.

32 Ibid., p. 123.

3 p, . Sudhakaran, ‘Pulapéti Puthiyoru Anweshanam’, p. 507

3 N. P. Unni, ed. Sankarasmriti, Torino, 2003, p. 192.

3% Vyavahdramala, Manuscript Library, University of Calicut, 1563,
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41 M.L. Dames, ed., The Book of Duarte Barbosa, Vol. 11, pp. 68-69. :

42 6. M. H. Nainar, ed. Tuhafat-ul-Mujahidddin, pp. 43-44.

 p P Sudhakaran, ‘Pulapeti, Puthiyoru Anweshanam’, p. 485.

# Velayudhan Panikkassery, Keralam pathinanjum pathinarum noottanduakalil
(Mal), Kottayam, 1963, p. 79.

% The relevant portion of Kalkulam inscription are as follows: “The King
having been pleased to order that Pulappédi and Mannappédi shall not be in
practice in the territory lying to the west of Tévila, to the east of Kannérri







