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Mappilas of Malabar are a well-known community of the present Kerala 

state. The Mappila community is an integral part in the history of Kerala from 

medieval to modern period. The community has richly contributed to the 

political, social and cultural history of the land that it has been the centre of 

attraction in recent years. Sociologists, anthropologists and historians 

especially westerners, are taking special interest in the study of the community. 

In many areas of social life, like other Muslim con~rnunities of India, the 

Mappilas of Malabar are influenced by indigenous systems and practices. 

These aspects of mutual adjustment and adaptation between the Mappilas and 

the local people are subjected to various studies. As a result of all these new 

trends, a special area namely Mappila studies are gradually emerging. Mappila 

studies is a vast subject of abundant depth, but.stil1 some of the areas remain 

untraced. Thus my work is ahumble attempt to fulfil this objective that is to 

contribute a little to the area of Mappila studies. 

By thls study I wish to bring so many untouched aspects of the social 

and cultural life of Mappila community into the light of history. For centuries. 

the Mappilas have been contributing to the history and culture of this land. 

They have developed so much of literary writings. poetical compositions. 

dance systems, fine arts and marital arts. In all these spheres their contribution 

is exemplary and outstanding. With the on rush of modem civilization so many 

traditional custcms and values thus nurtured and fostered through out the 

period of the development of this community from past to the present. are 

facing a serious threat to survival. Thus the objective of this study is to bring 

fo~th such vanishing values of social and cultural life of Mappilas. to the light 

of history. Social and cultural changes affected the society through modern 

education and technological advancement. The economic status that the 



community attained by the 'gulf money', as called for the petro-dollar richness, 

through their migration to Middle Eastern countries, has tremendously 

transformed the day to day life of Mappilas. This new life style has hampered 

their old customs and manners of social and cultural life. So this study seeks to 

examine the social and cultural life of the 'old Mappilas' before this 

transformation period. 
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TRANSLITERATION 
- 

Arabic to English 

Malayalam to English 

For Arabic and Malayalom letters other than stated in the above list corresponding English 
letters are used without any change. However, there are certain exceptions for the 
transliteration. N o  transliteration has been given for the commonly used words in Malayalam 
and Arabic. Mappila names also had not been given complete transliteration, but for Arabic 
names the rule is followed as shown above. Forthe places the commonly used style is followed. 
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INTRODUCTION

Abdurahiman.K.P “Mappila heritage: A study in their social and cultural life” 
Thesis. Department of History, University of Calicut, 2004 



INTRODUCTION 

Mappilas of Malabar occupy a special position in the hstory of Indian 

Muslims. They have been an integral part of Kerala history and culture. From 

the medieval time up to this day their presence is conspicuous in the history of 

Kerala. Their entry into the political arena of Kerala with the struggle 

between Portuguse power in the 16'~ Century and later their bitter opposition 

to British regime placed them in the high pedestal of patriotism. Inspite of this 

anti- colonial struggle to liberate the country from foreign yolk, on one hand, 

and deep love and affection to the mother land on the other, little attention has 

been paid to their historical role so far by the historians. Before Independence 

of this counby, they were not pictured in the pages of historical writing. It 

was in 1929 AD an article' appeared in the book 'Malabar and its folk' by 

T.K.G. Panlkkar. Roland E. Miller in his work Mappila Muslims of Kerala 

writes about thls negligence of Mappila role of academicians thus, "Mappila 

hiddeness from the academic world has been paralleled surprisingly enough, 

by a hiddennes from the nearest neighbours of this Muslim community namely 

Hindus and Christians of ~erala". '  But whatever little has been written in the 

pre-Independence era is not only not the true picture of the community 

but something prejudiced and biased. History of Malabar Rebellion written by 

1. Hamid Ali .*Moplahs". T.K.G. Panikkar (Ed.), Malabar and its Folk. 3"' edition Madras. 1929. ?.g67 

2 .  Roland. E Miller. Mappila Muslims of Kerala - A study in Islamic trends (Revised 
edition 1992) Oricrlt Longman Ltd.: Madras, p XV. 



R. t I .  Hitchcock and Malabar Manual by William Logan are thoroughly based 

on official.records which are pro-British. The factor which resulted in this sad 

situation is the role of Mappilas in the rebellion of 1921, which is viewed as 

both communal and anti-imperialist. Some of the incidents of 1921 rebellion 

especially the acts against Hindu land lords prompted these historians as well 

as writers and poets of the country to depict the Mappilas as fanatics. On the 

other hand, the B~ltish imperialist, historians also tarnished the Mappilas as 

rebels and brutal since they were an unending headache to their regime by 

their frequent uprisings against them. To make the matters worse, the 

Mappilas could not defend their stand either in the native language or in 

English. 

The Mappilas had their own literature in Arabi- Malayalarn to write and 

converse, but it was totally alien to both the neighbouring comniunities, 

Chxistians and Hindus. This made Mappilas completely aloof from modern 

education with the result that they have been not only pictured iri  dark colour 

but they could not defend themselves. 

After Independence, the situation gradually began to change since the 

British enmity had vanished, the Mappilas realized the importance of Modem 

Education, thanks to the reformist movements within the community. It was 

then the intellectuals anlong the Mappilas realized the hazards committed by 

the British through their llistorical writings against the community. This 

resulted in the self- awareness and self- consciousness .within them and 

attention now diverted to self-defence through their writings both in English 



and mother tongue. Their glorious contributions in the field of literature and 

poetry in the Arabi-Malayalam script came to the light. From these sources 

we grasp that Mappilas are once the custodians of a great culture and 

literature. Much of their past contributions are unearthed and so much of 

- hidden aspects have been brought out. As a result of this new awakening, a 

branch of study newly developed namely Mappila studies. This thesis is a 

humble attempt to add something in this field. 

Objectives of the study 

After independence the Mappila community shed out of their lethargy 

and started to wake up. Thus they are gradually coming to the public arena. 

In the field of politics, education and cultural activities, the Mappila presence 

, is conspicuous. Although their educational status have been improved, 

economic condition is in its lowest ebb. In the last quarter of 2oth century an 

economic boom blessed the society through the 'gulf higation. Bulk of the 

Mappilas began to migrate into Middle East where there is a lot of job 

opportunities, accumulated as a result of their economic prosperity gained 

through petroleum industry. Since the Arabs were the forefathers of Mappilas, 

and religiously and linguistically Mappilas were attached to Arab culture, 

migration was much easier and feasible. When the community prospered 

through this petro dollar of the Middle East, modernization had crept into their 

life style. Soon the community shed out their traditional values and hereditary 

way of life. This peculiar condition paved the way for enjoyment of modern 

way of life, but still the religious beliefs strongly led them. Thus the 



community has to cope with the situation. On one hand they are enjoying all 

facilities of modern life and on the other religious beliefs and practices are 

also to be observed. In the on rush of modern life the community has 

abandoned their old pattern of life, traditional values and cultural contributions 

of the past. One by one, all these past values are gradually vanishing out from 

the community. So the elements which contributed to the community's 

'Mappila character' are dirninishmg slowly. 

In the light of the above facts, the objective of the present study 

"Mappila Heritage: A study in their social and cultural life" is an investigation 

of such cultural elements of the society which is in the dying stage or in the 

verge of disappearance. Unearthing such historical character of Mappilas, 

especially in their social life, economic life and cultural life, we can get a 

better picture of the community and its glorious heritage in the past years. 

Some of the aspects of Mappilas, especially political, religious and educational 

conditions have been brought into light by various scholars and writers. But 

still there is a shortage regarding the social and cultural life. So the study is 

very essential to bring out these aspects into the light of hlstory. Roland E. 

Miller, eminent scholar on Mappilas writes in his book Mappila Muslims of 

Kerala inviting the attention of scholars in these words" A great deal of 

historical, cultural and theological research awaits the doing. and it is our 

earnest hope that this presentation may help to stimulate the disciplined study 

of the entire Mappila heritagev3. Taking inspiration from the above words. 

3 R.E. Miller.. op.cit.. p. XVIII. 



this is a humble attempt to investigate the social and cuitural hfe of Mappilas 

during 1800-1975 AD. The area of study includes the whole of Malabar 

district under the British ru1e .h~m~has i . s  has been given to the aspects of 

British period, although light has been thrown to the aspects of post-British 

period up to the last quarter of 2oth Century, when modernisation changed the 

whole structure of the existing society. 

Chapter Descriptions 

In this study, the origin and growth of the Mappila community up to 

present is dealt within the first chapter. The Mappila community is the result 

of the peaceful interaction of the Arab traders and mariners who practised 

indigenous customs. The community increased in number as a result of 

conversion especially from low castes of Hindu society. So many aspects 

contributed to the spread of Islamic faith among the low castes. The major 

ones are the missionary activities of Sufis, the caste rigidity of Hinduism, the 

patronization of local rulers, inter marriage and proseM6ation. By 1 2 ' ~  

century AD, Mappilas became a distinct community from others. They played 

a pivotal role in the hectic business carried out by Arab merchants with 

Malabar coast. The community prospered through the process but it did not 

1. Malabar District - the d a m  of the 20" century sa\+, Malabar as a distnct in the Madras 
Presidency of the British Indian Empire. The major part of the district had come into the hands 
of the English East India Company under the terms of the treaties signed with Tipu sultan at 
Seringapatam in 1872. After addition and adjustments in the early years. the territory of district 
came to occupy an area of 5787.45 sq. miles with a coast line of l50 ~tliles along Arabian sea in 
the west. On the north it was bounded by the North Canara distnct on the South by the princely 
state of Cochin and on the east by Westernghats. In 1800 AD the District \+,as transferred from 
Bombs!. Presidency to Madras Presidency. 



last long. With the arrival of the Portuguese, a European power of medieval 

world, they seized the monopoly of trade from the Arabs and the Mappilas 

were ousted from the scene. There began the era of Mappila struggle with 

European powers, an endless fight which continued to the fust quarter of 2oth 

century. After Portuguese they fought with Dutch and finally with British. 

They have got an interim relief from these series of outbreaks by the rule of 

Mysorean sultans. The Mappila antagonism towards British culminated in the 

rebellion of 1921. After 192 1 the Mappila community has tremendously 

undergone changes with the acquisition of modern education. This 

development of the society fiom beginning to present is briefly sketched in the 

first chapter. 

Second chapter entitled "Social Customs and Manners of Mappila life" 

deals with various customs and rites that have been observed in connection 

with the birth, growth, marriage and death, the events in the life cycle of a 

person. The Mappilas being Muslims, closely followed Islamic rites and Arab 

traditions, without much change and modification, but wherever possible they 

have incorporated so many indigenous conventions. For example in marriage 

occasions, 'Nikah' is the true Islamic ceremony, but 'Kalyanam' the 

celebrations that followed is an indigenous part which is not necessary as an 

Islamic rite, Likewise, the 'Salkarams' (receptions) that follows the marriage 

and the ceremonies in connection with 'Markakalyanam' (circumcision) and 

'Kathukuthu' (ear boring), it is the indigenous customs that are more exposed 



and exhibited. In short, the Mappila social customs are a blend of Islamic and 

indigenous elements. 

The third chapter entitled the "Salient features in the social life of 

Mappilas" is an account of the various paraphernalias of the human life. The 

dress, ornaments, food are essential part of a person's life and the Mappilas 

had glorious past in using these articles. They had used the best and fine items 

of all these things in their daily life. Likewise, they had addicted to special 

habits like pan-chewing and smoking. The Mappilas had practised some pas- 

times in which they put their soul and heart. The 'Kalapoott' (Cattle race), 

fishing and hunting were such amusements which had almost become a part of 

their life. Some utensils, house hold articles and furniture were unique to the 

Mappilas. In every aspect there was a 'Mappila Character' in the sense that 

they had kept their own identity in all aspects of life. 

The fourth chapter, "Social stratification among the Mappilas". is an 

assessment of the social hierarchical structures and sub divisions of Mappila 

community as a whole. The Mappila society is entirely different fiom 

medieval Indian Muslim Society which had four distinct categories such as 

Royal class, Nobility, Ulama and Slaves. But the Mappila society altogether 

did not come under the rule of a royal house, although there had been one 

namely Arakkal dynasty of Cannanore. The majority of Mappilas were the 

citizens of Hindu local rajas. The Sayyid class of Mappilas is in par with the 

nobility of Medieval India. But the Sayyids in the absence of a royal class led 

the society and have the duty of leaders (Umara). The next class is 'Ulama' 



(priest) which is same as that of 'Ulama' of medieval Indian society but no 

close contact with either rulers or nobles as in the time of medieval period. 

The 'Ulama' class of Mappilas is independent. The common people, 

'Malabaris', consists of all types of social working class, both Zamindars and 

coolies, scholars and illiterates. However, a brief picture of the zamindar 

groups of British period has been traced out. The last being the group called 

'Ossan', the barber class, who has got very low digmty and status simply 

because of the nature of their occupation. 

The fifth chapter is devoted to the study of "Occupational classes of 

Mappilas". Among the Malabaris, there are people having so many 

occupations of their own. The important trade classes among them are Koyas, 

Keyis and Baramis. Each group have specialized field of trade. Each group 

consists of a strong family and great possession of wealth. Koyas were the 

masters of every business activities of Calicut city. Likewise, the Keyis, were 

the master of timber, rice and spice exporters and had virtually the monopoly 

of trade in North Malabar. The Bararnis are great 'machwa' builders of 

Beypore. The Khalasis and Kammali~~another groupare the real hard working 

labour group of Mappila community. The Khalasi service was invaluable to 

the introduction of Indian Railway line during British period. Kammalis 

played a sigruficant role in Kallai Saw Mills, Pandikasalas and the hectic 

trading arena of big bazar of Calicut city. The puislans worked hard to thrive 

their livelihood in the sea. But it was the poor illiterate and hard working 

farmers of South Malabar who really moulded the history of Mappilas by their 



unflinching loyalty to mother land and by taking arms against the tyrannical 

masters of the land. 

After relating the Mappila history, customs and manners, social 

organization and different occupational groups, the study passes to the cultural 

aspects of the Mappila community. The sixth chapter, 'Mappila Folk Culture' 

deals with the various cultural aspects of Mappila community. The Mappila 

Folk culture has its unique features laid through generations. As the Mappilas 

themselves formed by the union of Arabs and native blood, the culture they 

acquired was no exception to h s  being the mixture of these two e b c  

diversities. Thus in the field of folk songs, the theme is Islamic, the religion 

brought by Arabs to the land but the language is that of native, that is the 

primitive Malayalam. In the case of folk festivals, the 'nerchas' are really of 

Persian origin, but found its root by assimilating the indigenous customs and 

manners. The outward exhibits of 'nerchas' have closer similarity with the 

Hindu festivals 'Pooram'. Mappilas have their own folk traditions in the 

Cherarnan Perumal legend and the valiant traditions of Kunhali Marakkars. In 

the field of Folk tales. Folk beliefs, and Folk dialects, Mappilas have rich and 

varied cultural identity to be studied thoroughly. 

The seventh chapter entitled 'The Mappila tradition in folk Arts' deals 

with various art forms prevalent in the society. The art forms are developed as 

a pa-5 time of the working people, while some are developed in religious 

context 'Duff muttu' and 'Arabana muttu' are art forms which are used for 

'Rateeb', the devotion to sufi saints. Likewise the 'padipparachil' is 



completely based on religious background. Bu the art forms like 'Vattapatt', 

'Oppana' and 'Kolkali' have no religious elements in it. They are developed 

from indigenous forms. Every art has its root in Mappila songs, without 

which the art forms become dull. These art forms had been enjoyed by people 

in every walk of life. 'Oppana' was an essential part of marriage ceremonies 

while 'Kolkali' was an integral part of festivals. Whatever may be the aim 

and context of the art forms, it revealed the hghest cultural standard that has 

attained the community in the yester years. 

Previous works 

Very few works have so far appeared dealing with the history and 

culture of Mappila community. The works on Indian Muslims also give no 

detailed account of the Mappilas. Perhaps it may be because of the absence of 

Mappila ruling family that the community had not preserved any record of 

their past hstory. The Arakkal Ali Rajas, the only Muslim dynasty of 

Malabar also provides no historical record of the earliest time. Whatever we 

have received about the early history is from the travellers who visited the 

coast. 

The Arab travellers like Sulayman, ibn Kurdat, Ibn a1 Faqih. Masudi, 

Idirisi, Yaqub and Ibn Batuta had given valuable information regarding the 

early history of Malabar. Of all the Arab writers, Ibn Batuta has been regarded 

as the most objective and his account has been more reliable than his 

predecessors. Ma-Huan, a Chinese Muslim traveller who visited Malabar in 



15'~ Century gives an interesting account of the life of Mappilas Of the 

European travellers Marco Polo, Duarate Barbosa and Dr. Francis Buchanan 

had given contemporary picture of the Mappila Society. 

Among traditional sources, Keralolpathi' gives an interesting account 

on the origin of Islam in Kerala and the conversion of Cheraman Perumal to 

Islam. The position of Mappilas under the Zamorin is also well illustrated in 

the work. But the mformation given in _I(eralolpathiL is legendry and has no 

historical validity. 

The earliest historical work which so far came to light is Tzdfat a1 

Mzljahidin jibadhwal a1 Burtuqaliyyin (An offering to the Holy Warriors in 

respect of a brief account of the Portuguse), compiled by Sheikh Zainuddin 11, 

in the sixteenth century. Stephen Frederic Dale remarks, "not only does 

Tuhfat provides the key to the origin of Mappila violent traditions but it is also 

a fundamental guide to understanding Mappila attitudes in the nineteenth 

centmyV5. The work has been considered as one of the best historical treatises 

produced on modem line".6 

Fathahul Mubeen, (The Manifest Victory) by Qazi Muhammad 
C1 + 

gives the political and social structure of the community in the period 

of transitional change and provides key to the origin of the militant tradition of 

5. Stephen Frederic Dale The M a ~ ~ i l a s  of Malabar 1489-1922. Islamic Societv on the South A s i a  
Frontier. (New York, 1980).P.21. 

6. A.P. Ibrahlm Kunju. Mappila Muslims of Kerala. their Histon and Culture (Trivandru~n. 
1 9 8 9 ) ~  10. 



the community. These works act as fundamental guides In understanding the 

Mappila attitude in the 1 9 ' ~  century. 

Of the works in English, William Logan's Malabar Manual in three 

volumes (1887) is a monumental one. Logan spared no efforts in collecting 

the traditional history of Malabar upto the fifteenth century and for sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries he had tapped the Portuguese and the French 

sources. He used excellently the official records, to draw a detailed picture of 

the so called 'Mappila outrages' in the nineteenth century, He was the first 

British official who made a thorough study into the economic background of 

the Mappila revolts. His informations were later updated in the _Malabar 

gazatteer by C.A. Innes (1905) and revised by F.B. Evans (1908) with their 

own interpretations. 

A few studies in English exclusively on Mappilas of Kerala and 

Malabar have come out in previous years. The important among them are; (1) 

Roland E. Miller's Mappila Mzrslirns of Kerala - A sttrdy in Islanzic Trends 

(orient Longman, Madras, 1976) (2) Syed Mohmdeen Shah's Islam in Kerala 

(Trichur, 1974) (3) Stephen Frederic Dale's. The Ilfappzlas of Malabar, 1498- 

1922, Islanzic Society on the South Asian Frontier. (New York, 1980) (4) 

S.M. Mohamed Koya's Mappilas oj'Malabar (Calicut, 1983) and (5) A.P. 

Ibrahim Kunju's Mappila Muslims of Kerala, Their History and cltl/zrre, 

Trivandrum, 1989). 



Roland E. Miller mainly deals with the modem period of Mappila 

History while his description on early period is rather sketchy. However he 

had tried to collect all the existing information. 'The Frontier theory 

developed by Stephen F. Dale is the most interesting aspect of his work. But 

his over emphasis on Mappila's martial character had compelled him to record 

that "religious militancy" was their most prominent cultural characteristic 

feature.' He had seldom depended upon indigenous sources and accepts the 

official records without question. However the book provides as a mine of 

information on the condition of the Mappilas during the British period and 

their changing character. 

Conrad Wood's Mappila Rebellion - its genesis and growth is a well 

documented study on the Mappila outrages culminating in the rebellion of 

192 1 and brought out the religious and social factors which necessitated the 

rebellion. 

In Malayalam language, two Directories have come to light. The first 

one is published by Kerala History Association in 1960 and edited by Sri. P.A. 

Syed Muhammad. The Directory shows a vivid picture of society. Another 

Directory which has been compiled by Dr. C.K. Kareem about the statistics of 

Muslim Community is a work of merit and acts as a reckoner for reference. 

---m----------------------------------- 

7. Dale.. op.cit., p. l .  



1)s. S.M. Mohammed Koya's Mappr1u.v c?f'Alaluh~xr throws light on the 

fornlation of Mappila community on the basis of Mut'a marriage, It is a new 

theory untouched by other writers. He also excellently portrayed the 

development of the community as a trading class on par with the rise of 

Calicut city. He also brings out the modem developments of the community 

a o ~ ~ ~ * s m p v w t h k ~ d ~ ~ & . b * ~ m *  

~WJI~= in brief. Dr. A.P. Ibrahim Kunju's 

work is a documented study of the history and culture of the community. He 

goes into various problems the community has faced in course of centuries. 

Besides official records, Dr. Kunju has depended up on various Malayalam 

works and provides new informations. 

A few articles have appeared in various journals. Hamid Alis "The 

Moplahs" in (Ed) T.K. Gopala Panikkar's Malabar and its Folk (Madras, 

1929), Victor S. D'souza's "Kinship organization and Marriage customs 

among Mappilas on the south west coast of India" (Ed). Imtiyaz Ahamed, 

Fanlilv Kinship and Marriage anlong Mtrslinis in India. (Delhi, 1976) Victor S 

D'Souza's "Status Groups among the Moplahs in the South West Coast of 

India'' (Ed) Imtiyaz Ahmed, Caste and Social straf~ficafion anlong Mzrslims in 

Incha (Delhi, 1973) are some of them. A collection of articles on Mappilas in 

historical perspectives had been collected and edited by hsghar .4li Engineer 

(New Delhi, 1995). 

There are articles in various Malayalam journals which are meant for 

popular reading and not with much historical evaluation A few Ph.D theses 



have also been submitted i n  Aligarh Muslim I.jnive1 s~ty. Born bay I nl re1 SI t) 

and Universities of Calicut and Kerala on the subject. 

Arguments 

Apart from presenting the various social and cultural aspects of 

Mappila community the thesis will emphasise with the following aspects: 

a) The social customs of Mappilas are a blend of Arab, Islamic and 

indigenous customs. 

b) Although Islam doesn't preach any class or caste, it advocates complete 

equality, in practice Mappilas are following a class system, not of 

untouchability as in Hinduism, but of restslction in matrimonial 

relations. 

c) Mappilas of North Malabar have inherited Arab's tradition in trade 

while Mappilas in South Malabar are exclusively agr-iculturists. The 

former had fought with the Portuguese and Dutch powers while the 

latter with the British. 

d) Militancy of Mappilas against foreign powers alienated them from 

national stream and this resulted in forming separate dialect, script and 

cultural systems. 

e) Mappilas mixed the indigenous Art-forms in the Islamic context and 

developed them into peculiar styles of their own. 



Approach and Methodology 

Large number of unpublished materials belonging to the period under 

review has been identified in various centres of Islamic learning in Malabar. 

In such centres, so many scripts are available in Arabic and Arabi-Malayalam. 

Besides there are so many writers and dignitaries who had written poetry and 

articles in Arabi-Malayalam such documents are consulted. In order to get 

more information regarding social activities, personal interviews have been 

conducted with persons more than sixty years old who could remember the 

customs of pre-Independent India. 

In the process of collection of data, the old 'Tarawads' of North and 

South Malabar have been visited and observed the old furniture, utensils and 

so on used in that period. Besides in Museums where such old things should 

have been preserved were also visited. Besides libraries attached with 

mosques and great families, where enough manuscripts dealing with social 

condition of the period have also been used. Some great scholars have 

preserved so many Arabi-Malayalam works and many Mappilapattu, are also 

collected. The libraries of Jifri house of Calicut, Chakkeri home of Vengara 

and personal collections of K.K. Mohamed Abdul Kareem, V.M. Kutty and 

A.P. Muhammadali Musliyar Nellikuth have also been utilised for the study. 

A thorough investigation has been made through different official 

documents and manuscripts. The government manuscript library of Chennai, 

Tamil Nadu Archives (previously the Madras record office), regional archives 



of Kerala at Calicut and Ernakulam and State Archives at Trivandrum, have 

provided records of immense value. 

For the secondary data, various libraries, such as Cannemara Library at 

Chennai, University Library at Trivandrum, Calicut University Library and 

various libraries attached to Arts Colleges, Arabic Colleges and Local 

adrmnistrative bodies have been utilised. Interviews with Sayyids, Ulama and 

members of important families have also been conducted to get an insight to 

the study. 

The patterns of documentation followed in this thesis are in the 

conventional style. The Latin word 'Ibid.' is used to mention the book just 

referred before. The Latin abbreviation 'op.cit.' is used to indicate the work 

which has already been cited. Besides the terminologies of Malayalam and 

Arabic languages are written in italicized forms. Their corresponding 

meaning in English has been given in brackets. A detailed explanation of such 

terminologies is given in the glossary. Arabic and Malayalam words are 

written using transliteration to a limited extent. 
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CHAPTER - 1 

ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF MAPPIEAS 

- BRIEF SKETCH 

Islam in India began in Kerala with all evidences supporting it and the 

4 Mappilas are the first Muslims of India. The origin of Mappilas can be traced 

to the long standing Arab contact with the coastal areas of India. These Arabs 

have been carrying on trade with India fiom pre-Islamic times.! Till the 

establishment of the Roman empire, in the first centuy A.D, the carrying trade 

was in the hands of Arab merchants and South Arabians excelled in this 

carrying trade.'long before the Greeks and Romans had begun to fiequent the 

parts of the Arabian sea, the Arabs had established contact with West coast of 

India. King Soloman carried on trade with West Indian parts and the bulk of 

imports came fiom ~ e r a l a . '  This coqtact resulted in the union of Arabs with 

local women, producing a new generation. This new generation whch arose 

as a result of the Arab contact is termed as ~ a ~ p i l a s . ~  Even before the 

mission of the Prophet in Arabia in the 7th century A.D many pagan Arabs 

must have settled in the coast of South India for the purpose of trade.3 

Ths  period marks the emergence of MaPabar ports at the centre of Arab 

. . A.P Ibrahimkunju, Studies in Medieval Kerala History, Trivandrum, 1975, p.2. 

2. The word Mappila is a combination of two Dravidian words, Adaha (great) and piNa (child). 
Pilla is a tenn of respect and intimacy and the Nairs of Travancore even now this i>onorarq- 
title with their names. Tlle Muslim Mappilas are called Jonaka L\4appilas while Christians are 
called hrazrarii Mappilas. For the details of various theories of origin of the tenn Mappilas see 
Willialn Logan, Malabar Manual (superintendent Madras, 1887) Voi, I. p. 191. Roland E. Mller, 
M a ~ ~ i l a  Musiilns of Kerala - .4 studv in  islamic trends. (Orient Lr~ngman, Madras. 1976). 
pp.30-37. 

3 W. Log;~n. Malabar Wanual, Vol. I, Madras, 1887, p.230. 



rnercantlle and maritime act ivi t ie~.~ '  The legendary figure, (;pukkvitun - 

Mapprlu - in Parayipetla - Yandzrikulam said to have lived in 378 BC. was a nor1 

Muslim ~ a ~ ~ i l a .  

It was with the advent of Islam that the Arabs became a prominent 

cultural race in the world.  h he Arab merchants and traders now became the 

carriers of the new religion and they propagated it wherever they went.) The 

Arabs were probably the carriers and merchants of the Indian ocean before 

anybody e ~ s e . ~ ' l n  Malabar the Mappilas may be the fust community who came 

to the fold of Islam since they were closely connected with the Arabs. The 

earliest clear evidence of Muslim presence of Kerala is represented by the 

Turisappa!(i copper plates, dated 849, A . D . ~  The Mappilas are spread on the 

southern part of the west coast, in the contagious tract from Cape Comerin in 

the south to about Mangalore in the north. Incidentally it is in Malabar these 

people are called Mappilas and for practical purposes the name is applied for 

the entire section. They are also found in the Laccadive Islands, where the 

entire population consists of Mappilas alone.! 

1. Maqbul Aluiiad. Indo-Anb Relations, Bombay. 1969. p.7. 

5. Quoted in Ulloor S. Parcunes\vara Aiyar. Kerala Sa11in.a Charitllram. Vol 11. Tri\.andrum. 1957. 
pp.80-8 1 

6. Aluned Nafis. 'The Arab's Knoivledge of Ceylon'. Islalnic Culture. XXIV. H\,derabad, 1915. 
p.221 

7. E Kunhxi P~llai. Studies in Kenla Histonr, Kottayam. 1970. p.370 



" Spread of Islam in Malabar 

The spread of Islam in Malabar can be ascribed to various reasons such 

as the role of traders and missionaries, Sufis, Patronage of native rulers, 

intermarriage, proselytisation and caste rigidity of Hinduism. 

It was the practice of the Arabs to settle down wherever they arrived for 

trading activities. The establishment of Muslim settlements on the East Coast 

of India had direct bearing on the advent and propagation of Islam in the area. 

Many of the Muslim traders encouraged by this kind attitude of the Hindu 

chiefs took up their abodes in places like Calicut and ~ u i l o n . '  These 

merchants were allowed to build mosques and permitted to practice their 

religion without hindrance with the result that these early Arab Muslim settlers 

established themselves all along the coast, intermarried with the Hindu 

population and thus gave rise to the various Muslim communities in the coast 

that are found today.9 

'Of the several factors that facilitated the spread of Islam in Kerala? the 

most important was Sufi missionary activity.' But we have scanty 

information relating to such activity in the early period, in contrast to detailed 

accounts of such activity in north india.lo However, from certain Arabi- 
I 

Malayalam works known as 17lala.s we have reference of sufi activities. The 

8.  Victor. S. D'Souza. "Kinshr, organization and Marriaee cusiolns amone the M a ~ ~ i l a s  in South . L .  

West coast of Inha.'. 1111i lu~ Ahamed. (ed.). @19tlq. )C; ns@ &id M .aft'& 
MwLm v, J n h ,  MW Wl;, i478,p L P 

9 M T TI~I IS .  Indian Islarn. Londoll 1910. p 37 

10 A P Ibrahlm Kunju. "Origin and spread of Islam In Kerala" m l a  M u s l ~ ~ s  - A Historlca! 
pcrspectl\ c A A Eng~neer (cd Nen Delh~. 1995. p 24  



first mrsslonary actlvlt). 1s that of Malik-ibn-D~nar, a disc~ple of famous Sufi. 

Hasan-al-Basr~ who d ~ e d  in 130 A.H (748 AD)." The tradit~on current in 

Kerala is that Cheraman Perumal during his visit to Arabia was accompanied 

by Malik-tbn-Dinar and his relatives and on the death of the Perumal on the 

Arabian coast, they arrived in Kerala, on the special request of Perumal to 

spread the new religion. The growth of Islam in Kerala has to be seen along 

with the founding of mosque of Malik-Ibn-Dinar and his party.' The role of 

mosques in the propagation of Islam cannot be exaggerated. Mosques have 

been and continue to be the centre of missionary activity, a mission of 

propagating the faith of Islam and the culture represented by it.I2 'They 

travelled all along Kerala and established ten mosques in different parts of 

Kerala. They were at Quilon, Kodungallur, Chaliyam, Pantalayani, Kollam, 

Dharmadam, Srikantapuram, Madayi, Kasargod, Mangalore and Barkur. In all 

these places, Qazrs - guided local Muslims and spread the religion." 

hfan~bziranl Thangals, another group of Sayyid origin settled at Mamburam in 

1 7 ' ~  century played a significant role in the propagation of the falth in 

Malabar. The bn~sslonary works done by persons of saintly tradition in the 

interior parts merit consideration. Likewise, Zainuddin Ali. Syed Muhammed 

hangal. Malappuram Thangal, Thangals of Kozhikode, 

Koyllandy and Badagara tried to propagate Islam. ' 

1 1 .  Fariduddln Attar. Tadlkiratal Auliva (Ar). (Tr. A J. Arberry. Muslims Saints and M v s ~ ) .  
London. 1966. p.26. 

12 Roland E M~ller. Mapplla Musl~rns of Kerala - A stud! ~n Islam~c Trends. Madras. 1'176 p 2 3 7  

l i Shalkh Zalnudd~n Maqdum. Tuhfat-ul-Mu~ah~deen. (Mal Tr B! C Hamzz) ('allcut. 19'15 p 

14. S!cd Moh~!-\-uddin SInh. "Islam". Kerala Charitram Vol. 11. Cocliin. 19'1. p 17 



! 
The spread of Islam is also attributed to the support of native rulers. 

In this regard we have the legend of Cheraman Perumal, the last Chera 

Emperor, though not strong evidences supporting it, the growth of Islam might 

have received an added encouragement through the conversion of a Malayali 
1 

ruler.'' There is no reason to reject the legend that the last Chera King 

embraced Islam and went to Makkah since it finds a place not only in Muslim 

chronicles, but also in Hindu Brahmanical chronicles like ~eraLol~ath i ,  which 

need not be expected to concoct such a tale, which in no way enhances, the 

prestige or further the interest at the Brahmin or Hindu population.16  h he 
native rulers reciprocated favourably the support given by the Muslim traders 

settled in the port-towns of Kerala in promoting economic prosperity. Shaikh 

Zainuddin writes: "The unbelievers never punish such of the country men who 

embrace Islam, but treat them with some respect shown to the rest of the 

Muslims, though they belong to lower castes of their society. As a result of 

such lundly treatment, Muslim merchants of olden days use'd to come in large 

numbers." Muslims and their trading activities prospered not only because of 

the regard shown to them by the rulers, but also because of their respect for 

ancient customs of Muslims. Among the rulers of Kerala, it was the Zamorin 

of Calicut, who showed special regard to Muslims in his kingdom. The 

support extended to the Mappilas by the Zamorin has already been mentioned. 

15. Roland E. Miller, QD.cit., p. l 5  

F-c U 
16. M.G. S. Narayanan, Politics! and Social ~ o n d j t i ~ ,  in  Ke~1 .a  ender  tlje. Kulasekllara Empire. 

(Unpublished Ph.D thesis), Kerala University, 1972, pp. 185-90. 

17. Shaikh Zainuddin Maqdum, W, pp.5 51-52. 



The role of the Ali Raja and family which established itself as a kind of city 

state dynasty in Cannanore city and who are said to have originated from an 

important 'Nair family which was converted to Islam sometimes in the l l th 

century A.D is an important factor. As a result of this close alliance large 

numbers of Muhammadan traders were attracted to Calicut by the fi-eedom of 
f 

trade they enjoyed there.'* Another aspect of patronization shown by the 

Zamorin towards ~appilas!was that he wanted them to serve in his army and 

I navy especially against the Portuguese power. In order to get more army 

personage, the Zamorin issued orders enabling one or two members of the 

fishermen family to embrace Islam.19 This helped in large scale conversion of 

fishermen .community now known as Puislan evidently a corruption of Pudu 

Islam and facilitated adequate supply of man power to man his navy and sea- 

trade because attitudes were averse to sea and sea trade and left such vulgar 

profession either to lower classes or to foreigners.20 Such patronization has in 

fact resulted in the growth of Islam. Of all native rulers of Malabar, the 

Zamorin of Calicut showed special regard to the welfare of Muslims within his 

territories. The establishment of Arakkal dynasty in Cannanore greatly 

increased the Influence of the community in North Malabar." 

\ 

Spread of Islam in Malabar is attributed to a system of marriage 

prevalent among the Arabs from time immemorial. The Mzrt'a marriage 

enabled the Arabs to contract marriages of temporary nature with the native 

18 W. Logan. op.cit.. Vol.1. p.292. . 
19. Trachand. Influence of Islam on Indian culture, Allallabad. 1963, p.3 1. 

20. M.G.S. Nara janan, Cultural svlnbiosis in Kerala, Trivandnun, 1972, p.3 3 .  



women of Malabar and those of other areas of South 1ndia.l' Mur 'U marriage 

was an old Arab custom of temporary nature in which contracting parties 

agree to live together in the house of woman for a stipulated period of time, 

and for which the man has to pay an amount mutually agreed upon called 

Mahr (bride price). It was a purely personal arrangement between the two 

parties and it was arranged without any intervention of the woman's item. 

Accordingly no WZli was necessaq. At the end of the specified period both 

parties were free without any further ceremony to depart, provided that the 

woman had received the fee due to her.22 

Mzrt 'a marriage was a special institution of the early Arabs whlch has 

survived today. And the marriage relations the Arabs contracted in Malabar 

were some sort of Mzrt 'a marriage while they were in the parts of India. Such 

marriage practices were obtaining in early Arabia especially in the coastal 

towns now had their way into the Malabar coast where the Arab merchants 

and mariners had to stay for longer or shorter period as the nature of their 

trade and occupation would require them. !-such marriage practices had their 

way into Malabar coast where the Arab merchants had to stay for a period 

required by the nature of trade. It was not possible for them to settle down for 

a long time in one particular place attaching themselves to the same wife or 

wives. Much of their time was spent in the sea and the remaining period was 

................................. 

21. S.M. Mohaned Koya. h f a ~ ~ i l a s  of Malabar. Calicut. 1983. p. 12. 

22. Reuben Levy. The social structure of Islam, London. 1969. p 1.15 



distributed among different parts. During such periods, it was customary for 

them to marry the local Muslim women for they did not travel with their 

native wives. When it was time for them to leave the port they would also 

leave their wife behind and establish fiesh martial connections in a new port\ 

- The Arab practice of marrying women at one place and divorcing them and 

taking new wives and other places and leaving them behind when proceeding 

home kan be seen in the same manner if we examine the practice of Ibn 

Batuta, though not an Arabs himself, when he came to coasts of India, the 

Maldives Island and ~ e ~ l o , n e . ~ ~  The social conditions of Malabar at the time 

facilitated the Arabs coming to this region to have marital unions, as a woman 

could entertain more than one husband; it is not taken into account the Arabs 

were of a different religion for marital relation with the women.24 Thus the 

Mappila community was formed as a result of the union of Arab sailors and 

traders with native women! 

l 

It was the prevailing social system which facilitated the growth of Islam 

in Malabar. Malabar was the most conservative part of southern India where 

caste system was in its full form. The worst practice prevalent in Malabar was 

that the lower caste people could not come close to upper class but they had to 

keep certain distance called Ayitham. The minimum penalty to those who 

violated the law was excommunication or often death. Under the native Rajas 

................................. 

23. Vela-wdhan Panikkasseri, Ibn Batuta Kanda India, Kottayam. 1965, p.323. 

24. Ibid., p.19. 



Nairs thought nothing of cutting down in the spot of number of lower castes 

who had approached with polluting distance of his person.2s It was this worst 

social system which asserted the rashness of aristocracy. To escape the 

disabilities and discriminations of upper castes, the only way was to convert 

either to Islam or to Christianity. ' 

'Since the Muslims had no problem of pollution they made close contact 

. with people of the low class who were employed in various professions. They 

worked more freely under their Mappila masters than Brahmins or Nairs. Thls 

made them to accept the religion of their masters.1 Portuguese writer Gasper 

Correa writes "by becoming Moors they (lower class) go wherever they liked 

and eat as they pleased. When they become Moors and Moors gave them 

clothes and robs with which to cloth t h e m s e l ~ e s . ~ ~  !The cqnversion of upper 

class Hindus was mainly due to excommunication, a punishment which the 

caste regulations inflicted upon the society. To such people life becomes 

. difficult and they resorted to Islam. The Muslim population of Kerala, to a 

great extent consists of the converts who came to the fold of Islam attracted by 

the tenets of Islam. The elite and rich of local population had commercial and 

economic intercourse with the Arab merchants, for the lower strata of 

the society the existing caste system coupled with its attendant evils acted as a 

formidable factor. To them more than the tenets of Islam its brotherhood and 

25, Francis Buchanan, A iournev from Madras through the countries Mvsore. Canara and Malabar. 
Vol.1, London, 1807, p.383. 

, 26. Gasper correa, Lenda da India (Por), (Eng. Tr. Henry Stanely, m e e  vovages of Vascode Gama). 
 ond don: 1849, 1 S F ,  quoted in filler, op.cit., p.56. 



equality might have appealed most. It was a time when social ostracism was 

prevailing in its highest form among the various communities in Malabar. 

Islam attracted those who had developed a sense of dissatisfaction with the 

prevailing religion of the country. It was not only the oppressed and the 

privileged,' but also a section of the intelligentsia who were drawn by the 

simplicity and vigour of new faith.271 

' The Mappilas are the off springs of the union between Arabs and the 

local women. The Arabs who settled on the Malabar coast are those of 

different Arabs lands. Some of these Arabs might have .come from Hijas, 

Uman and Bahryan. However, they were chiefly businessmen from Yaman 

and Hadrmawt and many Mappila families particularly those known as 

thangal families trace their origin to this area. 

L. Thus the Mappilas of Malabar as a Muslim community originated with 

the rise of Islam in Arabia and spread through a process of peaceful 

communication and economical relationship between the Arabs and people of 

Malabar, the missionary zeal of the Arab traders, the religious tolerance of 

native Rajas and their subjects. These factors transformed Malabar into a 

country dominated by Muslim Mappilas and there is no area, as stated by 

Gleason "so extensive with so concentrated a Muslim Population in all of 

Peninsular India as in Malabar. ,328 L 

27. Humajun Kabir, "Islam in India", Cultural Heritage, Bombay. 1969. p.501. 

28. A 'Gleason, Religious communities in the India - A renional survey. (Published b!. Author 1917) 
p.9 1 quoted in Miller, op.cit., p.31. 



?he Mappilas became a community by 1 2 ' ~  century. The early 

Zamorins encouraged trade and as a result the Arab merchants settled in large 

numbers in their dominions. The powerful among the native rajas were indeed 

Zamorins after the exit of Perumals. By the Zamorin's favour these Arab 

traders were able to dnve the Chinese out of market; and in return not only did 

they increase his power and wealth by the trade which they attracted to 

Calicut, but they directly supported him in his campaigns. In the fourteenth 

and fifteenth centuries, Malabar apparently had rest from foreign invasion, the 

glorious period of Arab trade from which Mappila transformed to a prosperous 

community:~ 

Mappila rivalry with the Portuguese 

The Portuguese - Mappila rivalry in 16" century Malabar can be 

looked as a11 ideological extension of the European phenomenon of cultural 

and economical annihilation of Muslims as part of crusades. Here in Malabar 

the idea of the Portuguese was to root out the trade of Muslims and destroy 

them as far as possible. K.M. Panikker observes "This was not only due to 

commercial rivahy, but to a hostility which the Iberian powers had inherited 

from their long drawn out fight with the Moors in Spain and ~frica."*' The 

chief port of Malabar, Calicut, where Vasco De Gama alighted was with the 

objects of conquests, commerce and conversion. The Malabar coast afforded 

them free scope for the fulfilment of their objects." Malabar opened its door 

29. K.M. Panikkar. A Histow of Kerala, Annamnalainagar. 1969, p. 159 

30. S.M. Mohamerl Koya. op.cit., p.21. 



to all foreigners and the Portuguese were not an exceptiori to it. Blessed by 

ignorance and without knowledge of the language, the Portuguese, however, 

were not in the mood or the position to consider the style and emotion of the 

society to which they came. At the heart of the Portuguese entry into India 

was the drive for economic power, the control of the spice trade and amassing 

of the wealth associated with orient. Its chief, Zarnorin, was tolerant to all 

religions and people like Manichaeans, Musalmans, Jews and Christians were 

welcomed by Arabs, the masters of Arabian sea, feared that their trade 

with India.would be jeopardized with the advent of the Portuguese. Then the 

Arabs tried to prevent the Portuguese establishment of warehouse at Calicut 

for which Zamorin had agreed. The Portuguese handled a small store of the 

merchandise and began to buy and sell. Their strange mercantile behaviour of 

accepting goods at more than double their value and giving excess weight on 

all they sold alarmed the foreign Muslims all the more. They represented to 

the King's treasurer that the Portuguese were really robbers and they did not 

appear to possess even ordinary mercantile prudence and that they should be 

killed and-their shps bumt.12 The Portuguese began to capture Arab San~biik, 

the first step towards the interception of trade.33 The fear of Arabs was shared 

by Calicut Qazi and Koja Kasim, port officer and they represented 

to Zamorins for the Arab cause.34 Their representation did not have the desired 

3 1. W.W. Hunter. A Historv of British India. Vol.1, London, 1899. p.95. 

32. O.K. Nambiar, ou.cit.. p.20. 

33. Gasper Correa. The Three Vovaaes of Vasco Da Gama London. 1969. quoted in O.K. Nambiar. 
op.cit., p. 19. 

31. S M. Mohamed Koya, ou.cit., p.25. 



result. The Portuguese who succeeded in winning the heart of the Zamorin 

were allowed the fieedom to trade. This move of the Zamonn disappointed 

the Arabs on sea and Mappilas on the land. The return of Da Gama to Lisbun, 

with a freight that repaid sixty times the cost of expenditure called forth an out 

burst of mercantile enthusiasm in Portugal. The Portugal ruler sent Pedro 

Advares Cabral with a fleet of 13 vessels to conquer India, P.A. Cabral 

reached Calicut port with 7 fleets and attacked Arab vessels. Arabs under 

Khoja Kassim retaliated against Portuguese killing its leader, Ayres Correa 

and 53 of Portuguese were killed.35 Cabral took revenge by bombarding the 

city and left to Cochin. After this incident, the Zamorin realised, the treachery 

of the Portuguese and became enernical towards them and inclined to Muslim 

merchants. Portuguese fiendship with Cochln and Cannanore opened a new 

commercial and political rivalry with Calicut, who with the support of 

Mappilas made bitter opposition against the Portuguese for a century. The 

trade rivalry that developed between the Muslims and the Portuguese was 

marked by acts of inhuman cruelty on the part of the Portuguese. Vasco Da 

gama, who came a second time in 1502 AD, to settle Portuguese affairs on the 

coast on a firm footing, inaugurated the policy of violence, which plunged 

Portuguese-Muslim relations into an antagonism that was beyond repair. Da 

Gama demanded Zamorin to expel1 all Muslims merchants from the country, 

but the Zamorin expressed hls inability to drive out without a just cause 

more than four thousand Muslim families, Calicut had been a free port and 

35. H. Morse Stephens. Albuaueraue. Oxford. 1897. pp.26-27. 



Portuguese were as welcome as others to trade there. This answer did not 

satisfy Da gama who captured 800 fishermen of the coast,cut off their hands 

and feet, loaded them in a vessel and allowed it drift ashore.36 

Vasco Da gama on his second visit destroyed a ship carrying Haj 

Pilgnms from Makka in which 380 men, 50 women and children burnt alive 

and looted 12,000 ducats37 He also killed innocent traders and fishermen. The 

Portuguese atrocities opened the eyes of Calicut citizens. The Portuguese also 

burnt the grand mosque built by Nakhuda ~ i t h ~ a l . ~ *  The Portuguese were 

hostile to Muslims only and tried to renounce the faith of Islam and accept 

Christianity. They monopolized the pepper trade and rep;lsed all efforts of 

Arab merchants. Portuguese continued their attacks even against the Zamorin. 

Open clashes between Portuguese soldiers and Mappilas became a daily 

occurrence in the streets of ~ a l i c u t . ~ ~  Portuguese domination and hostilities 

compelled the Muslims to turn inward fiom the profitable maritime commerce 

in search of new avenues of economic well-being. But there they found the 

lands totally occupied by Hindu land lords. 

It was in this wake of time the Mappilas put a strong resistance under 

Kunjali Marakkars, the hereditary Admirals of Zamorins. During the raid of 

Ponnani, one of its merchants named Kunhali was subjected to great hardship 

................................. 
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by the Portuguese. Out of sheer desperation and vengeance he dedicated 

himself and his descendants to the destruction of the Portuguese and to support 

of the Zarnorin who conferred him the title MarakkZr whch in local dialect 

meant 'chief b~atmen'.~'  Another version regarding the origin of the name 

Ma~akkiFv is that Ma_rakk;n means fisherman and Ma~akkzr is the honorific 

plural means the traditional occupation is fishing.41 In the fight against the 

Portuguese the Kunjalis were a constant source of strength of the Zamorin. 

They were valiant fighters who sacrificed their sweat and blood for their 

country. In the war that took place in 1524 AD, between the Zamorin and the 

Portuguese, Ma~akkZrs sided with the ruler of Calicut. Kutti Ali was the 

commander of Zamorin's fleet, the bravest of the family of MayakkZrs. He 

inflicted heavy damage on Portuguese shipping. The naval guerilla battles in 

which Kunhali Marakkar's fleet had distinguished itself, were fought on 

similar principles as land guerilla warfare.42 In retaliation, the Portuguese 

burnt 38 ships of the Zamorin and a large number of Mappilas were killed. 

Kunjali Marakkar I and I1 bravely led the Mappilas against the Portuguese on 

equal terms inflicting heavy loss. As a result the Portuguese trade with India 

almost came to a stand 

10. l.K.K. Menon. Kunhali Marakkar. Calicut, 2003, p. 17. 
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In 1571 AD, the Zamorin captured the fort of Chaliyam, which was a 

heavy blow to the prestige of the ~ o r t u ~ u e s . ~ ~  Kunjali I11 fortified his base of 

operations at Putu Pattanam, later known as Kottakkal with permission from 

the Zamorin. Mappilas on this time took many Portuguese ships. Fed up with 

these set backs, the Portuguese made peace treaty with the Zamorin and 

obtained permission fiom the Zamorin to open a factory at Ponnani, Kujali IV 

did not like the act and challenged the Zamorin, who with the help of the 

Portuguese reached in an agreement to crush the power of Kunjalis. Then the 

Zamorin led an army of 6000 men, besieged the fort of Kunjali and Kunjali 

was compelled to surrender before the Zamorin who agreed to spare his life.'l 

But the Portuguese, thirsty for the blood of Kunjalis, changed the mind of the 

Zamorin, and took Kunjali to Goa and executed. 

After a century of sanguinary warfare in which the Muslims spent all 

their resources in men and money to defend their right to trade, they not only 

lost the war but also their trade which was the mainstay of their 

The continuing reverses in the war and the loss of trade affected the prosperity 

of Zamorin's kingdom, and it naturally closed his vigour in fighting the 

Portuguese on the side of Muslims. This situation inevitably strained 

the relations between the Muslims and their patron, the Zamorin. The process 

................................. 
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went on such length that the Zamorins sided with the Portugese against the 

Marakkars, their erstwhile captains. This was a turning point in the history of 

communal relations in north Kerala. Old ties of loyalty were loosened and 

seeds of communal conflict were sown. This drift which started then 

continued for a century." 

With the death of Kunhali IV, a great epoch in Kerala history came to 

an end. Without the alliance with the Zamorin, the Portuguese could never 

have gained victory over Mappilas. Thus a century long resistance put 

forward by the Mappilas against Portuguese power would remain fresh in the 

minds of the people of t h s  land. 

Mappilas under Mysore Sultans 

The coming of the Dutch undermined the power of the Portuguese and 

struggle for power by these foreign countries relieved Mappilas from their 

rivalry with the Portuguese. When the political condition of Kerala 

overhauled by the coming of these European powers, the Dutch, the French 

and the English, Mappilas gained a shelter under Tipu Sultan, the most 

powerful individual figure in the history of South India during the second hzlf 

of lgth century." The political instability, wealth of Malabar and proximity to 

the sea were the motives of invasion. Another motive which prompted hirn to 

undertake the conquest of Malabar was to collect the war indemnity from the 

47. M.G.S. Nard>anan. Cultural S\.mbiosis in Kerala. Tri\,andrurn. 1072. p.7 

48 R.E. Millcr. op.cit.. p 85. 



Lamorin which had not been paid so far." Hyder Ali has been described as 

one of the-ablest personalities in the history of ~r idia . '~  He entered in the year 

1766 A.D and conquered the Kolathiri Kingdom without much opposition and 

reached Calicut. It is clear that he was happy to associate with the Mappilas 

and the latter in turn received him with a great and hearty welcome, about 

8000 Mappilas joining his armed  force^.^' 

Hyder Ali gained control of North Malabar and then easily occupied 

Calicut. The Zamorin, unable to meet Haidar's modest demand for an 

indemnity of a crore gold mohurs, was confined in his palace and debarred 

from performing the ceremonies of his religion.52 When the Zamorin rehsed 

to see him, Hyder reduced his rice ration to nothing, and humiliated, Zamorin 

finally committed suicide by fire.') 

The cause for the tragic end of the Zamorin was that he could not pay 

one crore of gold Mohars demanded by Hyder. Before he withdrew Hyder Ali 

appointed a governor and garrisoned Calicut. He established the rates of 

tribute to be received from each raja, allowing them to retain their rule. He 

assumed the monopoly of exports from Malabar, setting up his chief factory at 

19. M. Janaki. "H!.der Ali and Tipu Sultan in Malabar". Kernla Muslims - A Historical perspective 
Asgarali Engineer (ed), New Delhi. 1993. 
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~ a d a g a r a "  Hyder Ali wanted to conquer the kingdoms of. Cochio and 

Travancore. When Raja of Cochin agreed to pay a tribute annually, Cochin 

territory was never molested. Since Cochin was an alley of Carnatic Nawab, 

Hyder could not press and in the case of Travancore, monsoon averted his 

desire. 

After Hyder Ali, his son Tipu Sultan, who had the same courage and 

vigour of his father, exercised his rule over Malabar through his appointed 

governor, k s h a d  Beg Khan. Descendant of Zamorin revolted but Tipu 

personally appeared on the scene to restore order and established a new capital 

at Feroke. His desire to invade Travancore was a failure. The British 

determined to detach Malabar from Tipu, defeated Martabkhan, 9000 Mysore 

soldiers and 4000 Mappilas, were defeated by Colonale ~ a r t l e ~ . ~ ~  The British 

also captured Cannanore from Arakkal Beevi. Travancore in alliance with 

Cochin collected Malabar. In retaliation Tipu marched against Travancore but 

in the way at Alwaye he returned to Mysore when the British attacked his 

capital.'%fter the treaty of Srirangapatanam in 1792, Malabar came under 

English East India Company. 

The advent of the highly successful Muslim rulers gave the Mappilas 

a psychological boost. The h~ysorean rule brought many changes in the then 

existed polih, society and religion of Malabar. With the invasion of Mysore 

5 R.E.  Miller. op.cit.. p.87. 
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Sultans and their suzernity over Malabar the political status of rajas and nobles 

were eliminated when the political power of the Nairs as the hereditary 

fighters of the land ceased, the main feudal character of Malabar society came 

to an end.'' 

Tipu was shocked to see the social customs that prevailed among Hindu 

castes. Being a man of morality he wanted to eradicate the social evils such as 

polyandry, exposure of naked breasts by women, drinking of intoxicating 

liquors etc., and issued orders to stop these practices. But the high Nair class 

considered it as an encroachment upon their religious beliefs and observances. 

Tipu's reforms were thus looked at with great suspicion by conservative 

Hindus. Mysorean occupation thus changed the inherited social structure in a 

manner which was impossible to revive.j8 

This emotional impact was reflected in the support given by the 

Mappilas to Hyder Ali and Tipu Sultan including involvement in their forces. 

The size of Mappila community must have increased sharply during this 

period. This is not by forced conversion, as often alleged. but low-castes and 

out caste Hindus joined Islam, which asserted their equality, given freedom 

from pollution and provided economic improvement. The religious policy of 

h 
Tipu was mistaken by so may historians He was a tolerant ruler to Hinduism 

which can be proved easily that so many of his ministers and generals of 

57.  K.M Panikkar. Yalabar and Dutch, Bombay. 196.3. p.63 
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Malabar were Hindus. But in Malabar he punished Nair or Hrahm~n H~ndus 

not because he is antagonistic, but it was due to his revenue policy." The 

death of Tipu Sultan and accession of Hindu ruler to Mysore kingdom very 

much satisfied the Nair class Hindus. They believed that the situation became 

conducive to their  interest^.^' The Mappilas, not only obtained service in large 

numbers in the military forces, but they were also employed in administrative 

system6' The first land survey in the history of Malabar was conducted by 

Tipu. The land was surveyed and the land tax was fixed on the basis of 

produce. With this feudal aristocracy was completely eliminated. Mappilas 

were able to purchase lands at low cost or seize land rights from Hindu 

landlords who left Malabar. The Mysore era resulted in a temporary release 

from the shackles of the feudalistic system. The acquisition of land opened a 

new vision for the Mappilas. The vision of land ownershp and new economic 

order did not disappear after the Mysoreans left. With Mysorean withdrawal, 

a new era heralded in Malabar with the English rule for more than a century 

and a half. 

Mappila resistance against British Power 

The British ruled Malabar from 1792 to 1947. The descendants of the 

Mappilas eventuated a series of violent out breaks that occun-ed throughout  the 

59. C.K. Kareem. op.cit.. p. 195. 
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nineteenth century. For the Mappilas the outbreaks were heroic but 

unproductive. The troubles varied from small affairs, which included large 

number of participants in several sub-districts. During the period 1836-53, 

twenty-two outbreaks were recorded. The period from 182 1 - 192 1 produced a 

total of fifty one Mappila o u t - b r e a k ~ . ~ ~  

The leaders of first organized fight against the English were Unni 

Moosa Mooppan, Chempan Pocker, Attan Kurukkal, Hydrose Mooppanand 

Kunhi Achan of Palghabprince in the time of Zamorin. Attan Kurikkal and 

chempan poker were darogas (police chiefs) under the British in Ernad and 

Cheranad ~ a l u k s .  The darogas had powers to decide civil suits upto Rs.200, 

inflict corporate punishments and were responsible for payment and sole 

control of the men under them.63 

Mappila unrest reached its high watermark between the years 1836 and 

1853. In this period of 18 years no fewer than twenty two outbreaks took 

place. One of the bloodiest tragedies of the whole long series was enacted in 

Manjeri and Angadippuram in 1849 A.D. In 1832 A.D a revolt occurred at 

Kolattur and Melattur. After t h ~ s  Mr. Strange, a Judge of the Sadr Adalat, was 

placed on special duty to enquire into the disturbances their course and 

remedies. But strangely, Mr. Strange attributed the course to Mappila 

'fanaticism' rather than agrarian discontent explained in the earlier studies.64 
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In 1893 A.D, Mr. Logan was appointed as the special commlssloner to 

enquire into the land tenures and tenurial rights. In Mappila outbreaks he saw 

an element of agrarian discontent, the worries and woes of evicted Mappila by 

the Hindu Janmr, the denial of basic right to own sites for mosques and burial 

grounds.6s Besides Mr. Logan's huge volume of reports two other 

commissions also discussed the tenancy problem for making 'Malabar 

compensation for Tenants Improvement Act' (Act I of 1887 and Act I of 

1 9 0 0 ) . ~ ~  The Mappila outbreaks may be attributed to three main causes, 

poverty, agrarian discontent and religious fervour. The revolts did not win 

wide support, and &d not last long and were quickly suppressed. Hydrose 

Mooppan of Velattore was captured by the English in an encounter and 

transported to Australia. Chempan pocker was also captured by the English 

and imprisoned in Palghat fort but he escaped and joined in the rebel camp.67 

Unni Moosa was really a warrior of class, shrewd politician who 

organized a strong army, built numerous fortified palaces and garrisoned them 

with his own men. His soldiers were trained in guerilla warfare.68 

Unni Moosa was in continuous correspondence with Tipu Sultan, 

and helped his cause against the British. A lot of such letters of 

Tipu were obtained by the English, when they captured the fortified palace of 
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Unni Moosa. It was done in violation of' an agreement with company and 

Unni Moosa which reads like this.69 
,- 

"Agreement between Major Murray on the part of the English East 

India Company and Oona Moot Moopan the part, that he (Oona Moota) agrees 

to become the friend of the company and to give the country no molestation 

from this day forward, and it is hereby agreed by Major Murray that he shall 

be considered as our friend. In conformation of this, his estate of 

Irumbalacheny is given upto him with a promise of further marks of our 

favour, that he shall have an appointment under our government or an 

allowance in money in view of it, as shall be agreed on hereafter. Signed near 

Oonunpuram, the gth May 1794, before Captain, Mac Donald, LieUfenants and 

burr, M ~ ~ u r r a ~ "  witness - J. Mac Donald, Charles Stuart and Burr. 

Unni Moosa was also offered a pension which he refused. In retaliation 

his house at Pandalur was demolished. Later Unni Moosa joined Pazhassi 

Raja's rebellion and in 1802 he was shot dead. 

Attan Kurukkal of Manjeri was another Mappila leader who revolted 

against the English openly. Actually he was a police officer under company 

who made use of this office to organize a band of soldiers for fighting 

against company's government in ~ a l a b a r . ~ '  In 1799 A.D. Adam Muhammed 

Musaliyar, brother of Attan Kurikkal was imprisoned by the British for his 

................................. 
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anti-government activities and was hanged to death. Attan Kurikkal with an  

armed force reached the jail and forcefully took the dead body and buried it in 

his own plot. From this incident onwards Kunkkal decided to make an open 

fight against the British and joined with Unni Moosa and Chempan ~ o c k e r . ~ '  

When asked to the Attan Kurikkal, why he is so opposing the British 

government, he declared openly that if a Nair suited a file against Mappila, 

British court verdicts in support of Nair even on the production of the false 

witness.72 Through proclamation dated 251h November l800 A.D he was 

declared a rebel and offered a reward of five thousand rupees for his head.73 

Later he was shot dead with other leaders. 

The Company's rule in Malabar had never been destined to be marked 

by peace. The Mappila peasants who were cruelly disposed of their property 

never made a compromise with the ruling East India Company. At intervals 

there were armed peasant uprisings. Several ring leaders were arrested and 

transported to Andamans. In the Manjeri revolt led by Attan Kwikkal 14 

persons died. In 1852 A.D. Sayed Fazl of Mamburam with his family 

deported to Arabia for his instigation behmd revolts. In 1855 A.D. Malabar 

Collector Conolly had been assassinated by the Mappilas. As a result the 

British constituted in 1855 A.D the Malappurarn special police force, raised 

solely for use in outbreaks and this still e~ists.~"uch revolts occurred at 

-------------------------m------- 
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Paral, Pandikkad, Ponnani and Manarkkad in which so many of'thern deported 

to Andamans and several others killed in the encounter." These type of 

revolts continued up to 1921A.D. when it shaped to a major rebellion. 

Mappila Rebellion of 1921 

The Rebellion of 1921 was a turning point in the life of Mappila 

community. It was the last Mappila outbreak against the English. The 

Rebellion began on August 20, 1921 and was active for a complete year. 

Rebellion was largely confmed to South Malabar. 

The causes for the Rebellion can be summarized as Mappila economic 

. discontent, Khilafat Movement, religious intolerance, freedom movement and 

British administrative oppression. During the First World War, a very large 

number of Mappila men were recruited to the Army. ' f i l e  in the Army, these 

men had learnt the 'arts of war'. They were sending regular monthly 

remittance to their families at home, who, as a result, were leading a 

comparatively easy life. After the war, gradually, these men were disbanded 

and returned home. Most of them were unemployed and there was 

unprecedented economic trouble all over. The unemployed ex-soldiers who 

had not, while in the Army, known what starvation was, were now actually 

leading a precarious existence. Prices of articles of daily necessaries soared 

high. They and their children found life becoming more and more miserable 

................................. 
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every day.76 Ordinary labour got provisions for two meals.77 The tenancy 

problem had its role in Rebellion. The main causes for the rebellion were the 

stack poverty among the Moplahs and the bad treatment they received at the 

hands of the landlords. There were many such Moplah riots during the last 85 

years, and all the officials who had enquired into such riots had reported that 

underlying causes were the Land-Lord Tenant problems of Malabar. 

A section of Mappila community supported the Khilafat issue. They 

were dominated by important 'Ulama of the time. K.C. Abdullakutty Musliar 

wrote a fatwa namely Mahkul - Khilafa Ala Ismul Khilfa, a fatwa against non- 

co-operation and Khilafat movement and it created a hue and cry among 

nationalist ~ a ~ ~ i l a s . ~ ~  Non-co-operation and Khilafat meetings had been 

going on in the district since July 1920. Whlle the main thesis of the speakers 

was non-co-operation, this had been given different localities. The 'Punjab 

atrocities' was quoted every where, the religious aspect of Khilafat question 

was emphasized in Mappila strong holds while in the neighbourhood of 

unpopular jennzi (land lords) the pure doctrine of non-co-operation was 

reinforced by anti-jenmi agitation. As a result of good organization on the part 

of central Khllafat committee a considerable following was obtained among 

the ~ a ~ ~ i l a s . "  Jenmi of Nilambur was murdered in an incident. The uprising 
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was the result of oppression and poverty of the peasants.g0 While economic 

factors continued to dominate the situation, new elements had now appeared 

with the rise of Khilafat Movement. The cause of their CO-religionists was 

their own cause. It brought Islamic spirit directly into the centre of the 

Mappila reaction and became the immediate cause of Rebellion. 

The Rebellion began at Tirurangadi, where Mappilas under the 

leadership of Ali Musliar were early participants in the Khilafat Movement. 

Ali Musliar is typical of the Mappila leadership in the Rebellion. He enrolled 

armed volunteers and preached against English. The British determined to 

take Ali Musliar into custody, and that night raid was made in force in 

Tirurangadl, August 20, 1921 A.D the mosque was searched, but Ali Musliar 

and his friends escaped. News spread that both mosque and Mambaram s h e  

had been destroyed.*l Mappilas gathered from all directions and two English 

officers were killed. But on account of high pressure English army retreated 

their steps. But English forces came back and fired killing so many Mappilas 

and Ali Musliyar came out and he was arrested and executed. Only a minority 

of Mappilas were actively involved, some Mappila communities remained 

loyal to the government.82 In the Pookkottur and Pandikkad revolts so many 

Mappilas lost their lives. Attacks were made on goverliment offices: 

courts, treasuries, police stations and banks. In Ernad parallel government was 

. . 
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established by Varayamkunnath kunhahamed, Chembrasseri Tangal and 0 

Kunhi Koya. The former styled hmself "Collector of Ernad", appointed 

officers who were largely ex-servicemen, issued passes, restricted looting 

returned gold and goods whch were given as security to banks by the poor 

and collected Khilafat taxes.83 As Rebellion went on its way, cruelty 

increased, upon all Mappilas as enemies.84 At Melmuri and Kuzhimanna 

innocents were killed. But the heart rendering cruelty was that of wagon 

tragedy when 122 Mappila prisoners were loaded into a goods wagon at Tirur 

for transportation to prison at Coimbatore by sealing the wagon. The 

gradually weakening cries of the prisoner's enroute were ignored by t h s  

guards. When wagon was opened at Coimbatore, sixty four of the prisons 

were found suffocated to death, an incident parallel to the Jalian Wallah bagh 

tragedy. 

As the rebellion progressed the Mappilas severely suffered at the hands 

of more and more British troops. Two brigades of soldiers, special policies, 

gurkha and Chin soldiers were brought to deal the crisis. Court martial were 

active and decreed many executions. British extended pardon on all people 

who would co-operate and rebels were isolated and dnven to jungles. All ring 

leaders surrendered one by one.'' Chembrasseri Thangal and Amakandan 

Marnmad were trailed by court martial and shot on 9th January 1 9 2 2 . ~ ~  
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By February 25, 1922 martial law could be lifted and normal life to a 

considerable extent restored.*' 

The Rebellion has got a communal colour when some Hindu leaders 

withdraw from the scene, contrary to Khllafat ideas and when some landlords 

supported the British, the Mappilas turned against them, and some of them 

were lulled. Thousands of Moplahs were hanged and shot according to the 

orders of the special court. And thousands were exiled from India and sent to 

the Andamans where a colony of Moplahs has sprung up new.%% The Rebellion 

taught Mappilas many lessons that the way they followed was unreasoned 

and unplanned. Bearing the negative reputation, the community wished for 

a change. The widened gulf with Hindus should be bridged. But it was a slow 

process and took many years to attain the goal. The Mappilas were a hundred 

years back than their Hindu brothers in education, economy and progress. 

Mappilas in Post-Independence era 

The Mappilas of Malabar, a comparatively backward and unique type 

of Muslim community has also shown trends of change in the recent times. 

Before Independence they participated in Independence struggle sharing the 

views of the All India Muslim League. They were clamoured to the demand 

of Pakistan put forward by League and at the same time argued for a separate 

-----------------m--------------- 
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' ~ o ~ l a s t a n ' ~ ~ .  With partition, Pakistan was materialized but Moplastan was 

ruled out. -Mappilas found salvation in the offshoot of Muslim league, Indian 

Union Muslim League which grew as an influential party and placed them in 

administration of the state. 

Modem Education has come to the community as a factor contributing 

for reformation. The study of Malayalam, which hither too was a taboo, was 

taken as the first step of progress and later English, the hatred language of 

enemies, was given importance. The Mappilas abandoned traditional methods 

- of education in Othupgl~is (single teacher institution) and developed Madrasas 

(in the pattern of schools) and Arabic Colleges for religious education. For 

secular education they depended on government institutions and other private 

institutions run by other communities. 

They also set up their own institutions and the foremost amonghr)was 

the foundation of Farook College at Feroke, near Calicut established in 1948. 

Thereafter the Muslim Educational Society was formed and they established 

Colleges at various parts of Malabar. Later various agencies among Mappilas 

started schools and colleges to cater the need of education of Mappilas. 

Inspite of all these movements, they are still lagging far behind of other 

communities. 
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Socially Mappilas have undergone many changes in which many 

superstitious beliefs are being given up. So many social ceremonies lost their 

importance or reduced to the minimum requirements. In the religious field, 

new reformist movements appeared as a result many anti-Islamic practices are 

- given up. 

The process of modernization and urbanization has had their impact on 

Mappilas. Women have come out of the house and are participating in public 

life. The migration which started in 1970's to Middle East has given them 

well balanced economy and paved the way for modernization. In ways of 

living, employment, dressing and other social aspects of life, Mappila men, as 

well as women, have shown that they could equal with the members of other 

communities. Undoubtedly the community has changed visibly since the last 

fifty or sixty years. Inspite of all changes the Mappilas have remained faithful 

Muslims and they are recognized as a symbol of hope for other ~ u s l m s . ~ ~  

90. Roland E. Miller, op.cit., p.308. 



SOCIAL CUSTOMS AND MANNERS 
OF MAPPILA LIFE

Abdurahiman.K.P “Mappila heritage: A study in their social and cultural life” 
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CHAPTER - 2 

SOCIAL CUSTOMS AND MANNERS OF MAPPTLA LIFE 

Mappila social customs are a blend of Islamic and native elements, for 

religious obligations are a must on one side while indigenous and hereditary 

ceremonies are a convention on the other. This peculiar condition paved the 

way for the formation of unique customs in connection with Birth, Marriage 

and Death which are the inevitable part of human life. The Mappilas are very 

keen to follow the tenets of Quran and teachings of the Prophet, at the same 

time, they are determined to follow the indigenous customs. These social 

customs are evolved through centuries of practice, incorporating so many 

native cultural elements especially by the converted people to Islam. These 

two lines of way commonly did not contradict each other but on certain 

occasions did contradict and on such occasions the native, inhe~lted customs 

gained an upper hand. A common example is the petpanam or dowry, a 
C 

native custom for which there is no base in Islam which insists on mahr, the 

value given to woman to legalise marriage, and in Mappila hereditary 

marriages dowry takes an upper hand while mu& is retained as an essential 

part. Another aspect of Mappila social customs is that they have given birth to 

their own customs which is neither Islamic nor of native origin. The 

Sa1k;irann (reception parties) in connection with marriage are such ones, 

which has their own identity as genuine Mappila customs. In short, Mappila 

customs have their own unique nature whether based on Islam or on the native 

land or new innovations. 



The social customs and manners of Mappilas during the British per~od 

have been more or less continuing even today but with less elaborative and 

less festive manner. So many customs are observed in its essence while the 

outer fabrics have almost been stripped off. Thus the birth, growth and 

marriage customs are the shadows of the old ones which had been observed 

with traditional fervour. 

Birth 

Ever since a girl is married, her kith and kin eagerly would wait for the 

news of conception and any delay in this regard would cause concern in their 

minds. Normally conception is grasped by the stoppage of monthly periods, it 

is confirmed by some body symptoms such as tendency for vomiting or an 

appetite for sour things, such as lemons, oranges and mangoes, but also a little 

bits of clay and gravel. If a pregnant woman expressed a strong desire to eat 

any particular kind of dish, it was considered that such desires may be 

immediately satisfied for the better health of child and mother. Thereafter the 

expectant mother is subjected to various taboos, such as that she should not 

wear new clothes or ornaments, use slrrrcma, staining hands or feet with henna 

because such things attract the evil eye.' Many of these taboos are identical 

with those of Hindus or have been borrowed from them. ~nfact Islam does not 

visualise any rituals in respect of a pregnant woman. It advocates some rituals 

only after delivery. The so called ceremonies in connection with conception 



are out of Islam. Islam insists on proper attention and nursing care to pregnant 

women as in chapter Talaq of Quran which reads "Lodge them where you 

dwell, according to your wealth and harass them not so as to straighten life for 

them. And 'q they are with child, then spend for them till they bring for their /" 
burden7?.* (65:6) Another Quranic Verse which stresses the care of pregnant 

woman is that "Give due respect and care to carrying ladies. Treatment to 

harass them mentally and physically is objectionable3" (4: 19) Quran suggests 

"to pray to God for easy delivery" (7: 189-90)~ Until recent times Mappilas 

used to pray to Sheiks or p;rs for easy delivery. Some visited tombs or 

Dargahs - and some used to recite Nafisath Mala and Badar Mala. With taboos 

on one side, the woman has to follow strict rules of food and hygiene for the 

proper development of infant in the womb. However, she is not allowed to 

remain inactive and lazy for it is considered that a certain amount of physical 

exercise would facilitate delivery. Therefore a pregnant woman did not 

usually abstain fiom the ordinary household duties. Before modernisation 

transformed the society, the Mappilas were addicted to superstitious practices. 

If the carrying woman felt any uneasiness her people would approach a 

thangal or Mtllla who wrote some Arabic letters in a paper or in a porcelain 

plate which added to water was consumed by the mother called Unrkkezhztthu. '? 

With reformists' repeated preachings, the people have almost dropped these 

practices and are approaching modern hospitals for their natal and pre-natal 

problems. 

2. M.M. Pickathall. Glorious Ouran. Delhi. no date, p 637 

3. Ibid., p.82. 

1. Ibid., p. 172 



When the pregnancy reaches about 7 months old, the parents of the 

woman take her to their home, since it is a general custom that the first ch~ld 

should be born at the house of the mother's parents.5 But among the very poor 

and needy she is confined at her husband's house. On this occasion, when her 

parents invite her to their house, a group of women will reach the house of 

bride groom, they put new clothes on her. She packs all her dresses ready to 

go to her own house. She bids farewell to the in-laws with tears. After a 

dinner she accompanies the group of women, This is purely a women's 

function. T h s  ceremony is called 'Pettinukoottel' - (taking for labour).%ith 

the breakmg up of joint family system, this custom is gradually vanishmg. 

At ninth month, the ladies of in-laws of the pregnarit wom-iiii-maKea 

return visit to know the whereabouts of the lady. This custom is known as 

pallakiigal - (seeing the womb).7 The in-laws will bring delicious dishes, 

sweets and snacks to feed the lady. They will also bring coconut oil for her 

bath after d e l i ~ e r y . ~  There she remains with special care until delivery. When 

the woman begins to feel the pains of child birth and signs of an impending 

delivery become visible, she is led to the delivery room. In labour she is 

assisted by a ve1atti9 or Vayagatti, a mid wife probably a woman from 

the ossan or barber family who knew the techniques for easy delivery. The 

5 Ibid.. p.21 

6 .  Ibid. 

7. A. Abdusalam Sullarni. Muslimkalile Anacharam, Calicut, 1996. p. 12 

8. Ibid.,p.13 

9 C A. Innes, Malabar Gazetteer. Vol. I and 11, Madras. 19 17. p. 19 1 



delivery takes place in a dark room set apart for the purpose. It was customary 

to keep the delivery room dark, whlch still continues. In spite of the fact that 

the 'Velatti - ' who is thus called to attend to the delivery ismot a person with 

any medical training, it appears that an easy delivery is often made possible. 

However, delay in dellvery is watched with anxiety. Inspite of the efforts of 

the woman in attendance, the child did not appear and the expectant mother is 

in prolonged labour. In case of prolonged labour, the men used to recite 

prayers calling the martyrs of Badr - for help. Some people give the ailing 

woman a drink a a d e  of Quranic verse written on a porcelain plate prepared by 

some Mulla or Thangal. After delivery, cutting of umbilical chord and proper 

expulsion of placenta are carried out by the "Vqattatti'?. The V w t a t t i  

washes the baby in cold water who carries the baby and hand over to the 

relatives. A rn~l la '~  is then called in and he lifts the child up and recited 

Adhan or Banku into one ear and kalima to other ear of the baby." T h s  is to 

ensure that the first words the child hear must be of Allah and the Prophet. It 

is believed that the child would grow up as a true Muslim by this action. Then 

the child is given a little gold dust mixed with some honey or date juice, as in 

the case of rich parents and drops of 'Zant Zam' water in the case of 

poor parents. The mother should bathe on the 15th, 28th and 40th day 

and her pollution doesn't cease till the last bath.I2 In south Malabar it is more 

10. Mulla is a religious teacher who teaches slnall children the alphabets of Arabic. reading the test 
of Quran and elementary lessons of compulsory prayers. 

1 1 .  A.P. Ibrahim Kunjy Mappila Muslims of Kerala - Their Histon. and Culture, Trivandruru 1989. 
p.86. 

12. C.A. I ~ e s .  op.cit., p.191. 



usual for a Mappila woman called pegzchi or etrchi to be employed to look - 

after the mother. But the child's care and attention is still held as a privilege 

of OssZthi or barber woman. The infant is bathed mornings and evenings by 

the Vayagatti or Osszthi by applying juice of coconut peelings with water. 

Meanwhile the child's head gets moulded to shape by the midwife by soft 

rubbing. The washing of the clothes of child and mother is done by a 

Macgathi, a low-caste Hindu woman. Presently, ' Vqyottattis' and 'Maggathis' - 
have withdrawn from traditional jobs and the whole job of after care is being 

undertaken by 'pegichi' and the whole process of delivery is carried out by 

nurses of hospitals. 

The 7th day after birth is usually the prescribed day for naming the 

child, but the time varies in different places and may extend upto six months. 

Islam suggests the naming of the child on the same day of delivery rather than 

on 7th day even if one could not sacrifice an animal13- ~ u r a n  suggests for 

giving names of good meaning and intention to children. "It is advisable to 

give good names to children. Do not give names of bad meaning, names that 

indicate shirk (polytheism)" (49: 1 1).14 It was a custom among some people to 

bring the child to a Thangal or to a f i r am (tomb of saint) to name the child." 

It is not customary among Mappilas to give their own name to their children: l "  

13. Imam Bukllari. quoted by Abdusalam Sullami, Islamile Anushtana Murakal, Calicut, 1996 p. 18. 

11. M.M. Picktlmll. (Quran Tra). op.cit., p.572. 

15. A. Abdussalam Sullami, Muslingalile Anacharam. Calicut 1996, p 20. 

16. C.A. Innes. op.cit., p.191. 



but the name of grand father or grand mother is most preferred. After i t the 

names of Prophets of Islam are preferred and next names of Allah starting 

with 'Abd have been considered. In case of female chldren names of the 

daughters and wives of Prophets have been given. But in Malabar especially 

in British era, so many names came into vogue which was the diversified form 

of original Arabic names. For example the name Mzd_hanznzad was modified 

into Manimad, Mayamad, Manzu, Mnyamu, Mamnzu and Mayami. Besides 

native forms like Kunhi, Kutty, Unni et.al., are either prefixed or suffixed or 

both. The Sayyid class followed strictly Arabian names starting with the 

prefix Sayyid and suffix Thangal, if the baby is a male, beevi in the case of 

females.I7 But most of them are called by locally modified names such as 

Pookoya, Mullakoya, Imbichkoya, Mulla Beevi, Atta Beevi, Kochu Beevi 

et.al. Presently, the Mappilas are preferring more flavoured names in the 

Persian or Afghan styles like North Lndian Muslims. 

Major Holland Pryor describes another method of naming existed long 

ago among the Mappilas thus; 'The name is selected by calling upon the 

Moulavi to open the Koran at hazard. The first letter at the top of the right 

hand page will then be the initial letter of the child's name. The method above 

described is considered the most orthodox and correct'.18 

Though the naming is varied according to convenience, the shaving of 

head is fixed on 71h, 14th 21st and 28th days of birth respectively and seldom 

17. Ibid.. p 191. 

18. Major P. Holland Pryor. Mapoilas or Moolahs. Calcutta. 1904. p 38 



extends to 40th day. On that day the child's head is shaved by an Olssan or 

barber and this rite is known as Mudikalachil - or removing the hair. Some rich 

people weighs the removed hair and distribute an equivalent quantity of gold 

or silver among the poor. Not only hair is removed but a cow or goat is 

sacrificed and its flesh is distributed to the poor. This sacrifice is called Aqiqa, 

which is a Srrnnah or the Prophet. The Arabs usually sacrifice two sheep for a 

boy and one for a girl.Ig The animal requires to be either above a year old and 

perfect without any handicap. It must not be blind of one or both eyes, or 

lame.20 Thrs is a festive occasion and relatives are invited for a feast following 

the Aqiqa and shaving of the head of the child. Among the respectable and 

wealthy, Aqiqa is fust performed and shaving afterwards. Though most 

people have the child's head shaved on the 'Aqiqa ' day, the lower class people 

only observe the latter ceremony; Those who are very poor, to save expense 

do it on the same day with 4oth day observations, while the rich perform them 

all on different days. After the head is shaved a solution of coconut juice is 

applied on. it. The hair is then weighed and its weight in silver is given in alms 

as the Prophet did when a son was born to him in his old age.*' Then the hair 

is tied up in a piece of cloth, either buried in the earth or thrown in to the 

water.22 It is now more common that these Aqiqa ceremonies are conducted on 

the birth of first child only. 

19. Thornas Patrick Hughes, Dictionw of Islam, New Delhi. 1998, p. 17 

20. Jaffer Sherif, op.cit.. p.20. 

21. Ibid., p.2 1. 

22. Williarn Muir, Life of Mahomet, New Delhi, 1992, p.4 1 1. 



Among the Arabs the impurity of the mother lasts for 40 days2) which 

is closely observed by Mappila women. During these days she is not allowed 

either to pray or touch the Quran or to enter the mosque. She remains in her 

own chamber attended by Pettichi, - the maid to serve her. During these days 

she is fed upon rice with ghee,the inner parts of a goat, Kichdi (a mixture of 

pulses and rice) and pul&u. 

The 4oth day is observed as the shedding of impurity of the woman and 

in the early morning she is bathed and dressed in new clothes and much 

money is squandered for ce~ebrations.~~ Fortieth day is the boundary of self 

denial. On this day the female relatives and the neighbours assemble and have 

the lying-in-woman and infant bathed and dressed out in fine clothes. The 

- guests coming to the feast, necessarily bring some presents, every man 

according to his ability. It is customary among close relatives to bring with 

them a present of gold, silver, jewels or clothes to the child. 

The relatives used to bring gifts for the child on the day and afier the 

40th day's celebrations the woman is free from her taboos. The maid servant 

is disposed off with money and clothes. But it is common among the 

Mappilas of Malabar that woman does not actively participate in social 

gatherings or household works until 56th day or some other'up to 90th 

day. ~ u r i n ~  lying-in days the mother is served with fine dishes and special 

23. Jaffer Sherif. o d . ,  p.37. 

21. K.P Padmanabha Menon, Historv of Kerala, Cochin. 1921. p.558. 



medicines prepared by mixing meat, flour, spices and sugar known as 

petttilehyarn - in order to regain her health. Women of the new generation are 

using allopathic medicines rather than this pegulehyam which has almost 

become a part of heritage. 

Growth of the child 

When the baby attains the age of 6 months, besides breast milk, boiled 

rice with pulses are being fed. There is no separate function to note the event 

among Mappilas as in the case of Hindus who have the ceremony called 

Choroogi (rice giving). When the baby reaches the age of one, meat and fish 

are included in the menu. As most of the Mappilas of British period believed 

in omens and superstitions, Elassu (brass plate folded with written mantras 

chanted by Mullas) were tied on the waist. Some people tied black threads or 

wore black bangles in order to avoid evil eyes.25 When a girl is a year or ' k o  

years old, her ears are bored and it is a festive occasion for the family. The 

boring is done by a goldsmith or barber. Holes are bored along the edge of ear 

so as to enable her wear round bracelets known as Chiau and in the lower lobe 

a hanging ornament known as Ma~ikkathila. The girl is beautifully dressed 

and seated amongst relatives where she is enjoyed by singers. Thls 

celebration known as Kathukrithti Kalya~am whch lasted 3 to 7 days.26 Before 

the modernisation of the society, the ceremony was conducted in elaborate 

25. JaiTer Sherif. op.cit.. p. 18 

26. M.T. Moideen, "Kathukuthu Kaanam",  Pudava, Calicut June 2000, p.32 



manner-. .A Mappila song from old Kulya_nap~/~ reads l~kes  this.- (see 

appendix I for the original lines) 

All of you hear 'Kathkuthzr ' 

The act is so grand 

This is an occasion of celebration 

With festive mood of marriage, 

Thousands come to witness the scene 

The lovely girl laid on the floor, 

The Ossiin will sit to pierce many holes on ear 

The OssZthi will hand over nail with strings 

AmmZyi will sit with plate full of presents, 

If the presents are below standard 

Anger will come to the face of Ossi!ithi 

Each ear has 8 to 9 holes. Right ear has one hole excess than the left. In 

olden days besides gold smiths, Chettis were normally employed to pierce the 

ear. In the later period Osszn (Muslim barber) also performed this operation. 

The screw which is used to pierce the ear known as Chila was made up of 

brass. Among the wealthy, ears are pierced with gold, copper or silver Chilas. 

Once the ears were pierced with Chila, a black string was inserted through 

holes which made the wounds easy healing. After some days the strings were 

removed and gold or silver Chigrr were replaced. There were several types of 

Chittrrs like parachittz! polachitz etc. The celebration was less festive than 

marriage but the relatives were invited for sumptuous feast. Women came 



with breads, sweets and presentations. Francis Day observes in this regard 

thus: "The Muhammadan Moplah girls have a succession of holes pierced. in 

each of which a ring is fastened, dragging down the ear by their weight"27 

Infact Islam does not advocate this ear boring ceremony. It is neither an Arab 

custom nor a Prophetic tradition. With the educational awakening the 

Kathzlkzrth~r Kalyanan~ - celebration has almost vanished. Since this caused 

economic loss and social decay the reformers of the society severely criticised 

this custom. The renowned Mappila poet Pulikkottil Hyder has written a 

poem against this evil practice in the following lines." (See Appendix 2 for 

the original lines) 

The evil custom Kath~ikuth, 

Makes many loss oh! you hear, 

Explains here, you to grasp, 

Don't . . deform the young girls 

Shun away this practice hereafter, 

Mother and Father insist to pierce, 

The ears of their lovely daughter, 

And harm them with pain, 

When the girl struggles to relieve. 

No pity remains in the heart of mother, 

The Ossa'n pierces ten to fifteen holes, 

............................ 

27. Francis Da!. Land of Perumals, Madras. 1863. p.372. 

28. Pulikkottil H!.der. Pulikkottil Kritlukal. Wandoor 1979. p 184 



Causing much pain in the ears, 

The strlng that inserts, 

Doubles the pain which turn into 

. Septic, makes a nasty smell. 

The rich insert chitts in ears, 

To prepare their girls for marriage, 

Fall in danger, when thieves 

Cut the ears and stolen the gold. 

May this enough for perish, 

This custom of Chitt on ears, 

Makes many havocs in daily life. 

During the British period, a boy or girl among Mappilas was first 

introduced to Othzlpgi (religious school) for his or her education at the age of 

4 or 5. The parents distributed a mixture of coconut piece and avil namely 

Cheerani among the students. This Othupa_l!i was a single teacher institution. 

The teacher was known by the name Mzillakka. He taught the Arabic 

alphabets and reading and reciting Quranic verses. The elementary principles 

of religious laws like per-forming of ablution and prayers were also taught by 

the Mzdlaka. When the chapter Yaseen (from Quran) was taught, special 

celebration took place. Cheerani - was being distributed among the students 

This ceremony is known as Ettezhuthu. The learning in the Othzrpallj ended 

with Khatarn (Complete recitation of Quran). 



After 1950 the Mudrusa system generally evolved just In the manner of 

modern school system through out Malabar and Othupalli -- system has 

vanished.29 Presently, Mudrasa system has been wide spread in Malabar 

imparting good religious education upto loth standard. 

Circumcision or Marka Kalyanam 

The process of removing the fore skin of the men's genital organ is 

known as circumcision. The rite of circumcision has a very long historical 

backgrowld. The Jews and Muslims perform the rite as a part of their religious 

observations while the tribal people of Central America, Amazon, Australia 

and Abyssinia have taken it as a convention of ancestors. Circumcision is 

also mentioned in the Kamaszctra of Vatsyana (300AD) as a peculiar feature of 

the people of south ~ndia .~ '  It is doubtful about the origin of circumcision as 

to whether it was from Arabia or Egypt. Totoneks of Mexico had done this 

rite as soon after the birth of the child, the Jews on the gth day; the Muslims 

before the age of 10 and the tribes of South Africa at the age of 16. Jews and 

Muslims do circumcise as a religious rite the aborigines of Central America, 

Amazon and Australia d o 2  as a convention. Tlus practice has been 

prevalent from the time of Prophet Abraham. Bible says "The God command 

29. K.T. Muharnrnadali, Education among the Mappilas of Malabar, Net\. Delhi. 1990. p.40. 

30. S.  Srikanta Sastry, "Sources of  Karnataka History," Dravidan Encvclopaedia,-Vol 1 .  
New Delhi, 1975, p. 15. 



Abraham to circumcise his son Isaq on 8th day whch he performed."M in 

olden days sharp edged stones were used. Some of the Egypdan Mummies 

were found to be c i rc~mcised .~~  

Among the Mappilas, circumcision is generally done between the age 

of 5 and 10 but some do it earlier. Since it is the symbol of complete body 

purity, in order to perform the prayers (niskifrarn) prescribed by Islam, which 

advocates a boy should perform the prayers from 10 years of age. The day of 

circumcision is a day of celebration for the family of the boy. On the day a 

Mulla offers prayers before the operation which is done by an OssZn with a 

sharp razor. The boy is dressed in red clothes and seated on a chair or stool 

(Mukkiili) with a red kerchief spread over it. A person holds the boy f m l y  in 

h s  lap and with his two hands shuts the eyes of the boy to prevent the sight of 

the operation which would make the boy frightened. The osszn sits opposite 

to the boy who has his cloth tied up over the shoulder of boy, and a by-stander 

holds a lighted lamp, even if the operation is performed in the day time. 

Circumcision is a natural way for the complete purification of the body. It is 

not an option at the time of one's conversion to Islam. It is not compulsory for 

one's belief in Islam but a new believer usually prefers to do it, hence the 

name, Markakalyiigam (rite to join the new faith). In Islam there is no 

celebration or feast in connection with circumcision. Prophet never invited 

people for a feast.)' But the Mappila Muslims made it a festive occasion. The 

3 1 .  Bible, Ulpatti, 2 1 :4. 

32. Dr. C.P. Aboobacker, "Circumcision", Chandrika Weekend Edition . 25-02-1 978. p.11 

33. A. Abdusallam Sullami, Islamile Anushtana Murakal. Calicut. 1996. p.21 



ceremony which is the outward sign of the boy's admission in to the fold of 

Islam is made the occasion of much feasting and rejoicing and large sum of 

money is often distributed to the poor.34 The barber has been paid profusely 

by rich people. The severed skin is properly buried. After the operation the 

barber applies a dressing and the wound heals in the course of a week or so. 

During these days the boy is given delicious food. Relatives would bring 

sweets especially Halwa as a special item. Normally it takes one week to heal 

the wounds and on the first Friday after his recovery the boy goes to the 

Jumu 'a prayer in mosque.35 

o f  
Mr. Hughes in his 'Dictionan/,Islarn explains a traditional method of 

operation for circumcision practiced by Muslims of India. "A bit of stick is 

used on a probe, and carried round and round between the glans and prepuce 

to ascertain the exact extent of fraenum and that no unnatural adhesions exist. 

The foreskin is then drawn forwards and pair of forceps consisting of a couple 

of pieces of split bamboo, 5 or 6 inches long and a quarter of an inch thick, 

tied f m l y  together an end with a string to the extent of an inch, applied from 

above at an oblique direction so as to exclude about an inch and a half of the 

prepuce above and 3 quarters of an inch below. The forceps severely grasping 

at, causes a good deal of pain, but this state of suffering does not continue 

long, since the next thing to be done is the removal which is done by one 

stroke of razor drawn directly downwards. The hemorrhage which follows is 

34. C .  A Imes, op.cit.. p. 192 

35. Ibid. 



inconsiderable and easily stopped by the application of burnt rags and 

as he^."'^ However, the traditional oss7ins have now disappeared and the 

ceremony is now marked without celebration, operations being performed by 

surgeons in their hospitals. 

When a girl attains puberty, there is no special ceremony to mark the 

occasion as practised by some classes of Hindus. But her freedom to travel 

and mingle is some what restricted and the parents from the very moment start 

to enquire marriage proposals. Thus among the Mappilas, attaining the age of 

puberty of a girl is considered as a herald for marriage alliance. But with the 

acquisition of modern education, among educated sections of the community, 

marriages are belated, that they would think of it after their studies are over, 

but among the uneducated they still follows the tradition of olden days. 

Marriage 

Like most Indian Communities marriage among the Mappilas of 

Malabar is looked upon as essential for man and women. It is one of the 

important stages in a person's life. Parents are said to be 'not free' unless they 

see their daughters and sons are happily married. Marriage is a major change 

in the life of an individual Marriage is looked upon by the Muslims as Sltnnah 

and it is regarded as an important obligation of Muslims. Only physically and 

mentally handicapped person who cannot carry out the day to day activities 

36. Thomas Patrick Hughes, op.ci1.. p. 17. 



remain unmarried. A boy becomes a full fledged man only after marriage. 

The girl acquires the status of a woman consequent upon her marriage. Thus a 

boy or a girl will not acquire social personality until marriage. 

Marriage in its origin is a contract of natural law and though entirely a 

. personal consensual contract, it is not merely a civil contract under the Muslim 

law. Marriage is regarded by the jurists as a secular contract pertaining of the 

natural IbZdath (religious rite) for the procreation of children, the regulation of 

social life and for the benefit of society Islam considers marriage as a religious 

devotion. As one Hadeeth reports, "Marriage is my Sunnat, and those who do 

not obey it are not my followers". Marriage is regarded by all the jurists as 

sunnat Mavakida, that is an institution the compliance with which is 

considered as virtuous and a deviation fiom which is regarded as a sin.37 

. Hence marriage is a religious rite under the Muslim law, although it is in the 

form of a secular transaction and a civil contract. 

Marriage is an institution created for the protection of society in order 

that human beings remain chaste and unpolluted. The primary base of any 

civilised society is to be sought in the process when two people of different 

sexes unite in a perfectly lawful way. In Islam marriage between a man and 

woman is a solemn pact for life, Sexual relation is sanctioned between two 

individuals of the opposite sex leading to the procreation of the human 

species, restraining men from debauchery, encouraging chastity, promoting 

37. AI Haj Muhammedullah, 'The Muslim Law of Marriage', New Delhi, 1986, p.2 



love and fixing descent. Marriage amounts to IbZdat, devotion and mu 'amalat 

(dealing among men)." It is founded on contract in which the consent of both 

the parties is essential. In several places the Quran speaks of the marriage 

alliance, meaning that marriage, one of the prime and original necessities of 

man is made for the solace of life that man and women are created to live in 

marital bliss, tranquility and natural understanding.39 (25: 2 1) 

In Islam marriage is a social contract and not a religious rite. The most 

important of the new rules was the restriction in the number of wives which 

the Muslim might at any one time hold on lawful marriage. 40 

Marriage-Age 

There is no fixed age limit for the marriage of Mappilas who favoured 

an early age for boys and girls. The marriage of their children involved many 

delicate and complicated problems, for instance, those of family status, 

ancestral rites and tradition and the social honour of the parties. The parents 

usually carried out their responsibilities most scrupulously in every detail. 

Marriage was more a family question than a personal concern of the marrying 

couple.4' 

Among Mappila Muslims a boy is ready for marriage as soon 

as he is strong enough to do a man's work on land or to handle business 

38. Zeenath Shoukath Ali, Marriage and Divorce in Islam, Bombay, 1957, p.64 

39. M.M. Pickthal, (Qr. Tr), op.cit., p.434. 

40. Ruben Le\?,, Status of Women in Islam,. London, 195 7, p. 100. 

J 1. K.M. Asluaf. Life and Condition of Peovle of Hindustan, New Delhi, 1976. p.42. 



independently. A village boy is able to do practically all the work on the farm 

by the time he is 15 or 16 years of age. A girl is considered to be ready for 

marriage a year or two after attaining puberty. The parents are eager to get 

their daughters married as soon as they reach marriageable age. Failure to get 

their daughters married in time means not only incurring wrath of relatives but 

also of society. Unmarried girls are noticed and they become targets of 

comment and gossip. It is from this notion that the usage in Malayalam Pzrra 

Niranchzr Nilktlka (be very much as the size of house) originated. If they 

remain unmarried too long, it is considered an eternal shame on the part of her 

parents. T h s  is the basic reason behind the huny of parents to marry a girl 

than a boy. If a man has boy and girl of marriageable age, preference is given 

to girl, not only because the girl has to be married before over aged but also, 

the boy has to help his father in accumulating the dowry of the girl. 

Sometimes early marriages occur due to the close fhendship of parents, who 

wish to tie their hands after generations. Some other times inorder to please 

elderly grand parents who insist on seeing their grand children married before 

the death.42 

In olden times when child marriage existed, Nik@ was performed in , 

early years. Fathers of bride and groom would settle the terms on behalf of 

their children, especially when the fathers were close friends. It is considered 

proper for wives to be younger than their husbands; consequently girls marry 

12. C.G Hussain Khan, Mamage and Kinship among Muslin~s in South Inda. Ne\\ Delhi, 1991. 
p.78 



at a younger age than boys. Most girls marry between the ages of 12 to 18 and 

boys between 18 and 2 1 years old. Occasionally men many women who are 

older, especially a widow is wedded to a younger brother of her deceased 

husband." If a son and a daughter attain marriageable age, preference is given 

to the daughter. With the acquisition of modern education the youth of the 

community now-a-days is marrying at a later age. It was customary in 

Malabar for a wife to avoid mentioning the name of her husband. In cases of 

necessity he is usually called the father of son or one of her children or by 

some such euphemistic term. It is looked upon as a breach of female decorum 

to indulge in such prohibited form of address.44 

Fixed Mahr 

Mahr is the amount which a Muslim bride groom has to pay his wife as 

a formal nuptial gift. This is one of the pre conditions of marriage. Though in 

theory there is no limit to the amount of Mahr a woman can demand, in 

practice Makr is fixed by custom. Among the Mappilas, the fixed Mahr 

varies, according to social status of the woman's family. Generally it varies 

from 3 to 3 1 nzi&qZils or equivalent rupees. One of the oldest customs in the 

relationship within the human family is that man has acknowledged the right 

of the woman to a dower (makr) on the occasion of marriage. He used 

to pay somethmg of value to the woman or to her father. Moreover, he was 

.................................... 
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responsible, during the whole period of marriage for the maintenance and 

upkeep ( r n ~ f a ~ a h ) ~ '  of his wife and children. 

Sociologists have traced the evolution of the dower system. In the first 

period man lived as a parasite and as an attendant on woman. In that period 

the woman used to rule over man. In the subsequent period, when the power 

fell into the hands of man, he abducted the woman from her tribe. In the third 

period, in order to obtain the woman of his choice, man used to go to the 

father of woman and work several years for him. In the fourth period man 

paid an amount of money as a present to the father of the woman and from 

here the custom of the dower began4" 

Though Mahr - is the Islamic rite of marriage, among Mappilas of 

Malabar another transaction at the time of marriage, penpanam or Stridhanan~ - 
became prevalent. This is an indigenous custom probably prevalent among 

the Nair community of Hindus which had been copied down by the converted 

Mappilas. The high class among Mappilas used to give pen-panam, that is - - 

money, ornaments or lands to the bride-groom as a pre-condition of the 

marriage. . Subsequently the lower section also adopted this. Later marriage 

brokers handled the issue to gain their commission, as a result this system got 

rooted deeply in the society. When the transaction of land became difficult, 

the demand for gold increased. This system put the lower section of the 

45. Murtade Matallhari, The kghts of Woman in Islam, Tehran, 1981, p. 19 1. , 
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society i11 great difficulty, since the bride groom demands high amount of' 

money the father of the bride suffered much. 

Marriage restrictions among Mappilas / 
Islam recognises a circle of persons within which lawful marriage may 

be contracted. A man is prohibited from inter marrying in the ground of nusiib 

or consanguinity , affinity and fosterage. Persons within these prohibited 

degrees are called Mabrani or forbidden to one another. All others are called 

NU-nzahranzsJ7 - or those with whom marriage is not forbidden. 

Quran clearly mentions those who were forbidden for marriage in the 

following verses. 

"Forbidden unto you are your mothers and ,your daughters and your 

sisters and your father's sisters, and your mother's sisters and your brother's 

daughters and your sister's daughters and your father-mother, and your foster 

sisters and your mother in-law and your step daughters who are under your 

protection (born of your women) and the wives of your sons, two sisters 

together and all married women." '* (4:23) 

Islamic law also forbids marriage of uncle and niece. But 

among Mappilas there have been cases of inter-marriage between the sons and 

47. K.M. Ashraf. op.cit.. p. 111. 
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daughters of brothers in order to avoid partitioned farnlly property berng 

enjoyed by an outside member. The Mappilas had avoided marriages during 

the whole Hamzan, Id, Bakrid and the first ten days of Mzrharram and times of' 

family mourning. A widow cannot not only re-marry until three months and 

ten days after the death of her husband but also she has to confine in her house 

without the sight of another man. This is observed strictly by women and the 

custom is known as Marayirikkal (Iddah period). 

Ara (Maniyara) 

In the North Malabar and coastal towns where Ma-ninzakkathayam is 

the family order, bride groom used to live in the brides house and in such 

system the bridal chamber is decorated with the maximum means of the 

bride's parents. All the costly furniture, carpets, blankets and utensils had 

been used for decoration. Illustration of such a maniyara is presented through 

a Mappila song starting with the lines, 'Pzcthamathram manayil ', meaning of 

lines can be summarised as follows: (See Appendix 3 for original lines) 

The newly built cot has picturesque carvings on its head side. The legs 

of cot are very beautifully placed. On its side is placed a glittering brass 

kolzmbi. Next to it is betel dishes with carvings and calligraphic writings. 

The aromatic betel leaf with arecanut and lime is placed in the dish. The cot 

has fine blankets spread over it as well as on the upper part (.l.ie~a'~d 49 • 



Polygamy among Mappilas 

In Islam the practice is allowed. It should however be noted that Islam 

did not introduce the custom but rather restricted the practice already existing. 

Quranic verses concerned thus reads. 

"And if ye fear that ye will not deal fairly with the orphans, marry of 

the women, who seem good to ye, two or three or four and if ye fear that ye 

cannot do justice (to so many) there one (only) or (the captives) that your right 

hand possess. Thus it is more likely that ye will not do injustice" ''(43) 

This verse whlch is the only one on the topic clearly shows that the 

Holy Quran favours the natural course of monogamy; however to meet certain 

physical, family, social or political situations, it has given permission of 

polygamy. The Holy Quran grants permission of talung more than one wife 

under the provisorlof justice. The verse which permits upto four wives also 

contains a clear order that if you cannot do justice, you should keep one wife 

only.j1(4: 129) 

Among the Mappilas, polygamy was of course practised but it was 

restricted to certain classes. The aristocrat considered it a symbol of status to 

have more wives. But the second or third mairiage is preferably from poor 

families. Some Mzlllah's doing religious service in various places had the 

habit of marrying women from the locality especially girls of poor families. 

........................... 
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Like wise some persons took it as a craze to many women But C i\ 

Innes, the then Malabar collector, exaggeratedly reported, "in South Malabar 

80% of the husbands have two wives and 20% more then two"'*. This 

statement is, however, not correct. 

Divorce among Mappilas 

Marriage with all its sacredness is a civil contract in Islam and c,an be 

subjected to any reasonable and lawful stipulation. Divorce, according to 

Islam, being a preventive measure against breach of peace, a device for 

securing an amicable settlement, and after all a salutary safeguard to protect 

the weaker sex from continuous ill treatment, due to disagreement or any other 

reason, has justly been provided as a dissolution of an unhappy marriage 

whch may turn out to be a burden rather than an asset and contrary to all 

expectations of happiness and help, may happen to be a horror and hindrance. 

In Islam divorce is not an easy process. Actually it has three stages. If 

disagreement arises between two parties, as a precaution, Quran recommend 

three ways, to advise them, banish them to beds apart and scourge them. 53 

she disobeys again put this matter to arbitration with arbiters from both 

sides."(4:34) "If they desire amendment, Allah will make them of one 

rnind."'i(4:34) "If the arbiters are not able to reconcile the parties they have 

52 C .A Innes. op.cit.. p. 193. 
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the option to depart; but before it they should again try tbr agreement '"' 

(33:37). "If this attempt fails they can depart themselves that is the first 

divorce come into effect. And if they decide upon divorce, Allah is Hearer, 

 nowe er."'^ (2:227) But the departed wife should be kept in the House of 

husband for 3 months (Iddat). Meanwhile if both parties propose to reinstate 

relation they can do i ts7  If again disagreement arises the whole process should 

be once again repeated. If the second divorce also materialised she should be 

kept in his own house for another three months. During these days she should 

be provided with food clothing and essential things. If they propose to unite 

within the Iddat period (three months) they have the option with public 

announcement. If disagreement arises the tlurd time and if all attempts fail the 

thlrd TalZq or divorce can be made after which he could not take her back 

except that after her second marriage she should be divorced in 3 stages by 

that person, a rare possibility. 

The above is the actual process of divorce as envisaged by Islam. But 

the Mappilas of Malabar diluted this process by pronouncing three divorces at 

a time in order to curtail the relation in an easy way instead of observing the 

above said stages. Since 'ulama (priest) gives permission this is a most 

prevalent type of divorce (MzltalZq or mozhichollal or mozhithlippal) among 

Mappilas. 

55. Ibid.. p.456. 
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As a condition to remarry the divorced wife, Islam insists that if she 

was married to another person and if this person happened to divorce her 

through genuine ways, the former husband can remarry her. Again in this 

matter some dilution of the law can be seen. If a woman is divorced by a man, 

sometimes he repents in his deed and in order to remarry her without delay, he 

employs another man, probably his fiend, to marry her pronouncing NikZb 

and the next day he would pronounce three divorce simultaneously. This is 

known as Chadangu KalyZinanz, - a system quite contrary to Islamic tenets 

whch has been silently approved by'ulama.58 

Widow remarriage has been allowed in Islam after Iddat period is 

over.5g Among Mappilas widow marriage often takes place especially if the 

woman is financially sound or she possesses beautiful look. It is almost 

considered as a law among Mappilas for the unmarried brother remarries the 

widow of his elder brother because it is the responsibility of the family to look 

after her and the properties of the deceased brother. The widower preferred 

widows and some rich people when proposed for second or third marriage 

preferred widows than a virgin. 

Arabikalyanam 

Arabikalya_nam is a special institution resorted to by the Arabs in the 

last few decades of 2oth century in the coastal towns of Malabar especially in 

58. A. Abdussalam Sullarni, op.cit., p.372. 
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Calicut city. This was quite contrary to the marriage into which the Arab 

merchants of early days entered with local women on the Malabar coast which 

was muta marriage in naturem60 It was a marriage of temporary nature in which 

the contracting parties agree to live together in the house of the woman (wife) 

for a stipulated period of time and for which the man has to pay an amount 

mutually agreed upon, the Mahr, - the bride price. The word mtitu may be 

rendered according to Heffening,a marriage for pleasure.61 

In Mtita marriage of olden days the woman did not leave her home, her 

people did not give up rights which they had over her and the children of the 

marriage did not belong to the husband. But contrary in Arabi KalyiInam the - 
husbands sometimes carry their wives into their home and the children have 

full right of property of their fatherw6* 

The Arabs visited the coastal towns to complete their business or with 

the sole purpose of marriage. The brokers approached the poor class people 

with the offer of marriage. The Arab pays a huge amount as Mabr and 

provides money and material. The wealthy ship owners, captains of ships and 

workers and all sorts of people indulged in temporary marriages as their means 

allowed. M ~ s t  of them kept their wives in their houses and contacted with 

them in the visit to the land. But the Kuwaitis show some integrity in this type 

60. S.M. ~ohamed.  Koya, Map~ilas of Malabar, 1983, Calicut, p.17. 
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of marriages. They have been not only paying abundantly to the family of the 

girl, but even carries the girl and children home and also used to give the kith 

and kin of girls high jobs in ~ u w a i t ~ '  Most of the girls are victimised in 

Arabikalyanarn. - With the departure of the Arab the girl becomes helpless and 

may go astray. Native men took aversion to marry such girls.64 

Now the Arabikalya,nan~ has almost vanished. The Arabs seldom come 

to Malabar. The native awareness against this practice, the strict orders from 

the part of government and the clamour of social organizations have almost 

put an end to this practice of Mappila community. 

Marriage Ceremonies 

It is essential for Muslims to marry and lead a family life since it is a 

tradition of the Prophet. Among the Mappilas the boys are married at the age 

of 18 to 20 as a rule and girls at 14 to 15. But in early days it was 14 to 18 for 

boys and 8 to 12 for girls. In Islam marriage is a simple ceremony. The actual 

ceremony is called NikZb. The father of the bride, if he is not alive, brother or 

grand father and so on, and bride groom sit face to face holding each other's 

hand. The Q&i - or Musliyiir then announces publically the condition of the 

marriage contract and nza& that the bridegroom has to pay to the bride. Then 

Qazi recites the oath of undertaking. The bride's father and bride groom will 

repeat the same. Although Islamic marriage is so simple in practice, Mappilas 

............................. 
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are following numerous customs before and after the NzkZh. In this regard lot 

of variations can be seen among the North Malabar and South Malabar 

Mappilas. 

Marriages in North Malabar 

Among the North Malabar Mappilas, especially those who are 

following matrilocal system, the proposal for the match has to come from the 

bride's side.65 This is usually done with the help of an intermediary like the 

mosque official or a local K a ~ a ~ a v a r .  When the preliminaries are decided a 

day is fixed for the formal betrothal ceremony called Vakkukodukkal (Word 

giving) which has to take place in the house of the bridegroom.66 The 

Kaxa-mar of the brides tharavzd along with near relatives go to the groom's 

house and are received by a similarly constituted gathering of men there. This 

function is called nischayam (fixation of date and terms).67 T h s  is mainly a 

men's function. The chief parties to the discussion are the Karagavars of both 

sides besides local Q@i also take part. Father of the bride and groom has no 

formal say in the matter. Father of the bride usually does not accompany the 

party to the groom's house. At the function, the terms and conditions of 

marriage are made public to the gathering. The terms and conditions 

are mostly one sided; the bride's party has to fulfil1 the terms. As a symbol of 

65. Victor S.D'souza, "Marriages of Kerala", Familv Kinship and marriage amone. Muslims in India. 
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acceptance of the terms, betel is exchanged between the Karanavars - - of both 

sides. The functions connected with marriage are held at night. 

While accepting a girl for marriage, neither the bride groom nor any of 

his relatives; including the women, have any opportunity of seeing the bride, 

for, among Mappilas, as soon as a girl is considered to be of marriageable age 

she has to observe purdah (seclusion) not only towards men but also towards 

women who are not related to her.68 

Although the central and most important ceremony of a Muslim 

marriage is the contract called NiEh -7 for Mappilas this ceremony alone is not 

sufficient .to enable the bridal couple to live as man and wife. The 

consummation of marriage can take place only after holding another f ict ion.  

This latter function is called KalyZnam or marriage and the ceremony of NikGk 

is called ~ a n i ~ a t h . ~ ~  They make a clear distinction between these two 

ceremonies and sometimes the NikZh ceremony is held months ahead of 

Kalyiinam. But the bride groom cannot contact with bride until the ~aiy&aan, - - 
function. 

Once the date for ~a@nam is fixed preparation for the function has to 

be made. The first step is the Mangalam ~ i l i k k a l ~ ~  - or invitation to relatives, 

dignitaries, labourers and friends. The invitation is made by young boys of the 

................................. 
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family accompanied by servants of the h ~ u s e . ~ '  The invitation of the members 

of bridegroom's house is called ~ o o d i ~ ~ a r a ~ a l , ' ~  All the invitees then 

prepare to give presents on the occasion of marriage. The second step of 

Kalyananz is the beautification of the house. In the court yard of the house a 

panda1 is arranged using arecanut tree pillars and coconut leaf roof. Relatives 

and neighbours may help in this which lasts for some days. Then the invitees 

begin to bring their presentation mainly eatable items such as rice, sugar, ghee, 

banana, goat etc; the poor people also accept money as presentation. To all 

visitors delicious dishes especially snacks boiled in oil such as Kcyiiiti, 

Kaypori, Unnakkay, Pujiyaral, Thariyunda, Nermapathiri, Mutyappan~ are 

supplied.73 The previous day of marriage is known as Vettilakettrr, - since betel 

and areca are prepared by ladies for the next day.'" olden days KalJagam 

used to prolong for 40 days. Of the overall preparations of marriage the most 

important item is the decoration of the bridal chamber, called Ara or 

~ a D i ~ a r 2  Two cots, each a double one, one with a canopy or Kattipiri and 

other without one are placed in the room which is profusely decorated. 

Besides Mekkatti, upper canopy; Almirah with mirror are essential in Ara. 

--------------------v--------------- 

( 
7 1. In Nortli Malabar area there were professional ladles called I ilikkarathiknl to extend invitation 

to friends. relatives and people of same street. They announced the mamage in all houses and 
glorified both bride and groom. 

72. Ahamed Ka\.annur, op.cit., p,I. 

73. K.P. Ki~nl~imoosa. "Kalyana Ravukal". Chandrika Weekened edition, 11.7.1993. p. 1 

74. P.P. Mammed Koya Parappil, op.cit ., p.268. 

75. Victor S. D'souza, a., p.158. 





when women singers will sing, clap their hands and dance around the bride to 

enthuse all the participants. Only women are witness to this function. 

In the bride groom's house the groom has to undergo a 'Sham-shaving 

Ceremony'. The actual shaving must have been done before hand but the 

groom is seated in the midst of young men who keep in clapping while the 

barber pretends to give him a shave. Subsequently the groom is seated in 

prominent place when he is presented with gifts and garlanded by friends and 

relatives. 

A small party fiom the bride's side, headed by a ka_a,navar, goes to 

bride groom's house to extend invitation. This ceremony is called ThFdal. 

Among higher classes an elephant is decorated as the vehlcle of bridegroom. 

Persons carrying KIintaviJakkzi (lanterns) accompany the party. Fire works are 

burned out as a symbol of welcome. As the party comes in thzdal they are 

warmly received by the groom's house holders. After it the dinner is served in 

mGsara. Then the bridegroom leaves his house accompanied by his relatives 

and fiends. The K a - a p a r  of the brides side then hands over the Kizhipafiam 

or dowry to the Kgralm)ar of the bride groom.79 After this, the wedding 

procession which is the grandest of all processions connected with marriage 

functions proceeds to the bride's house while crackers are burnt, singers clap 

all the way singing. Singers are specially trained in VaypZtt (vocal song) 

and they make the occasion happier. At the entrance of the bride's house, on a 

................................ 
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raised platform, water is kept in a small copper vessel. One of the bride's 

brothers poses to wash the feet of the groom with the water when the latter 

drops some money or gold ring into the vessel as a present.80 The groom then 

is seated in a decorated high platform (Kottil) spread with white sheet and 

above it a nlelappu (upper canopy). If the Nikiih - ceremony has not been 

performed earlier, it is the occasion for the ceremony. The QEzi performs the 

NikZh H holding the hand of groom and the father of bride.81 Next, the guests on 

both sides; co~lsisting mainly of men, are entertained to a dinner. 

Masara (Dinner) 

The people invited for marriage sitting in the panda1 form temporary 

circles of 6 or 8 persons around a supra (dinner sheet), which is spread on a 

mat. At the centre in a big porcelain plate (san) ghee rice and meat curry and 

other dishes are arranged. In the olden days all the people ate fiom the same 

big plate, that is, fiom each side without making problem to his neighbour. 

. This system of dinner around a supra is known as Masara in Calicut town8* 

However larger the number of Masara, the system was so efficient that 

nobody has any complaint. After the dinner, the bride groom is cerernonialy 

taken to bridal chamber. The bride groom and his fiends are then entertained 

to light refreshments in the bridal chamber after which the bride groom returns 

to his house, probably after midnight. 

80. Ibid., p. 162 
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On the day following Kalyanam, - one of the bride's brothers arrives 

with a present of sweets and invites the groom to the bride's house. At the 

bride's house the groom is entertained to a dinner after which he is led by the 

. Kaanavar - to Ara (bridal chamber). When he is alone, the bride is brought to 

the door of the room by women by singing songs and pushed into the 

chamber. This ceremony is called arayilakkal or pushing inside the 

This is the night of the consummation of marriage. 

The bride groom is supposed to leave the chamber early in the morning 

before any one could see him. In the next day a brother-in-law comes to invite 

him to lunch and again at night is taken by his brother-in-law for dinner and 

groom spends the night with the bride. While going to the bride's house at 

night the bride groom invites his friends to accompany him and four servants 

will light the torches on their way. While his fiends depart soon after dinner 

bridegroom stays on. This routine has to be repeated for forty days and the 

last da$s ceremony is called ~a l l ikkrya l .~~  -- One day women guests from the 

groom's side go to the bride's house to invite the bride. The bride is 

ceremonially taken to the groom's house. This function is called p~dzlkkarn.~' 

and only women are invited to it. The bride remains in the groom's house for 

a day or two. Next, the bride is ceremonially taken back to her house, the 

function is called ~andptrdukkam.~~ 

- - -- 
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Moodayurn Panavum 

It is a custom in Calicut city after the Pudukkam. Letters were sent 

extending invitation to relatives and fiends which is known as Nallarikka. It 

is observed to mark the fust occasion when the groom goes to the bride$ house 

for night CO-habitation. The family members and close friends are invited to 

this function. Some boys would come Gom brides house to invite the groom. 

Before the groom would reach in the bride's house, persons from groom's 

house would bring a basket of rice covered known as Mooda and Panams, - this 

is followed with a grand feast comprising of various dishes like Mzrttantala, 

Muttasurka, Mutrapathiri, Vazhakada, Samosa, Chattipathiri, Taripola etc., 

This type of SalkZram would last for 40 days. Four items of dishes would be 

sent in 10 days) interval for 4 times from bride's house to groom's house, this 

custom$hs known as ~annimkudi.~' 

Jamat 

This relates to another custom of Calicut city. The first Id after 

marriage would be celebrated with great pomp. The groom sends dresses to 

all the household people of the bride. All the dresses are tied with a white 

cloth which would be exhibited to all  relative^.^^ The groom takes this JuniSil 

as a matter of prestige. After this ceremony is over no special attention is paid 

to the bridal couple. The bride groom is required to take hls meals in his own 
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house and he visits his wife at night. It is supposed that after this the nightly 

visits of the husband to his wife's apartment should remain unnoticed But in 

later days it is usual for the husband to go to the wife's house early at night 

and return late in the morning. 

Marriages in South Malabar 

The Mappilas of South Malabar celebrate the marriage in a lesser scale, 

the festivities being wound up within a week. They observe many of the 

customs of the marriages in North Malabar, but slight changes can be seen in 

the customs since most of them are following the patrilocal system. For 

example, the proposal of marriage has to come fiom the groom's side. The 

betrothal as well as nischayam ceremonies take place in the bride's house. 

The Kaniyath and Kaiya'gam take place on the same day in the bride's house.89 

After the ceremony, the bride groom stays for a few days in the bride's house, 

but the marriage is not consummated there. A few days or the very day after 

the KalyZzan?, the bride and groom are ceremonially taken to the groom's 

house where marriage is consummated. The later days of marriage are marked 

with salkaran~s (reception) in the houses of various relatives of both sides. 

The marriage customs of the Thangals and Arabis are very different. 

Among them Kaniyath and Kalyiinam are celebrated on the same day in the 

house of bride. Their nikifh - ceremony is performed on a carpet and hence it 

is called padathil kanjyath (nikah on carpet).90 All the guests present have to 

89. Ibid., P. 161 

90. Ibid. 



give presents in cash to Q@i who officiates the ceremony. The bride groom 

used to carry decorated umbrellas in the marriage procession. Some of the 

local customs like Kanhikudi, washing of the feet by his brother-in-law etc. are 

avoided The payment of mahr - is strictly made at the time of the nik#~.~' The 

nik@ ceremony is never performed much in advance of the Kalyagarn and 

only in their case does the consummation of maniage take place on the night 

of nik@ itself. In general invitations to the different marriage functions are 

restricted to different categories of guests. Only males are invited to functions, 

but under no circumstances will men and women mix together. 

On the whole it will be seen that the Mappila marriage has two main 

aspects - one Islamic and the other local. From the Islamic point of view a 

Muslim marriage is a simple affair. The essential requirement is that partners 

to a marriage should give their full consent and husband should pay a 

contracted amount called mahr to the wife, and that the marriage contract or 

nikZb should be solemnized in the presence of a witness, usually the QZzr. - 

The Mappilas no doubt, satis@ all these requirements but their local marriage 

customs almost overshadow the importance attached to Islamic practices. 

Death 

When a sick man passing through his last days at death-bed and 

at any time he executes a written agreement ( ~ a s i ~ a r h ) ~ *  - or a will in which he 

91. Ibid., p 165. 

92 JafTer Sherif. op.cit., p.89 



disposes off his property and appoints an executor. According to Islamic 

Sharia every Muslim having full mental consciousness has the right to make 

rvaslyath - of his properties. But wasiyath - will be valid if only one should 

follow some conditions. A person could make wasiyath in respect of 1/3rd of 

his property only that also after deducting the debt amount due from him. He 

does not require the permission of his successor in this matter. But if the 

rsasjyath - property exceeds 113rd of his whole possessions, gfter his death, his 

successors can either allow or disallow the exceeding portion of property. If 

they disallow, the waszyath - is not binding upon the property that exceeds 1/3rd 

of the property.93 When his disease takes serious turn a Mulla is called to 

recite Ymeen chapter of Quran in a loud voice. This chapter is recited to 

tranquilize the soul. When he breaths his last. ~ a l i r n a ~ ~  is recited by the 

bystanders and the patient is not required to repeat it. The moment the soul 

has departed fiom the body his mouth is shut, eyes are closed and cotton 

placed in ear and nose holes and two toes are fastened together with a thin 

strip of cloth to prevent the legs fiom remaining apart and the face is turned 

towards Makkah. Then the dead body (here after called mayyat) is removed to 

a platfomi and covered by a white cloth. Frankincense or sandal is burnt to 

avoid any bad smell. Then Mulla or nearest relatives of the deceased begins to 

recite Quran sitting at the place of head. Then persons are sent to all relatives 

------------------------------------ 

93. Haji T.M. Abdullah, Muslim Nivamam, Kannur 1965, p.76. 

94. Knlinia - The Arabic words one must pronounce to profess Islamic faith. The words are 'Lailalla 
illa Allah, Muhammad Rasul-ullah'. (There is no God except Allah. Muhammed is His 
messenger). 



w~th the message of death. Relatives rush to see a last look of the face of the 

dead person. A bystander lifts the cloth and shows the face of the mayyat to 

visitors and then covers. 

When almost all relatives and friends reach the house, preparations start 

for washing the body of the dead. There are professional washers of the dead 

who wash and shroud the dead for payment. Sometimes the relatives perform 

the duty themselves. A hole is dug in the ground to receive the water used in 

the washing because some people consider it dangerous to tread on such 

water. Some people use cold water while majority use warm water mixed 

with camphor and some medicinal leaves. The washer uses a cotton glove 

over his hand rubs abdomen pouring plenty of water and completes the 

cleansing with soap. Then rest of the body is washed gently. This is greater 

ablution (Ghuzl) and it is followed by lesser ablution (Wuzv), purifying the - 
mouth and nostrils and washing the arms upto the elbows. Then the body is 

washed completely from head to feet, then fiom the right and finally fiom the 

left shoulder to the feet. The body is then wiped dry with a piece of new cloth 

and camphor powder is rubbed on the hands, feet, knees and forehead. 

The Shroud ( ~ a f a n ) ~ *  consists of three pieces of cloth for a man, five 

for a woman. First piece of man is from naval to knees, second piece neck to 

the knees; third a sheet reaching from the head to feet. Women have two 

additional pieces; a breast-band over the chest and a veil, which encircles the 

................................... 

95. Kafan -The process of covering the dead body by the pieces of white cloth after n.aslling. 



head once and has its two ends hanging on either side. Perfume such as rose 

water is sprinkled over the body. Finally a coloured shawl or some covering is 

thrown over the upper sheet; and the body is ready for internment. Then the 

body (JanZza) is laid in a coffin or (sunduq) and lifted by holding its corners 

and carried to the burial place. If it is a distant place the bearers were relieved 

by an equal number of bearers. Before the burial ceremony the prayer to the 

dead (as-salatu-al-Janzza) is to be performed. Since burial ground of the 

Mappilas traditionally is around the mosque, the prayer is also canied out in 

the mosque. The Janiiza laid before the Imifnl (leader of prayer) who leads the 

prayer is quite different from actual prayer in the sense that it is performed 

only by standing glorifying the lord, blessing the prophet, and praying for the 

peace of the departed soul. After the prayer is over the JanGza is taken to the 

grave. The grave which is usually dug before hand, is about four cubic square, 

with a narrow square in the centre so as to make it possible to place the dead 

body. One or two persons descend in to the grave to lay the dead body down, 

while two take the sheet that covered the body, twist it round, and lifting up 

the body put it under the waist. Then standing one on each side of grave they 

hold on by the two ends, and with the help of two or three at the head and as 

many at the feet, they hand the corpse to the men who have descended in to 

the grave. They lay that body on the back with the head to the north and the 

feet to the south, turning the face to the westward towards Makkah, the Qibla. 

Each person takes up a little earth and recites mentally or in a whisper the 

words from Quranc' From it (the earth) we have created you, and on to it we 



will return you? and out of it we will bring you forth a second time"'" (20:55).  

The earth is then filled in the grave and completes the process of burial. 

Sometimes the head and feet of the buried are marked with' two stones called 

~ i z z n .  

It is common among the old Mappilas to place a message with the dead: 

A Mulla then recites some prayers and givesinstructions to the dead the 

probable answers to the questions asked by angels to the dead man. Then he 

prays for the peace of soul and a better life hereafter. All the people 

assembled in the burial ceremony join in this prayer and disburse. 

It was customary among Mappilas of Malabar to build a hut over the 

grave in order to recite Quran completely. This is known as ~uzhikkalothu.~~ 

Since the recitation is to be made uninterrupted Mullas take turns and in a 

* relay of recitation the whole Quran (Khatam) is completed. At the end the 

Mzillas are rewarded, sweets are distributed to all those who are present at the 

mosque. Cloth and money are distributed to the poor. 

On the third day after the burial the function called ~ a n n o o k k ~ ~  is 

performed, the word came from the fact that the eye balls of the dead person 

detach from the body and absorbed to the mud. On those days visitors in the 

-------------------------m---------- 

. 96. M.M. Pickthali. (Q. Tr.), op.cit., p.328. 
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house of dead are given payasam or other sweets are distributed. Special 

prayers are also performed by the Mullas on the occasion. 1 

On the 28th or 40th day or 60th day another function called 

~ d ~ a n t h i r a m ~ ~  is conducted. This is the occasion when a large feast is 

arranged and food is distributed to the poor. Then Mz~1la.s pray for the peace 

and blessing of God to the deceased and the ceremony is closed. There after 

the anniversary of the dead known as Andu is to be performed in the same 

date. For Andu relatives are invited and a feast is arranged. Widows should 

keep themselves in seclusion in their own houses for three months and ten 

days without seeing any of the male sex. This period is called Iddat. After 

that period they are at liberty to remarry. 

Presently, so many practices such as Kuzhzkkaloth, ' ~ a n n o o k c  

'~di~anthirarn'and 'Andu'etc. have been given up by a large section of the 

community due to the reformist preachings that the customs are alien to the 

true Islamic principles and are mere imitations of the other communities. 

Thus a look in to the personal customs and manners in the life of a 
bm 

Mappila, it can be seen that, most of them have fiamed on the basis of religion 
A. 

be- 
where as quite few of them have fiamed on the basis of indigenous customs. 

C 

However the Mappilas are keen to follow all the observances without fail. 

99. Ibid., P.261 



SALIENT FEATURES IN THE SOCIAL 
LIFE OF MAPPILAS

Abdurahiman.K.P “Mappila heritage: A study in their social and cultural life” 
Thesis. Department of History, University of Calicut, 2004 



CHAPTER - 3 

SALIENT FEATURES IN THE SOCIAL LIFE OF 

MAPPILAS 

The Mappila habits and customs are typical in character. In every 

aspect of life they have evolved new customs and manners. They exhibit a 

variety of culture in the fields of dress, food, ornaments, household articles 

and cosmetics that they used in daily life and in the personal habits, 

amusements and observances they are identical in every respect. They made 

use of indigenously developed articles but followed a special pattern and style 

to make their own individual identity. It is this identity which developed a 

unique character particular to them which alienated them fi-om other sections 

of the society. Even though the dress used by Mappilas and other Hindu 

classes are same, that is mundu, Mappilas wear it from right to left and thus 

kept their own identity. Historians have noted this special character of 

Mappilas. In the food habits, Mappilas followed a mixed culture of local 

origin and Arab traditions. Since Islam allows meat as a food, it is a common 

sight through out Malabar that in every localities there is a meat shop. The 

Mappilas have a special interest for ornaments and they designed their 

ornaments using local artisans. So many gold ornaments are typical Mappila 

ones, that other sections of the society never copied it. Though houses are 

built by local artisans in the traditional style, in Mappila houses certain pattern 

is specific. Padappzdrant was typical to Mappila houses. Likewise in personal 

amusements and recreations Mappilas have their own special items. Thus in 



all aspects of life Mappila customs have kept their own identity arid 

individuality. Following is a study of these special characteristics of the 

community during the pre-modern period. 

Dress 

In the matter of dress and costumes Mappilas present a picture of 

variety. A common feature which emerges from the study of the historical 

sources is that both Mappila men and women used different types of dresses in 

daily life as well as on special occasions. The impact of Arabian and Persian 

mfluence in clothing was specific due to the age long contact with West Asian 

countries and merchants. This brought about significant changes in the 

dressing style of people especially in the coastal areas. 

Simplicity and elegance of dress was a trait of the Mappila character. 

In the British period, the common male dress was the white rnujdtd (cloth) 

which was worn round the loins. This nzzgdzr was rough making by the 

traditional weavers of Deccan. This cotton nzz~gdt~ was only used in special 

occasions but for common use a red mundu known as Ki'dam had been used. 

The Mappilas had the habit to combine the two edges of mundu to form a 

cylinder in shape.' The well to do men of society used much polished white 

nzrl_ndrr known as soorr with red or blue line border. Another type of cloth was 

the linen, whlte or coloured imported from Britain, hence the name 'common 

1. Adoor Ramachandran Nair. Chila Kerala Chariua Vishesllannal. Thiru~.ananthapuram. 1980. p 1 J 



wealth' ~ 1 0 t h . ~  Mappilas had the practice to wrap the cloth frorn right to left 

(Hindus tie them to the right)) Usually the mundu was tied to a charad (waist 

string) to hold it in position. The underwear was usually made up of long 

piece of cloth called Langottis which was tightly tied around the loins. 

As far as upper body part, for the poor common Mappilas, it was half 

naked, but they had one shirt reserved for special occasions. But the nobles 

and rich,' ~ h a n ~ a l s ' ( ~ a ~ ~ i d s )  and'~lama'(~riest) used to wear full sleeve long 

shirt reaching down to the feet with golden buttons in the neck. The shirt was 

stitched by the tailors of big cities. 

As head dress, the Thangals used black caps while nobles used white 

caps and the 'Ulama' used white turbans. But the common people satisfied 

with a rough cloth known parikkan mu@ around their head. Besides caps of 

various nature such as Persian, Turkish and Afghan type of caps were worn by 

aristocrats of the community. The common people also sometimes tied a towel 

known as Bayan~bFri UnlmSi( or Madras n4miil." There was a baniyan type 

upper garment used by rich and poor alike known as Kanniprak. The boys 

used red kigdon~ nrzt_ndu until circumcision. Thereafter white mundu, a symbol 

of maturity, was worn. 

2. Mohamed. Yahya, Slo Badsha Haji. Cloth Merchant of Perinthalrnanna (the British Wallu~~anad 
taluk) from 1900 A.D. onwards. in an interview on 23.2.2000. 

3 C. Achutha Menon (Ed). Cochin State Manual, Thiruvananthapurarn, 1995. p.396 

1 P.A. Mohamad Koya. Sulthan Veedu, Trichur. 1971. p. 10. 



Women used to wear different coloured clothes commonly known as 

KZtchi, White kztchi which had green, blue or violet borders, blue kiitchr and 

green kiitchi with red border were common in practice. h c h  ladies used soori, 

a white cloth with kasavu (golden coloured thread) border. Old ladies used 

soup, a black cloth with flower b0rder.l In coastal areas, ladies of aristocratic 

families used silk clothes of different varieties like Ka_rakayithzrni, churzll and 

kampp. On festive occasion ladies wore MattrZv and chzlfil of silk clothes 

embroided by golden or silver strings all around the plain of clothes. 

For upper garment, the ladies of Calicut and other coastal areas used a 

white loose shirt KuppZyam. In South Malabar the Mappila women after their 

conversion fiom low caste Hindus, who had not the practice to cover their 

breast, were compelled to cover and hence used a type of tight jacket called 

pe3kupPZyam6, made up of sharkan or Dakha Muslin cloth embroidered in 

neck and sleeve. The head dress was a linen piece of cloth with kascn~zc 

border. This was kochi thattant, usually made at Turayur. Wealthy ladies 

used silky thattanz. The ladies of Sayyid class covered their whole body with 

a long veil called Burqa or ~ilbab.' 

The bridal dress of Mappila women should be specially noted for its 

colourful and attractive nature. In North Malabar the bride wore Mathav (a 

5. Mohamed. Yahya. Cloth Merchant in an interview. On 23.2.2000. 

6. P.K. Mohammed K&. Muslimin~alum Kerala Samskarawm (Mal). Trichur. 1982. p.300 

7. Ibid. 



fill dress set, rnujdu, kuppZyam and thattarn with glittering, ornamental 

decoration with coin dots of kasavu). Bride had other types of dress namely 

kasavZira - thuni, pachapatt, pullithuni, kallryum _- p~l iyum,  churul etc, Besides 

the bride, accompanying ladies, relatives, newly wedded ladies and wealthy 

ladies were dressed in Oothapatt, chuvannapatt, karakkiiyi, chempolappacha 

etc. 

The bride groom in North Malabar wore white Muslin nzzrndzr and white 

linen shirt with an overcoat. But in South Malabar, the groom was simply 

dressed in white mundu and white shirt. The groom had worn a turban with 

fine cloth or a cap or towel according to his means. 

Mappilas of Malabar had thus a long tradition and special interest in 

clothing. The Arabian influence was behind this interest to a great extent. 

The merchants of Java, Tunis, China and Rome presented their dress to native 

people.8 Thus they came across new variety of dress materials. The Mappila 

dresses made a revolutionary change in the social life of Kerala. The Nair 

class Hindus and later Shlrdra class also imitated the Muslim style of dress 

that their ladies started to cover their breasts which was hitherto a taboo on 

their part. This resulted in the women dress rolvka which was widely used in 

~ r i t i s h . ~ e r i o d . ~  But with modernization and educational awakening, the dress 

system has undergone drastic changes. Young men and women among 

Mappilas are mostly accepting modem dresses like other communities. Pants 

8. P.A. Said Mohammed, Charithram Oru Kannadi. Kottayam. 1975. p.27 

9 Baskmunni. 19 Nootandile Keraian~ (Mal). Trivandrum. 1988, p.33 



and shirts are the commonly accepted dress of males. Young women prefer 

sari and blouse. Only age old men and women of Mappila community are 

now using the old traditional dresses. 

Food 

The surroundings of a man influence his lifestyle and food habits. 

Mappilas being the inhabitants of the agricultural area, where paddy 

cultivation was intensively carried out, they heavily depended on the rice, as 

their staple food. Besides, they consumed all types of vegetable items. But in 

coastal areas fish was preferred to vegetables. The rice was cultivated in the 

fields of their own in the case of rich people, but poor earned it from land 

lords by daily labour. Then the people had depended on what they got from 

the homesteads. The easily available and grown items like cucumber, tapioca, 

colocasia, elephant yam, jack fruit, cocormt, banana etc., were the most 

preferred items. Meats of cow, buffalow and goat were used according to 

their means. Mappilas were very particular in using - haliil meat, that was 

killed in the name of Allah, having its throat cut.'' Coconut was mixed with 

rice to prepare Thcngachor, likewise jaggery was mixed to prepare 

chakkarachor and uluva (Trigonella Foe-num) mixed with rice to make 

zrlavachor. They were the special dishes of festive occasions. Among the rich 

Mappilas Neychor (Ghee rice) and Biriyiini (mixture of meat and' rice with 

spices) were common. l '  Later all people used this on festive occasions. 

10. C.A. Imes, Malabar gazetteers. Thiruvananthapurm, 1997 (First print in 1908) p. 188 

11. P.A. Syed Mohammed Chanmtile Silakusumangal, Trissur. 1967, p.23. 



Among the common people of South Malabar food habits were 

confined to meager items unlike the coastal areas mainly because most of 

them were peasants and led a poor life. In the morning before they go out to 

labour, they generally take their conjee or porridge consisting of water in 

which a certain quantity of rice has been boiled till all its mealy nourishing 

and cooling properties were dissolved. The mid day meal was again conjee. 

In the evening they prepared rice with curry, a soup which consists of herbs 

with pepper and cardamom, which was served with a kayil (wooden spoon). 

But among the wealthy class for breakfast, vql!appanz, idiappam and puttzr, the 

dishes of Nair Hindu class, had been prepared. But the favourite item for 

breakfast was pathiri an exclusive dish of Mappilas, a 

flour. 

During the British period, they used wheat as 

distributed it through civil supplying centres. It was used to make barotta, 

chappEthi and pZri which became common items of menu. Later barztta 

became a favourite dish of Mappilas. Some items like, pappadam, pickles, 

sZn~bSjr, ada, p i j a s a n ~  etc., which were inherited from Hindu class became a 

part of Mappila life. The poor people also used tapioca as staple food 

especially in the time of famine. Kerala being the land of coconuts, it is 

only natural that coconut and coconut oil were used extensively in 

preparations. The Calicut city had its special sweet, hallva and fried banana 

chips, kuyviStti.'* With the British arrival tea and coffee had been widely used 

12 A Sreedhara Menon. Social and Cultural Histon of Kerala. New Delhi. 1979. p. 124 



by common people. Sarbat and S"i'mhharam were the summer drinks. Avrl 

made out of paddy by pressing it hard, was a favourite snack of Mappilas. 

The water mixed Avil was used as a soft drmk. Presently, these food items are 

following with slight variations, that are more meat items are included in the 

menu. Besides instant food items are also used. 

Among the North Malabar Muslims, a variety of appams (bread) were 

used. Some common items were Pathiri, Aleesa, Ediyappanz, Pongappam, 

Kinfiathappam, Neypathiri, Piilada, Adakkappam, Pathal, Oratii, Manippoot 

etc., Items which had been roasted in oils were Achappam, Kozhalappan~, 

Diamond, Chernbappam, Vayakkathappam, Unniyappam, Neyappam, Avilos 

unda, Poorappodi, Unnakkay, Karakkapparn, Ma~iyapparn, Chrikkappam, 

Poorappant, Arniathilada, Unda, Madakku, Mukkippori, Areeram, Magda etc., 

Some special hshes for PuthlyZppila (bridegroom) were Halwa, MrrttamasZla, 

Muttasurka, Kiskis, Mzittapathiri, Mzittathapam, Turkpathal, PancharapZitta, 

etc. Among the various porridges, Rava Kanhi, Parippli Kanhi, Palkanhi, 

Cherripayar kanhi were important. With meat, dishes like erachipathiri, 

erachikzirrna, erachikeema, erachikabbzb, cutlet, San~oosa, erachippidi, brain 

roast, etc., were prepared. l 3  

In the month of Ramzan, the Mappilas took fast during day and in the 

evening special dishes were prepared. Tarikanhi and Jeeraka Kanhi were 

special porridges. Special snacks like Kozhi Ada, Onnakkay, Haji, Mzrrtamari, 

13. P.K. Mohammad. Kunhi, op.cit.. p.302. 



Kozhr Nira, barztta, Pathiri, VeJiapola, zttapathlri were specially prepared 

during Ramzan at the time of breaking the fast.14 Ln the eve of id day, special 

dishes like puliyaral, ada, Aleesa etc; were prepared. With modernization so 

many of the items are extinct and a few are surviving. The ladies of modern 

period have not inherited the tradition of food making of olden days which are 

rather time and money consuming. So they prefer modern food preparations. 

Thus the so called appatharams have become a part of Mappila heritage. 

Among the old Mappila Folk Songs, there is a very popular oppana 

song known by the name 'AmmayipZitt ',l5 in this there is a special reference 

about various appams ' of North Malabar prepared by mother in law to her son 

in law. (See Appendix 4 for original lines) 

Bread Items (Appatharam) 

To tell the bulk of appams, 

Made by AmnzZyi for her son in law, 

To boost the body well, 

To love more and more. 

.So huge is Kiskisi 

So is Pola and idiyappam 

11. K. P. Kunhi Moosa. "Perunnal Ravu", Chandrika Weekend Edition. dt. 3 1.3.1993, p. 111. 

15. Amrnayipatt is a special branch of old Mappilapattu. These songs mainly describe the relation 
between mother-in-law with her in-laws. 



The Muttamari is golden in colour, 

The MZsara shines as lightning. 

Fine be Kalathappam and Kulusiappam 

Fair be KavZbappam and Mudachilappam 

Many of the Muttasurka 

Made keenly the PanchZrappZi-ta 

Limitless the spices added to make, 

Lot of white Kalathappam and Odappanz 

Best of Kozhi Murabu and Turkipathil 

Better the Chicken filled appams 

Every one of them cost much, 

Eagerly waited sugar beats reached, 

Nicely prepared Kozhikanhi 

Neck sticking Bejlapola 

Every bread made polishly, 

Eggs were much added to erachiyappam, 

Beauty to see Koyi Siwa, 

Better to serve before guests, 

Milky TmvZb is much tasty 

MzrttamZla is ready to serve, 

Tasty egg filled, Appanzs 

Toasted Bala appanz with Madukkipathai 



Ornaments 

Ornaments are quite an important item for the decoration of the body, 

the wearing of ornaments on almost every part from head to feet, is a special 

weakness of the female sex. The Mappila women have been in the forefront 

in observing this particular habit from very long time. In matters of decorative 

ornaments, bulk and profusion rather than quality and elegance seem to have 

determined the female choice.16 To a woman married life signalled the use of 

ornaments all over the body. The ornaments were primarily made of gold and 

silver and also by some plastic beads and glass piece cuttings. Jewels have not 

been used by Mappila women. The religion of Islam permits the women to be 

adorned by gold ornaments, but to a certain limit. One can use 20 mithqal 

gold (10 % Sovereign) ornaments and 52 K mi9qal silver.17 If this limit 

exceeds the surplus is considered as deposits for which zakiith (Poor tax) is to 

be paid. The poor people who could not afford gold mainly depended on 

silver ornaments. 

In the earlier period before the on rush of modernization, several 

ornaments were worn by Mappila women. Small boys and girls used gold or 

silver ornaments in their anklet known as Thacda and Thaja respectively. 

Thanda was circle in shape having A_rakkzr (lac) in its inner parts. But Thaja 

circular in shape having a hollow inside but with some iron granules inside for 

16 S.M JatTer. Some cultural asDects of Muslim rule in India, New Delhi. 1972. p 177 

17. K.M Pannikkottur. "Passion for ornaments", Chandnka Weekened Edition. Calicut. 24-1 1-1984. 
p.11 



producing a giggling sound." Men never used gold ornaments for the same is 

prohibited by Islam. Instead they used copper rings-(Grnb) in their finger and 

also wore Zlassu (Talisman) made up of copper plates. 

Women wore ornaments mainly in ear, neck, finger, wrist, waist, 

anklets and seldom in head. 

Ear ornaments: In the lower lobe of the ear a hanging ornament was worn 

by the ladies which was fixed by a screw. This was called Kzimmath and 

screw was called Changeeri. Another ornament of same type was known as 

Minni and Ma_nikZthila. Mappila women had the habit of piercing the edges of 

ear drum inserting rings fiom top to bottom. This leaflet rings were called 

chitlu. Thekkan chi_ttu, Nadan chigu, Alukkath, Elachi,tfu, Parachiitu were 

various type of ch@!u.l9 The poor people used silver chi,t_tz~. There was a 

belief among the people that chittu should be used in odd number. Usually it 

was 13. Some minimized it to 5 or 7. 

Neck ornaments: Neck ornaments are both types: 1) Ornaments around the 

neck which was worn very tight to the body (Necklace) (2) ornaments hanging 

fiom the neck up to breast or belly known as garlands or rn7rla. Among the 

necklaces, changelas, Koraliram, Elakka - koraliiram, kombeles and 

paranneles were important items. There were a variety of nziiliis (garlands) 

18. Balan, gold smith. Ramapuram. Malapuram Dist in an interview on 30- 1-200 1 

19. Ibid. 



used by women. Each was named according to their shape and feature. 

Gothambatharamiila was in the shape of wheat seeds, A_rakkGpavan mZla was 

in the shape of coins. Kattlpathakkarn was in the shape of Jasmine flower." 

Poothali, Eiakkathali, xdim~la,  PavanmZla, ChakkararnZla, ChavidimZila, 

Kagimala, Kashurniila were some other commonly used garlands in South 

Malabar. But in North Malabar and Calicut areas some other types were used. 

Thandzrrukk, KZrakkallu, Edakallu, Anju Pathakkrr, Pavizhelas, Muriyelass 

hiidakkoottam, Vaiyamiila, Thoda and ~ a n c h ~ d '  were widely used. These 

types of Elassu (necklace) and rnala (garland) were used according to the 

financial condition of the people. All these ornaments were indigenous in 

origin. No Arab or Persian influence could be seen because the gold smiths 

who were the skilled labours were exclusively from the Hindu class thattiin 

who was never acquainted with foreign influence. 

Wrist and Finger: The wrist ornaments were called Vaia, to name a few, 

Qtfavala, Olavala, - Nadzrvala, - Parankivala, - Kay$idivaja, Pirivala, - - Reyiltrvala, - 

Kadakam, Talusser vala, UMan VaJa, Kzrrlya vala, - Kothuvala, - Kallzrvecha 

va[a, Chettrrvala, Tarivala, - - Tholuvala, - - were commonly used by 

Finger ornaments are called Mo'thirams. Various types of Mofhirams with 

Jewel stones and glass stones were used. The well to do ladies used a special 

ring in the edge of Mzl_ndu known as KonthalamGthiram. 

20. Ibid. 
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Waist ornaments: As the Mappila women used to wear kZtchr (cloth) around 

their body, it is essential to have a string to tie it f d y  to waist. Thus they 

wore a belt like ornament namely A_raj@am, usually made up of silver. Poor 

people made thepadi (buckle) with silver and the other portion by copper wire 

(cheema kambi).*' The Ayanjiigam is broad, big and belt like in shape with 

woven network of strings. A small type of this Aranji~arn - known as thorad 

was also used by women.24 Ayanjtiaanl was of course the proud symbol of 

wealthy ladies and a dream of poor. These two ornaments are still used by age 

old women of the society. 

Leg ornaments: The common ornaments worn in anklet were Pa'dasaram or 

kolusu. The poor made it of silver while the rich by gold. PZgasaram is like a 

chain having many leaflets on the body part. The silver piihsaram of - 
children had small modules to produce bell sound. In head, brides used 

Mudikkizam, Mudqoornam and Nef_tipattam. 

So many of the above mentioned ornaments have vanished beyond 

revival and only names of such ornaments remain. The new generation of 

gold smiths could not reconstruct them in its old form. The main reason for the 

disappearance of the old ornaments is attributed to the inconvenience to wear 

them especially by modem ladies. The ornaments were very heavy due to 

the use of Arakku (lac) inside it. Several ornaments were merely for exhibiting 

23. C. Abdullah aged 80, a native of Wandoor in Malappmm Dist. in an interview on 18.2.2000. 

24. Balan, op. cit. 



and they became proud symbol of family status rather than personal beauty of 

the wearer. A Mappila song in the old Kaly5_napiittu selections of anonymous 

author, vividly describes the various ornaments of North Malabar during the 

British period.2s (See Appendix 5 for original lines) 

Ornaments 

VairanzZla - and Ratnan~iila - , 

Perfectly made for all, 

Chakkararnala, and Minnirniila , 

Madirachilli is a best rniila , 
Finely shaped Kothumala , 

Flower like Eranhimala , 

Rigamiila rises beauty, 

Pattarnala twists round the body, 

Kuruvarniila like feather, 

Vairarniila shining well, 

Grand be Kashurniila , 
Great be Kadirumiila , 

Gold like KGthila , 

Macikomban adds beauty, 

Little branched Macikiithila , 

Manivufithila - like jasmine flower, 

25. P.K. Mohamed Kunlu. op.cit.. p296. 



Better named Binakey 

Pakasamani - in forehand, 

Kadavan Otta, - - shines well, 

Kadavan qtla is jasmine shaped, 

Padivin oJtfa is famous, 

Chinnam o_t(a is spiral , 

Piribaja - wears in the wrist, 

ToLbaja shines in the shoulder, 

So many laces in the world , 

Bearing so many names of own - 

Special Wearings 

Thalappavu (Turban) 

Thalappiivu or turban is a dress item of Arabian tradition which is 

accepted by Islam as sunnah of Prophet Muhammed. As the followers of 

Islam, Mappilas closely followed this practice. Prophet's turban was known 

as Sahiib. The Arabs had the practice to use a white scarf with black-knot 

around it. Iraqis and Palestinians use turban with coloured checklines. The 

turban of Afghans was the greatest of all other turbans, having 10 meters in 

length. The name of turban varies according to its shape. Mappilas usually tie 

turban with their second mzr_ndu, that is the towel worn on the shoulder namely 

parikkan r n ~ ~ d u . ~ ~  This towel had dual purpose. Besides using it for tying as 

26. V.K. Abu. "Talappaw Mahatmyam", Chandnka weekend edition 1 1-6- 1 981. p. 111. 



turban it was also used as towel for bathing. Mzrlla or Musl~yCr wore 

permanent turban since it is a symbol of scholarship. The Mappilas had the 

practice to shave their head clean. The turban protected them from the heat of 

the sun falling directly to the shaven head. Besides, by tying the turban, they 

got free access to their hand while working. Another use of turban was that it 

could be used to spread on the soil when they have to pray at an open place. 

Thalapp&zr had thus served various purposes in the day to day life of 

Mappilas. 

Arapatta (Belt) 

Wearing of Arapatta (belt) was common among the Mappilas during 

the British period. The belt was made up of leather having multiple pockets 

for keeping coins. It served the purpose of fixing the rnzqzdu tightly to the 

waist. The belt is said to have been introduced from Yeman because it was the 

- 27 Yenzani fashion that was inherited by the Kakkas . (typical Mappila was 

known by t h s  name). The knife, the constant companion of a peasant 

Mappila was inserted through the side of this belt. 

Kadaram (sharp knife) 

Wearing of Kadiiram, a sharp kmfe, similar to a dagger was a special 

habit of peasant class Mappilas. The knife was mainly for the purpose of betel 

cutting and to cut arecanut to pieces as a part of pan-chewing. The knife was 

27. T. Madhava Menon, (ed) A Hand book of Kerala, Vol I, Trivandrum, 2000, p.759. 



also used to make miswifk (tooth brush of coconut bark). Since Malappuram 

was the centre of South Malabar where bulk of the Mappilas were peasants, 

the knife they wore earned the name Malappuram ka~hi.'~ But h s  h f e  was 

never used for any atrocities as it was depicted by several persons, but it was 

solely for the purpose of peace. The knife was dagger in shape with fine 

decorative handle made out of the horn of deer. Silver bindings were given for 

more shine. The knife had also a leather sheath to keep in. In the British era $ 

the knife became the proud symbol of every Mappila. 

Methiyadi (Wooden footwear) 

A wooden foot wear was worn by the Mappilas known as Methiyadi. 

Leather chappals were rare and costly during those days. Most of the poor 

people had not the practice to wear footwear. They walked and worked bare 

footed. But the purpose for which Methiyadi wearing was practised was to 

keep their feet clean after taking the ablution for prayer from the near by well 

or pond.29 The Methiyadi was simple in construction. A flat wooden piece 

with a nut for the finger grip and thick heal. It required some practice to walk 

by wearing Methzyadi, but some people practised walking very fastly wearing 

this. With the introduction of Rubber chappals of very cheap value this 

Methiyadi became out dated. 

................................... 

28. Babu, "Malappuram Katthi9', Mala~puram Peruma. Dec 2000, p. 14. 

29. P.A. Mohammed Koya, Sulthan Veedu: Trichur. 1973. p. 10. 



Elassu (Talisman) 

Mappilas had the practice to wear Zlassus (small cylinders of copper 

with Quranic writing) around their waist or on the upper arm, which are tied to 

a string. There were writings on the paper usually from the text of Quran or 

any magic number columns (Abjad) tied in copper or silver sheets.30 The 

wearing of the ;lassus considered as a talisman, was to avert misfortune and 

evil eye. MzdlGs chanted Mantras and wrote Arabic letters or numbers in the 

paper which is carehlly covered in copper plates and tied in through holes to a 

string. The Zlassus were considered essential to avert bad omens. 

Mappilathoppi (Cap) 

The difficulty to use and maintain turban gave way to the use of more 

convenient caps. It was the Turks who were famous in history for the glory of 

the caps. The Mappilas of North Malabar kept a great tradition in making and 

using of caps known as Thajankara thoppi. Arabs had great admiration for 

this thoppis. It was used to cover the head during prayer, while visiting the 

house of nobles and when walking in hot sun. It was from 1420 AD, 

Thalankaratoppi came to the scene.3' 

The parts of Thajankara toppiy3' were made in various places nearby. 

The body was built at Banglore, embroidery works at Chemnad and 

Malapparamba. The cloth of this toppi is either kora or malmal. Toppi has 

30. C.A. Innes. op.cit.. p.187. 

3 1. M.1-I. Khali lullah, "Talankara toppi", Chandrika weekend edition, Calicut 24-1 1-90. p.1 



two parts, base and side (Adi and vallu). Base is cut in round shape and the 

edges joined with side. The base and side is joined from thoppi. Then it is 

given to various houses where the embroidery and other finisbng works are 

done. Holes are made (kaegu) in its base and sides. After it, it would be ready 

for sale. Thaiankara toppi had been exported to Turkey, Yeman, Indonesia 

and Malaysia. Among Mappilas, the Sayyid class had constantly used various 

caps. Besides the indigenous ones they preferred caps of abroad like those of 

Turkey, Yeman, Indonesia and Malaysia 'Turkish fez caps were their 

favourite item. Like wise Afghan, Mughal and Iraqi caps were worn by 

nobles and ulama. The trading class among Mappilas, Koyas, Keyis and 

Baramis wore special caps as a symbol of status and pride. 

Furniture 

Among the house hold h t u r e  and articles of Mappila houses in the 

by-gone period, chairs, tables and cots were common. The rich men made all 

these with fine rose wood or teak wood with beautiful carvings. Chairs were 

usually made out of wood. The elders used a special kind of chair namely 

Cha-mkasera. Thls was a cradle type of chair for relaxation and easy sitting. 

Tables were either round or square in shape. Dressing tables with mirrors 

were the fashion of the day. Cots were examples of stylish and elegant works 

of craftsmanship with fine carved legs and with majestic body. Kcchikattil, 

PaNankikatzil and Pararnanchaka~zil were examples of decorative cots." But 

.................................... 

32. P.K. Mohammed. Kunhi. o~.cit., p. 29 l .  



among the poor padi was used which was made out of cheap wooden planks. 

In place of chairs the poor used Mukkai, a stool with 3 legs. The rich stored 

grains in big wooden boxes namely Pathwarn. But the poor made mancha, a 

small and cheap box made out of light wood mango tree planks: Both in 

~athiiyarn~' and Mancha the upper part was used as a cot, for the purpose of 

lying. Pathwant was usually placed in inner rooms while mancha was placed 

in kitchen. Cradle was commonly used in the house of rich people and with 

modernization, furniture of easy and comfortable types have replaced the old 

and traditional ones. 

Utensils 

A variety of utensils were used in Mappila houses. The utensils were 

made of copper, bronze, porcelain and clay. Big narrow neck utensils were 

known as Kalam, wide neck utensils known as Uru_li and big plates called 

Talika were common. Kudam was used to bring water from wells. Big pots to 

store oil, pickles and flour known as Bhara_ni. Porcelain (China clay) was 

used to make plates, jugs, cups and saucers.34 So many porcelain utensils were 

made from Mangalore and towns of Tamil Nadu which were imported to 

Malabar. Since the porcelain items were costly it was the privilege of the rich. 

The poor entirely depended on earthern pots. The Ktrsava class of Hindus 

manufactured these earthern pots and marketed through the houses. The 

3 3. P. Baskaranunni, op.cit., p. 156. 

34. P .K.  Mohammed. Kunhi, op.cit., p.294. 



earthern pots were usually known by the name C'hattr. With the introduction 

of Aluminium utensils and later steel utensils, the earthern pots are completely 

eliminated from the scene. 

Household Articles 

Besides furniture and utensils, many household articles were used in 

Mappila houses. Bed with beautiful blankets were spread by rich on their cots 

while the common could not afford it, they simply depended on mattress or 

pifya. The common mat was made out of coconut leaf namely iilapwa. The 

green leaves of coconut were dried and interwoven to make mats. Another 

mat was pulpiija35, which was made out of fleshy green grass grown in river 

beds. This grass was cut and dried and processed and tied with each other to 

form a mat. This was for much soft use and as spread on auspicious occasions 

especially for guests visiting the house. Another mat was ~ c h @ @ a . ) ~  T h s  

was made up of fine polished leaves of a shrub growing in river beds. These 

types of mattresses were used by people irrespective of the rich and poor. 

Another household article worthy of mention was p a l .  T h s  was a 

wooden cylindrical shaped article. The mouth of U'jal is used to grind grains 

with a piston Ulakka. Sometimes two Ulakkas were used simultaneously 

in an u_ral. Likewise the paddy was unhusked using Kzmtha_ni, a broad shaped 

35. P. Baskaranunni. op.cit.. p. 156. 

36. Ibid. 



ARTICLES FOR HUSKING AND GRINDING 

Ural with Ulakka 

Kun.:thani with ulakka 

Attukallu 



wooden vase. The paddy p n d s  with two (Jlakka at the same time by two 

persons. Kot,zrvadi was another wooden article with a handle and a body in 

order to press the soft mud hard to the ground usually used for flooring. Small 

wooden plank with legs, palaka was used to sit, eat and to work. 

Cheilan~ was a box like house hold article that was used to stock small 

things. Usually this was used to store things for ~ u r r r k k z n  (pan-chewing). 

Hence it earned the name Vettilachellanz (Betal-box). Chelian~s were made - 
out of cheap metals like brass and had many decorations in and around it. 

Chellam varied in its size and shape according to its use. Abharana - chellam 

(jewel box) was much big in size. So was panachellam - (Cash box). This was 

considered as proud symbol of rich families who even made silver ~hellams.~' 

Kindi - or Mooli, - as it was known in North Malabar 'was a very useful 

household article that was used to carry small quantity of water needed for 

ablution (rvzrzzr) - or sanitation. Kindi was made out of bronze. The tail like 

outlet to p'our water made it more useful that one can control water flow and 

minimize its use. This also varied in shape depending on its use. When 

somebody wished to drink water, he had poured it from kindi, - directly into 

throat without letting it touch his lips. 

Kolc7mbi - was another household article widely used by Mappilas in the 

past years which was only for spitting purpose.38 As the senior members of 

................................... 
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the family were accustomed to pan chewing periodically, it was difficult for 

them to go outside often to spit out the chewed material. The elders and the 

sick used to spit out the mucus in it which was cleaned often. Big KojGmbis 

were one meter in height. 

Erhiil was an 'X' shaped wooden article used both in mosques and 

houses to place the text of Quran opened for recitatioa. It was very convenient 

that the heavy text of Quran should not be lifted in hands. Old people used it 

in houses and Mullahs used it in mosques especially when they have to 

complete the khatam. 

All these house hold articles were used by rich and poor of the society 

alike. But the rich preferred bronze material while poor had to content with 

brass or iron material. The above articles are considered outdated ones. They 

can be rarely seen in modem houses. Most of them are kept as specimens in 

museums. 

Lighting Equipments 

In olden times, exactly before the introduction of electricity, the people 

of Malabar used a variety of things to cater the need of lighting in their daily 

life. In place of torch, for travelling through difficult ways, they used piinTs or 

Rantal. (Chimney lamps).39 PZn& was simple in making. A lamp was placed 

in a metal piece and four sides covered with glass pieces. This structure was 

3 9. K.P. Kunhimoosa. Madurikkum Ormakal (Mal). Calicut, 1997. p.35. 



hanged from an Iron handle which was lifted through the top port~on ltiintal 

was more sophisticated than piinis. It was a chimney lamp fitted to metal 

frame. The lamp has its burning wick immersed in a kerosene tank from 

which the fuel is coming. Since this was a portable type, it was used in 

mosque, houses, Madrasas and also while travelling. The common people in 

their journey used two lighting things. One was Ddakufii, the thin bamboo 

(5da) was cut in one end and kerosene was filled into the hollow part. It was 

given a burning wick by a rough cloth or coconut fibre. The other lighting 

thmg was Choott, a bundle of dried coconut leaves. This was made instantly 

picking leaves and it could perform through a short distance. The Choott was 

periodically blown in air inorder to maintain the flame. A choott was burnt for 

10 to 15 minutes. The British introduced petromax with the use of kerosene 

oil. This had much stronger intensity of light and used on the occasion of 

marriage and other  function^.'^ Another lighting object was K6ntm~ilakku, - 

mainly used in North Malabar. With the advent of electricity all these 

traditional equipments have disappeared from the scene and have become the 

part of heritage. 

Cosmetics and Perfumes 

Mappila women were conscious about cosmetics and perfumes to 

increase their personal appearance especially on festive occasions. In 

these cosmetics Szrrun~a (eye stainer) plays an important role. This was mainly 

10. Ibid.. p.36. 



intended for eye beautification and besides it acted as freshener for eyes. 

Ladies of Egypt and other Asian parts used it as medicine and it was also used 

as hair dye. In Egypt suruma was used to decorate 'mummies'. The stick to 

apply it was made out of ivory. It was introduced in Malabar through Arabian 

merchants in 7th century A.D. The main ingredients of suruma are sandal, 

frankincense and copper particles. Later it is manufactured in India. Sunrma 

became the part and parcel of Mappila women's life. It was the main cosrnetic 

item of a Mappila bride till recently. With the introduction of modem eye- 

stainers, suruma has been loosing its position as the sole cosmetic of Mappila 

women. Mappila folk songs have rich reference of s ~ r u m a . ~ '  

MylGnchi (henna) is a shrub whose leaves possess medical properties 

and are used as a dye. The use of henna is universal. Medically it is useful for 

treating burns, swelling and inflammation. Applied to palms of the hands and 

soles of feet they closed the pores and reduced perspiration42. But it is as a 

cosmetic that henna is usually used by Mappilain their life. Fine dried leaves, 

finely crushed or ground, then sieved, are mixed to a paste with little water, 

can be used over night, dyes in reddish orange colour or of varying intensity. 

Old men used it to dye their beards. Women used it to decorate hands, nails 

and feet on all festive occasions. The Mappila celebrations are synonymous 

with its Malayalam name, Mylcinchi. The previous day of marriage is even 

now known as MylGnchi Kalyaganz, an occasion when the bride is applied 

Mylifnchi by her kith and kin. 

----m--------------------- 

4 1 .  Basheer Irurnbuzhi, "Suruma", Chandnka Weekend Edition. Calicut. 27.12 1986. p. 11. 

42. G.S. Colin Encvclopaedia of Islam, Vol 111. Netherlands. 197 1. p.46 1 .  



The Mappilas have their special perfumes. The most typical being the 

athar. The word athar means fragrance, perfume etc. Athar has a special 

place in Islamic civilization and prophetic life. Prophet always carried a bag 

- of perlimes with him. Likewise Ayisha, wife of prophet also used the best 

perfbne of the time. Pliny and Marcopolo, the travellers had recorded as 

having seen many gardens of Arabia producing perfumes. Dofar was the main 

centre of Arabian perfbmes. The h a b  merchants brought this Athar from 

Arabia and Mappilas as their progeny had used it in their day-to-day life.43 In 

festive occasions like marriage and for Friday prayer it was a must. It was a 

common sight that Athar merchants had camped around mosque premises. 

Mappila folk songs are replete with the glory of Athar. 

Poovenna - (scented hair oil) was quite common among the Mappilas 

which were special to the brides. The newly wedded had a collection of this 

scented hair oil. It is a mixture of coconut oil added with perfumes of various 

flowers. This oil was usually applied after bath. Hence the fragrance had 

lasted for a long period. This has also been outdated with the introduction of 

different kinds of perfumed sprayers. 

House Pattern 

The British period heralded a transitional change in pattern of houses. 

The British brought with them new technologies of building construction 

which was later adopted by the native people. In the Portuguese period most 

.................................... 
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of the houses of haves and have-nots were made out of thatched roofs The 

British introduced the system of tiled roofing and its manufacture. The 

buildings they constructed for administrative purpose were with thls type of 

roofing. The change from the age old thatched roofs to tile roofs first 

appeared in the house of rich of the Mappila society, The old system of 

dividing walls by wooden planks changed into stone walls. The ceiling was 

made by wooden beams and paved planks over them. The old Muslim 

tharaviidu (joint family houses) in its structure and construction resembled the 

Hindu Nair illams (big houses) because of the fact that the carpenters were the 

same and one, i.e. the people called thachans (carpenter). In the cities of 

Calicut, Cannanore, Tellicheny, Ponnani and other Muslim centres of 

Malabar, the storied buildings (rnijikaveed) were quite common.44 

o f  
The Mgikaveedus were Nalukertu and Nadunzu&am style in their 

A 

appearance. The main entrance from road to house was a gateway house 

(padippu_ra). And after the vast court yard (mu!~anz), the main structure 

opened with long VarSindha with so many pillars known as Kolai. Usually 

common people and strangers could enter and sit in this area only. Only 

relatives and dignitaries had entrance into the next portion of the house, 

through the well carved main door of the house, that is padiipparam." High 

platforms of stone on either side with beautiful spreading of mat and blankets 

were the hallmark of this section. It was the resting place for guests and 

44. Mohammed Kunlu, op.cit., p.323 
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dignitaries, Food was also supplied to them in this place with a spread called 

supra. 

The inner part of the house actually begins with kottil where we can see 

so many Aras (bed rooms) arranged in the western side of Nadumz~t@m (the 

central courtyard). In the Northern side Vadakki~i, (kitchen) and store room 

were arranged. In the eastern and southern side work areas for household 

works were arranged where servants and dependents worked and slept. 

Besides these main structure, additional structures like thZngifpu_ra (coconut 

store), latrines and bathroom, virakupu~a or chZiyp (log store) were arranged 

on the backyards. The upper storey (malika) was exclusively for bed rooms 

and kalavara, (store room) of valuable things. Some houses even had a third 

storey, kochu mzjika, rarely some others have fourth one.46 But the thud and 

fourth ones were usually used to store grains, vegetables and household 

utensils especially big pots used on special occasions. These rich n ~ a i k a  

veedzr had unique names of their own, such as, Akam, veedzr and kandi were 

the common suffixes, for example, Mappijakam, Sriinbintakarn, Paliiveedzi, 

Scpeekka-veedu, Mappijakagdi and PaJlika~di. These names were derived 

from the names of person or place. The famous Tharavadi of Calicut city 

were Miijiyiikkal BarZmintakam, Jrffw house, ThamTn~ veedu and ~ h 6 ~ ~ i l . ' "  

In the interior areas of South Malabar there were two types of houses. 

The house of Mappila land lords similar to Mljlikaveedzr of Calicut city but 

46. P.P. Mammed Koya Parappil. Kozhikotte Muslin~aIude Chanthram (Mal). Calicut. 1994. p 267. 

47. Ibid.. p.265. 



was more spacious with courtyards big ponds, sheds for agricultural 

equipments, ponds, cattlesheds and kalappura - (paddy processing house). But 

the poor peasant Mappilas had thatched sheds with minimum requirements. 

These huts were often called kudi by them. These thatched roofs required 

periodic maintenance by way of replacing them either with coconut leaf, palm 

leaf or grass. The walls were made with mud balls. With the modernisation, 

so many of these big Miilikaveed~is - have been demolished and new real 

concrete structures replaced it. 

Special habits and etiquettes of Mappilas 

Murukkal (Betel Chewing) 

Betel leaf chewing was common among the people of Malabar 

irrespective of caste and creed fiom very long time. Al-Masudi, the Arab 

traveller had given a detailed description 0fpSi.n (betel leaf) he saw in Malabar. 

He says, "Piin is a kind of leaf and its plant grows in India. When the Indians 

chew it together with lime and arecanut, their teeth turn red like the grains of 

the pomegranate, their mouth become fragrant and they feel refreshed."'* The 

white teeth of a man who doesn't chew pan is disliked in India. The leaf is so 

fine that it soon dries up and crumbles. It could not therefore be imported to 

Arabia in good condition. A1 Maqdisee writes, "In these days in Yeman and at 

Makkah in Hijaz, it is the fashion to chew betel nut"'9 

48. A.P. Ibrahim Kunju, Studies in Medieval Kerala Histom. Trivandrum. 1975. p.9. 

19. Maadisi. Al-sin-ul-Teasum-fi-Merifat-al-Aala, p. 142 quoted in b i d  . p.9. 
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ARTICLES FOR BETEL CHEWING 
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I .  

Vettila Chellam 

Chunnarnb Chellam 

Idi Ural 

0 
Arecanut 

Tobacco roll 
Vettila (betel leaf) 



Betel leaf was considered essential in so many ceremonies on those 

days. The Mulla was presented with betel leaf when a child first began his 

education in Othupalli. In marriage fixation ceremony it had an important 

place. After every feast the Mappilas used pan chewing as a custom. A 

ceremony in connection with Mappila marriages in North Malabar was known 

as Vettilakettu. - That is providing betel leaf to groom and his Giends. Betel 

leaf has many medicinal qualities. The alkaline quality is a germicide which 

causes teeth decay and it enhances the production of saliva which in turn 

catalyse digestion. Betel leaf is abundant in Vitamin A, carotin and Iron. In 

pan-chewing, lime and arecanut are an essential part. The calcium in lime is 

good for teeth growth and areca is good for disease in mouth and catalyse 

digestion.'' Some persons use spices like cardamom, camphor and cloves as 

ingredients. The variety of betel leaf includes Coimbatore, Tulsi, Kaiviilan, 

pandalam -  item^.^' In Malabar, betel leaf cultivation as a side crops of areca 

cultivation became an important item of agriculture. Later 'tobacco roll' 

became an essential part of pan chewing which was imported from the parts of 

~ e c c a n . ' ~  The chewing items used to stock in a Chellam of varied size. The 

usage in Malayalam hfiilumkootti Murukku (Chewing the four things together) 

is derived from these practices. Presently pan-chewing is identified as the 

reason behind so many dangerous diseases. With this increased health 

awareness this practice has almost been abandoned by the younger generation. 

50. P.M.P. Ra~vther, "Vettila Murukkal", Chandrika Weekend Edition Cdicut, 18.5.1984. p. I1 

5 l .  Ibid. 

52.  Ibid. 



Smoking 

With the advent of the British the use of tobacco crept to the public life 

of people. The Mappilas took a special interest in using tobacco in different 

forms such as Beedi, chu-mtt, Hukka and nasal powder. Beedi, the layman's 

cigar was made by ladies in their houses. Later so many beedi making units 

were opened in different parts of Malabar. These units promoted smoking 

among the public upto the extent that even boys were accustomed to it. The 

famous brands of Malabar were the Siidhu beedi of Cannanore and K@i beedi 

of Chawghat. The chu-mtt is a kind of beedi having high dose of tobacco. In 

the fasting month of Ramzan, a special kind of beedi, thiyakkott5' was used. 

This was made by adding some fragrance into the tobacco powder. Hukka 

was used by wealthy people of society. Nasal powder was also commonly 

used. Thus one way or the other tobacco had deep-rooted in the society. With 

more scientific studies and increased health awareness among the new 

generations the practice of smoking is gradually decreasing day by day. 

Salutation (Salam) 

Before Islam, the Arabs used to salute others, in the traditional style 

Hiyathan - Strbah (good morning) and Hiyathan Masah (good evening). It was 

a system in respect of nature and time. But Islam introduced a new salutation 

namely sal2im. The wordings are AssaliSn~ Alayktrm (peace and bless of God 

.................................. 

53. Mohammed. Kunlu. op cit.. p. 295.  



unto you), the Quran insisted on believers to pronounce this salctm when they 

wish to enter other houses (24:27-29).54 It is better to say saliim than to make 

any mis-sound or shouting when we enter other's house. The prophetic 

teaching also emphasises this system of salutation as the unifying factor of 

believers in one single fraternity. This saliinz is a symbol of equality. If the 

salznz is pronounced it is the duty of the hearer to respond in the same spirit as 

Wa alaykum SalZn~ (Peace and blessing of God un to There is no 

restriction to salanz, since it can be said by children to parents, students to 

teachers, a rich man to poor and so on. But generally, small group should say 

salfim to a big group, those who are mounted on a vehicle to those who walk, a 

guest to a host, walking man to a sitting man, young person to an old person a 

speaker to an audience and gents to ladies, this is the conventional order of 

s a l ~ t a t i o n . ~ ~  The Mappilas of Malabar strictly follow this style of salutation 

when they meet each other. 

Amusements 

Kalapoott (Cattle-race) 

An important recreation of the peasant class Mappilas of South Malabar 

was KGLapoott or cattle racing. It was conducted as a part of cultivation, but 
e 

in hlgh competitive spirit. Both bullocks and buffalos were employed for this 
r( 

51. M.M. Pickthall, (Qr. Tr.). op.cit., p. 372. 

55. M.N. Abr: Harun "Salutation in Islam", Chandnka Weekend Edtion, Calicut, 16 7.1982. p.11 

56. K Abdulla "System of salutation", Chandnka Weekend Edition, Calicut. 1 4.1964 p.11 



game. The cattles had been specially trained for this race. They would not 

use for ploughing and tilling but they would sufficiently fed and well cared 

through out the year. They were the proud symbol of status of the owner. 

Usually landlords and rich had maintained them. The day of race would be 

declared earlier and the competing bullocks were brought to the field with so 

many assistants. There the pairs of bullocks yoked to a plough (Ilrchamaram) 

and were driven very fast one or two rounds around the field by expert cattle 

drivers.57 T h s  was repeated with each competing pairs of bullocks belonging 

to different persons. In olden days the winners were selected by judging the 

style, strength and stamina of bullocks. But later with the coming of clock, the 

competition was held by time wise. The bullocks which were takmg least time 

to complete the specified round were declared winners. Single cattle race that 

is, race of one cattle called eruthu was also conducted. When the race was 

finished the next race was announced in another place. Thus in the cultivating 

seasons these types of cattle-race were conducted through out the fields of 

South Malabar and it was a favourite past time of peasant class Mappillas. 

Still in few places of South Malabar Kajapoott is performed in remembrance 

of the old glorious days of cultivation. There is a Mappila song in connection 

with ~ i i j a ~ o o t t ~ *  written by the famous poet Pulikottil Hyder who vividly 

explains the events of the race (See Appendix 6 for original lines). 

57. T.K. Gopala Panikkar, Malabar and its folk, New Deliu. 1983, p. 187 

58. Pulikkottil Hyder, Pulikkotiil Kribkal, Wancioor, 1979. p.36. 



- Kalapoott 

The glory of Klilapoott 
9 

So many told and I wished 

I took my cattles one day 

Reached in the field of race, 

Cattles and men were numerous 

The field was so vast and pitched, 

- With water soaked mud, 

Lots of competing bullocks came, 

Led my pair of bullocks to the field, 

People came with the sticks to drive, 

Yoked the bullocks and washed them, 

Prepared them in the first corner, 

People shouted and drove the bullocks, 

The spectators made their bets, 

Bullocks driven by Mudinkol 

Bite the tails to inspire them, 

Beat them in the return from field, 

Bullocks got punching on the back, 

Completed one round soon as 

Driven by people with their sticks, 



Blown on the back of the cattle, 

In excess joy of triumph 

Receives the prize of honour 

'Silk and Bangles' as the custom 

Fishing in land water 

Malabar is a land full of rivers, canals and ponds. In these water 

reservoirs there existed a lot of fishes. But these fishes were not in quite large 

quantity as that of marine fish, to make fishing a profession, but it appeared in 

rainy season and developed in size it1 summer. Thus the catching of fish 

became a recreation of the people. Fishes in the paddy fields were caught 

using a basket trap or Kzguthi. This trap was installed where the water flows 

strongly through a vedge fiom one field to another. The basket trap was made 

up of closely woven bamboo strips and entrance was shaped with inverted 

bamboo strips. So was it arranged that it was easy for fish to pass in and 

impossible to get out agin.59 At the lower end it was twisted and tied. When 

fish passes through the trap with water, it became prey to the trap and having 

filled the trap, it was transferred to another basket and 'replaced the trap 

quickly as possible. In small canals, thodu, another type of net was used for 

fishing. A bamboo strip is made in arch shape around which net was woven 

and this net known as Kuthipidiyan vala. This net was hard pressed to the 

ground and fish was driven inside. As the fish entered, it was lifted soon and 

--------------------------m-------- 

59. H.C. Wilson, Egg - Rewns on the Methods of capture and supplv of fish in the rivers of the 
Nilniri District, Madras 1907, p.11. 



fishes were transferred to the basket, In shallow rivers another type of riet 

known as Veeshivala had been used. This would spread to the water and by 

sinlung deep, persons caught the fish. Usually men started in the evening 

carrying petromax and basket. This fishing continued throughout the night. 

The fish so caught was equally distributed among participants. With the use 

of pesticides the fish resources of canals and rivers are exhausted to a great 

extent and this pas time of Mappilas have become extinct. 

Nayat (Hunting) 

Hunting was another favourite pastime of Mappilas from the earliest 

time. In olden days hunting dogs were widely used for this pastime. But with 

the introduction of gun in the British period, its use became very common 

which made hunting an easy task. People went in group to forests and chased 

animals like deer, bison, rabbit, wild goat etc., and their flesh had been used 

for eating. Some times cruel animals which paused a threat to human life such 

as tiger, boar, wolf etc., were hunted and killed. When the hunting dogs were 

used, they were sent to the inner parts of forests, up on finding the prey, they 

were either caught if it was small, or barked against it if it was beyond their 

reach and hunters rushed to the spot and shot it or pierced with long lance or 

cut it with long knife. The hunters knew the exact location known as kadavti 

where the animals used to appear or their exact outlets from forests, Hunters 

had special shouting, signals or whistles to mark the movement and route of 

the animals. When the cruel animals like tiger, boar, Jackal etc; which had 

been a constant threat to domestic animals, the hunters took the responsibility 



to kill it and planned a major hunting programme in which the whole villagers 

took part and the people rejoiced in triumph. Veteran Mappila poet, Pulikottil 

Hyder has written an interesting song about tiger hunting, in the name of Nari 

~elit. 60 

Indoor games 

One of the favourite indoor games played by Mappilas of Malabar was 

that of 'Dogs and tigers'. A triangle with criss-cross lines is drawn on a bench 

or cemented platform. Then 15 small stones are picked as dogs and three big 

stones as 'tigers'. The person having 'tigers' would arrange the stones in the 

top corner and will have to move first through the lines. Then the person with 

'dogs' would arrange the stones in each junction according to the movement 

of 'tigers'. If one 'dog' is not sufficiently protected by another 'dog' the 

'tiger' can swallow the 'dog' means that the 'dog' can be removed. The 

'tiger' man will be victorious if he swallows all 'dogs' with three faced attack 

by his 'tigers'. The 'dog' man will win if he could protect all his 'dogs' and 

can trap all the 'tigers'. If one turn is completed the play repeats. This is an 

interesting indoor game for amusement which requires intelligence and 

dexterity. Usually t h ~ s  was played in rnakkznis (tea shops) of country side. 

The peasants had a long interval between cultivation and harvesting that they 

spent such time for this type of amu~ernents.~' 

60. Pulikkottil Hyder, op.cit., p.5. 

61. This was played by the Present Writer himself in 1960's. 



Playing Hoard of 'Tigers and Dogs' 

@ Dog 



In some rich and well to do Mappila families, Chaturanga (chess) had 

been played following the practice of big Nair families. With the advent of 

the British, the cards play, a pas time of Englishmen was copied by elite class 

and employees under them. Later common people also got accustomed to 

cards play; but it was looked down by Ulama and the commons had to play it 

secretly. 

Among the children, a lot of indoor games were prevalent. ?he most 

common indoor play was that of 'hide and seek' or - olichukali." - One boy or 

girl counts the number aloud from a corner while all other would hide in 

different corners of the house. The boy who counted had to find out others 

without allowing the others to reach the counting point. If any of the hiders 

succeed to reach the point without the notice of counting boy, the counting 

boy had to repeat the counting and the play is going on. 

Among the girls, the favourite indoor game was Kothakallzl or 

Kallzrkali (play with pebbles).63 Fine polished stones were selected and each 

girl tossed with stones increasing the number and changed style of play. Each 

girl in turn played with stones and completed the round. The play is repeated 

several times. Another game was Ammayikalltl, girls sitting on a line and one 

girl, An~n~ayl holding a stone passes into the hands of another girl while 

all others pretended to have received the same. Then the girl asked one of the 

-----------------------m--m----- 

62. Tlus play was also witnessed by the Present Writer in 1%0's. 

63. Ibid. 



players to find out the actual position of the stone. If she says the correct 

person she would get the position of ArnrnZyi, the chance to distribute it. 

Out door games 

In addition to the indoor games, there were a number of other games 

conducted by Mappilas in the field. But these types of out door games were 

mainly conducted in the summer that is in the paddy fields evacuated after 

harvest. The favourite out door game was Padakaji, a kind of wrestling. The 

wrestlers wore a minimum dressing i.e., a langotti (dress around loins). Their 

full body would be washed with oil. The two combats would struggle hard to 

topple the opponents. Blows on the body were also permitted. A large 

number of people had watched the game standing around the paddy field. 

Another outdoor game was ~ttaka&rn.'~ This was similar to modem 

Khabbadi. One among the participants voluntarily comes out, while other 

players are crowded in the circle. The man comes out circumvents the court 

and tries to catch any one of them and pulls out upon which he also becomes 

an ally to the puller's side while getting inside the first circle or touching any 

player who is inside the circle pull. It is not permitted to hold the kakka inside 

the kalan~. Endeavour becomes easy when more players are pulled out. The 

game continues till one remains in the Kalan~ and he will be the puller in the 

next game. The game stops when all are tired. 

61. P. Chathukutty, "Structural and cultural aspects and variations of select rural games in .Malabar". 
(Unpublished Ph.D thesis), Calicut Universih, 1998, p. 155. 



Among children there were various games played through out the year. 

~ a l a ~ a n t h u k a l i ~ ~  - was a popular rural game played by boys with slight 

variations throughout Malabar. It is played by a team of 10 boys. There are 

10 types of strikes one can play before he is caught. Otherwise fielders can 

throw to the target to get him out. If one successfully completes the 10 steps 

the other person should come to play. Presently rural boys seldom play the 

game. 

Kuttiyurn ~ o l u n t ~ ~  was another outdoor game. Ktrtti refers to ball and 

Koltr to a bat. This is played by two teams. One from a side first plays by 

- tossing a Kutti over a ditch. If the Kutti was caught, the striker is out. 

Otherwise kutti would throw back which is either beaten or prevented, the 

distance between the ditch and kzrtti is measured by kolu. Grand total of all 

strikes enables to get total score. The team scoring maximum koltr wins the 

match. 

~akkukal?' was an outdoor game played by girls. It was played in a 8 

square court. The player from outside the square throws the kakktr (a piece of 

stone or earthern pot) to first square. Then the player steps to fust square and 

picks the 'kakku. Then she steps to every square and after completing 8 

squares step outside. Thls is repeated till all 8 squares are completed and wins 

the game if she succeeds in all these rounds. 

........................................ 

65.  Ibid., p.36. 

66. Ibid., p.66. 

67. Ibid., p.96. 



Besides boys played goli (glass globes) and one goli would be struck 

with another till he completed the ten fittings in earthern pits. Pambaranl 

(top) rotation was another interesting play among boys. 

Personal Hygiene 

The Mappilas were particular about personal hygiene since it is a 

compulsory aspect of religious life. They got up early in the morning and took 

ablutions to observe the early prayer. His tongue and teeth were cleaned. The 

burnt husk of paddy ( ~ m i k k a r i ) ~ ~  and mango leaves were used for cleaning 

the teeth and the midrib of the coconut leaf split into two served the purpose of 

the tongue cleaner. The 10 hygienic practices for a ~ u s l i m  according to 

hadith literatures are "cut the Mustache, grow the beard, clean the teeth, 
C 

sneeze the nose with water, cut the nails, wash finger gaps, remove the hair of 

armpit, remove the pubic hair, wash the secret parts and rinse the mouth with 

water.69 The Mappilas observed all these hygienic practices. These were 

considered as essential rites of religious obligations. The origin of barber 

community was the result of such needs. Usually Mappilas selected Friday for 

these practices. The barbers attended the people personally reaching their 

homes. To clean the teeth, the Mappilas developed a brush made out of the 

bark of coconut usually called Miswiik. Such Mislviiks were kept in houses 

and in mosques. With the advent of the British, the shaving of face became 

68. A. Sreedhara Menon, Social and Cultural Historv of Kerala - State series, New Dellu, 1979. 

69. Imam Muslim, Saliihul Muslim (Ar.), Vol I, (Tr. Abdul Hameed Siddiqi), New Delhl. 1977. 
p. 159. 



common and ordinary people accepted it as a convenience while the pnest 

class strictly adhered to growing the beard. Religiously it is compulsory for 

Mappilas to take bath after CO-habitation in the night. Likewise it is also 

compulsory to wash after urination. The five time ablutions for compulsory 

prayers are indeed a way to personal hygiene. 

Morals and Manners 

Islam insists on its followers certain 'do's and don'ts and Mappilas 

being loyal to religion almost followed these instructions. They seldom 

violated the basic principle. In the food habits Islam allows all vegetable 

items and meat of some animals. But the meat should be properly slaughtered 

that is in the name of God by shedding all the drops of blood. Such meat is 

called - ha151 meat and the Mappilas are very strict in this regard. In no case, 

they eat dead animals. The Musliyiir is entrusted for the duty of slaughtering. 

Likewise in the drinking habits, all drinks except intoxicating ones are 

allowed. Intoxicating liquors made out of allowed h i t s  are also prohibited. 

Thus all intoxicant liquors are rejected by Mappilas. In dressing styles there is 

some restriction that is they should not use silk c~othes. '~ All the Mappilas 

observe this rule. Likewise women are asked to cover their head and all ladies 

are using thattams (Scarfs). Among ornaments, gold is prohibited to men, so 

men abstain fiom wearing rings or chains. 

-----------------------m--------- 

70. Yusuf a1 Qaradawi; The lawful and the prohibited in Islam. New Delhi. 1990. p.82 



Islam strictly prohbits pictures and photographs to be venerated, so all 

Mappila houses have avoided such pictures and photographs. Likewise any 

kind of idols and images are totally alien in their houses. 

In behaviour, the Mappilas more or less are indigenous in character. 

They respect elders, parents, preceptors and strange people. They are kind and 

generous towards fellow being. Islam insists some obligatory duties towards 

neighbours and fellowmen. If he is poor, he should be fed. If he is sick he 

should be visited, if he died his body should be accompanied and he should 

pray for the dead. Mappilas had followed all these instructions without fail. 

In North Malabar most of the Mappilas are traders. Islam insists on so 

many moral principles in this field. _HarGm (forbidden) goods cannot be sold, 

price manipulation, black marketing,manipulation in weight and measures are 

strictly prohibited. The merchants of North Malabar are following these 

ideals. Since interest and usuary are prohibited in Islam, Mappilas kept aloof 

from such persons and institutions. Islam also prohibits all plays for the 

exchange of money. As such gambling is rare among Mappilas and they were 

thus away from all such economic vices." Mappilas also took aversion to 

adultely and prostitution as it is condemned by Islam. Suicide is considered a 

major sin and the number of Mappilas is less in the community who commit 

this sin. So is murder and theft. The general morality of Mappilas is high due 

to the strict adherence to Islamic practice although some exceptions are there 

who are disloyal to their religion. 

71. Ibid., p.301. 



Compulsory Religious Observance in Mappila life 

The Mappilas firmly believed in strict observance of their religious 

duties. It is the duty of every faithful Muslim to practice the prescribed 

prayers of the religion. The first requirement for a person to profess faith is to 

pronounce kalima, the formula of faith "I bear witness that there is no deity 

save Allah (God), and that Muhammad is His Rasul". Every boy or girl of a 

Mappila family pronounces this faith in their childhood and repeats several 

times throughout their life; Besides, he hears it five times daily through the 

Adhiin (call for prayer) from the mosque. 

The next duty enjoined on a Muslim is to exercise stated prayers, this is 

the most important of the Islamic observances. Prayer has been prescribed to 

keep a constant memory of God, the creator and sustainer of the Universe. 

Quran command to believers "verily I am God, There is no God but I. So 

serve Me (only) and establish regular prayer for celebrating my praise". Some 

rules and conditions are to be observed during the prayer, which mainly relate 

to the external form of the prayer. The main postures are standing, bending 

(nrku) prostmting (sujzid) and sitting." The Fatika - opening chapter of 

Quran forms an essential part of every prayer, Alliihzhv Akbar (takbTr) 

pronounce in the change of every posture, praise of God in bending and 

prostrating, pray to God in sitting postures are the main pronouncement 

of Islamic Prayer (salat). The five times prayers are - Zlrhr (of noon), 

asr (of afternoon), Magh~ib  (of sunset) isha (of night) and szrbh - (of day break). 

72 Syed Abdul Latif. Bases of Islamic Culture. New Deltu. 1959 



Besides, the - Zuhr prayer of Friday is observed as congregational prayer and 

known in the name of Juma. There will be a sermon by the Imam (leader). of 
> 

the prayer called Khutba, followed by reduced prayer of two 'raka't. In 

addition there are so many sunnat (tradition of prophet) prayers like rawatib 

(after five times day prayers), TarGih (in the nights of Ramzan), Tahaj~lrd - 

(mid night) etc; 

In short, the aim of prayer enjoined upon Muslims is to think of God, to 

have a pure heart, to take care of the body and clothks, to overcome evil 

desires and to be good-natured, be a decent person in all respects. The 

ablution, cleaning of face, hands and feet called wugu, keeps a man hygienic 

and the fully devoted prayer to God ensures moral, spiritual and material 

advantage. The Mappilas of Malabar are keen to observe prayer by 

assembling in their nearest mosque where the ImZm (Musliyar) leads the 

prayer. The mosque conducting weekly Friday Sermon (Junta) is known as 

Jzrma masjid (Jamzt palli). Besides these mosques there are small mosques 

in some places known as SrZmbi in Malabar and Takkiave in Travancore. 

On emergency and state of unhealthiness one can perform prayers in 

the home itself. But the women among Mappilas have been prevented from 

coming to mosque for prayer though there is evidence for this in prophet's 

hstory. The women exclusively performed the prayers within their homes. 

The trlama interpreted purdah system of Islam as the confinement of women 

folk within the home instead of allowing the right for worship in mosque.' 

73. C.N. Allarned Moulavi, Religion of Islam - A com~rehensive Study, Calicur, 1979, p 108 



Zaka'th is the third fundamental observance of Islam, whch makes 

charity obligatory and binding upon all those Muslims. The enjoinment upon 

the rich to pay zakiith to the poor subjects puts him to a practical test, by 

which a real brotherhood is established between the rich and the poor. The 

word zakiith means purification, where it is also used to express apportion of 

the property bestowed in alms, a purification of the remaining property. It is 

an institution of Islam founded upon a command in the Quran, as one of the 

fine foundations of practical religion. The zakZth becomes incumbent upon a 

Muslim when his property, in terms of deposits of gold and silver, crops or 

any other products that he earn annually, attains a certain limit called ni~ab.'~ 

The ni@b for different kinds of property differs in certain respects. The 

Prophetic tradition is to collect the zakafh from persons and same is 

distributed. But this practice had vanished centuries before and the practice of 

Individual zakifth came into society. Thus the rich among the Mappilas had 

paid zakzth individually but not as per the nizfib limit but certain amount 

which he thought suitable. The ulanza have their own interpretation for this 

limitation. Usually on the 27" of Ramzan; the month of fast, this rakiith 

amount used to be distributed among poor when the people rush to house to 

receive the zakiith share. But due to the reformist activities w i t h  the 

community people are more aware of giving the exact zakzth owed by them 

and zakiit committees are formed for the purpose of collecting zakZth and for 

distribution among the d e s e ~ n g  people. 

74. Ahmad A. Golwash, The Religion of Islam, Vol 11, Cairo, 1957, p.27 



The fourth fundamental observance is fasting during the whole month 

of Ramzan, the 9th month of Hyra era, In Islam fasting is enjoined for the 

moral elevation of man and for his spiritual development - Quran declares 

"Oh you who believe! Fasting is prescribed for you, so that you may be more 

able to guard against e~il''.~'(2: 183) Hence fasting in Islam does not mean 

simply abstaining from food, but also from every kind of evil. 

In Mappila community there developed so many customs and practices 

around fasting in the month of Ramzan. Fasting duration is scheduled fiom 

dawn (appearance of twilight) to sunset. Nothing whatsoever is allowed to be 

eaten or drunk within that duration. But before the appearance of dawn the 

supper (Athkham) is taken, usually a heavy food with rice, meat, curry, fish 

and all other ingredients. In the evening after sunset, the fast is broken by a 

soft drink, date fruit and thereafter tiffin. The main item of tiffin is pathiri, a 

bread made out of rice flour. M e r  the special night prayers in the mosque 
- 

(Tarmvih) people would take ~ ~ ~ t h & h a n z ,  usually .special porridge, 

Jeerakakanji '. There is a vast difference in the dishes used in South Malabar 

and North Malabar Mappilas. While South Malabar Mappilas mostly 

belonged to peasant class, liked simplicity in food items, while North Malabar 

Mappilas, mostly traders and aristocrats preferred fine dishes. However it is 
/ 

an occasion of a changed life during the whole month, with piety and 

devotion. The last ten days are of special importance. People used to indulge 

---------------------------- 

75. M.M. Pickthal. (Quran Tr.), op.cit., p.28. 



in more and more prayers and Quranic recitation in those days. More pious 

people performed IhthikZf (Meditation in mosque in night). The 27th day is 

celebrated as day of Lailathul-Qadar (Day of destiny). In that night the 

people indulged in complete devotion in expectation of God's grace. 

During the night of Ramzan days, there was a special custom in Calicut 

city and suburbs known as Athiirham ~ u t t u ' ~  At a time when timepieces were 

not common among people, a group of people engaged themselves in the duty 

to awake the people from sleep and to inform the time of late-night supper. 

These people were known AthaZham biibiis, used to beat drum and sing 

beautiful Bayth (Arabic songs). Having heard the drum beats the people of the 

city would be awaken and lit their lamps, the rich Archilamps and the poor 

kerosene lamps. The babas roamed around the city with Arabana andpGnZ in 

their hands and reached in the mosque before dawn. 

In the earlier period, the Ramzan days in the mosque were eventful, 

older people reached in the mosque for early morning prayers and recited 

Quran. After the noon prayers were over, the ulanza used to deliver religious 

speeches known as ~ r u d i . "  The elder people and children who had no 

particular business gathered for this speech. The ladies also came to mosque to 

hear the Unidi. They departed after the afternoon prayers. It was a custom to 

complete a Khatam (recitation of whole Quran) by ladies and men by the end 

76. Jamal, "Athazham Muttukar", Chandnka Weekend Edition Calicut, 24.10.1999 p.11. 

77. Pokker, "Acharangal Marippoyi" (Mal). Mathrubhurni Ramzan Supplement, Calicut 1996. p.57. 



of Ramzan days. In the night all the people had assembled in the mosque for 

the TharGwih, special night prayer. After the prayers were over the Mullah 

used to recite Thawba (Regret prayers for sins) and people, had repeated his 

words, for which the Mulla got special gifts and money at the end of 

~ a r n z a n . ~ ~  

The fifth observance is the Hajj or holy pilgrimage to Makkah. It is 

performed in the month of Dhul H~JJ, 1 1 2 ~ ~  month of Hijra year. It is the fifth 

pillar of the Muslim practical religion and an incumbent religious duty, to be 

performed once during life time. Pilgrimage is a fundamental ordinance of 

practical devotion in Islam. Of the principal requirements of the pilgrimage is 

what is called i_hrZm, two wrappers covering himself. The other rites are 

making circuits round the Ka'aba called tawiii and running between two 

appointed small hills' known as Al-safa and Al-Marwa called saby. The 

cardinal event of Hajj is Jamriti stone throwing to symbol of devil and last 

being the sacrifice of animals. Then the pilgrim has to shave his head and the 

i h r h  - @ilpm7s  dress) is taken off. Most Muslims go to Al-Madina to visit 

the shrine of  prophet 

Religious Festivals of Islam 

The first important celebration of Mappila Muslims is that of Id-al-fitr, 

that is the conclusion of one month's fasting. After the fasting in the month of 

78. K.M. Ahamed, "Marunna Ramzanile Acharangal" (Mal), Mathrubhoomi Ramzan S u ~ ~ l e m e n t .  
Calicut, 1996, p.30. 
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Rarnzan has completed on the outset of next Hvra month, shavai first, the Id is 

celebrated. As the new moon is sighted it is the herald of new month, hence 

the fasting is over and next day is fixed as the day of Id. As soon as the new 

moon is sighted on the horizon, all the believers who have surplus provisions 

should distribute 3 kilo grains per person to the poor needy which is 

known asfitr. This is to ensure that no Muslim should starve on the day of 

celebration. Although the Islamic practice is to provide thefitr into the hands 

of the poor and needy by a committee entrustedg0 by collecting all thefitr of 

the area, fiom the very long time in Malabar, the poor people wandered over 

the streets to collect it from the house of the rich. After this the Muslims 

gathered in the mosque and recited Takbirs (Praise of God). On the day of Id 

the people take a bath with applying oil in their body and would wear new 

dresses specially made for the occasion. The women and children have 

applied henna on their hands. The men and children then attend the Id prayer 

. in the mosque. It is a short prayer with a sermon. After the prayer, people eat 

fine dishes of food. The common people usually prepared Thengachor 

(coconut mixed rice) with beef. The rich among them made Neychor 

(gheerice) with chicken and other ingredients. The children played variety of 

games and the elders used to visit their relatives and friends. Thus the day of 

Id is celebrated in a very festive mood throughout the entire 'Malabar region. 

80. Ibid.: p.603. 



Another most important celebration of Mappila Muslims is Id-Al-Azha 

(The Id of sacrifice). This is celebrated in connection with the annual 

pilgrimage, al-Haj, in the month of Dhul H w ,  the 12" month of Hijrah. All 

those who are taking part in the H a j  have to offer animal sacrifice, similarly 

Muslims all over the world do it on this day. The Id is actually celebrated on 

10" of Dhul H a j ~  although the actual Hajj day is one day prior to it in Makkah. 

On this day as in the day offitr, people would take bath wear new dress and go 

to mosque. After the prayer and sermon they eat fine dishes prepared by their 

ladies in home and women then enjoyed in singing and clapping as in the style 

of oppana. The men then engage in the sacrifice of animals, ~ ~ u h i y y a t , ~ '  

which is compulsory to all Muslims. Quran says "their flesh and the blood do 

not reach Allah, but the devotion from you reaches him'y(22:37)82 The animal 

chosen for the purpose should be free from defects. If it's a goat it should be 

one year old. If it is a cow or buffalo it should be two year old. The sacrifice 

can be performed by a single person or a group of person upto seven. 113" of 

the meat can be taken by the individual and 213'~ should be distributed to the 

poor and needy of the society. The expenses for the sacrifice should not be 

taken from the meat. 

-------------------------------V- 
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Special days of religious importance 

The Mappilas observed some days as religiously special days in their 

day to day life. Besides the compulsory fasting of the month of Ramzan and 

the two festivals, Id-ul-Fitr and Id-al-Azha are observed personally without 

much rejoicing but with religious fervour and zeal. Among these days the 

Mir~ j ,  Bariith, Mubarram and Mila'iln Nabi are the important ones. 

MirGj is the event of prophetic life in which he ascended to the heavens 

and met with Ultimate Reality and bestowed humanity with five times 

compulsory prayer. Traditionally the Mappilas observe this day on 27'" 

~ajab,"  the 7" month of Hijra calender to commemorate this event. On this 

day they used to take fast and in the night they perform special prayers, recited 

~ a u l h  (praising songs of prophet) and took special dishes of food. 

BarZith is another auspicious day observed by Mappilas. This was on 

the 15'~ of Shaban, the gth month of Hijra era. It is believed that BarZth is the 

book of records, in which all the actions of men are registered which they are 

to perform during the ensuring year and it is said that on this day, God 

annually records them in the book.84 On this day people used to observe fast 

and in the night the chapter YLfseen of Qwan is recited. Then all the members 

of house would pray for their long life, nourishment, health and prosperity 

of next year. After the prayer they ate special dishes prepared especially 

---D--D--_-------------------------- 
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chakkara ch6r prepared with fine rice or wheat mixed with jaggery and 

coconut that are boiled in ghee. In North Malabar Seer Vazhaka and Mathura 

~heern i~ '  are also prepared. From BarZth onwards Mappilas would busily be 

engaged in preparing for the fast of next month, Ramzan. 

Mu_harram, the first month of Hijra is observed by the shia sect of 

Islam as the month of mourning on account of the death of Imam Husain, the 

grandson of Prophet. But the majority of sunni sect do not observe it, but they 

observe fast on gth and loth of Mubarram as a tradition of prophet. Since 

Mappila community belongs to sunni sect, they also follow the same 

tradition.86 There will be no special dishes on this day to mark the occasion. 

Milgd-un-Nabi is observed by Mappilas with great fervour and zeal. It 

is the birth anniversary of holy prophet, on 12'~ Rabiawal, the 3rd month of 

Hijra era. The first 12 days were observed with the recitation of ~ozilLd songs 

(praising songs of prophet). People individually in their houses and the Ularna 

in the mosques would recite these ~ o u l a  songs. The last day lzth Rabi, is 

celebrated on a festive mood.87 Feast (rice and meat) used to be arranged in 

large scale, and after the Mou1;d recitation it is distributed among public from 

the mosque'. In the houses, relatives and neighbours are invited by rich, and 

after Mozilid, grand feast is arranged. 

------__------_------------------------ 
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Nanachukuji (total cleaning) is observed during the days before the 

starting of Ramzan fast. There is no particular day for this event. It can be 

observed any day after the Bariith day. The whole house hold articles are 

being washed in order to welcome the month of Ramzan. Furniture and 

utensils are brought outside of the house and subjected to thorough cleaning. 

The whole house also got cleaned especially dark rooms, removing all dusts 

and c o b - w e b ~ . ~ ~  Some people do white washing of their houses and thus 

'annual cleaning' is being performed. This system is a symbolic 

representation of cleaning ones own mind to prepare for the days of Ramzan 

which are considered to be the days for spiritual purification. 

Ramzan 1 7 ' ~  is observed by Mappilas as the day of the anniversary of 

the first battle against non-believers by Badr Martyrs. It is in commemoration 

of the martyrdom of the warriors who died during the time of Prophet of Islam 

from the side of Muslims. Their number is supposed to be 3 13. This 

historical battle was fought on the 17" day of Ramzan, 2nd Hijra. Since this 

battle paved for the foundation of Islam, these martyrs were respected by 

Muslims all over the world. To observe this day people used to prepare the 

special item of food namely pathiri (rice bread) with meat and the same is sent 

to the mosque from all well to do houses.89 After breaking fast, it is 

distributed to the assembled people of mosque. Special prayers for the 

martyrs would mark the occasion. 

88. P.P. Mammed Koya Parappil, op.cit., p.272. 
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Rarnzan 26th is observed by Mappilas as the day of Larlath-al-Qodr (the 

night of blessing). It is believed that on this day the angels from the sky 

descended to earth to bless all believers. This day is considered meritorious 

more than thousand months and believers through the night would engage in 

prayers, Quranic recitation and Ihthikiif (meditation in the mosque). In the 

houses special dishes like Neyyappam, Kalathappam, Poovada are prepared. 

A common religious observance is the celebration of ~ o z r ~ r ' d .  A ~ o u l r d  

is a short treatise in Arabic celebrating the birth, life works and sayings of the 

prophet or some saint such as Shaikh Mohiuddin, eleventh descendent of the 

prophet and performer of miracles. For ceremony a Mulla is called in to read 

the book parts of which are in verse, and the congregation is required to make 

responses and join the singing. The ceremony which usually takes place in the 

evening concludes with or is preceded by a feast to which these fhends and 

relations are invited.g0 Those who can afford it should perform a Maul2 in 

honour of sheikh Mohiuddin on the 1 lth of every month and one in honour of 

the Prophet on the 12'~.  The custom was that a Mozrl;d should also be 

performed on the third day after a death. 

So many of these observances have been criticized by the reformist 

Ulama as innovations and baseless having no examples in prophetic traditions 

as such so many of the Mappilas have minimised the observances to simple 

rites without any festive aspects such as preparing fine dishes or other 

rejoicings. 

90. C.A. Innes op.cit.. p. 19 1. 
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CHAPTER - 4 

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION AMONG THE MAPPILAS 

The Mappilas are spread along the west coast of India. The major 

portion of this tract is included in the state of Kerala. In Kerala, however, it is 

in the erstwhile district of Malabar of Madras state under British rule that they 

abound in numbers accounting for about one thlrd of the total population of 

the district. Incidentally it is in this district that these people are called 

Mappilas. Despite their similar origin and many common characteristics, such 

as religious persuasion, language and dress, Mappilas do not constitute a 

homogeneous group for certain ethnological and religious reasons. 

Thus the significant feature of Mappila society is social stratification, 

which is never to be compared with the caste system of Hinduism. The 

stratification had its origin in the status acquired by a group of people in 

regard to their parentage and spiritual superiority. The social division thus 

formed did not have the rigidity of the caste system, which prevents social 

inter course. But the people of different divisions of the community unite in 

matters of religious practices and commonly participate in social ceremonies 

in connection with birth, marriage and death that are followed in any group 

provided they are invited. Thus the Mappila social stratification has its own 

characteristics unlike the other religious communities. 



Thus social stratification came to its practical form and maintained its 

features. This differential criteria was mainly in the field of matrimonial 

relations. There came a great hindrance to social amalgamation by following 

this differential treatment. Each group or division in order to maintain the 

purity of blood restricted the marriage within their group with the result that 

the gulf between the divisions increased day by day. 

Another factor that enhanced the stratification was the ancestral 

parentage which they considered as sacred and the intermixing of the blood 

they thought would dismantle all the lineage that they maintained for 

centuries. So this over anxiety and concern to keep up their own purity of 

blood further enhanced the width of stratification. In these status criteria they 

had purposefully forgotten the tenents of Islam, their religion, which advocates 

the unity and integration of all believers despite difference of colour, creed, 

nationality and parentage. Islam denies such divisions among the believers. In 

Malabar, the foundation of Mappila community was laid by the early Arab 

settlements resulting mainly from the unions of Arab sailors and traders with 

the Hindu. women of the coast of Kerala. But the large increase in the 

population of the community was due to the conversion of Hindu class 

irrespective of their castes.' Thus among the Mappilas there existed these two 

divisions within the community. Although the cementing bond of Islam 

created a sense of fellow feeling among the new converts and the traditional 

1. Victor S. D'souza, "Status groups anlong the Mappilas", Ahrned Imtiaz (ed.), h t e  and Social 
stratification among Musli~ns in India, New Delhi, 1978, p.42. 



Mappilas of Arab lineage, they could not eliminate the old difference or the 

former status they occupied. Further among the converted class, there were 

people from both hlgher and lower classes. Though they came under the 

umbrella of Islam and began to intermingle and interdine, the age long 

psychological alienation prompted them to form their own status group 

resulting in the formation of class system. Thus this kind of segregation 

especially in matrimonial relations was the salient feature of the class system 

in Mappila community. 

Like the conversion criteria which played a major role in the foundation 

of stratification the spiritual superiority also played an important role in the 

formation of these class divisions. Those who acquired great knowledge are 

respected in the society and possessed a commanding power on other groups 

mainly due to the ignorance and illiteracy of common people. This was how 

the scholars of religion or ulama have occupied a supreme position in the 

society. 

Another factor constituted in the formation of class divisions can be 

attributed to the special system of social living that is the mother right 

(matriliny) and father right (patriliny) systems. Of course, the groups 

following these systems manifest them in different degrees. One of the 

prominent cultural elements of mother right section is a type of visiting 

marriages in which wife does not leave her parental house and the husband has 

to visit her at her own place. This system is actually a tradition of Arab sailors 

all over the world.2 With only a few exceptions, the Mappilas of Arab descent 

........................................ 
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have still retained many of the mother right traits. This explains why the 

Mappilas of coastal lines became followers of mother right in their social 

pattern. 

Another factor which culminated in the formation of these status groups 

were indeed the aristocratic elements that differentiated it between the 

divisions. The affluent and wealthy, especially traders of the coastal town, 

kept away from the lower sections in their social behaviour and cultural 

contacts. This is more conspicuous when these groups have their own 

mosques and separate burial grounds. 

Among the Mappilas in Malabar, in a broader classification they can be 

divided into the major groups such as the Royal class, the Arakkal house, 

spiritual leaders, the Sayyids, the priest class, ularna and common people who 

are outside the purtiew of Sayyids, the Malabaris and the inferior class the 

Ossans. The social hierarchy by status wise criteria of the classes could not be 

identified easily. But it was the accepted rule that the Sayyid class 

was treated superior. The royal Arakkal being Malabaris was confined to the 

city of Cannanore but held supreme position. Some groups are again divided 

into sub divisions. In the following pages an elaborate discussion on each 

group of the class has been given. 

Arakkal House: The Mappila Royal Class 

The Arakkal house of Cannanore came into prominence as a political 

power by the middle of 1 6 ' ~  century. This was the only Muslim ruling house 



of ~era la . '  The rulers of the house were generally known as the Ali Rajas of 

Cannanore. They were also known as 'Azhi raja;. Though Islamic law did not 

recognize succession in the female line, in this royal family succession had 

always been through females and many a time the Beebis, the senior most 

ladies assumed the responsibility as  ruler^.^ This system of matrilineal 

succession and inheritance followed by this Mappila royal family is a 

distinctive feature of the family. 

The Arakkal principality had indeed played an important role in the 

history of Malabar. The rulers of this house once held sovereignty over the 

parts of Chirakkal and Kottayam Taluks, Laccadives, Minicoy and Arnindivi 

Islands. Initially the principality's territorial extent was a small area on the 

main land. However, it eventually established its political power in an around 

Cannanore city and enjoyed monopoly of trade in that area.' 

They were interested in trade with foreign countries and held virtual 

monopoly of the export of turmeric, pepper and coir to European and Arab 

countries. The Arakkal rulers gradually became an unquestioned maritime 

force and came to be called 'Azhi Raja' (Kings of the seas).6 The Arakkal 

dynasty being under the vassalage of Kolathris gradually became independent 

3. S.M. Mohamed Koya, Mavvilas of Malabar, Calicut. 1983. p.37. 
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by economic stability and political strength. The possession of the Jagir of 

Laccadive Islands and the maritime commerce with West Asia had helped the 

royal house to become an independent principality. 

There appear to be more than one theory regarding the origin of this 

royal family. The traditional history of Kerala as revealed in Keralolpathi 

contains few references to this principality. A Jonaka (Mappila) male and 

female were invited to Cannanore from Velapuram or Aryapuram and the 

male was given a title the Azhi Raja or the 'lord of the sea: by the last Chera 

ruler.7 

Another account still current in Malabar is that a princess of kolathin 

Dynasty, an account of illicit relation with a person of lower standing lost her 

chaste and in order to cover up the disgrace, she was given in wedlock to a 

rich Arabian Moor, on whom was conferred the title of Prince and the general 

name of Adi ~ a j a . *  

In the version of W. Logan, the first chieftain of this house was one 

Arayan Kulangara Nair, one of the ministers of the Kolathiri, who lived about 

the l l th or the beginning of century A.D and who embraced Islam and 

adopted the name of ~ u h a m m a d a l i . ~  

7. Herman Gundert, Keralol~athi, Trivandrum, 1961, p.54 
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The Arakkal records kept in the house reveal another story. The sisters 

of the Chera emperor, Sreedevi residing at Dharmapattanam was asked to 

crown her son Mahabali after the emperor's departure to Mecca with his 

conversion to Islam. The nephew of the emperor also converted to Islam who 

adopted the name Muhammed ali.lo As he was the first Muslim ruler, he 

assumed the title 'Adi Raja', the first king. The title 'Adi Raja' or the 'noble 

raja' or 'Ali Raja' were very commonly used titles by this House as early as 

1545 A.D." The House had maintained the local custom of matrilinea.1 

succession which was contradictory to the rules of Shariat. The Hindu 

customs of succession had been later sanctioned by the Caliph as the 'custom 

of land' in one of his letters.12 

The growth of Arakkal dynasty was accomplished with struggle and 

reconciliation with colonial powers such as the Portuguese, Dutch and English 

with native principalities such as Kolathiris and Mysore. The Portuguese 

advent to Malabar coast jeoparadized the maritime activities of Arakkal house. 

In the beginning of 1504 AD, as the Portuguse had the supporters of the 

Kolathiris in their fight against the Zamorin of Calicut, the Arakkal House also 

must have maintained good relations with the Portuguese. As the Portuguese 

power achieved its zenith in Malabar coast, it enforced passess for native 

10. Arakkal Records (kept in the History Department Library, Calicut University). 
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vessels to undertake journeys by sea. The Portuguese coastal presence had 

blocked the Arab influx and subsequent intermarriages and Hindu conversion 

to Islam. The Mappilas lost the attractiveness of a dominant group and were 

clearly defensive.') Through out the 16'~ century as a nationality the Mappilas 

were struggling for naval independence at the Arabian sea. Valiya Hassan a 

Mappila trader was one of the great enemies of the Portuguese who molested 

several Portuguese vessels. He was caught as a prisoner and beheaded.I4 After 

this Muslim opposition to the Portuguese became more violent. When Kutti 

Ali, veteran sea dog of Zamorin intercepted the Portugese relations between 

Cochin and Goa, the Arakkal house gave all possible assistance against the 

~or tu~uese ."  As a result of rivalry with the Portuguese, there was a 

continuous war for three years with the queen of Malabar (Ali Raja Beebi). 

The queen was forced to the peace and her son was killed when he was on a 

pilgrimage to MW. l6 

In this critical situation Arakkal house requested for help to Sultan Ali 

Adil Shah of Bijapur for saving Mappilas of Cannanore from atrocities of the 

~ o r t u ~ u e s e . ' ~  Responding to request, Adilshah fought against the Portuguese 

as a matter of sympathy to CO-religionists. But the Portuguese wanted peace 

for their religious propagation and concluded a treaty with Arakkal. A fort 

--------------------------m-------- 
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and Church were built at Cannanore which was a shame to Arakkal dynasty. 

Once the Arakkal maintained monopoly of trade of Arabian sea and earned the 

name Sultiin-al-Babr (Lord of sea) they possessed the islands of Laccadives 

and denied the suzernity of Kolathins. The mutual jealousies of these houses 

prevented them from making a common front against the rising power of the 

Portuguese. 

During the 1 7 ' ~  century the coast of Malabar became a hotbed of 

European rivalry. With spirit of mercantalism European powers rushed to 

eastern countries, after the Portuguese the Dutch reached Malabar coast. They 

were eager to curtail the Portuguese power and establish their own monopoly 

of trade.'* The Arakkal house established £iiendly relation with the Dutch. 

But when the Dutch established relations with Kolathiris this fiendship ended. 

By a treaty of Feb 1664 A.D. '~  Dutch maintained superiority in trade but 

Arakkals secretely broken the treaty and open hostilities with Dutch began. 

The Arakkal power created jealousy among K o l a t h s  who with the 

assistance of the British attacked the city of Cananore in 1772 A.D. The 

Dutch kept neutral in t h s  war. The treaty concluded as a result of war gave a 

blow to Arakkal that they had to surrender all Kolathiri land which they 

annexed earlier from Kolathiris. 

18. K.K.N. Kurup, op.cit., p.9. 
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The shame and revenge against Kolathiris prompted Ali Raja to seek 

help of Mysore Sultan Hyderali Ali Raja presented him a silver table, Rupees 

400 and a new vessel. He invited Hyderali to invade Malabar. Hyder sought 

the help of the English at Tellicheny, but they promised neutra~ity.~' In 1766 

A.D. Hyder Ali crossed the boarder and invaded Kolathunad. Ali Raja helped 

Hyderali with a troop of 8000. As a mark of gratitude Hyder entrusted the 

whole Kolathunad (the Chirakkal Principality) to Ali Raja. But Ali-Raja could 

not hold it too long as a result of the sudden death of Hyderali, and the 

subsequent fall of Cannanore fort to the British. But a treaty with the English 

resulted in Tipu giving back the fort again to the Beebi, Arakkal queen. These 

political developments in Malabar reveal that the native rulers like Arakkal 

and Mysore were neither united by religious affmity nor by loyal fiiendship 

against common enemy. It was done out of consideration of self existence 

before a superior power. 

The relationship between Arakkal and the English company was cordial 

at the beginning but with the seize of Laccadives, Arakkal sovereignty ended 

and they were reduced to an ordinary land lord.21 In a treaty concluded 

between the company and Arakkal, the company demanded 1 lakh rupees as 

annual tribute to protect all territories of Beebi intact from enemies. This 
* 

is the fust treaty providing for a tribute for political protection.22 The Arakkal 

20. W. Logan, op.cit.. p.405. 
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manifested its loyalty to the British by granting any property they needed. The 

Beebis also agreed to admit the company's troops to garrison her fortress of 

Cannanore during the period of war between the English and ~ i p u . ~ )  When 

the town and fortress of Cannanore surrendered without conditions, the people 

were at the mercy of the English, however they granted protection to Bibi, her 

family and assured that no insults shall be offered to them.24 

In March 1791 A.D. the Beebi entered into an engagement with the 

English by which she agreed to do everything in her power to conciliate and 

attach Mappilas on the Malabar coast to the English interests especially in the 

war against Tipu. The proposed payment of tribute was futed as Rs. fifteen 

thousand annually for the protection against Tipu's invasion. By the treaty of 

1792 A.D., the entire territory over which the Royal house exercised 

undisputed sovereign rights till British occupation of Malabar was restored to 

the house. For nearly 80 years this agreement ~ontinued.~' 

From 1759 A.D. to 1795 A.D., the Royal House held the Karar 

territories at Cannanore comprising many acres of land.26 By the peace treaty 

of Srirangapatam all the karar lands hclusive of Laccadives were restored 

to the Arakkal family. The Laccadives and Aminivi Island revolted against 

23. W. Logan. Malabar Manual, Vol. 111, clause (i) xai, p.85. 

24. S.M. Mohmed Koya, Mappilas of Malabar. Calicut. p.40. 
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authority of Arakkal House and accepted authority of Tipu Sultan. In the 

treaty concluded between the Beebi Sultana Janumma Beebi and the English, 

the Beebi gave her consent to the sequestration of the Laccadive Island by the 

company whenever required.*' 

There were no troubles in the affairs between Arakkal House and the 

English company till 1847 A.D. In 1847 A.D, the Beebi failed to remit the 

annual tribute. That marked the beginning of a new phase in the already 

strained relations between Arakkl and the company. The subsequent events 

made it clear that the ultimate aim of English was usurpation of the 

sovereignty of the Cannanore principality, a process which had begun 

already.28 

Taking advantage of the scurcity of Laccadives, the company 

intervened and supplied provisions for which they asked the price of articles, 

and the helpless House could not do anythmg but to surrender their 

s~ve re i~n i ty . '~  The Company was taking all the rights and prerogatives of the 

House one by one. Likewise, when the islanders complained to Company that 

Arakkal House was oppressing them, the company took opportunity to 

interfere in the affairs of the Arakkal house, first attached the Beebi's lands at 

Cannanore and then in 1854A.D. brought the Laccadives under sequestration. 

27. W. Logan, op.cit., Vol.111, clause (ii) cxxxv, p. 18 1. 

28. S.M. Mohamed Koya op.cit., p.42. 

29. Ibid.. p.13. 



By this time the liquidation of the power of Arakkal had become a necessity to 

the English. In 1903A.D. the Ali Raja failed a case against the government of 

India. Though the Raja failed in Madras court he prepared to appeal to the 

Privy ~ouncil.'' Then the Collector of Malabar under government orders 

arrived for a settlement with Raja in 1908 A.D. by which the final 

relinquishment of the sovereignity of the Laccadives was agreed upon in 

return for an annual payment of Rs.23,000 as Malikhana to the Ali ~ a j a . "  By 

this agreement the Arakkal house was reduced in power and status and 

deprived of its sovereign rights. The story of the house provides another 

example of British policy of annexation imposed on native princess. The 

Arakkal rulers were having salute of guns since a long time past. There used 

to be a salute of 2 1 guns on the occasion of procession by the Raja. The guns 

were also fued on the occasion of visits by high company officials and 

commanders. Later on the East India interfered in this and reduced salute to 7 

guns in 1832 A.D. and afterwards completely stopped the salute. This 

occurred during the reign of Janumma beebi who died after ruling 42 eventful 

years. The rulers who succeeded herJMariumma Beebi and Ayisha Beebi hied 

their best to regain their lost rights and privileges. But due to the increased 

power of the British Government and the incapacity of the officers of the 

Arakkal House, the efforts of the Beebis were not crowned with suc~ess. '~ 

30. Ibid., p.44. 
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The two rulers of Arakkal house who preceeded Junumma Beebi were 

females. Her successors were also females, namely Mariyumma Beebi and 

Ayisha Beebi respectively. When Ayisha Beebi died in 1862 A.D., there was 

a great conflict in the family regarding the succession. One party in the family 

argued that the ruling title should belong to the females only and that the man 

of the family should content themselves with the management of the house 

- especially-its day to day affairs only. Another party argued that when there 

are men old enough to occupy the Gadi (throne), they must be allowed to do 

so in preference to the females. Both parties took their dispute to the 

Government of India for decision and the Government of India accepted the 

senior most male member of the family as Ali Raja. After Junumma Beebi 

(18 19-3 1) 4 males and 4 females occupied the throne. The person who ruled 

between 1921A.D. and 1932A.D. was Sultana Ayisha Beebi Ali Raja. She 

was a woman of progressive views in social and educational matters. She had 

great interest in the education of women. The late Abdurahiman Ali Raja 

ruled between 1932 A.D. and 1946 A.D. was a remarkable personality. He 

was an ornament to the Arakkal House and the Muslim community of 

~ a 1 a b a . r . ~ ~  The first thing he did after ascending the throne was to obliterate 

the irregularities in the administration of the house. He appointed proper staff 

for the same and highly qualified man as private secretary. He created unity 

and co-operation in the family. In company with other leaders of Malabar, he 

did much for the advancements of the Muslim community, he hosted the All 

India Muslim leader from Pirpur Maharaja to Liaqat Ali ~ l 1 a n . ~ '  He was the 
. 
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vice-president of Madras state Muslim League. In 1942, he was elected to the 

Madras Legislative Assembly from Chirakkal Taluk. He was also a member 

of Malabar Tenancy Committee. An acclaimed Muslim leader, he had been 

the head of several institutions in Malabar. Mariyumrna Beebi who succeeded 

him, was highly cultured woman who took great interest in the administration 

of the house. She was succeeded in her death in 1979 by Adi Raja 

Hamzakoya mma ~hanga l . '~  

The Arakkal house enjoyed the leadership of the Muslims of Malabar. 

It was looked upon by the natives, English and later the British government as 

the spokesmen of Muslim community. Through out the period of its 

administration in Cannanore as well as in the Laccadive Islands, the house 

supported and encouraged the spread of Islam. The ruler of this house was 

recognized by the Muslim community of Malabar as the symbol of their 

political unification. The House claimed as 'Thangals', that is descendants of 

the holy prophet. It has its decorated and wood carved throne and great seal 

and royal emblem. But the rulers never used any type of crown. The House 

had issued its own silver and gold coins.36 Arakkal Royal House rendered 

great service for the spread of Islam. Islamic institutions flourished under the 

principality. The house initiated the construction of several mosques in 

North Malabar. Beebi Imbichi was mainly responsible for the construction of 

35. W. Logan, op.cit.. Vol. 1, p.358. 
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Mohiyuddin Masjid of Cannanore. The house managed the mosques of 

Madayi, Mattul and Dharmadam. The house enjoyed a supreme authority in 

the camanore Mahal in all religious affairs. The Ali Raja or the Beebi takes 

the decision with regard to the date of Id celebrations, Ramzan fast and 

especially sighting of new moon as the beginning. The Arakkal house had 

made liberal donations towards Islamic institutions, mosques etc., In 19 16 

A.D. one elephant was given as gift by Sultan Ahammed Ali Raja for 

Kandoory festival at Nagore ~ u r ~ a . ~ '  

The house has very good collection of religious and philosophic works 

. on Islam. Several works in calligraphy are still maintained. Books in 

calligraphy were imported from Egypth. The members of the family were 

given education on subjects like Arabic and theology. Some of the Beebis 

were well versed in Hindustani and Persian language also. Later English also 

was taught by special tutors appointed by the house. 

A remarkable personality connected with the history 'of the royal house 

was Mayinkutty Elaya, a keyi and a member of a royal family through 

marriage.'* He was the son of Abdul Khadir Keyi of Tellicherry. An 

accomplished writer, he is renowned as the translator of the Holy Quran. 

He started the work of translating the Quran in AI-Hijra 1272. It took fifteen 

37. Ibid.. p.91. 
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years for him to complete the work. Hundreds of copies of this translation 

were copied down by scribes at Arakkal palace and sent them to well known 

Muslim tharavads. His translation of the Quran is called Tarjamat-ul-tafseer 

fil Quran. It is considered to be the first translation of Quran in Malayalam 

language.3g The author faced vehement opposition of the community, mostly 

the orthodox section, for having translated the Holy Book to Malayalam. But 

the youths of Tellicherry, Cannanore, Baliapatanarn and Kasargode were 

given their support to him for printing and publishing the translation. The first 

volume was published in prints in HE 1289. In HE 1294 the sixth and the last 

volume came out. All the volumes now adorn the library of the mosque near 

the palace.40 Maylnkutty Elaya was a reformer and writer. He wrote many 

Mappila songs in Arabi-Malayalam. He spread the message of Islam among 

non-Muslims. He also opposed Marumakkath@am - (Matriliny) which was 

being adhered by the Arakkal House in the matter of succession to the 

rn~lshad.~' 

The properties of the House were generally found under three 

categories that is Arakkal Pandaram, Puthiya Pandlkasala and Valiya 

pandikasala. It is supposed that the Pandaram property in the traditional 

possession of the family. Valiya Pandikasala also may be a later addition 

39. S.M. Mohammed. Koya, (Unpublished Ph.D thesis). 'Muslims of Malabar with special reference 
to their Distinctive Character'. Calicut University. 1987. p. 171. 

40. C.N. Ahamed Moulavi and K.K Mohammed. Abdul Kareem. Mahathava Map~ila Sahma 
Pararnparvam. Calicut 1978, pp.2 19-24. 
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through the profits of trade. Puthiya Panadikasala also may be a later 

development. The two magnificent public works which belonged to t h ~ s  house 

were the ground mosque near palace and sultan's canal about two miles 

length. 

Even after the loss of power, the house played a predominant role in the 

history of Malabar. The Mappilas clustered round the Arakkal house and 

manifested their loyalty towards the British during their rebellion of 192 1 

A.D. in South Malabar. They stood by the British government through thick 

and thin and suffered all difficulties and appealed to the Mappilas by issuing 

pamphlets and notices requesting them not to participate in any out break. If 

the rebellion had not extended to the northern parts of Malabar it was mainly 

due to the pacification of the Mappilas under the leadership of Arakkal. In 

1934 A.D. when a riot occurred among the Tiyyas and Mappilas in Cannanore 

the house played a prominent role for reconciliation which was appreciated by 

the district officials.42 

The political leadership of the Mappilas of Malabar was enjoyed by the 

Arakkal house in 2oth century also. When Sultan Abdu Rahiman Ali Raja 

attended the government and returned to Cannanore, he was given a grand 

reception by all communities. Another ruler of this house, Khan Bahadur 

Sultan Abdurahiman Adi Raja was an elected member from Chirakkal Taluk 

in the Madras Legislative Assembly in 1940 A.D. and for a short period 

he was the vice president of the Madras state Muslim League. He was also a 

42. K.K.N. Kurup, op.cit., p.92 



member of the Malabar Tenancy Committee of the Legislature. He had been 

the head of several Islamic institutions of Malabar. After formation of the 

state of Kerala in 1956 A.D. the Inam lands of Arakkal under the agreement of 

1908 A.D., were also assessed, But the Malikhana of the house has not been 

stopped. It still continues and that payment brings to the memory of the 

students of Kerala history a long political tussle of a small principality for its 

e~is tence .~)  An analysis of the history of this House clearly brings to light the 

dubious urays by which the English cornpay acquired ten-itolies in India, 

particularly in the South. The Ali Rajas have in no way become an enemy of 

potential to the mighty British empire, but they were not spared from 

liquidation. It was an inevitable historical circumstance in which either 

diplomacy or treaty could save this principality. The territories were 

sequestered by a superior power and reduced to the status of a mere land 

holder. In short, the growth of Islam in Northern Kerala can be well identified 

with the origin and growth of the House. 

Thangals: The Sayyid Class 

Sayylds are a small section among the Mappilas who trace their 

ancestry to the progeny of Prophet Muhammad's daughter, Fatima. In the 

Muslim world such people are known as Sayyids and among Mappilas they 

are called by the respectable term 'Thangals'. Although the Thangals are 

confined malnly to South Malabar, they are spread in all other parts. By virtue 

43. Patricia Uberoi, Family kinshiu and marriage in India New Delhi. 1993. p.3. 



of their descent from the revered family of the prophet, the Thangals are held 

in highest esteem by all Mappilas. 

The Thangals generally follow endogamy in the sense that they would 

marry within the family group. But an exception can be seen for this rule, that 

they also follow hypergamy that is only the male of them marry the female of 

an inferior group and not vice-versa. Thangal males can marry women from 

. other group of Mappilas but Thangal woman cannot marry any man other than 

a Thangal. If a woman belonging to a Sayyid family mmies a man from a 

lower group, she and her children automatically lose their family status. 

The higher social status that the Thangals held is on account of spiritual 

considerations. The ahl-al-Bayth (people of the house of Prophet) concept 

made an everlasting impression upon the mind of Mappilas. The love and 

respect for the family of holy Prophet prompted the Mappilas to respect 

Sayyids as a superior class in every respect. Sayyids have the Arab lineage 

better in their physical appearance as well as in their religious merit. Since 

they are well versed in Arabic language, they are good in Quranic recitation 

and have acquired good knowledge in fiqh (rites of Islam) and tassmr~l$ 

(Philosophy). Their extreme piety and devotion towards religion made them 

the living personifications to be emulated by the common people. The 

common Mappilas have very meagre knowledge of religion. Apart from 

observing some basic beliefs and some essential religious duties such as 

prayer, fast and keeping some prohibitions (harZm), - they have never gone to 

the extent .of getting deep knowledge or imbibing the sprit of Islam. Thus the 



superior knowledge of Sayyid class in religious literature made them to claim 

superiority in the society as a result they are venerated by the common 

Mappila folk as their spiritual leaders. 

This extreme reverence towards Sayyids prompted the common people 

to seek barkath (blessings) from their personal presence. The Sayyids also 

considered it as their benign duty to give blessings and consolation to ailing 

people who approached them for both physical and mental suffenngs. The 

knowledge aquired in Arab medicine through Arabic books written on 

medicine during the glorious medieval period of Islamic civilization, enabled 

the Sayyids to take up the treatment of the people especially in a period when 

the moden medicine was not at all introduced before the advent of the British. 

It was the mantl4iis (chantings) of Sayyids considered as the means to pass the 

barkath through so many mediums. Water is the most commonly used 

medium for chantings of Sayyids through which it is believed that the 

blessings of Sayyids are passing in to the body of the sufferers. Other medium 

for chanting is string, the chanted string is tied in arm or neck or wrist of the 

suffering person. For permanent use of some chronic diseases as well as a 

precautionary measure. Elassu has been widely used. The chantings are 

written in a copper plate which is folded into a cylindrical shape and it is tied 

to the body by a string. Another type of this talisman is lirllkkzl with writing 

of Arabic letters and numbers in a proper order, in a porcelain plate which is 

mixed with water and swallowed by the suffering person. Besides. chanted 

ghee or other eatables are also given as blessing. It is this type of curing 



methods practised by the Sayyids and mental consolation imparted by them to 

personal problems resulted in the extreme veneration towards the Sayyids as a 

superior class. 

But, more than the spiritual leadership and psychological blessings 

offered by the Sayyid class, their role as the leaders of community have to be 

appreciated. The Mappilas transfonned themselves into a living community 

from 1 2 ' ~  century onwards. They had virtually no leaders as ruling class 

compared to the north Indian counterparts who had been under Sultans and 

emperors. Even though the House of Arakkals existed as a Mappila ruling 

class, they had limited jurisdiction, rather confined to Cannanore city. In all 

other areas Mappilas were under the beck and call of Hindu rajas or high caste 

Brahmin Nadzlvazhis. Their only relief in this regard was the rule of Mysore 

Sultans, Hyder Ali and Tipu Sultan for a shorter period. With their fall 

Mappila community had fallen to a deep gutter, a state of being without proper 

leadershp and guidance. The advent of the British worsened the situation. It 

is in the wake of this situation, the leadership given by Sayyid class deserves 

great importance. Of the several Sayyid groups of Malabar, most of them 

were anti-colonial in their attitude. In this regard the role of Ba-alawi 

Sayyids, Ibn Shihab Sayyids and Shah Sayyids was prominent. Sayyid Alawi 

and Sayyid Fazal, members of Ba-alawi clan made a relentless fight against 

the British. Sayyid Fazal had to suffer a deportation from the land. Likewise 

Sayyid Hussain Attakkoya Thangal of Ibn Shihab (Panakkad) elan vehemently 

opposed British regime with the result that he was imprisoned to death. Shah 



Sayyids of Kondotti rather took a conciliation policy with British power. The 

political leadership of Sayyid clans was an everlasting contribution of Mappila 

community against colonial invasion of the mother land. 

No wonder the Sayyids were depicted as the Umara (leaders) of 

Mappila community, especially when there were no rulers to protect them and 

the whole wrath of invaders were poured upon them. Thus Sayyids were the 

Un~ara of the Mappila community and this tradition is still kept by them. So 

many Sayyids rose in to the political leadership of Mappilas and led them 

through crisis. In the following pages there is a study of important Sayyid 

classes and their socio-political, religious and cultural contributions briefly 

have been given. 

Sayyids are the descendants of the holy Prophet of Islam through hls 

daughter Fatimah. On account of their descent from the revered family of the 

Prophet they are held in high-esteem by other section of the Mappilas. They 

are commonly known in Malabar as Thangals (respected) who constitute a 

small section of the community. The higher social status that the Thangals 

held is on account of spiritual considerations. Thus Thangals stand supreme 

in the social hierarchy only next to the royal class, Arakkal House of 

Cannanore. 

The formation of the Sayyid class in Malabar can be traced from the 

days of the advent of Islam. With the historic event of Malik ibn Dinar's entry 

in to Malabar as the head of missionary group there followed an influx of 



missionary groups from Yeman and Hadrmawth. Among such missionaries 

the Sayyids of Hadrmawth better known as Hadrami Sayyids who were among 

the one hundred and sixty elms in Yeman and Hadrmawt who claimed their 

origin from Prophet Muhammed through his daughter Faimah and cousin Ali 

held supreme position.44 

Hadrami Sayyids played a major role in the propagation of Islam in 

distant countries. From Tarim they spread east and west. In Aden they had 

made little progress, since the inhabitants were uneducated traders. Their 

great emigration to India had begun in 1220 AD. They settled in important 

commercial, cultural and political centres like Bijapur, Surat, Ahamedabad, 

Hyderabad, Delhi, Baroda, Malabar and Bengal. They travelled from place to 

place propagating the religion of Islam and settled in various parts of South 

East ~ s i a . ~ ~  

There are several Qabilas of Hadrami Sayyids in Malabar. Ba-Alawis, 

Hydrus, Ba-Faqih al-Jih, al-Habshi, al-Haddad, al-Sakeel, Jamalullaili, Ibn 

Shihab clans were important among them who had settled in different parts of 

Malabar in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.46 Another prominent 

Qabila of Sayyids to migrate to Malabar apart from Hadramis, were Bukharis 

44. Sajyid Muhammed ibn Ahammed ibn Umar Ali-Shathn. AI-Muaiianu-Latif-li-M1sabi-ali- 
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who migrated from Bukhara, a place of present Russia. They first migrated to 

Lahore and Delhi, later came and settled in Malabar. Both Hadramis and 

Bukharis shared some common featuers in their tradition and beliefs. Both 

belonged to Hussainis, that is, the descendants of Imam Hussain, the grand son 

of holy Prophet. Both of these branches maintained liberal views, religiously 

and politically. They abandoned their traditional stand of Shiite views and 

accepted Sunnite views. 

The people of Malabar had given a warm welcome to the Sayyid 

Qabxas who came and settled here. The prime reason that prompted the 

natives of Malabar for this hospitality could be attributed to style of life 

followed by the Sayyids. Their fm belief in religious Aqeeda, (way of belief) 

their strict adherence to madhab (school of thought in Islam) and their ~ a G ~ a t  

(mystic approach) were the outstanding features of Sayyids that won the hearts 

of the common Mappilas of ~ a l a b a r . ~ ~  

Among the Hadrami Sayyids some QabTlas marked their presence in 

. the socio-political field of Malabar. They were the Ba-Alawis-Ba-Faqihs, 

Jiffris, Ibn Shihab, Idid and Hydurs. The other branch, Bukharis was mainly 

divided into two sub divisions, the Padoor and Kuruvanthiruthi, the name 

followed by their place of settlement. A brief account of the main Qab~las and 

their socio-political role with outstanding personalities is given in the 

following pages. 

47. T Abdul Azecr.. op.cit . p. 13 1 



Ba-Alawis 

In an inaugural lecture delivered by R.B. Serjeant, Professor of Arabic 

at University of London, traced the role of the ~ a b x a  in the following words: 

"Nor can any branch of the numerous sharif and sayyid families 

founded over fourteen centuries ago claim a more varied sphere of activity, of 

- achievements indeed, than the Alawi Sayyids of ~ a d r m a w t . ' ~  

The first Ba-Alawi Sayyid's presence in Malabar was confirmed at least 

by the eighteenth centuy through the geneology of Sayyid Hassan Jifii, the 

descendant of Sayyid Shaikh Jifii. His genealogical table shows several 

generations of Hadramis, both Alawis and Jiffr-is settling in Calicut. Among 

Ba-Alawi Sayyids settled in Malabar, Sayyid Shaikh Jifii, Sayyid Hasan J i fh ,  

Sayyid Alawi popularly known as Tararnmal Thangal and his son Sayyid 

Fazal deserve special mention because of their hectic religious, social and 

political activities spread during the the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Sayyid Shaikh Jifii, the first among Ba-Alawi Saints settled in Calicut in the 

middle of the eighteenth century.49 The Calicut raja, Zamorin provided him 

accommodation. His cousin Sayyid Hassan Jiffri came after him and settled at 

Mamburam. These two thangals engaged themselves in missionary activities 

and kept aloof from political issues.50 The last two Thangals, Sayyid Alawi 

18. R.B. Se jeant. op.cit., p.3 
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and Sayyid Fazl, began their activities when the country began to experience 

the evils of the British rule. Hence the changing circumstances knowingly or 
\ 
\ unknowingly influenced their careers. Sayyid Alawi and Sayyid Fazl were 

arch enemies of the British and they were moved by the deplorable condition 

of the people under British rule. The Ba-Alawis of Malabar were later divided 

into two divisions, the Jiffris and Mauladdavilas. The first two thangals are in 

JiffIls and later two thangals are in Mauladdavila division. Syed Shaik Jiffri 

was born in 1706 A.D. at Tarim, Hadrmawt. After primary education from his 

father, he continued his study under Hasan-al-Haddad, a well known 

theologian. Before he was attaining twenty years of age, he mastered theology 

and philosophy, and was well known thorugh out Hadrmawth as a great 

theologian. Why he selected Malabar was not known, perhaps he might have 

been mfluenced by the merchant's description of Malabar. He came with an 

Arab caravan of Hadrmawt and accompanied by Shaikh Ali - Barami founder 

of the family." He came to Malabar to propagate Islam and the raja of the 

land, the Zamorin, warmly received him and granted a plot of land at 

Thekkumtala of ~ u t t i c h r r a . ~ ~  The house he built at Thekkumtala was later 

known as M$iy2kkal House or Jiffri house. Sheikh Jiffri had an unending 

quest for knowledge that he became the disciple of Shaikh Qutab Sayyid 

Mohammed ibn Hamid of Quilandy. He travelled throughout Malabar 

preaching the message of 1slams3 Zamorin considered Sayyid Shaikh's 

5 1. K.K. Muhammed Abdul Kareem, op.cit., P.238. 
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presence in Calicut as a blessing and considered him as the religious head of 

Malabar ~ u s l i m s . ' ~  He was exempted from taxes and his descendants were 

later known as Jiffris, a major subdivision of the branch of ~ a - ~ l a w i  Sayyids. 

He was in friendly terms with Tipu Sultan and he hosted the Sultan who was 

impressed by the personality of Shaikh. Shaikh Jiffri was credited with 

writings of many books. 

He firmly opposed the views of his contemporary reformer of Arabia, 

Ibn Abdul Wahab and also opposed the ~arGat  of Kondotti Thangals." He 

showed true path of Islam to the illiterate Mappilas of Malabar. He died at 

Calicut in 1808 AD. 

Sayyid Hasan Jifii was the cousin of Shaikh Jifii, who came to Malabar 

% 
in 1755 A.D. W.Logan says "In the early part of 18 century a Thangal named 

Sayyid Hassan ibn Alawi. Jifii Thangal who was supposed to have settled at 

the place called Mamburam near ~ i m a n ~ a d i . " ~ ~  The house he constructed 

there later was known as Maliyekkal. c Timangadi was a centre of religious 

lea~ning as well as the hot bed of anti British and anti-colonial activities. 

Before him, an Arabi Thangal of Tirurangadi had persuaded the Mappilas to 

fight against the British. The Mappilas were looking for a new leadership 

which would guide them properly57 

................................ 
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Sayyid Hassan Jifh gave successful guidance and. leadership to the 

people. He convinced them that dynamic and strong leadership as well as 

sufficient preparation were essential for meaningful attack against colonial 

. rule. Following the traditions of Ba-Alavi Sayyids, Hassan Jifri travelled in 

Ernad and Walluvanad taluks preaching the message of 1slam5*. He advised 

the Mappilas to observe Sharia and warned them against forbidden practices. 

He had sent his disciples to various parts of Malabar for missionary activities. 

A large number of people belonging to different castes and creeds used to visit 

his house and sought his spiritual blessings. His abode at Mamburam was a 

seat of communal harmony and fi-iendship. Whatever he received, he had 

given it as charity to the needy and poor. He was a Sufi and he spent hls time 

. for tradition, learning and preaching. He prepared the geneology of Ba-alawi 

clan.59 His shrine became a centre of pilgrimage. Both Muslims and Hindus 

visited the shrine for seeking recovery from prolonged sickness; for good 

crops in their field etc. Hasan Jifri never indulged in the political and soio- 

economic grievances of the people. His sole aim was to purify the Mappila 

community from superstitious beliefs and customs. Later his nephew Sayyid 

Alawi began his mission where Sayyid Hassan Jifri had ended. 

Mauladdavilas 

The Ba-Alawi Sayyids of Malabar take a deviation into another clan 

from the most famous Sayyid Alawi, the nephew of Sayyid Hussain Jifh. His 

58. K K Muhanuned Abdul Satllar, op.cit.. p.41 
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father Sayyid Muhammed Ibn Sahl Mauladdavila was a great scholar and 

leader of Tarirn, in Yeman. His mother was Fatirna, the sister of Hasan Jiffri. 

Sayyid Alawi became an Hafiz, (one who can recite Quran by heart) at an 

early age and brought up in spiritual atmosphere.60 He arrived in Malabar in 

1768 AD, at the age of seventeen. He came to Malabar at the invitation of 

Shaikh Jiffii of Calicut to be the heir of Mamburam s h n e  which was left 

vacant after the death of Sayyid Hasan ~ i f f i i . ~ ~  He became an erudiate 

religious leader widely respected and venerated and as a result, Mamburam 

became an important religious centre. Sayyid Alawi married Fatima, daughter 

of Hasan Ji&, his maternal uncle, Qazi Jarnaladdin Maqdum took particular 

interest in the marriage as ordered by the late Hasan Jiffii. 

Sayyid Alawi took special interest in the missionary activities. He 

travelled throughout Ernad and Valluvanad taluks for this purpose. He had 

realized the importance of mosques in Islamic solidarity of Mappilas and took 

initiative to erect mosques in various parts of Ernad and ~ a l l u w a n a d . ~ ~  He 

neither established any tariqat nor introduced any customs alien to the spirit of 

Islam. He vehemently opposed the practice of Kondotti Thangal. His life is 

discribed as an epitome of Islamic values. 

60. C.N. Ahamed Maulavi and K.K Abdul Kareem. op.cit., p. 176. 
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Both Sayyid Alawi and later his son Sayyid Fazl adopted a strong anti- 

colonial attitude, British authorities did their best to appease the Thangal the 

spiritual leader of Mappilas. But Sayyid Alawi refused to meet any 

government official. Non co-operation was the method adopted by Thangal 

and other ~ l a n ~ a . ~ ~  His anti colonial outlook is clearly depicted in his famous 

work, ~ssayf-al-~attzr (sharp sword). This work is a collection of fahvas 

(religious decree) issued by Sayyid Alawi against the British. The copies of 

this book secretly circulated in Mappila houses, were later seized by the 

British. The original copy was inherited by his son Sayyid Fazl who compiled 

it and published along with other fatwas of Arabian and Indian theologians, 

from Egypt in 1856 AD. under the title Uddat-al-Unzara-wal-Hakum-Li- 

inhanatil-kafarat-wal-Abadat-al-Asnam. This book also was secretly 

circulated among Mappilas but Malabar Collector Conolly banned the book 

from circ~lation.~" 

An important fanva of Sayyid Alawi Thangal was that jihZd becomes 

compulsory at the moment the infidels (British) entered the country. All the 

old and women upon whom jihiid is not compulsory should take part in the 

jihijd The jihiid against the British is an obligation upon all ~ u s l i m s . ~ '  

Sayyid Alawi Thangal tried to interpret all problems of the Muslims through 

religious perspective. He never believed that Mappilas would get justifice 

from British government. 
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His ultimate decree to the Mappilas was that it is the obligation of 

believers to liberate the country fiom colonial rule. He advised them to fight 

the British till the end. His anti-colonial view was largely an extension of his 

religious beliefs and his teachings aroused anti British, anti colonial feelings 

among ~ a ~ ~ i l a s . ~ ~  He was inspired by north Indian Ulama against British raj. 

His contemporary Ulama, and also hls best friend, Veliyamcode Umar Qazi 

had given practical shape to his ideas by the policy of non co-operation and 

non payment of taxes against British raj. British officials suspected that 

Sayyid Alawi was behlnd the Mappila uprisings led by Unni-Mutha Moopan, 

Manjeri Athan Gurikkal and Chemban Poker during 1800-01 A.D. The 

British thought of his arrest. What held them back was fear of possible protest 

of riot!' He was accused of working behind the riots of 1817 A.D., C h e m  

riot and other local riots of these types although there was no clear cut 

evidence. Mr. Logan says there is no doubt that Sayyid Alawi had blessed and 

sanctioned the action. This is evident from the sayings of the rebels as cited in 

the cherur padapattu.68 

Personally, Sayyid Alawi led a sufistic life and spoke little and kept his 

promises. He obsewed fast weekly and slept little. He was a well wisher of 

the poor and needy. He was an angel of communal harmony who strongly 

opposed the atrocities of Mappilas against Hindu land lords.69 His scribe was 

66. Sayid A1au.i. Assa~fulbatar (Ar.), op.cit., p.29. 
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Konthan Nair, constant companion of him till death. Mamburam Thangal as 

he was known among the Mappilas is highly influential in the cultural and 

religious life of ~ a ~ ~ i l a s . ~ '  

Sayyid Fazl, son and successor of Sayyid Alawi Thangal, was born to 

his third wife, Fatima of ~ u i l a n d ~ . "  He was brought up in the strict religious 

and spiritual atmosphere imparted by eminent ulama of the time. Chalilakath 

Qusayy Haji and Maqdum of Tirurangadi were his teachers. He was thus 

trained in Quran, Thasawwuf; Fiqh and other religious subjects. 

He was a model of piety and virtues. He devoted h s  time for the 

pursuit of knowledge. For imparting better training to believers in religious 

tenets, he erected the Mamburam Juma Masjid and began the congregational 

Juma at Mamburam. In these Khutuba (Sermon) he directed the Mappilas 

towards the practice of orthodox Islam, and also to keep their Islamic identity 

by keeping aloof fiom the dominant Hindu castes. The poor peasant Mappilas 

respected their high caste Hindu landlords. He advised the Mappilas not to 

secure food from Hindus, a custom continued even after they converted to 

Islam. He wanted to establish the cultural and social identity of Mappilas 

different from that of Hindus. He advised the Mappilas to abandon the 

practice of ploughing their fields on Fridays and not to use the honorific 

plural addressing  airs.^' He severely criticized the anit-islamic practices of 

........................................ 
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the disciples of Kondotti Thangal, that is, kissing the hand and prostrating 

before the Shaikh etc. His dynamism, prudence and charisma to attend the 

problems of the opporessed turned out to be a blessing to the poor Mappila 

peasants. Saqyid Fazl was a prolific writer, He wrote about 25 books of 

various Islamic subjects like TasawwuJjqh, AqFda all in Arabic. 

More than his father, Sayyid Fazl was an arch enemy of the British. 

Upper caste Jenmis had exploited the poor Mappila peasants with the support 

of British authorities. Sayyid Fazl issued a fatwa against jenmis, the copies of 

which were printed in Egypt and secretly circulated in Mappila circles. The 

book of fatwas, AI ztddat-ul-umar-wal hukum lithe-~vilka-ifarat-wa-ahadat-al- 

asnam, was in 24 pages. Through this he called upon the people to fight 

against British. 

Mr. Conolly, the Malabar Collector accused Sayyid Fazl as the 

instigator of all Mappila outbreaks of his time. Though the British officials in 

Malabar insisted on his removal from the District, they were well aware of the 

danger behind this move. A forceful eviction would have resulted in the 

slaughter of so many Mappilas, since they would be determined to sacrifice 

themselves to save this spiritual head. The moderate policy of the Collector 

was not appereciated by his subordinates like Robinson, Acting Joint 

Magistrate of Malabar who asked for forceful arrest of ~ h a n ~ a l . ' ~  

T.L Strange, Special Commissioner also recommended for this action. But 

------------------------m---------- 
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Collector Conolly continued for a peaceful exile of Thangal which was 

accepted by the government. The Thangal himself expressed hls willingness 

to leave Malabar and to take permanent settlement in Arabia. On 1 9 ~  March 

1852 A.D. Sayyid Fazl with his family, followers and servants set off for 

Arabia. By the time the Thangal reached the coast, the crowd swelled into 

8000 showing grief at his departure. The farewell of Thangal was prudent and 

polite. The departure of Thangal did not produce any change in the turbulent 

and volatile situation of Malabar, a fact which proves that the notion British 

was prejudiced and Sayyid Fazl was the inspiring force behind the riots.'" 

With his departure the Mouladdavila branch came to an end in Malabar. 

Sayyid Fazl later became the advisor of Egyptian and Ottoman caliphs. He 

was appointed as the governor of Yeman, but his last days he spent with 

Ottoman caliph Mahmud where he died in 190 1 AD. 

Ba-Faqih 

Another Qabilah of Hadrami Sayyids who migrated to Malabar from 

Tarim, Yeman, was known as the Ba-faqih. The Ba-faqihs were led by Sayyid 

Ahamad whose sole purpose was missionary work. Having reached Quilandy, 

he married the daughter of Ahamad Munafare, and settled there. He then 

extensively travelled throughout North Malabar preaching the message of 

Islam and constructing several mosques in the important  centre^.'^ 
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The son of Sayyid Ahamad was Sayyid Abdulla who led quite a 

peaceful life. His son was Sayyid Muhammad who also led a peaceful life. 

But his son Sayyid Abdul Qadir, turned h s  attention to business rather than 

missionary persuits. He was a leading business man of Calicut city and 

controlled the copra export. He widely exported dry fish to Maldives and 

Ceylone. He was invited by Maldive Sultan to visit his country. Accordingly 

he visited Maldive Sultan and the Sultan pleasingly exempted h m  fiom all 

customs taxes of his goods.76 

Sayyid Hashim Bafaqih was the most learned man among the Bafaqihs. 

He was an ardent disciple of Maulana Shoukathali and having imbibed the 

spirit of Khiliifat activities and non-co-operation, Sayyid Hasbim left his 

studies fiom Aligarh Muslim ~ n i v e r s i t ~ . ~ '  Later he joined for medical course 

where he faced a premature death. He married the daughter of Sayyid Abdul 

Qadir and had two sons. The eldest, Sayyid Umar Bafaqi later became a 

prominent politician of modern Kerala. 

The most renowned personality among Bafaqihs was Salyid 

Abdurahman Bafaqi who had multiple roles as a spiritual leader, affluent 

business man, a social reformer and more than that an enthusiastic political 

leader of independent India. In his childhood he acquired religious knowledge 

from the Q-i of Veliyancode. But instead of assuming missionary duty, 

he followed the footsteps of his father in business. In Calicut city at Copra 
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Bazaar, he opened a shop for this business. Later the shop was shifted to big 

bazaar. In 1947 A.D. he opened a shop at Rangoon, the capital of Burma in 

the name 'Bafaqi and In 1938 A.D., Bafaqi Thangal joined All 

India Muslim League. In 1943 A.D., he became the president of All India 

Muslim League of Calicut city. In 1947 A.D. when the President of Malabar 

Muslim League left for Pakistan, Sayyid Abdurahiman Bafaqi was raised to 

the post. In 1956 A.D., when the state of Kerala was formed, he became the 

State President of Indian Union Muslim League. Later in 1972 A.D. he 

became President of Indian Union Muslim League. He was the architect of 

many a coalition government with Muslim League in the state ministry. Due 

to his extra ordinary political calibre he was termed as Kingmaker of Kerala 

politics.79 Besides he was the Chief patron, leader and member of various 

socio-political organizations and leader of religious organisations. He died at 

Makkah after the completion of Hajj Pilgrimage. Later his nephew, Umar 

Bafaqi, Inherited his role in politics. The Bafaqi Qabila thus tremendously 

contributed in the soio-political arena of Malabar as well as Kerala. 

Ibn Shihab 

Ibn Shihab Qabila is one of the important branches of Hadrami Sa~yids.  

They belonged to the Ba-Alawis of Yeman. Sayyid Shihabuddin of Hadrmawt 

migrated to Malabar in 18Ih century and reached Balipatanam where the 

78. Ibid.. p.391. 

79. Ibid., p.395. 



Mappilas had given him a hearty welcome.80 He settled there and 

tremendously contributed to the spread of Islam through missionary work. 

Sayyid Shihabuddin was considered as the 33rd line of descendants of the 

prophet ~ u h a m m a d . ~ '  After him his son Sayyid Hussain ~ h i h a b  married from 

Arakkal royal house a lady named Khadija, and being the son in law of the 

royal house, he earned the name Elaya. But he could not cope with the system 

of ~ r a k k a l  house, thus shifted to Idiyangara, south of Calicut city. There he 

purchased the house of Musaplakanz within a coconut garden. Thls house was 

later known as Ilayantakanz. He constructed a mosque nearby his house which 

came to be known as Iban te  Palli. After his death, he was buried nearby the 

mosque. 

His eldest son Sayyid Muhammed Mulahar alias Attakkoya Thangal, 

shifted to Malappuam, and constructed a house Pazhaya Maliyakkal - in the 

. nearby village Panakkad. Hereafter his descendmts were known as Panakkad 

Thangals. The son of Mulahar, the fore father of Panakkad Thangals was 

Sayyid Hussain Attakoya Thangal , Sayyid Hussain Thangal played an 

important role in the nationalist movement of ~ n d i a . ~ ~  He mastered in Islamic 

theology from the renowned scholar Aukoya Musliyar of Parappanangadi. 

After studies he taught the students in various Dars. Then he permanently 

settled at Panakkad where he received the people who came for blessing and 
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seeking advice for their mental and physical ailments.83 So many people of 

Hindu class visited him and later accepted his faith. His anti-British attitude 

prompted the high officials to look upon h m  with suspicious eyes. The 

authorities strongly suspected his role in instigating the rebels of Trikkalur 

outbreak which he never denied.84 He was arrested in 1882 AD and sent to 

Vellore Jail. His determination and anticolonial attitude never allowed the 

authorities to liberate him. He breathed his last within the jail in 1882 AD 

itself. His body was buried in the compound of famous religious institution of 

Vellore, the Baqi-at-al-salihat. The third son of Sayyid Hussain was Sayyid 

Abdulla Koya, a great Sayyid leader. His son Sayyid Shihabuddin Ba Alawi 

shfted to T i ~ a n g a d i .  There he associated with Khilafat leader, Ali Musliyar 

and played a prominent role. He died and buried there. The first son of 

Sayyid Hussain was Sayyid Muhammad Koya Alias Kunhikoya who was a 

prominent Sayyid leader. It was his son Sayyid Ahamad alias Pookoya 

Thangal who earned great name and fame as a political leader in independent 

India. He vehemently opposed the British and had been arrested by them in 

1948 in connection with Hyderabad riot.85 He was imprisoned in Calicut and 

Manjeri sub jails. He was then raised to the leadership of Indian Union 

Muslim League. He also held high posts in Sunni Organisations. His house 

Kodappanakkal was a centre of consolation to thousand of people who came 

for blessing, cure of sickness and other personal affairs. After his death, his 
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son Sayyid Mohammadali Shihab rose to the leadershp of Muslim League 

which he still holds. His other sons are actively involved in sunni associations 

and continuing their spiritual services. 

Bukharis 

Bukharis are the Sayyid Qabila who came from Bukhara in the erst 

while Soviet Russia, the native place of famous Islamic scholar, Imam 

Bukhari. Sayyid Ahamad Jalaluddin a1 Bukhari a pious and great scholar of 

Bukhara, was an enthusiastic missionary who started towards India and 

reached ~ d i ~ a t a n a r n .  He started his Do b a  (missionq) work in and around 

Balipatanam. Many Hindus and Christians embraced Islam as a result of his 

acti~ities. '~ He married the daughter of Ibrahim, the Qazi of Balipatanam. He 

belonged to the Khadirijya Tariqat (a Sufi way) and had so many disciples all 

over Malabar. After the death of his father in law he became the Qazi. He 

died at Balipatanam and his tomb became a visiting place of his followers 

His son Ismail Ibn Jalaluddin a1 Bukhari studied in the Dars of Ponnani 

. and later propagated the faith through out Malabar by inspiring speeches and 
C 
fatwas. He married from the Qazi family and later became the Qazi of 

Balipatanam. Towards his last he went to Cochin and settled there where he 

died. He had two sons and one daughter. Later generations migrated 

to Chavakkad, Padur, Puthiyangadi, Tellicheny, Matul, Karuvanthiruthi. 
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Pazhayangadi, Cannanore, Chaliyam and Malappuram. Some of them later 

abandoned the suffix Bukhari fiom their name. 

Sayyid Muharnrnad Maula Bukhari, second son of Ismail Bukhari was a 

prominent Bukhari Thangal, who propagated the faith in the Tarnil regions and 

Travancore areas. He was a model of social harmony. At Cochin, a Jew 

presented him with wood sufficient to construct a mosque.*' His house was 

built by Hydrose k ~ n y  Moopan, a general of  amo or in.^^ 

Muhammad Maula Bukhari was invited to Tamil land by Umar Alim 

Sahib of Kayal Patnam and travelling extensively through the coromandal 

coast he preached the message of Islam winning the heart of many people to 

faith.89 In Travancore area, he built two mosques one at Vaduthala, which 

became a great Muslim centre. Another mosque was at Tirivithamcode, the 

site being donated by Travancore Maharaja. He sent his disciples to various 

parts of Travancore and Tamil land. He died at Cannanore and buried there. 

There were two rnaul~ds to his credit. One was Minhatrrlbiiri written by his 

Tamil friend Labba Alim Sahib in Arabic and the other by Chettuva 

Pareekutty in the same name in Arabi-Malayalam. 

Sayyid Ahamad Bukhari, the nephew and son in-law of Muhammed 

Maula Bukhari, shifted to Chavakkad and settled there. A generous 

Hindu land lord presented him with 80 acres of land freely in which he built a 
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mosque and re~idence.~' This area later earned the name Bukhara beach. A 

large number of people approached him for blessings and cure of diseases. He 

had four sons, Sayyid Muharnmed being the eldest. He was a missionary of 

excellent nature. He died at Tamilnadu. His son Sayyid .Hamid Koyamma 

Thangal was a renowned Tibb (medical practitioner), Sufi and Mz6ti of his 

His grandson known in the same name also became a Tibb and Sayyid 

- leader of Bzrkhara beach. He holds the post of Vice-President of Samastha 

Kerala Jan~iyatul Ulanza, an organization of Szrnnis of Kerala 

The Padoor Thangals of Bukhari Qabila had tremendously contributed 

in the socio-religious field of the Mappila community. Sayyid Muhammad 

Fakhruddin Bukhari commonly known as Padoor Koyakutty Thangal, the 

grandson of Maula Bukhari, had his early studies at Bettom. Having become a 

scholar of great merit, he conversed with scholars of Arabia on so many 

religious issues. He had written many books in Arabi-Malayalam for the 

enhancement of religious knowledge among common people. He was a severe 

critic of Kondotti thangal's ~ a w q a t . ~ ~  He had written a hand book on Haj~ for 

the use of pilg-ims namely ManZsikzrl MalabGri, in Arabi-Malayalam. About 

the beliefs and rites of Islam, Baiszrllyan~ had been written by him who was 

admired by the scholars. He vehemently opposed pseudo-tariqats and Malas 
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(praising songs of saints). Himself an Arabic poet, he had written many 

poems in Arabic. He had a good collection of books with him. His son 

Sayyid Muhammad Isa alias Kunhiseethi Thangal was also an Arabic scholar 

of great merit. He had written a book, Sivarunullar, the history of Bukhari 

Qabila. Sayyid Ibrahim ibn Ahamad Bukhari, Sayyid Muhammad alias Kunhi 

Koya and Sayyid Hamidul Bukhari were other scholars and writers of Bukhari 

Qabila. The last among reputed scholars of Bukhari Qabila was Sayyid 

Muhammad Koyakutty of Kadappuram. The Karuvanthiruthi Thangals also 

played an important role in socio-religious affairs. Thus Bukharis equally 

stand with Hadramis in the missionary work of Malabar. 

Sha Thangals 

An important Qabila of Sayyids indeed is the Sha Thangals or Kondotti 

Thagals. They differed in many aspects from Hadramis and Bukharis. They 

maintained their Shia belief even in Malabar, whlch was already a seat of 

Sunni faith. The propounder of this family was Muhammad Shah who came 

from Kalyan near Bombay. His father was Ismail Muqaddam and mother 

Fatima. He had his earliest studies from own family and gradually attracted to 

Sufism. His higher studies were at Aurangabad with Shia scholar Karram Ali. 

Later he wandered through out India for 16 years. At the age of 30, he had 

gone for H a j  Pilgrimage. After his return to India, he mastered in medicine. 

In the meantime, he was introduced to Tipu Sultan, and Sultan asked him to go 

to Cochin. Thus Muhammad Shah reached Cochin. Me was aware of the 

growing opposition to Tipu and his land reforms from Mappila leaders siding 



with the Zamorin. Thus he started towards Malabar in order to pacify 

Mappilas and meanwhile rested at  reeko ode h111 in meditation. Common 

people impressed by his meditation, invited him to the village.93 On 

compulsion Shah came to Areekode and later went to Konduvetti where a 

wealthy man, Kunharamutty offered him land for residence and construction 

of a Takkiuve (a small mosque )94 

By his mysticism, Muhammad Shah attracted many people around the 

country towards him. The then Mufti and spiritual leader of Malabar, Sheikh 

Jiffri, differed with him in many subjects like Madhab and tariqat. Jiffri had 

given a fatwa against Muhammed Sha Thangal that his tariqat is on the wrong 

path'. There after a long standing rift appeared among the scholars. This rift 

was known as PonnZni - Kondotti Kaitharkkam. Religious scholars from each 

side competed with fatwas. Books were also published by these rival groups 

accusing others as deviators. After much furore the issue was settled by the 

subjugation of Kondotti faction abandoning the irreligious practices. 

Muhammed Sha maintained good relation with Tipu Sultan. In AD 

1788 Tipu visited the Thangal. In AD 1889, Tipu again visited Malabar and at 

the fort of.Feroke, he called an assembly of religious scholars and in that 

meeting Tipu bestowed ln&~dar title to the Thangal. By this title Sha got 

the right to levy tax from tenants. Moreover he was exempted from paying 
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revenue tax on his lands by the East India ~ o m ~ a n ~ . ~ ~  Followers of Shah 

richly contributed to him as a result he became one of the biggest jenmis of 

Malabar. Tipu gave hlm the title of Jagirdar in Kolathur village, the privilege 

of a large area (135.9 Acre Wet land, 267.09 acre garden and 146.03 Acre 

@land)96 Muhammed Shah played a prominent role in creating love and 

loyalty among Mappilas towards Tipu and his rule. 

In the outset of 19 '~  century, Kondotti witnessed a riot between 

Mappilas and Nair class Hindus. The British were instigating Hindu classes to 

attack the Mappilas and thus to create hostility among them. Such a Nair 

troop of Paranambi, Nair Naduvazhi of Malappuram came against the 

IErndZr of Tipu, Kondotty Thangal. The Mappilas came to the rescue of the 

Thangal. In a fierce fight 50 Nairs died while 25 among Mappilas lost their 

lives.97 The fallen Nairs dropped guns in the field and Shah got enormous 

booty. In later years a nZrcha was performed annually in the name of these 

Shahiuk of Kondotti Takkiave. Major Dew was deputed to Mappila district 

and council of protection was issued in favour of Kondotti section of Mappilas 

who had been oppressed by Nair land holders.98 The Pazhayangadi mosque 

was in possession with Shah but his opponents claimed the right, there by the 

High court of Madras gave verdict recognizing Shah as the Mzrthm~alli 

(Manager) of the mosque. 
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The son of Muhammed Sha died in infancy but three daughters 

survived. His son in law, Aftab Sha assumed the title 'Muhammad Sha Valiya 

Thangal' and became the heir apparent to the headship of Sha Thangals. The 

Qubba (dome) of Kondotty near the takkiave of Muhammed Sha was built by 

Afiab shah and Ishtiaq Sha, his successors. The tomb of'Muhammad Shah 

was built in granite by the labourers from Madura. This was actually the 

tradition of Shias of Central Asia. 

Muhammad Sha wrote beautifully in Persian and Arabic. So many 

books were copied by him in beautiful hand writing. The British bestowed on 

him the same title InZmdar and gave the right to levy tax from tenants. The 

MU& (disciples) also contributed immensely to him and as a result he 

possessed great wealth. He got Rupees 2734 as Inamdar in 1815 AD. Ashiq 

Ali Shah, a successor of Kondotti Thangal wrote in Persian and Arabic. He 

was also a Mappila poet who wrote a history of various taGqats. So many of 

his Persian books are still kept in Kondotty ~ a k k i m ~ e . ~ ~  

Minor Sayyid Groups 

Every Sayyid who migrated to Malabar had been known in the name of 

their Qabilah. Sayyid Abdurrahman-al-Hydrose came from Hadrmauth to 

Kerala and settled at Veliyancode, near Ponnani. He was a great scholar, 

reformer and expert in medicine. He preached through out the coastal area 

from Ponnani to Cochin and so many people converted to Islam as a result of 
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his missionary works. He married from the family OS OthangZnakam of 

Ponnani. Later he married from Cochin also. He died at Chawghat but his 

body was brought to Ponnani and buried there. His tomb later became a great 

prilgrim centre known as Valzya JGram. His descedants known as Hydrose, 

played a major role in the socio-political field of Ponnani. The eldest member 

of this family is commonly known as ~ a l i ~ a t h a n ~ a l . ' ~ ~  The Chembrasseri 

Thangal who played an important role in the Mappila Rebellion of 1921 A.D. 

belonged to the Hydrose Qabila. The Malappuram Qazis of Ottakath 

Maliakkal family also belonged to this ~ab?la. Abdur Rahman al-Habshi was 

an Hadrami Sayyid who settled at Tirurangadi. He married the daughter of 

Sayyid aliyyul Khadiri who had his roots in the Maqdum family of Ponnani. 

The descendants of Abdur Rahman al Habshi were later known as Habshi 

thangals. Sayyid Abdulla ibn Idid, a Hadram Sayyid settled at Ponnani. He 

married from Mamburam and settled near Tirurangadi. They were known as 

Ideed Thangals.Sayyid Muhammad al Turabi came from Khurasan of Persian 

in 1228 AD. He settled at Munniyur, near Tirurangadi, and the later 

generations were known as Turabi Thangals. Sayyid Abdur Rahman a1 Maqdi 

(Makhti), an Hadrami Sayyid came and settled at Veliyamekode. His 

descendants became great scholars. The eminent social reformer Sayyid 

Sanaullah Makhti Thangal belonged to this Maqdi Qabila.. Sayyid 

Muhammed a1 Faqih, another Hadrami Sayyid came and settled in North 

Malabar. His descendants were known as Faqihir, likewise another Hadrami 

Sayyid is Hadad. His group is known as Hadadis. 

..................................... 
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Musliyars: The Ulama Class 

After Sayyids the most respected group among Mappilas ar; ~ u s l i ~ a I - 6  

the Ulama (priest) cl as^.'^' This class is not formed from a common origin 

like that o'f Sayyids, who originated from Arabs. They rather come under a 

group for the purpose of religious service. The Musliyars live in the premises 

of mosques. The religious service they performed is most valuable for the 

common people. Each Mappila family contributes one or two members, 

young boys, to be enrolled as a member of the ulama class. These young boys 

after acquiring deep religious knowledge would function as ulanza. The ulama 

class engaged in religious service thus maintained a special segregation and 

identity different from the common people. This resulted in the formation of 

tilanza class and they are next in hierarchy to Sayyids in their social status. 

The Ulama among Mappilas are known in the name of Muslzyar. The 

word Musliyar came from the honorofic plural of Mtisliyan, a word used by 

Hindu class to address Mappila Muslims. Another opinion regarding the 

origin of Musliyar is that since tilanza observers prayer in mosque, he was 

known as Mtrsalli (one who prays) and the honorific plural Musliyar came to 

be in use. Whatever may be the origin it became a common suffix of learned 

. ulan~a. In the British period another word, Mtrlla or Mtrll6kka was also used 

to denotethe Ulan~a, Some other Ulama preferred the suffix Motrlm~i with 

their name. 

101. Ulama - Tlie plural form of 'Alinr (scholar) in Arabic. But English writers often used Ulonrn as 
singular and C:lnnras as plural. Here the English version is accepted 



Each ulama has been moulded in the religious institutions namely 

Madrasa in the elementary level and Dars in the higher level. In earlier days, 

the religious education conducted adjacent to mosques, commonly in thatched 

roofs were known as Othupall;. -- (Madrasah in Arabic language) Othupalli was 

a sort of elementary school for religious and Arabic education of Muslim boys 

and girls. As the very name Othupalli -- denotes, the method of teaching in 

these schools was oral. The Mulla would recite the lessons and the students 

would be-asked to repeat the same again until they memorized it. The 

curriculum was limited to learning of the recitation of Quran and memorizing 

some hymns and invocations used in prayers.102 The teacher would teach 

Arabic alphabets and words to children by writing them on a wooden slate 

polished with white clay, with a pen made of bamboo dipped to ink which was 

made of some kind of charcoal. No other writing materials like books, 

pencils, pen, black boards and chalks were used. 

The advanced religious classes conducted inside the mosque were 

called Dars (class). The students who wished to acquire higher education in 

Arabic and Islamic subjects after completing their studies at Orhlip@!i were 

usually admitted to the Dars in the mosque. With the introduction of 
t t 

Madrassa system as in the school model, the . othupalli system almost 

vanished. The students who did not have the idea to be a Musliyar stopped his 

studies with the completion of Madrassa education. 

. 102. K.T. Muharnadali, Education among the M a ~ ~ i l a S  of Malabar, New Delhi, 1990. p.38. 



Though we do not know exactly when the Dars system of education 

came into being, it is most likely that it was started along with the advent of 

Islam in Malabar, because the first thing that the early Muslims missionaries 

headed by Malik Ibn Dinar did in Malabar was to establish twelve mosques.'03 

It is probable that Dars classes were started in these early mosques, 

immediately after their construction. There is no evidence to prove the 

existence of any other arrangements for religious instruction in those days. 

In the following centuries after the advent of Islam the number of 

Darses went on increasing in mosques. The Dars system was a unique feature 

of Malabar which was not prevalent in other parts of the country.'" This 

explains why the mosque in Malabar was built double storied. The ground 

floor is used for prayers and the frrst floor is set apart for the lodging of the 

inmates who study in Dars. 

The most prominent and renowned of all the Darses in Malabar in early 

times was that of the big Juma Masjid at Ponnani in Malabar. The Dars which 

was conducted by celebrated scholars in the Juma Masjid attracted students 

not only of the entire Malabar, Travancore and Tarnil land but also of 

Indonesia, Malaya and Java. The Dars classes were conducted in the inner 

quarter of the mosque where students sat around a lamp which earned 

its reputed name Vdakkathirikal (sitting around lamp). lo5 In 1887 A.D. there 
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were about 400 such persons belonging to various and distant places pursuing 

their studies in the Ponnani mosque.lo6 Besides Ponnani, Dars were 

conducted in the mosques of Cranganore, Quilon, Pantalayini, Chaliyam, 

Cannanore and Tanur. 

The usual mode of conducting the Dars was that the teacher would sit 

on the floor of the mosque in a fixed place and students would sit around hini 

forming a semi circular ring. The teaching was oral. The teacher read each of 

the sentences of the Arabic text and transalated it into Malayalarn, word by 

word. The students were asked to repeat what was said by the teacher and 

they did so like parrots until they memorized the lesson. The period of Dars 

course was indefinite and usually covered a number of years. Senior students 

served as tutors of younger students. In the early period of Dars system its 

curricula were very broad, designed to give an almost comprehensive 

education covering both religious and secular subjects. Besides religious 

subjects like Quran, Hadith, Fiqh, Arabic language and literature, grammar, 

secular subjects like geometry (Euqlid's), Astronomy, Logic, Phlosophy and 

Medicine were used as text books. In course of time the curricula of Dars 

shrank and were confined to religious subjects only. Though the Dars system 

had many drawbacks, it had so many credits that it had been able to hold high 

the torch of Islamic learning and religious awareness among the Muslims of 

~a1abar . l ' ~  It produced many great scholars, theologians, religious leaders and 

106. K.T. Moharnrnadali, op.cit., p.3 9. 
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reformers to whom the present Muslim community of Kerala owes their 

religious, intellectual and educational revival.lo8 

The role of Mulla was confrned to religious aspects of human life. In 

the British period, the Mappilas considered their presence a blessing on the 

events and customs connected with life. The Mulla was a single teacher in an 

othzrpalli where he taught limited students the art of reading Quran. Besides 

his duty was purayiloth - (to recite Quran in houses) for quite few times. 

Moreover he was called to give AdhZn into the ear of new born chlld, to 

slaughter animals or even a cock and to recite Moulids (songs in praise of the 

Prophet). A Mulla had limited knowledge in ~ r a b i c , " ~  but he was well 

versed in Arabi-Malayalam. A Mulla also performed the duty of Muazzin, to 

call for prayer daily 5 times. More than that, a Mulla knew some panacia for 

sickness. A Mulla thus was a friend of common people. He was not paid in 

cash but as lund by the parents or house holders. A Mulla was paid 

handsomely by the parents when a child was admitted to OthupaJLi, when he 

started to learn Fatiha (first chapter of Quran), when he started to learn Yaseen 

(the gtJ' chapter of Quran) and the Khatarn or completion of the whole Quran. 

In 193 7 A.D. a Mulla was paid averagely 8 Annas (50 paise) by the parents on 

important occasions. Mullas were paid sacks of paddy by the parents of the 

children in the harvesting seasons. Mulla had to control more than hundred 

children at a time. He could teach a few, for others he controlled by a stick in 
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hand. Sometimes he inflicted severe punishment upon children. But the 

children suffered everything silently because Mullas taught them that they 

could be rewarded in the next life. Mullas were appointed to recite Quran in a 

hut built over grave. He had to complete 40 days Quranic re~i tat ion. ' '~  This 

Kuzhikkalothu, although very tough in the mid night, was undertaken by them 

since they got a handsome amount out of this. The menial income they 

received made their life miserable but the common people came to his rescue 

by helping him in time of necessity. In the British-period so many Othupallis 

were upgraded as schools and the respective Mullas were appointed as 

teachers by imparting them teacher training for 2 years (lower training)."' 

The Mullas thus became both teachers and managers of such schools. Even 

now the successors of Mullas are holding the post of Managers. 

A Musliyar or a Moulavi is superior in status to Mullah. A Musliyar is 

usually appointed as an ImZm (leader in prayer) of a Jumua Mosque. The five 

time congregational prayers are usually held in Jurna mosque. In small 

mosques called SrZn~bi, prayers are engaged by the available persons. Adhan 

1 
is used to call only from a jzin~ua (Friday noon prayer) mosque. A Musliyar 

besides performing IrnZnnlat (leadership) to prayers also performed Friday 

Sermon, Khuthtiba. Thus he had to act as ~ h a G b ,  but sometimes a different 

person has used to be appointed as Kharib. A Sayyid or highly learned UIatna 

110. C.A. ~ i e s ,  op.cit,. p.191. 
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held the post of Qazi who had privileged to decide the canonical  issue^."^ 

The caller of AdhZn, Muadhin usually known as Mukri. A Musliyar also leads 

a Dars and known as Mudarris. After the decline of Mullahs as teachers and 

with the establishment of Madrasah basing in the principle of modern schools, 

the Musliyiir became the teachers in the absence of Mullas. The ceremonial 

function, especially Nik@ was conducted by a Qazi - (A Musliyar who has 

canonical power). Besides a Musliyar has the duty to impart religious 

knowledge to common people through Waaz, the midnight speeches. Many 

Musliyars are experts in such speeches prolonging hours to hours.'13 

Musliyars, both Mudarris and disciples are fed by the common people. Each 

Musliyar student of Dars is adopted by a family and his meals are provided by 

them. Mudarris get the meals inside the mosque carried by any student of 

Dars. Musliyars are always conscious about their dress. They are dressed in 

pure white cloth washed always without any dirt in it. His common dress is a 

white dhoti white shirt and a white turban. Thus the Musliyars constituted the 

Ulama class who is much superior in status than the common people. But 

they formed a class by their profession and they intermingled with common 

people married and lived amongst them. The Mappilas of British period 

considered that it was meritorius to have a Musliyar from the family. Persons 

with more male children always send one or two sons to this noble profession. 

The tenets of Islam never encourage such an establishment of priest class 

112. C.A. I ~ e s .  op.cit., p.189. 
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within the religion. But the illiteracy and ignorance of common Mappilas 

paved the way for the establishment of such a class withm the society. 

Among the Ulama class, there are some important families who rise to 

prominence as Ulamas of great merit. The Muqdums of Ponnani and the 

Qazis of Calicut were such group of Ulamas who deserve special study. 

Besides, there were some outstanding Ulamas who not only became famous as 

scholars but also as reformers and nationalists. Among these Ulamas Umar 

Qazi of Veliyancode, Hamdani ThangaJChalilakath Kunhamed Haji, Shujai 

Moidu Musliar, M& Thangal, MCC brothers, K.M Moulavi, E.K Moulavi, 

Ali Musliyar and Shaliyati were some of the outstanding Ulamas of British 

period. 

Maqdums of Ponnani 

The earliest among the UIama class were the Maqdum family of 

Ponnani who marked their presence in the pages of Mappila history. The 

~ a ~ d u m " '  clan originally belonged to Yeman. They migrated to India in the 

6th century and settled in the Ma'bar coast (Coramandal coast). Their 

missionary work along the coast of Indian ocean resulted in the spread of 

Islam in these areas. The prominent scholar of Maqdum family, Shaikh Ali 

ibn Ahmadul Ma'bari shifted to Cochin and settled there. His son Zainuddin 

Maqdum was born in this house. The brother of Ahmadul Ma'bari, Ibrahim, 

114. Maqdum - Some Historians opine that Maqdum is the Qabila of Ma'bari migrants. Some others 
opine that it is an honourable title given by the people to the family to denote their sen.i;e. 



son of Ahrnadul Manbari was the Qazi of Ponnani. Seeing the extra ordinary 

intelligence of the boy Ibrahim Ma'bari brought him to Ponnani and taught 

. him Quran, SwarJ; Nabv and jqh. Ibrahim Ma'baxi was the first Maqdzim 

Qazi of Ponnani and through the years they maintained this tradition. 

Maqdums were later hailed as the spiritual leaders and Qazis of the entire 

Malabar and Travancore areas, Maqdums held the post of Qazis fiom 

Coromandal to Konkan coast.lI5 Odakkal and Musliyarakath Ulama families 

were the offshoots of Maqdums. Ibrahim Mabari in his time was the 

unquestionable religious leader of Malabar and Travancore. 

Shaikh Zainuddin Maqdwn, (senior) mastered in fiqh fi-om Fakruddin 

Abubaker 'ibn Qazi Rarnzanushaliyati of Calicut. He later went to Egypt and 

studied in the Madrasa of Qazi Abdurahrnan Adamil Misri, spent five years 

during which he mastered hadith. After H a j  pilgrimage Zainuddin returned to 

Ponnani. 

Reaching Ponnani Zainuddin called a meeting of all Muslims of 

Ponnani. He presented before them the need to construct a Jtlma Mosque. 

People gave contributions enormously. This was how the Jlima mosque was 

established. He introduced the Dars system in the mosque. 

Zainuddin Maqdurn (senior) played an historical role in giving 

leadership to Muslims against colonial power the Portuguese. The Portuguese 

115. Ma'bar - The facing coast of India to Ceylone (present Srilanka) of South India was called 
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were playing all havocs and atrocities against the innocent Muslims. Besides 

being inflicted butchery upon the Muslims they even killed people who had 

gone for Hajj pilgnmage.'16 He advised all the Muslims to take arms against 

these Portuguese. The Zamorin, Calicut raja blessed such a movement. 

Zainuddin roamed around the villages instigating people for jiha'd against the 

Portuguese. He had written an Arabic poem Thafrees Ahlil Imani Al-jihadi 

Abadthssulbani. Thousands of copies were circulated among people that 

inspired them to undertake j i h ~ d . " ~  It was when the Mappilas were thus 

seriously engaged in anti-colonial war that Zainuddin Maqdum wrote in 

Arabic and Persian languages. He is credited with so many fiqh books. 

Besides, he had written so many Arabic poetries. Above all he was the great 

Muhaddis - lived in the land of Malabar. 

His second son Shaikh Abdul Aziz Ma'bari followed his foot steps. He 

learned from hls father and from Calicut Qazi. - He took the charge of Qazi of 
* 

Ponnani, in the vacant post after the death of his father. He took a leading role 

in the campaign against the Portuguese atrocities and successfully led the 

Muslim army in the fight for Chaliyam fort."' Shaikh Abdul Aziz Maqdum 

was a symbol of communal harmony. He had been a close friend of the 

Zamorin and polite to the Hindu class. He was equally proficient in Arabic 

and Persian. He wrote interpretations to so many books of bis father. So many 
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fatwas and books he had written have been lost beyond revival. He had no 

issue and died at Ponnani and was buried near his father. 

The third son of Zainuddin Maqdum (senior), Shaikh Ghazzali was a 

great scholar and had been the Qazi of North Malabar. He married and settled 

at Chombal near Mahe. He died and was buried at Chombal mosque. His son 

was the renowned scholar and historian of Mappila community, Shaikh 

Zainuddin Maqdum, same name of his grand father, hence known as 

Zainuddin Maqdum Junior. 

Zainuddin Maqdum Junior 

Shaikh Zainuddin ibn ghazzali Maqdum Ma'bari was an eminent 

scholar and historian of Malabar. He was born in Ponnani and hls early 

education was from his own father and his Uncle Abdul Aziz Maqdum. He 

went Makkah in pursuit of higher studies. There he became the disciple of 

Imam Ahmad Ibn Hajarul Makki, one of the prominent Imam of Shafi School 

of thought and the author of Tzr_hfa, a book onfiqh (jurisprudence). He was a 

beloved desciple of Imam Hajar. After studies he returned to Ponnani and 

assumed the Maqdum post. Shaikh Zainuddin was in good terms with Sultan 

Ali Adil shah.'19 of Bijapur. He acted as the scribe of Zarnorin in writing 

letters in Arabic to Arabian countries.120 Shaikh Zainuddin Maqdum was a 

119. C.N. Ahmed Moulavi and K.K Mohammed Abdul Kareem, op.cit., p.145. 
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prolific author. He wrote about 10 books on fiqh and tassalvuf: The great 

contribution tofiqh is fithhul - Mueen which is wide spread not only different 

parts of India, but in Middle East and far eastern countries. This has been the 

text book of several Arabic institutions and Dars of mosques. Several persons 

have written interpretations to this book. 

But it was the composition of Tuhfat-al-Mujihideen - whlch installed 

him in throne of renowned historians. This was the first book on the history of 

Malabar. Shaikh Zainuddin Maqdum lived in a period when the Portuguese 

intrusions exceeded all boundaries of humanity. So the book contains only 

first hand ~nformations regarding the events described and thus considered as 

true and genuine history of the period. He submitted this book to Sultan Ali 

AdilShah of Bijapur. The book was written in Arabic which contains about 

400 pages. Tubfat al-Mujahideen has 4 parts. In the first part he deals with 

the laws of jihZid (holy war) in Islam and its relevance in Mappila society and 

his advice to make jlhad against the Portuguese. He describes the benefits to 

be earned fiom the fight in this life and hereafter. The second part of the 

book deals with the origin and growth of Mappila community in Malabar fiom 

the very early period. The third part exclusively contains various customs and 

ceremonies of the Hindus of the time, a true picture of Hindu society never 

given before. The fourth part is divided into 14 chapters. It deals with the 

Portuguese atrocities from 1498 to 1583 and the long struggle of blappila 

Muslims against them under their raja Zamorin. Tt&fat a1 M~rja'hideen, which 

placed Zainuddin Maqdum as one of the best lustorians, has been translated to 



several languages of the world.I2' So many of them translated into Indian 

languages. Ferishta, the famous historian of Medieval India had incorporated 

the abridged version of Tubfat in his book ~Cr?q, Shamsulla Qadiri had 

translated it to Urdu with foot notes. Mr. Anderson and Major Roulandson, 

Amerson, James Briggs, Rox, and Muhammed Hussain Nainar had translated 

it to English language. Mr. De-Loppe had it translated to Portuguese 

language. Shaikh Zainuddin Maqdum, Junior died in 1583 AD and buried 

near his father at Chombala, near Mahe. 

The later Maqdzims were also prominent Ulamas of the time. From the 

time of Abdu Rahman ibn Uthrnan, the succession of Qazi post of Maqdum 

family was shifted to maternal line. The eldest member of the family holds 

the post of Maqdum. Pazhayakam, Puthiyakam and GhassZli Musly@akam 

were the famous branches of Maqdum family. 38 generation of MaqdCm 

became the Q&is of ~ 0 n n a n i . l ~ ~  Besides so many Maqdums had assumed the 

post of Qazi in North Malabar and various other places. The Mappilas of 

Malabar placed the Maqdumis in respectable post of Qazis. 

In 1847 A.D. when Puthiyakath Ahmad Maqdum was the Qazi, he was 

arrested and imprisoned for 3 years in Chingalpetta on account of the 

involvement in Jannat Beevi case.12) A Sindh Muslim lady named Jannat had 
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accompanied an English officer,Captain Patridge and were staying at Ponnani. 

The neighbours suspected that the British officer had kidnapped the lady and 

informed this matter to Maqdum. The Maqdum ordered his followers to 

capture h s  lady forcefully and the people violently taken this lady from the 

custody of British officer. The British charged Maqdum as the conspirator 

and sentenced for 3 years imprisonment. 

The Qazis of Calicut 

The first reference regarding the Qazis of Calicut comes from the 

narration of the famous traveller Ibn Batuta, who mentions that during hls visit 

Fakruddin Uthman was the Qazi of ~ a 1 i c u t . l ~ ~  His seat was the Juma Masjid 

of Kuttichira. After him the most prominent Qazi was Abu Bakr ibn Rarnzan 

Shaliyati, who was a famous Sufi and the preceptor of Shaikh Zainuddin 

Maqdum Junior. He had written many Arabic books. -His son Shihabuddin 

Ahmad and his grand son Abdul Aziz were prominent scholars. Qazi Abdul 

Aziz was the main advisor of the Zamorin in the fight against Portuguese at 

Chaliyam fort.'25 Son of Abdul Aziz, Ali Nashiri was the contemporary of 

famous Sufi, Shaikh Mamukoya of Idiyangara. 

The second son of Abdul Aziz, Qazi Muhammed was an exemplary 

writer in Arabi-Malayalam. He was a disciple of Qazi Abdul Aziz, Shaikh 

Usman and Abdul Aziz Maqdum. He wrote an elegy on the death of Shaikh 
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Usman. He was well versed in Quranjiqh, ~ajwFd, Nabv, Mathematics and 

Astonomy. In Arabic he had written more than 50 books. But he was famous 

for his work in Arabi-Malayalam, Muhiyiddin Miila, the first of is kind. 

Mzrhryuddin MZla said to have been written 5 years before, the father of 

Malayalam language, Ezhuthachan had written his masterpiece Adyatma 

Ramayana. This is a composition in poetical style which praises h s  Shaikh 

and most celebrated sufi Sheikh Muhiyuddin Abdul Qadir Jilani of Bhagdad. 

The book is replete with the miraculous deeds of the saint. This work has 

been written in AD 1606. This book later influenced the life of Mappilas that 

it became part and parcel of their daily life. The recitation of this mala is 

considered to have the power to cure of so many diseases. 

Another noteworthy book that Qazi Muhammad had written was 

Fathkul Mubeen (Distinct victory). This is a historical narration in poetry of 

the capture of the fort of Chaliyam by Mappila - Nair Warriors of Zamorin, 

This book has been considered as an historical source of the Portuguese 

invasions of Malabar. He dedicated this book to the benevolent raja of Calicut 

the Zamorin. Qazi Muhammed had written so many books in Arabic on 

Islamic theology, all in poetry. He was a spokeman of nationalism and 

advised the people of land to fight against the colonial powers with all their 

means and capacities. He died in AD 1608 and was buried in Juma Mosque of 

Kuttichira, Calicut. 

After Qazi Mohammed his son, Muhiyuddin assumed the post of Qazi 

of Calicut. He had been the scribe of his father. He wrote a book on different 

issues of religion namely Vejlatti Masiila. He was a nationalist and advocated 



his community to fight against Dutch. He also wandered through out Malabar 

with speeches and advices. After Qazi Mduyuddin, the most prominent 

among the line was Muhiyuddin alias Kunhideen Kutty. His early education 

was fiom his father and then at Ponnani. He was a writer preacher and poet. 

He had a lot of disciples throughout out Malabar and had special favour in the 

court of the Zamorin. He had been appointed as the legal advisor of the court 

of East India Company on Muslim laws."6 He was an intimate friend of Umar 

Qazi, the fieedom fighter. When Umar Qazi was arrested by British, people 

assemled before Hazur Katcheri of Calicut, British ordered them to disperse, 

but it was when the Qazi came and ordered they obeyed. Muhiyuddin Kutty 

Qazi had under him the control of 40 MullZh who acted in his assembly and 

they were the Imifms of the neighbouring mosques and possessed all legal 

powers of their respective jurisdiction. 127 

Aboobacker Kunhi was another prominent personality among the Qazis 

of Calicut. His early education was fiom his father and later at Ponnani. He 

was a writer, preacher and wrote poetry in Arabi-Malayalam dialect. The 

Zamorin had consulted him often in matters concerned with Muslims. Veteran 

Mappila poet, Moyinkutty Vaidyar had got the complete history of Uhud 

battle fiom Abubaker Kunlu Qazi, for his celebrated work Uhud Padapiirttr. 12* 

During his time there broke out a controversy among the Muslims of Calicut 

126. P.P. Mammad Koya Parappil, op.cit., p106. 
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in respect of Oppana songs on the marriage occasions. One group argued that 

the songs must be accompanied by clapping of hands while others stood for 

songs without clapping.'29 Those parties were known as Murrullavar and 

Muttilliithmar respectively. The Muttilliithavar became the 'big faction' 

(Valiyabh5gam) and Muttu_l&ar became 'small faction' (Cheriya bh5gam). 

Among the 'big faction', Sayyid Hussian Shihabuddin Mullakoya was 

elected as the Qazi. His father Ali Shihabuddin was migrated to Malabar from 

Hadramaut and settled at Balapatanam. Sayyid Hussain later married from 

Arakkal house at Cannanore, but shifted to Calicut where he resided at 

Kammutiveedu. His followers later shifted to Panakkad near Malappuram and 

were known as Panakkacd - Thangals. After Mullakoya, his son Sayyid 

Ahamad Attakoya assumed the Qaziship. After him, Sayyid ibn Hussain 

Imbichikoya Thangal became the Qazi in a festive atmosphere. From 1947 

A.D. his son Sayyid Ahamad Shihabuddin Imbichikoya Thangal had been the 

Qazi of 'big faction'. From the time of Mullakoya onwards, the Qaziship had 

been the privilege of Sayyids only. The small faction had a line of Qazis of 

their own. Palliveettil Mohammed had been the first among them. He became 

the Qazi at the age of 20. He was a great scholar, historian and poet. 

Unfortunately his book on history had been lost. He died in 1927 AD and 

buried in rnis&qZl mosque compound. His son Palliveettil Mamukoya who 

succeeded h m  was an important person who settled many disputes that was 

129. C.N Ahamad Moulavi and K.K Mohd. Abdul Kareem. op.cit.. p. 159. 



over ruled by courts.130 In 1958 A.D., he died and the present Q@i, his son 

Nalakath Muhammed Koya took the position of 'small faction' Q@. The 

Qazis of Calicut, thus are an Ulama group who made tremendous service to 

religion. 

Besides these Ulama groups, SO many of the Ulama scholars 

individually contributed to the community. Many of them were great 

reformers of community as well as nationalists. Veliyancode Umar Qazi, a 

scholar, pious and Sufi of Malabar was a great social reformer and nationalist. 

He vehemently opposed so many social evils that prevailed among Mappilas 

such as false prestige on aristocracy family status and ancestrary. 13' He was an 

arch enemy of the British regime. He was the frrst Ulama who implemented 

non-taxation movement against British regime.13* For this he was arrested by 

Chawghat Judge Tukti Sayip and imprisoned from where he miraculously 

escaped. But again he was arrested and sent to Calicut sub jail. From there he 

sent a letter to Mampuram ~ h ~ a l .  Mampuram thangal asked the British to 

release Umar Qazi and British released him in fear of mass agitation. 

Sallalahzr ilal bayth is his most famous poetry written in praise of Prophet. 

With hls death an amazing personality that the time has produced came to an 

end. ' 33 
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Shujai Moidu Musaliyar was an eminent scholar, eloquent speaker, a 

mystic poet and historian of great merit. He did not accept the traditional 

dress of a Musaliyar but always dressed like a noble man, hence got the name 

Shujai (gentleman).134 He took a leading role in KundottpPonnani 

Kaitharkam, by representing Ponnani faction.13' He wrote a book in Islamic 

History in Arabi - Malayalam. His celebrated work is Safalami?la, a poetry in 

philosophical grounds, throw lights on the need of leading a good life.136 

Sayyid Sanaullah Makti Thangal was one of the greatest religious 

reformers of Malabar. He was well versed in English Hindi, Urdu, Arabic, 

Malayalam and Tamil. It was a period when the Christian missionaries were 

trying to proselytise the Mappilas by vehemently criticizing Islamic ideology. 

Not a single man came forward to check the propoganda. Makhti Thangal 

rose to the occasion by leaving his job in British government. He travelled 

through out Malabar and Trvancore and made inspiring speeches."7 He 

published a book Parkaleetha Porkabm a refutation to Christian propaganda. 

He published Kadora KadaTam, a magazine in Arabi-Malayalam to propagate 

Islamic ideology. In a debate held at Cochin he defeated the Christin 

~nissionaries. '~~ Makhti Thangal tried hard to educate Muslims in Malayalam 

and English. Of hls 35 books 32 books are in Malayalam script not Arabi- 

Malayalam. He criticized those ulama who had aversion to write Malayalam. 
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Shaikh Muhammad Hamadani Thangal was great reformist ulama who 

was well versed in Urdu and Persian. He spread his Hamadani tariqat among 

the people of Travancore and formed an association "Muslim conference" 

inorder to spread education among Travancore ~ u s 1 i m s . l ~ ~  He wrote a book 

Irfatul Islam with the aim to eradicate superstitions. He built up a college near 

~ 1 u v a . l ~ '  and strongly educated the Muslims to acquire modem education. 

Moulana Chalilakath Kunhahamed stands supreme m o n g  the reformist 

ulama. He studied from Ponnani Ears and Baqiat Salihat at Vellore after 

which he also graduated from Lathifiya college of Vellore. When he was the 

Imam of Fulikkal mosque a controversy aroused namely Qibla controversy,141 

/-- 
regarding the direction of Qibla of the mosque. After much debate his stand 

was proved true. Later he laid the foundation of Dam1 Uloom (House of 

knowledge) Arabic college at Vazhakkad. It was from here he took steps to 

revolutionise the Dars education and restructure it in the line of modern 

schools such as class rooms were arranged, benches were provided and Black 

Boards were erected. The syllabus was framed and Maulana himself written 

books for study.'42 Thus he was the propounder of Madrasah education in 

~alabar '~! ,  whose revolutionary ideas caused bitter opposition from Orthodox 

trlama. He framed script of Arabi-Malayalam to match with Malayalarn 
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alphabets ~d encouraged reading newspapers and introduced girls education. 

Besides Islamic subjects, he taught secular subjects like Mathematics, logic 

geography etc., Later his sons, the MCC brothers continued the Madrasa 

movement and revolutionised the society. 

K.M. Moulavi and E.K. Moulavi were important reformist Ulama of the 

society. K.M. Moulavi was a Khilafat worker.'44 ~e joined in hand with Ali 

Musaliyar, the leader of Mappila outbreaks against British. British 

government declared hi= guilty and tried to arrest him but K.M. Moulavi 

disappeared and sought asylum at Kodungallur where he worked for Kerala 

Muslim I&nangam. In 1932 British regime declared general amnesty and 

KM Moulavi returned to Tirurangadi. He was the founder of the orphanage at 

Tirurangadi. EK Moulavi was an Arabic teacher in various schools and 

Lecturer in Maharajas College. He wrote many books to reform the society. 

Ali Musaliyar was not only an outstanding Ularna scholar of the time 

but a great nationalist freedom fighter who sacrificed own life to the cause of 

freedom of the country. He studied from the famous Ponani Dars and later at 

Makka for 7 years. He byhearted 700 Hadith (Sayings of the 

In 1907 A.D., when he became a Mzidarris (Grand teacher of Dars) of 

Tirurangadi he entered to the Khilafat activities. When Moulana Shoukat .41i 
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constituted Khilafat Committee, Ali Musaliyar became the vice president of 

the committee who was in fore-front of all Khilafat activities. British officials 

accused A1 Musaliyar behind all these Khilafat agitations and decided to arrest 

him forcefully. The British tried to arrest Musliyar by encircling the mosque, 

but due to the wide protest of Mappilas they abandoned the idea. The next 6 

months was the Khiliifat rule of Ali Musaliyar in ~ a 1 a b a r . l ~ ~  So many pro- 

British Mappila officials such as Chekutty, Amu and Moideen were killed. 

The British came with Goorkha regiment and gave an ultimatum to Ali 

Musliyar to surrender. After the end of a fierce fight, Ali Musliyar with 42 

others was captured and send to Coimbatore jail. Court Martial ordered to 

hang Ali Musliyar at Coimbatore jail. It was carried out putting an end to the 

life of the great nationalist ulama. Katilasseri Muhammad Musliyar was 

another nationalist ulama took part in Khilafat activities who eluded British 

arrest and had taken asylum in French occupied Karakkal. He also opposed 

the orthodox ularna and reformed the society. 147 

Besides reformist and nationalist ulama there were numerous ulama 

scholars who were in the strict sense religious scholars. To name a few, 

Aukoya Musliyar, Tanur Shaikh, Kunhikoya Musaliyar, Baytan Muhammad, 

Pang Ahamad Kutty Musliyar, Puthiyappila Musaliyar and Ahamad kutty 

Shaliyati were some of them. There were hundred others to mention who 

with their scholastic knowledge threw light to the society. Each of them had 

--------------------------m--------- 
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another hundred disciples. In short, Ulama class of Mappila society played 

prominent role in the political, social and spiritual development of the 

community. 

Malabaris: The Common Class 

The foundation of the Mappila community was laid by the early Arab 

settlements resulting mainly fiom the unions of Arab sailors and traders with 

the Hindu women of the coast of Malabar. Though this was the origin of the 

community the real formation of the society happened later when large 

number of conversions fiom Hindu class took place. Thus among the 

Mappilas we fmd both the descendants of Arabs through local women and 

converts fiom among the local people. The women the Arabs associated with 

and the people converted by them belonged to different Hindu castes. 

Although Islam does not advocate any caste, class or sect distinctions among 

its believers, as Quran called all believers as brothers (49: l0),l4* in practice the 

Mappilas continued to observe some sectarianism, not castiesm, as the 

remnants of old beliefs which followed them. The Mappila community thus 

constituted by many classes based on their conversions. The group of Arab 

lineage had possessed some superiority, like wise the middle caste Hindus, 

such as Tiyya's (Ezhava), Kqakkar,  Manniins - and zsh~rris when converted had 

considered their position somewhat inferior. So was the case with hlgh caste 

Nairs and Brahmins, though very few in number had the conviction that they 

................................... 
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were the superior class than the low caste converts. To the bottom of the 

society, there were the converts from low caste Hindus like Mukkuvan 

(Fisherman) and Ambittan (Barber). The h g h  caste Hindu converts, though 

abandoned all caste observances like untouchability, pollution etc., had deep 

in their mind the status possessed in the pre-conversion time. 

lJa 
Among the Mappilas in Malabar, thus formed a community with all 

4 

complexities such as Arabs lineage, conversion criteria, spiritual superiority, 

mother right and father right systems, occupational dignity and Aristocratic set 

up. From this multi variant elements we could not seggregate the genuine 

ones, but all of them constituted the elements of the same body. However, 

with the exception of Sayyid class, who claimed lineage from the family of the 

holy Prophet, all others can broadly be grouped into the people of the land of 

Malabq in Short, 'Malabaris'. Malabaris is a word coined by the Sayyid class 

to differentiate the status of their family in relation with the indigenous 

groups. T h s  demarcation is also defined for the purpose of the permissibility 

in matrimonial relations. The Sayyids are endogamous and the same time 

hypergamous. In order to preserve the purity of blood, they never give their 

women in marriage to outsiders or Malabaris, as they often called. The Arab 

society and Islamic conventions consider the paternal lineage as the criteria of 

hereditary rights, so the girls given in marriage to Malabaris would never have 

the tradition. But at the same time, the male members of Sayyids can marry a 

lady from Malabaris. Since the lowest groups such as Puislans and Ossans 

were so inferior in status that they were eliminated from the ptrrview of 



Malabaris. The hypergamous system of Sayyids can very well compare to the 

Brahrnanical system that prevailed in the Hindu society. Brahmans were 

hypergamous with Nair class. 

The Malabaris thus are a mixed class of Mappila community. Withm 

Malabaris there existed so many sub divisions based on wealth, occupation, 

scholarship, family connection etc. The Aristocratic and occupational class 

among Malabaris, Koyas of Calicut and Keyis of Tellichery had considered 

superiority over other local people. They followed endogamy and if 

hypergamous, it was limited between them. But there was no rigidity to thls 

class system as in the case of casteism, such as untouchability, restriction from 

intermingling and interdining. Of course they had their own mosques in their 

strong holds, but they never restricted or prohibited others from the matters of 

worship. They even intermingled with Puislans and Ossans. 

Arakkal House, the royal class was under the perview of Malabaris, but 

due to the hierarchial position as the ruling class, they were not in a position 

for intermingling with commons. But they were exogamous with Koyas and 

Keyis. 

The middle caste Hindu converts mainly fall in the South Malabar area 

who were peasants largely and rarely petty merchants, labourers and few land 

Iords. Since the Sayyid class was widely spread in the South Malabar area, 

especially for religious service, it was with these groups that they were often 

related in their hypergamous marriages than the Aristocratic Keyis and Koyas. 



The lowest ebb of society though a part of Malabaris who were 

excluded by Sayyids from the jurisdiction of Malabaris, the Ossan (Barber) 

groups and Puislans (fishermen) group, had possessed inferior status malnly 

because the Sayyids excluded them from matrimonial relations with them. 

Later, Malabaris also took aversion with them in matrimonial alliance. This 

segragation towards these lowest groups compelled them to accept endogamy 

in matrimonial alliance. The ulama class, Musliyars fall in the category of 

Malabaris, but inspite of the dignity they possessed as persons of religious 

service for which they received respect and consideration, in social relations 

they have no special segregation. 

On the basis of economic condition and living standards, the Malabaris 

stood in different positions. Although most of them were peasants or tenants, 

quite few of them were landlords or Aristocrats, still another major portion 

were petty labourers. A detailed study of those occupational groups and 

peasant class has been dealt separately in the next chapter. About the few 
t 

Mappila landlords of British period, Tokinam briefs like this, "The landlords 

of the country were almost entirely Hindus. There are about half a dozen 

Jenmis among Moplahs, but they are of recent origin and when compared to 

their brotheren Hindus, they are so few that they are negligible, when the 

economic condition of the tract is considered. Numerically the Jenmis are few 

but their way is large and extensive. It is of great interest to know how a 

handful of jenmis got sway over large areas. Suffice to say that Malabar had 

very many pleasant convulsions owing to the Mysore invasions, and then 



powefil  chiefs lost no opportunity to grab the poor as much as they could. 

Thus consolidated, the Jenmis commands large tracts under his 

Based upon the briefings of Tokinam, here is a short look upon the 

major land lords of Mappilas. On close examination these groups were 

identical in their status, all of them fall under Malabaris, none of them were 

Sayyids, and all of them were confrned to South Malabar, the cultivable area 

of Malabar. These landlords, most of them grabbed wealth from Hindu land 

lords by means of force, by means of faithful presentation for their loyalty 

0-f 
and by legal land transactions. These 'half a dozen' Mappila Jenmis were,the~e 

families - Kurikkals of Manjeri, Kiliyamannil family of Malappuram, 

Mooppans of kalpakancheny, Nahas of Parapapnangadi, Koyappathodis of 

Vazhakkad and Kalladis of Mannarghat. 

Kurikkals of Manjeri 

The Kurikkals of Payyanad, near Manjeri in the Ernad taluk of British 

Malabar were a distinguished aristocratic family who played a major role in 

Mappila outbreaks against the British regime. Their ancestrary can be traced 

to very past exactly to the sixth century  AD.'^' Abu Ubayadat-ul-Jarrah, was a 

Sahaba (Companion) of the holy Prophet. He was a general of Islamic army 

during the reign of Caliph Umar. Later he had been appointed as the governor 

149. Tokinarn, "The Moplahs", Mo~la-Nad, Calicut, 1924, p. 13. 
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of Syria. During this time plague had stricken Syna and Abdul Qadir son of 

Jarrah fled to Hamdan, a distant city. By his capabilities he became the ruler 

of Hamdan. Later his son Usman Hamadani became the ruler but quit the 

throne and wandered in sufistic pursuits. During his visits to the east he 

reached Balipatnam. There he married the daughter of Balipatnam Qazi. He 

got a son namely Abdul Qadir Sani and when the child was young Usman 

Hamdani returned to Hamadan with the intention to come back. But 

unfortunately he died at Hamdan, upon which his friend Shaikh Mahrnudul 

Qaboo Sani thinking the plight of child came to Balipatanam. By the time the 

boy was 16 years old and the Chirakkal raja impressed by the extra ordinary 

intelligence appointed the boy as his minister. But Shaikh Qaboo sani advised 

the child to renounce the worldly office and advised to study more on Islamic 

subjects and to continue his father's iar&ai. This advice was taken to account, 

Qadir sani then spent his days on spiritual pursuits. He married from 

Purathiyur. He had one son and two daughters. The son Khamaludheen 

Shaikh followed the footsteps of his father and became a great sufi of the day. 

He had 3 sons, Nuruddin Shaikh, Fakruddin shaikh and Shaikh Ahamad. 

Eldest son Nuruddin Shaikh shifted to Chaliyam and settled there, second son 

Fakruddin Shaikh shifted to Ancharakandy Kollam and settled there. Thrd 

son Shaikh Ahamed shifted to Mauvanchery and later to Puratluyur. He had 

two sons - Moideen Kutty and Hassan Kutty. The two sons were mastered in 

martial arts like Kalaripaygt~ and Vadipaya_tt_ for 20 years and earned great 

name as Gurikkals (Masters of ~ a l a r i ) . ' ~ '  - Later the word transformed to 
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Ktgikkal. Hassankutty Kurikkal was invited by the Zarnorin in order to teach 

his soldiers the art of Ka_la_ripayqt_t. Thus he came to Chaliyam and settled 

there. Moideen Kutty later followed h s  brother to Chaliyam. Moideenkutty 

Kurikkal married a widow of Ponnani Maqdums, the lady was from the 

Mzuliarakath family. The lady had a son namely Seeman. Later 

Moideenkitty migrated to Turakkal, a village of Ernad and bought so many 

lands there. Hassankutty Kurikkal also migrated to Ernad and as a trainer of 

the Zamorin earned a big amount which he used to purchase thousands of 

acres of land fiom Brahmins. He settled at Payyanad near Manjeri. It was 

Hassan Kutty Kurikkal, who was the fore-father of present Kuriakkal family. 

This was a period when Tipu Sultan had been encroaching the Ernad areas. 

Hassan kutty Kmikkal a descendant of the former Hassan Kutty Kutikkal, was 

the agent of the Zamorin at Manjeri. In 1785-86 A.D. Arshad Begh Khan 

Tipus agent, seized this territory to earn the revenue, Hassan Kurikkal revolted 

against him.15' The prudence and ability shown by Kurikkal attracted the East 

India company officers who appointed h m  as the police officer. But Kurikkal. 

loyal to the Zamorin, did not like this office. He secretly made alliance with 

the rebel leaders, Unni Moosa Moopan and Chempan Pocker. Hassan 

Kurikkal had organized a band of soldiers using his influence as a police 

officer. Through proclamation dated 25"' November 1800 D ,  he was 

declared a rebel and offered a reward of five thousand rupees for his head. "' 
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In the Manjeri revolt led by Hassan Kurikkal 14 dead. He was shot dead with 

other leaders in 1802 AD. Hassan Kutty Kunkkal had 4 sons, Ahamad, 

Moideen, Kunhahammad and Hassan. Hassan Kurikkal, third son who 

followed the foot steps his father was an arch opponent of British. Hassan 

Kurrkkal and his gang seized the Manjeri Karananulpads temple. A British 

troop came from Malappuam and began to shoot, as a result the rebels were 

fled. They later retreated to the Bagavathi temple at Angadippuam. In a 

fierce encounter with British troop 64 members of gang including Hassan 

Kurikkal lost their lives.'54 Their bohes were thrown to a well near Talook 

Cutchery. With the death of Hassan Kurikkal the anti-British policy of the 

family was gradually withdrawn. Many of the members took jobs in the 

British government. The son of Kunhamrned Kurikkal (third son of Hassan 

kutty Kurikkal), Khan Bahadur Ahmad Kurikkal was the Circle Inspector of 

Police under British. This pro-British policy was very well reflected during 

the 1921 rebellion when the family did not participate in the rebellion. In 

modern times another family member, Ahmad Kurikkal, became a Keral state 

minister and hero of the formation of Malappuram District. lS5 Later two 

members from family became Members of Legislative Assembly in Kerala 

Assembly, Abdullah Kutty Kurikkal and Ishaq Kurikkal. 

Kiliyammannil of Malappuram 

This family originally belongs to Chernmankadavu, near Malappuram. 

The glory of family started from the time of Moideen who was the Manager of 
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British owned estate of Palapully near Cochin. Sitting in this post he amassed 

many lands here and there, as a result at the time of his death hls son Unneen 

inherited a huge wealth. British bestowed the title Khan Bahdur for his 

loyalty to the regime. It was estimated that Uneen had harvested 1,25,000 

para paddy annually. He had 700 Acres rubber plantations in Padaparambu 

and his annual coconut producing was 65 lakhs. Thus Kiliyamannil Uneen 

was the biggest land lord of Malabar. He was a man of extra ordinary 

personal abilities and his very appearance was appealing. He possessed a well 

built body with fair complexion having a round beard, wore a white cap with 

white full sleeve shirt and white dhoti with socks and shoes. Khan Bahadur 

Unneen was especially famous for his unequalled charity and generosity. In 

Rabi awwal, the Arabic month, in connection with Miliid-01-Nabi (Birth 

anniversary of Prophet), he organized a feast with 350 sacks of rice and meat 

of 250 buffaloes. Likewise on the 27th day of Rarnzan, (Day of Lailat-al- 

Qadr) he distributed Rupees worth 2.5 lakhs. In the month of Karkidakam, 

(Kollam era) a month of heavy rain and famine, he distributed Kanhi 

(porridge) daily to thousands of people.'56 ~ u s t  before Perunniil (Idtrlfrtr) he 

disbursed one full lony of dresses to about thousand families. He 

tremendously contributed to religious patronization that he paid the salary of 5 

Mudarris of neighbouring mosques and more over he had given the food to 

150 Musliyar students of the Dars continuously for 11 years. 

156. Family history has been n m t e d  by A.P. Muharnmadali Musliyar, who at the 1940's was a 
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Uneen had married the daughter of another Khan Bahadur Kalladi 

Unnikannu of Mannarghat in whch he had three sons and one daughter. His 

wealth was estimated worth Rupees 50 lakhs in 1940's. He had a mapficient 

house at Chemmankadavu. More over he possessed a Bunglow at 

Malaparamba estate. He had two younger brothers, Ali Bappu and Kunhamed 

who also possessed wealth, of their own. Unneen had possessed a Chaverlet 

car himself and had possessed 5 guns which he used for safety at the estate as 

the surrounding areas were without human living. 

Such a noble, generous and influential person of the Mappila . 
community converted to Hindu religion to the surprise of the whole Mappila 

community of Malabar. It was considered as a great shame to the community 

that every Hindu took proud of the event.ls7 He joined the Arya samaj on 1" 

June 1944 with the help of Ramayyar, a lawyer of Manjeri judicial court. 

They went to the Arya Samaj ofice at Calicut and had signed a written 

declaration that he wished to join Hinduism. Priests of Arya Samaj then 

performed the Agnihotra puja, the purification ceremony.158 After the 

ceremonies were over, a certificate of Arya Samaj was issued to him. He had 

been given the book Satyrtha Prakiisham, the manifesto of AryasamZj written 

by its founder Dayananta Saraswati. He was renamed as Ramasirnhan and this 

157. This was narrated by K.P. Aharnad Master, father of the present writer. When he was a boy 
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matter was advertised in the news papers.'59 He was then sent to Travancore 

for more rituals where he lived in the office of "Hindu Seva Sangh  for two 

and half months. This matter was published in the official St. Fort. George 

Gazetteer that kilimanur Ramasimhan officially joined in the Hindu religion. 

After his return home, Ramasimhan was more enthusiastic for the conversion 

of his family into the fold of Hinduism. His brother Ali Bappu followed him 

and joined Arya Samaj and received the name Daya Simhan. His wife was 

reluctant to join with him and her father Khan Bahadur Unnikarnmu irritated 

by this event took home his daughter with young grand daughter. But the 

eldest sons obeyed their father and they were sent to Birla College of Delhi for 

higher studies in Hinduism. They were named Udaya Simhan and Satya 

Simhan respectively. Young son Suryasimhan was studying in CMS School 

Trichur. During these days Ramasimhan was keen to follow Hinduism in 

minute aspects. He assumed the dress of a typical Brahmin. In the fiont 

varandha of his Bunglow, there were exhibited the photos of Naramsimha 

Murti and Mahavishnu. The small mosque (srgnlbi) in fiont of his Bunglow 

had been converted into visitor's room for Hindu saints and priests. Brahmin 

priests came regularly to hls house and perfo~med pujgs. He had a great 

aversion to all Muslims upto the extent that he even did not allow any Muslim 
tk to enter 6 premises of his Bung10w.l~~ He generally contibuted to Hindu 
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temples and needy Brahmins. It is said that in order to redicule the belief of 

159. Reporter, 'Ramasirnhan family history', Mathmbhumi Dailv News Pauer. 2 1 August, 1947. 

160. Adhikan Kesavatharakan, Statement given at the Maniery magistrate court at the cross - 
question time of "Ramasimhan ~urder-case" on July jh i9i8. ~ e b r t e d  by Chanhka Dailv on 
16.7.1948. 



heaven of Muslims, he arranged automatic revolving chairs, gardens with fine 

carpets, dishes and such attracting wonders and named it Janniit-ul-Firdouse 

(paradise).16' Ramasimhan surrendered 4 guns, which he kept for personal 

safety, to the police, on the ground that as he was a Hindu he believed in 

Ahimsa. 

The reason why Ramsimhan converted to Hinduism is still a mystery. 

Some attribute that he happened to find the idol of Naramsimha Murti and a 

temple nearby one of the portiomof his estate and this made him believe firmly 

in this deity.162 Most people of the Mappila community believed that he 

became insane. However the Mappilas made an attempt to reconvert 

Ramsimhan back into their religion. Thus a meeting was held in his house in 

1946. This was organized by the young brother Kunhamed who was 

converted to Hinduism but remained only 3 months after which reconverted to 

Islam. In the meeting held at his bunglow, there were about 50 Mappilas 

' gathered including eminent Musliyars. A serious debate on religion took 

place. Ramsimhan who thoroughly studied Hinduism by that time argued 

hlmself to the Musliyars. All the attempts of Musliyars were in vain. But they 

attributed that Ramsimhan was possessed with Khjr  Jinn (evil spirit) 

and in order to evacuate this spirit 14 chanted oranges to be consumed. 

Accordingly 14 oranges had been given to him16), but no change appeared in 

Ramasimhan. 

161. A.P Mohammedali Musliyar in an interview on 5.11.2003. 

162. Adv. Kuduraman, "Autobiography", Chandnka Weekly, 22.8.1998, p.24. 

163. Adlukar Kesavathar- op.cit. 



The failure of the attempt increased the wrath of Mappilas. They made 

a secrete meeting in several places in whch the Musliyars declared h m  a 

murtad (apostate) and the punishment ascribed in Islamic Sharia laws, the 

capital punishment should be inflicted on him. Thus the organization Issatul 

Isltim, an organization to help the neo-converts of Islam, took up the matter 

and a murder squad was selected.'@ Meanwhile an incident happened in the 

Bunglow of Ramasimhan which quickened the process of murder plot. 

Dayasimhan brother of Ramasimhan decided to marry a Brahmin girl. But he 

had to under go an Upanayana ceremony in order to absorb into Brahmin 

community. This ceremony was held with pomp and pleasure in which so 

many Brahmins of Malabar attended on the oc~asion. '~ '  Dayasimhan thus was 

known by a new name, Narasimhan. There followed the wedding ceremony. 

The bride was Komalam, 14 year old girl and daughter of Mangalath 

Manakkal Narayanan Namboodiri. It was Narasimhan Namboodiri who 

performed all pujgs in the newly constructed Narasimha temple. Afier 

marriage Narasimhan with h s  wife remained in Malaparamba Bunglow while 

Ramasimhan lived in old house at Chemmankadavu. But he occasionally 

visited Malaparamabu. 

The marriage and upanayana ceremony of Dayasimhan got wide 

publicity among Mappilas. Thus the murder squad had to carry out their 

plan immediately. Thus 7 persons, most of whom were from Pookotur, held a 

..................................... 
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meeting at Kottappadi  aida an."^ They were parambarn Mammed, Kunyat 

Kalathial Moideen klitty, Pulian Muhammed, Muttaylkkaran Ayamutty, 

Muttayikkaran Ayamu, Kalathingal Kunhamu and Illikkappadi Ayamutti. 

These persons assembled in the estate of Abu Baker Haji. They had with them 

a gun and 20 bullets. On the way to Malaparambu they performed the prayers. 

They reached in front of the bunglow at 2.00 clock night. They halted before 

the house and filled the gun. All of them had long knife with them. They 

broke the front door with heavy stones and entered inside. In the fore front of 

the Bunglow was lylng Vasudevan Namboodiri, who came to teach 

Narasimhan about Geetha. Seeing the on rushing gang he hid behind one 

almirah almost breathless. The gang members were searching Ramasimhan 

and Narasimhan. They reached through the corridor in the southern room 

where Narasimhan and his newly wedded wife had been sleeping. First they 

struck the young lady, seeing this Narasimhan ran away. Two or three chased 

him and struck him from back. Meanwhile the other 4 reached in the room of 

Ramasimhan and struck him hard. He tried to resist with his pillow but hard 

strike from back almost put an end and Ramaslmhan breathed his last. The 

cook Rama pisharadi was shot from back and seriously wounded and died in 

the hospital.'67 

The Rarnasimhan murder case made a hue and cry in the already 

tensioned atmosphere after the partition and independence of India. The 

166. Ad. K. Kudurama, op.cit. 
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communal wave was in its zenith. The Malabar District court at Calicut 

sentenced 3 persons. But upon an appeal at High court Madras, the convicted 

3 were let free in the absence of evidence. However, the family later 

maintained their tradition that the three sons reconverted to Islam. The elder 

two sons were brought from Birla College, Delhi by their relatives. Their 

progeny still maintains the affluence and richness once exhibited by their fore 

fathers. 

Mooppans of Kalpakancherry 

The beginning of Mooppans was from a Nair Hindu family. Two 

sisters of Mandayappuram Nair family who belonged to Mulliakurissi, a 

village of Walluvanad had been married by two Menon brothers of Achipra a 

village of Ponnani Taluk. The house where the sisters dwelled was called 

Mandayappuram. The two sisters had a son each. The elder one was called 

Govindan and younger one was called Krishnan. The boys were grown as 

experts in education and martial arts. Bettatu Raja, on his visit to Achlpra 
buw 

happened to see these two boys and had,,very much impressed. The Raja had 

the wish to bring the younger one ffishna Menon to hls court. In the court, 

the boy was appointed G y s t a n  (Secretary), but in few months he won the 

heart of Raja with his prudence and vigour. The Raja had no hesitation to 

appoint him as his minister and after few years he was raised as his Sachivan 

(prime minister).'68 

168. Diwan Bahadur C. Gopalan Nair, "Mandyappurath Moopannar". Malavalathile Mappilamar. 
Manglore, 19 17, p.57. 



The Raja had wished to honour the family of his Prime Minister and 

offered a house. The site was selected as Kalpakancherry where the grass was 

available abundantly for the construction of house. Thus the house built by 

Raja was named Mandagappuram. The elder brother Govindan Menon, their 

mothers, sisters and relatives lived in the house',!?9 Krishna Menon lived in the 

Kovilkam (court of raja) and often visited his family house Krishna Menon 

from chldhood had an aversion towards i d o l ~ t a r ~ . ' ~ ~  Once, when he was 

roaming the country on his pallak he happened to see a group of people, 

Mappilas performing the prayer by kneeling and prostrating. The uniformity 

and the extreme devotion exhibited by the people attracted hun very much. 

Then he declared that it was the belief and way of Mappilas whch is true and 

he was determined to accept the faith.17' This declaration of Krishna Menon 

reached the ears of raja. When this was asked to him by raja, Krishan Menon 

again c o n f i e d  it. The raja bewildered in the answer but he was not in a 

position to discard Krrshna Menon. Thus he arranged all sets for his 

conversion. The Ponnani Maqdum was called to the court, but by this time 

kshnamenon approached his brother and family at Kalpakancherry and said 

his intention. All the family members welcomed the idea. Thus all the family 
w a  

members reached the court of raja where the Ponnani Maqdum4 presented 

R'n~clcand he uttered the Kalima to all of them and thus joined the fold of Islam. 

..................................... 
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Krishna Menon was renamed as Moideen and Govinda Menon was renamed 

as Muhammed. Later raja bestowed the title Mooppan to both of them. The 

later generation retained this title and even today they are known by the same 

title. When Moideen Moopan was thus in charge Prime Minister of Bettatu 

Raja had been supervising all revenue matters, the raja deceased without any 

heir. This virtually placed the Bettatu nadu devoid of any administration. It 

was in h s  critical juncture, Tipu sultan, on his Malabar invasion annexed the 

territory, but entrusted Moideen Moopan to collect all revenue taxes for all 

taluks of south Malabar. The agreement with Tipu was to hand over him a 

fixed amount annually. But Moideen Moopn violated the agreement by 

making a default of three years revenue payment. Tipu ordered his soldiers to 

arrest Moopan. When the soldiers approached him, Moopan eluded from the 

arrest saying that he had arranged a pa_napaya_tt (a get together to collect 

money) and after collecting the amount he would repay the whole amount due 

to sultan. But after the payatt - - was over, with bulk of money the Moopan 

brothers, left to Trvancore Raja who already promised them protection.172 The 

h a t e d  soldiers demolished the house of Moopans. Again Tipu demanded 

to Trvancore Raja to hand over Moopans, but Travancore Raja refused that 

both were his refugees. There upon Tipu declared war on Travancore raja but 

before completing the war, he had to go back to Mysore on account of the 

death of his father.173 After some years Tipu fought with British and died and 

172. Ibid., 59. 

173. Ibid., 60. 



threat to Trvancore had been avoided. Then the raja sent Moopan back to 

Malabar. But Moideen Moopan settled at Eloor, near Ernakulam. The Elder 

brother Muhammed Moopan returned back home at Kalpakanchery. Later the 

progenies of the two brothers lived independently in these areas. In both 

branches, there came so many dignitaries who contributed to the social, 

political and economic field. 

Kochunni Moopan was an important personality among the Moopans. 

He was appointed as an adhikifri by British but he refused to collect tax from 

people and to remit it to British. Gradually he became an opponent of British 

and joined the nationalist stream. He was a generous man having helped poor 

and needy distributing fiee land and houses. He also donated tremendously to 

. religious institutions. He was elected to Taluk and District Board 

administration. Another dignitary was Ahamed Kutty Moopan who was a 

revenue inspector under British. But he resigned from post and became a 

congress leader. He was elected as secretary of Malabar Pradesh Congress 

Committee. He was also extremely generous. 

The great reformist leader Bava Master Moopan of Chembra was the 

senior Deputy Inspector of education. He contributed much for the progress 

of Mappila education. But he was credited with the foundation of Maunathul 

Islam Sabha of Ponnani, an institution founded for the service of neo-converts 

to Islam. 



Erasutti Mooppan was accused of helping Mappila rebels of 192 1. 

rebellion and was imprisoned in Bellary jail for long 14 years and also had 

been persecuted in the M.A. Moopan was another nationalist leader of 

thls family. From childhood he inherited anti British feelings. He was the 

Khilafat leader of Kalpakanchery. Later he participated in all congress 

meetings. He was an efficient businessman and more than humanist who 

contributed all his wealth for the poor and needy. He tremendously 

contributed to religious institutions. In 1940, he became Judiciary of 

panchayat (court of Hall of fame).175 

Nahas of Parappanangadi 

Naha family is one of the oldest Mappila families of Malabar. 

Traditionally they were big landowners. Originally the Naha family belonged 

to Tanur. The legend, about the origin of the family is attributed to an incident 

in connection with Bettatu Raja. An Arab captain of a great PathernZri named 

Hassan Nehuda came to the court of Battetu Raja where he received as guest 

and stayed in the court for few days. On that time, a lady of the raja's house 

was a very much impressed by the personality of Hassan Nehuda and she 

insisted that she should be given in marriage to the Arab Captian. The raja 

had no alternative except to yield to this demand and thus she was married to 

Hassan Nehuda. Battatu raja had given the whole area of Tanur to thls lady as 

174. K.K.A. Bari, Deshiya Prasthanavum M.A. Moo~anum (Mal). Calicut, 2003. p.88. 
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dowry. The lady and Hasan Nehuda thus settled at Tanur by constructing a 

big house. It was from the name of these twgthe oldest Tarawlid (joint family 

house) of Tanur originated namely AssamMakkithZinakam, perhaps the name 

of lady was Makki or some other version of the name. But the captain left 

after some years to Arabia and his sons known in his name. The short form of 

NehGh, (captain of ship) Naha was suffixed to the name.176 Thus the fore 

fathers of Naha's were Moideen Kutty Naha, Abdurahiman Naha and 

Koyakutty'Naha. 177 They had one sister Pathakutty Naha and she was married 

to Kammukutty Marakkar of Parappanangadi. This was how the Nahas had 

established at Parappanagadi as their base. Another story narrated about the 

L 4  
origin of Naha family given by Diwan Bahadur Gopalan Nair, is like this. A 

f. 

Mappila merchant used to visit the court of Bettatu Raja with his textile items. 

One day when he visited the court the raja was out of the court for some 

purpose. When he tried @ return, two ladies of royal family, the nieces of raja 

aged 10 and 12 asked the Mappila to show the boxes of dresses. The elder 

lady wanted a silk dress from Merchant whlch he had given. When this was 

informed to the raja, as the custom of Brahmins, to receive a dress from 

man symbolises a marriage custom, and as she was received this from a 

man of another lower caste, she out casted and married to the Mappila. 

A grand house was built at Tanur with lot of land property which was given to 

176. Family history has been narrated by Prof. E.P. Muhammadali, who has been writing the family 
history of 'Nahas', interview with him on 15.1 1.2002. 

177. Reporter, Malavala Manorama, Calicut, 27.12.1998 



the couple. The Mappila was given the title Naha and had appointed 

Changampalli Kurikkal an expert in martial art as their body guard."* 

Later we can see a close linkage with these two families, ie, Marikkar 

and Naha matrimonial alliances, while these two families were endogamous 

themselves and exogamous each other. Kunhikoyamutty Naha was the son of 

Kammukutty Marikkar, the fore father of Naha's at Parappanangadi. 

Kunhikoyamutty had two wives and it was in the line of his fust wife 

Achambattu Thithumma the veteran communist leader, Koyakudu Naha was 

born. He was inspired from Muhammed Abdurahiman Sahib and worked as a 

congress volunteer. In 30's he took a leading role in the workers' agitation at 

Karuvarakundu estate of the British. As a result he was imprisoned at Vellore 

for one year. In 1935 he was elected to the Madras Assembly. But the policy 

of congress without considering due importance to peasants and workers 

alienated him from congress and in 1940's he joined with communist 

a~tivities."~ EMS Nampoodiripad was his contemporary. In the Independent 

India he was an activist and contested many elections. Mammutty Naha and 

Kunhlkoyamutti Naha were Khilafat activists from the family. Later 

Avukader Kutty Naha rose into Muslim League politics and became Minister 

of Kerala for several years. The Nahas of Tanur had the honour in the absence 

of Bettatu Rajas, as the progeny of them had the privilege to bless the high 

priest K u m b a  Bagavati Tample by handing over the sword at the time of his 

178. Diwan Bahadur C. Gopalan Nair, "Nahamaf', Malavalathile Mavvilamar, Manglore. 1917. p.56 
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accession with the title ~ z h v a n . ' ~ ~  Karnmukutty Marakkar son of 

Kunhalankutty Naha was a famous Mappilapattu poet from the family. 

Kalladis of Mananarghat 

Among the few land lords of Malabar, the Kalladi family of 

Mannarghat in the erstwhile Walluvanad taluk of British India, occupied a 

position of importance. The origin of Kalladi can be traced fiom Pullisseri, a 

village 8 kilometers away from Mannarghat. According to the known history 

from the elder members of the family the fore father of Kalladis was a 

labourer namely ~ a m a ~ ~ a ~ ~ a ' ~ ~  as they called out of respect. He had 3 sons, 

the eldest being Unnikammu. He had also 3 sons the eldest being Moidutty. 

He migrated to the nearby area Mannarghat. He was considered the archtect 

of the family being a man of ability and enterprising character. He started his 

career through bamboo business, which he collected from local merchants and 

exported to Kallayi and other places. Out of the earnings he purchased lands 

in the near by areas. When he grew powerful as a land owner, there came so 

many people as his servents, Mestiris and labourers. The land he occupied 

were the unclaimed lands and so many lands belonged to zamorin.lg2 The 

Mooppil Nairs of Mannarghat were the Samantaran (custodians) of Zamorin 

in Mannarghat area. The Mooppil Nairs could not supervise a vast area as a 

180. Reporter. Malavala Manornma, Calicut, 27 Dec. 1998. 
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result they lost the control of lot of areas and such areas with a menial value 

purchased by the Kalladi chef, Moidutty. 

Moidutty was in amicable terms with British. There was no instance 

when he turned against them. This pro-British attitude of Moidutty earned 

him the title Khan Bahadur. He was very generous and patronized religious 

scholars and education. He invited the reformist ulama, Chalilakath 

- Kunhamad to conduct Dars at Mannarghat Mosque, a mosque which had been 

built by him.lg3 Chalilakath had even planned to establish an Arabic College 

at the site but before fulfilling the object he passed away. Khan Bahadur 

Moidutty had 9 sons and 6 daughters. The eldest was Unnikammu. 

Unnikammu was equally competent like his father. It was he who 

revetalised the timber trade. He had timber Depots at Olavakkode and 

Nilarnbur. Khan Bahadur Unnikammu was the supplier of Railway sleepers 

that British required for the construction of Railway through out South India. 

He had so' many elephants with him to draw the timber from forests. In hls 

house there had been a shed for elephants namely Anapanthi. Like his father 

he had also owned many lorries to carry over the loads of timber to Kallai or 

Olavakkod which he gathered from the nearby forests of Mannarghat. 

Unnikammu also earned the title Khan Bahadrrr on account of his loyalty to 

British regime. He was the President of Malabar ~is t r ic t  Board. Besides 

he played an important role in establishing the first Muslim College, Farook 

183. C.N. k m e d  Moulavi and K.K. Muhammed AWul Kareem, op.cit., p.486. 



College at Feroke. He had been the founder President of the College 

~ornmittee.'" Later his tow sons Muhammed and Moideenkutty entered into 

politics and became Indian National Congress Members in Kerala. In the later 

period 1968 A.D., the brother of Unnikammu, Cheriya Kunhahammed took a 

leading role in the establishment of the first MES College at Mannarghat. It 

was the descendants of the Khan Bahadur Unnikammu still maintain the 

tradition of Kalladis, being the affluent group amongst wide spread families of 

Mannarghat and nearby places. 

Koyappathodi of Vazhakkad 

The Koyappathodis are very old family having immense land and 

wealth. The foundation of the family was laid by Muhammed Sildar. His son 

Muhammed Kutty was an officer under British and known as Adhikari, and 

later Khan Bahadur. He had amassed immense wealth by his efforts and 

possessed 1600 Acres of Hill area and had been fostered 90 elephants. He was 

elected to Malabar District ~ 0 a r d . l ~ ~  He hmself contributed 4% lakhs rupees 

as Waqf for the Darul Uloom Arabic College which he constructed at 

~azhakkad.~" His son Ahamed Kutty was a great personality of Malabar. 

Ahammed Kutty became a timber merchant following the foot steps of his 

father. Later he himself became a contractor to supply clay to the tile factories 

in and around Feroke area. He was the propounder of 'Malabar Timber Supply 

184. P.P. Mamrned Koya Parappil, op.cit., p. 178. 

185. P.P.Mammed Koya Parappil, op.cit.. p.359. 

186. Narrated by A.P Muhammadali Musliyar, Nellikuth in an intekiew on 17.1 1.2003. 



Corporation3. He was arrested during 192 1 Mappila rebellion suspicious 

grounds. But the District Court fieed him finding innocent18' He was elected 

to Calicut Taluk Board and twice to Malabar District Board. In 1943 he 

became vice chairman of Calicut Muncipal Council and became the president 

of Malabar chamber of commerce. In 1946 he was elected to the Assembly of 

Madras presidency fiom Mala- ppuram constituency. He tremendously 

contributed to M.M High School, Muslim girls High school and Farook 

College. Besides he was the Member of various socio-economic organization 

of Cdicut. He died in 1950 His descendants still maintain the age old 

affluence. 

Ossans: The Barber Class 

Among the lowest in prestige among the Mappilas of Malabar, is the 

occupational community, the ossZn. They are spread through out the state, 

and have Malayalam as their mother tongue. 

Traditionally they have served as the barbers for the rest of the 

community. Since their job is hair removing, mustache cutting and beard 

dressing considered as an inferior job the people engaged in such activities 

were also looked down upon. So the ossans were treated as the lowest among 

the Mappila communities and were endogamous. They also performed 

circumcision operation in young boys. In Malabar, their women folk served as 

....................................... 
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TOOLS USED BY AN OSSAN 

Kathi (knife) 

Kathri (Scissors) 

C heerp. (corn b) 

f 

Urakallu (Sharpening stone) 
- -  - Kinnarn (Vessel) 



mid wives. It is possible that they were barbers by profession among the 

Hindus and continued their profession after conver~ ion . '~~  In olden times, 

every rich family has their own barbers. The barbers used to visit the houses 

occasionally. The elders used the service of an ossan every Friday before the 

noon-prayer. It was a custom of the Mappilas to shave their head periodically. 

Hair growth was considered as almost against the practice of Islam, although 

Islamic literature is favouring hair growth. This practice of the Mappilas, 

from boy to old man, shaven head was considered the symbol of Islam, it had 

given ample opportunity for the barbers to practice their profession. They 

always carried a knife, a mirror, water cup and stone to sharpen the blade of 

knife. They carried it in a leather or cloth bag. When people saw him, he was 

called to the house for the purpose. For the other public, they used to sit in 

public places and practised their profession. The income of a barber was 

menial. They were satisfied what the people had given them. The rich had 

given food items, especially corns annually for their service. Thus the Ossifns 

were the poorest individuals among the Mappila ~ 0 c i e t y . l ~ ~  

In the religious and social matters, they adhere to the Islamic code, so 

also in the matter of life cycles, rituals, marriage and divorce. They are 

intermingled with all others of the community and there is no untouchability 

against them although they are on the lowest strata. But matrimonial relations 

188. P.R.G. Mathur and Singh. Hand Book of Keraia, Vol 11. Trivandruq p.807. 
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are restricted with other people. Thus the ossans have to marry Gom other 

ossan groups and they became endogamous. With modern education the 

status of ossans has some what raised. The traditional way of practice, that is 

on the house premises and public places are vanished. Modern youths are 

opening fine decorated "saloons". More over so many youths of ossans are 

abandoning their profession out of humiliation and have been selecting other 

professions. However their inferior status and family name have not 

disappeared so far. 

From the above descriptions of Mappila social classes, we can reach to 

the conclusion that there has been an apparent social distinction among the 

people of the Mappila community. But these disktions are for mutual CO- 
n 

operation and for peaceful interactions. These divisions are not a hmdrance 

for social mingling or community living. In the matter of religious 

observances they are under onecommon roof that is Islam. 



OCCUPATIONAL CLASSES OF 
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CHAPTER - 5 

OCCUPATIONAL CLASSES OF MAPPILAS 

Among the Mappila Community, there are several groups of people 

engaged in traditional occupations fiom very early period. Through out the 

years these groups are systematically following the occupations for their 

livelihood. They have become the masters of their own field of activities. 

Throughout the generations, these people developed such craftsmanship that 

other people could not emulate easily. Many of them earned fame and name 

in their own occupations as best representatives of the respective fields. 

Following chapter deals with various groups of people engaged in 

trade, business, agriculture, boat pulling, fishing, weaving, timber industry, tile 

industry etc. These people with their diversity in occupation have expressed 

their identity in religion and politics of the day where as socially and culturally 

each class is different from one another. But as the followers of Islam, they 

follow the same mode of worship, attend the same Jurna prayer and obeyed 

the same priests. The standard of living varied according to their income. 

When the rich trade class dined finely and dressed attractively, the labour class 

had to be contented with menial food and rough clothes. 

Among these classes, a limited endogamy has prevailed in the sense 

that rich trade class families usually did not marry from the socially 

inferior labour class. Some of these classes closely associated with their 



occupations. The Baramis were great ship builders of Beypore who are 

closely associated with Khalasis, the labour class but they never intermarried 

or interdined. 

The trade class, since they are socially well placed, always contributed 

to the political and educational uplift of the community. Keyis, the trade class 

of Tellicheny, ehb i t ed  high spirit of secularism by opposing Tipu's invasion 

and helping the British. Likewise, Koyas, the traders of Calicut played a great 

role in the nationalist and khilzfat movements. Baramis, traders of Calicut are 

great educationists. 

In British period peasant classes as well as labour classes became the 

victims of their inferior social status. They are not in a position to oppose the 

injustices inflicted upon them by the ruling class, where as the upper trading 

class never suffered such humiliations. As a result, these labour classes have 

to under go the social discrimination for a long period and it even resulted in 

revolts and outbreaks as in the case of Ernad and Walluvanad Mappila 

peasants. It is a well convinced fact that each class has their own conspicuous 

roles to play within the community. 

Trade Class 

Mappila trade had its roots in Arab-links of the coastal towns of 

Malabar. From time immemorial Arabs established a settlement of their own 

at Calicut which developed as a great port and trading centre of medieval 

world. The Arabs made Calicut their home, assisting the Zamorin and drew 



his support for the commercial expansion.' Their progeny, the Mappilas 

became the agents of the Arabs. The Muslim community as stated above was 

confined to coastal towns. Their leadership was in the hands of the Arab 

merchant princes who had established themselves at Calicut and ~ a n n a n o r e . ~  

Their influence was mainly with the rulers of these two states, whose property 

depended mostly on the export trade in pepper and spices. Malabar Coast had 

the thickest forest, a number of canals, rivers, backwaters, natural harbour etc. 

These natural facilities for anchoring ships attracted Arab traders from ancient 

- time.3 

The foreign Muslim merchants were a semi autonomous community. 

They remained socially and culturally distinct from the people of Malabar. 

But they imparted their trading experience to the locals. The local Muslim 

merchants also carried on considerable business. The Chinese Muslim, Ma 

Huan was convinced that the majority of the people in the Kingdom of the 

Zarnorin belonged to this group.4 On account of the excellence in trade, the 

Arab merchants enjoyed, a predominant position. Many became rich but they 

did not interfere in the political affairs of ~ a l a b a r . ~  Ibn Batutah declared that 

1. Ashwin Das Gupta. Malabar in Asian Trade. (1740-1800), London, 1987, p.5. 

2. K.M. Panickar. Historv of Kerala, Annaxnalai Nagar. 1969, p. 15. 

3.  Dravidian Encvclovaedia, Vol I, New Delhi, 1975. p.478. 

1. Barbosa. the Book of Dumte Barbosa, London, 1821, p.75. 

5. K.M Panickar, op.cit., p.75. 



Moors of Malabar were extremely rich that their leading merchants could 

purchase the whole freightage of such vessels as put in there and fit out other 

like them. The Mamalis and Khoja Musa, whom the Portuguese encountered 

on the coast were merchant princes to whom Cairo and Damascus were as 

familiar as Calicut and Cannanore. The two leading merchants of Cochin who 

were importing rice to Kerala and exporting spices, were Ismail Marakkar and 

Kunjipakki, each of whom possessed 50 vessels. Preparing for an attack 

against Cochin in 1503 AD, the Zamorin asked these two Muslim merchants 

not to import rice to Cochin and thus starve out the cochin ~ i l i t i a . ~  Such was 

the connection of Arab merchants and the Zamorin. It was the construction of 

machwas (big boat) which gave a great impetus to the hectic trade between 

Arabia and Kerala. The largest vessel built in those days was the Fattey 

Moombarak (success and good luck). It was built for Haji Zakaria Noor 

Mohamed, a merchant of Cochur. Haji Ebrahlm Sulki Muhammed, Jessob 

Alauddin were others big ship o ~ n e r s . ~  Beypore was the seat of Machwa 

building. Machwa was the cherished possession of the Arabs. There were 

hundreds of Machwas built at Beypore. Beypore had its attraction for sailors 

and adventures from all over the world.8 

This tradition in trade has been inherited by the predecessors of Arabs, 

in the coastal areas. The immediate descendants of the Arabs, the Koyas of 

.................................. 
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Calicut were the first among Mappilas to enter in to the business arena. From 

the time of the Zamorin, the Calicut raja, they rose in to prominence as a 

trading community and held the monopoly of trade in Calicut city. They 

handled almost all business f m s .  Rice, millets, coffee, tea, coconut, spices, 

timber and coir, fish etc., were their main items of trade as well as export to 

foreign lands. 

Keyis of Tellicheny are another prominent family among the Mappilas 

who became the leading merchants not only of Malabar but also in 

Travancore. The ~and ikas~ la~  they built all over the country eloquently 

speaks of the supremacy they held in business. They also played an important 

role in the politics of Malabar. 

Baramis are the descendants of Arabs who inherited the same tradition 

of trade and acquired great proficiency of indigenous trade. They earned 

name and fame as great machwa builders. They played an important role in 

the socio-educational development of Mappilas of Calicut city. 

Some of the Muslim communities migrated to Malabar fiom other parts 

of India and tried their fortune and become succeeded as great traders. Among 

them the Batkals, Dakhnis, Bohras and Memons were prominent.These trading 

groups later absorbed to the Mappila community and hence can be considered 

as Mappila trading classes. All of these groups had strongholds in Calicut city 

9. Pandikasala: The word is used in wide connotation. Tius was referred to factories. trade centre 
working yards. godowns of storage etc. 'Mara pandikasala'.is saw mill. 'Copra Pandikasla' is 
coconut drying units and its storage house. 



and other towns of Malabar. They lived in residential colonies of their own 

and had maintained their own culture and customs. Most of these groups had 

their own mosques and burial grounds. Each groups was specialised in 

different trade and business. The Batkals specialised in hotel and textile 

business where as the Dakhnis specialised in pottery and leather business. The 

Bohras monopolised the coir business of Malabar. Memons, the biggest 

merchant group had the over all supremacy of rice business all over India. 

In the following pages there is a brief and concise history of the trading 

classes such as Koyas, Keyis, Baramis, Batkals, Dakhnis, Bohras and Memons 

and their political and social life have been given.. 

Koyas 

The development of Calicut city gave birth to so many trading classes 

in and around the city. The first among such classes were the Koyas, a trading 

community among the Mappilas. The word koya is derived from the Persian 

word Khawaja, which was later accepted by Arabs. T h s  Arabic word has its 

Malayalam transformation into simply 'Koya'. The descendants of 'Arab 

Koyas' also came to be known as Mappila Koyas, a unique group of Mappila 

community by heritage and lifestyle. 

The origin of Koyas is closely connected with the Calicut city. So 

many Arabs belonging to Muscat, Bahrain and Hadramaut had settled in 

Calicut city. Ibn Batuta reports that during hls visit he saw two flourishing 

Arab businessmen namely Ibrahim Shabandur from Bahrain and Nakhuda 



Mithkal of Arabia.'' He built the Mithqal mosque of Kuttichira 800 years 

1 1  ago. Wealthy Arabs married from high Nair families. Zamorin, the ruler 

had made special provisions for this because he needed the service of Arabs 

for his economic stability. This led to the growth of a new trading class in and 

around Calicut who were known as ~ 0 ~ a s . l ~  Keralolpathi says that the fore- 

father of Koyas was an Arab from Muscat. According to a legend about the 

origin of Koyas, an Arab named Bava had two sons. These two sons had no 

unity, so Bava sent his eldest son in a ship with a box full of gold. He visited 

every country with thls box and used, to gave presents to each ruler 'a box of 

pickles', hiding the fact that it was actually a box of gold. None of them 

revealed the truth of gold. This was given to test the honesty and integrity of 

the ruler. If the ruler was honest, Bava would have decided to live in hls 

dominion. At last he reached Malabar and presented a "box of pickles" to the 

Zamorin. On his return he met the Zomorin and revealed the truth, and the 

Arab was very much delighted and he decided to live in the country of this 

trust worthy lung. Thus he settled down at Calicut and he is the first Koya of 

~al icut ."  The Koya who was very much satisfied with the gesture of 

Poonthirakon (Zamorin) presented so much gold to him. It was then in the 

month of Kumba, the great festival of the time Man~akam came, the koya 

in order to see the event' reached Tirunavaya and having seen it returned and 
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reported to the Zamorin. There upon the Zamorin, with great grief, explained 

that the temple of Tirunavaya and right of ManzZkanz, had been his privilege 

but then it was lost to him. Then the Koya declared that he would help the 

Zamorin to regain his lost privilege. The Zamorin then declared, if he could 

do this he would place him in'his right side during Mamiikam." The Koya sent 

troops to Tirunavaya and his army seized and expanded the territory of temple. 

Pleased by this act the Zamorin kept his words and placed the Koya on hls 

right side in the next MarnZkam conducted in the end of 13 century. The Shah 

Bandar or Port Commissioner of Calicut was a Muslim, the incumbent being 

known as Sabantra Koya or Koya of the port.'' The Calicut Koya was given 

not only the title Sabantra Koya, but all privileges and dignities of a Nair 

chief, the right to receive a small present from Nzrvas, Karnrnalans and 

Mukkuvans. The Zamorin had given 'Marakkan kadavu' and 'Thura' to 

Kozhikotu Koya, besides giving hlm the honour 'Sabantra Koya' with an 

honourable turban.I6 Thus 'Sabantra Koya' had held the complete power for 

importing and exporting goods in Calicut port. 

In Calicut city, the Koyas are confined to a distinct locality known as 

Tekkepuram, the northern bank of Kallai river. The Tekkepuram had earned 

its name from the fact that it lies to South of big bazar in Calicut city. The 

centre of Tekkepuram as marked by a big pond namely 'Kuttichira', around 

11. VelayudanPanikkasen Kerala Charitra Padangal. Kotta!;arn, 1980. p.202. 

15. K.V. Krishna Ajyar, Zamorins of Calicut. Ernakulam. 1966. p 16. 

16. N.M. Namboodiri. Samoodiri C:larithratfule Kanapurangal. Sukapurdm. 1987 



which a new culture developed through the years." Kuttichlra. Idiyangara. 

Parappil, Kundungal, Mugadar and Ennappadam are the main streets which 

are thickly populated. The 98% of the Koya families reside here. This is a 

world of business, the traditional and known occupation of Koyas. As a trade 

linkage with the Koyas, alien people like Gujaratis, Persians and Batkals live 

in between Tekkepuram and big bazar. The Koyas, who migrated from 

Tekkepuram has lost their identity, but the typical Koyas of Tekkepuram still 

maintain their identity. Men among Koyas add the suffix Koya and women 

add the suffix Beebi to their names. 

Tekkepuram, the unique world of Koyas is replete with adjoining, 

Tarawah, the two or three storied houses (MGjikappura), slum of workers 

near by it, the scattered mosques, busy streets, the ever sounding saw mills, 

the elementary religious schools (Madrasahs), the copra drying units 

(Piindikasiila) and the grave yards near rnosques.18 

The Koya distinctiveness from other factions of the Mappila 

community is due to a special custom called ' m a t r i l ~ c a l i t ~ ' ~ ~  As Koyas 

adopted the Islamic system of inheritance of their parental property, it could 

no way compare to the matriliny (Ma_rmakkat@am) of Nair class of Hindus. 

The matnlocality is only confined to a system of men living in the house of 

17. Hafiz Mohammed N.P. "Satyatinte Turamukham", Kalakaumud~ Weeklv, Nov. 1983.Callcut. p l 5  

18. Ibid.. p 36. 

19. S.M. Mohamed Koya. Mapvilas of Malabar, Calicut. 1983. p.70 



wife, and the wife remains in her natal house permanently. I t  was from this 

practice the commonly known surname puthryiipla (the bride groom through 

out life) originated. This phenomenon could easily be explained in connection 

with the occupation of Koyas, who through out the day spent their time in 

bazar, and visit wife in the night.20 Koya could not live alone with his family. 

He always needs a support for his family which was provided by the in-laws 

always. 

The houses were generally in the quadraplex pattern of hlgh caste 

Hindus residence in Kerala, but modified to suit the need for greater seclusion 

of the women. A special feature was the several bedrooms (Aras) in the upper 

floor each reserved for one of the girls of the family where her husband could 

visit her in privacy. The household would be under the command of the eldest 

woman of the matri lineage who was known as ~aranavatti.~' They retain a 

few unique lifecycle rituals different from those of the rest of the Muslims. 

Because they were matrilocal, most of the pre-birth and birth rituals were 

observed in women's natal house hold. A detailed account of their social 

customs has been given in the preceding chapter. 

The two prominent groups that existed in the British period among 

Koyas were those with claps (Muttzgavar) and those without claps 

(Mzrttilliithavar). Thls striking of hand (claps) while singing oppana songs 

20. Ibid. 
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during marriage occasions divided the community into two rival groups. 

About 150 years back the two sons of Kunhitheenkutty Qazi, the high 

religious priest of Koyas, quarreled on the question of Qazi post, the dispute 

resulted in the combined succession to the post, the former came to be known 

as big Qazi and the latter small ~ a z i . ~ ~  Those persons associated with Jumua 

Mosque of Kuttichira sided with big Qazi and those persons associated with 

Mithqunf - mosque favoured small Qazi. In course of time those factions 

differed in all socio-economic matters. This was how the big Qazi faction 

dropped the clapping at the time of oppana songs. The small Qazi faction 

strongly practised it and even marriage alliances were fixed within the 

factions. This rivalry prolonged for two generations. As 'Madrasathul 

Muhammadiya' High School was started by the small Qazi faction, the big 

Qazi faction started Hirnijathul IslZm ~ c h o o l . ' ~  With modem education and 

civilized life, the custom of oppana songs has almost vanished and thus the 

clapping issue has lost its importance. In the modern times a religious rivalry 

has raised its head in the form of sunnis (the orthodox section) and M1rjihid.s 

(the reformist section). But both the Qazis are still leading the orthodox 

section of the community. 

Koyas by birth are businessmen. They have neither any skill nor have 

any interest in other occupations. They played a prominent role from 1 ~ ' ~  

century to 19 '~  century in the sea trade. The rise and growth of Calicut port 

is largely indebted to the commercial contributions of Koyas. The two play 

---------------m----------------- 
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grounds of Koyas were the big bazar of Calicut city and the shores of Kallayi 

Big bazar controlled the business of general provisions from where it was 

distributed throughout Malabar. In the glorious period of Arab trade, the 

Koyas made preparation to receive the Arabs months before by erecting 

pandals on both sides of the road and exhibited all articles manufactured by 

them for sale.24 

The coconut industry was one time the monopoly of ~ o ~ a s ~ ~  who were 

also the wholesale exporters of copra (dried Kernel of coconut) from which oil 

is extracted. PZndikasZla, the big yards for copra drying was existed 

throughout the coastal areas of Malabar. The oil trade took the first place 

among the industries of Malabar. The oil was extracted in traditional way 

using chakku by Vgniyars or ~ a t t a k k ~ d a m , * ~  low Nair classes. Another trade 

in whch Koyas excelled was timber trade. Beypore and Kallai were the main 

centres of this trade. Timber was brought through the Beypore river fiom the 

forests of Nilarnbur valley whch was later exported to Madras, Kolar, 

Bombay and Cochin from where it was again sent to foreign countries. Koyas 

also indulgedin spice, rice, grocery, oil and fish trade. 

The streets connected with spice trade were 'copra 

1, bazaar, ThengZthenmn, Pukayila Vanihhatherzivzr and Adakklithenrvzr. 

Mr. Kunhammad and Company, Hussan Kasam Dada, Malabar Exporting 

21. A.P. Abdurahiman 'Polinhupoya Prathaparn' Ciesco Souvenier. Calicut. 1996. p. 125. 

25. K.V. Kunhammad 'Purogatluyude Takkolvachu Marannavar', Ciesco Souxnier. Calicut. 1996. 
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Company, Ahammed Koya and Company, Mulla Jivaji and Company, Bafaqi 

and Company were famous spice traders of British period27. 

The umbrella manufacturing was once led by the Koyas. The handle 

was made out of bamboo from forest of North Malabar and such 

manufacturing units functioned at Kuttichira and exported to all over India. 

With the introduction steel rods these bamboo units disappeared and Colombia 

. works became the leaders among the steel rod manufacturers. Ibrahim Karim 

and Company were leading umbrella manufactures whose brand was 'Man 

 ark'.^^ From 1927, 'Colombia works' began to manufacture umbrellas and 

these umbrellas were exported to Burma, Ceylone and Malaysia. Besides this 

wholesale and major manufacture, Koyas engaged in small retail business like 

bakery, printing, stationary, plastic, crockery, electric and ornaments.29 

Koyas entered into the threshold of modern education by 1920's with 

the establishment of Madrasathul Mrhammadiya. There after the road to 

higher education was opened before them whlch resulted in an influx of 

graduates in law, medicine, education and engineering. So many of them 

entered in government jobs." There arose so many dignitaries amongst them 

both in the national politics and regional politics. B.V. Abdulla Koya became 

27. P.P. Mammed Koya Parappil, op.cit.. p.295. 

28. S M  Mohammed Koya. Tythrikathmte Kannikd". Ciesco s8venir . Calicut. 1996. p.78. 

29. P.P. Mammed Koya Parappil. op.cit.. p.297 

30. S.M. Mohammed Koya. op.cit., p.87. 



the Member of Parliament and P.P Ummer Koya became the Education 

Minister of Kerala, Later C.H. Muhammed Koya became the Chief Minister of 

Kerala. Another Minister from among the Koyas was P.M. Abubacker. 

Thus Koyas of Calicut not only acclaimed as great merchant of the past 

but also a class of distinct social religious and political identity who deserves 

more study and exposure. 

Key is 

Keyis of Tellicheny are a prominent family of Mappila community 

who tremendously contributed in the field of trade,education and politics for 

the last three centuries. Keyis originally belonged to Chowa near Cannanore, 

later migrated to Tellicheny for the convenience of foreign trade, which is a 

better port.31 About thousand Keyi families remain today at Tellicheny. The 

- House who once monopolized the trade of Malabar has almost lost its tradition 

and some families have even fallen to poverty. 

The family was founded by Aluppikakka who started his life from 

simple beginnings. He had dealt with coconut, coffee, pepper, sandal, 

cardamom and timber that had been exported to abroad. The pepper was 

known in American Market as "Tellicheny black pepper".'2  he first building 

that belonged to the Keyis at Tellicheny was a copra mill that was bought 

31.K.P Kunlli Moosa, Talasserry - "Eedutta Sarnskarika Parampqam", Chandrika Weekend 
Edition, Calicut. 16.1.1988, p.1. 



from Kottayam Raja. When the influential family of Tellicheny. 

Vaniyambalam, prohibited Aluppikakka from praying in chair1 mosque. 

desperate Aluppikakka built a mosque within one month known as thozhay~l 

palli.33 Musakakka, the nephew of Aluppikakkaka, then carried out the trade 

of Keyis and became a flourishing business man. He extended hls activities to 

Aleppy, the Venice of East for more business prospects where he helped the 

Travancore Raja in several business transactions. At Aleppy, Musakakka laid 

foundation of a resounding business world buying so many machwas (big 

boat) to run his business mean while he acted as the mediator in the 

transaction of Laccadives between Arakkal Beebi and East India 

There is a legend existing among the people of Tellicheny of the timely 

help rendered by Musakakka to the British government (East India Company). 

It was on the onset of the invasion of Tipu Sultan. Having conquered the 

Konkan and Manglore the soldiers of Tipu were approachng towards 

Tellicheny. The British made a severe resistance to the attack of Tipu, but 

they were upset of having exhausted all their bullets. It was a tense situation, 

the army officers made a hectic discussion to overcome the situation. Tipu's 

soldiers were almost entering the city. The commander of British sought the 

help of the noble and business giant of Tellicheny, Musakakka. Musakakka 

offered his help to the British. He brought 20 lakhs of Sicca coins which 

could be used as bullets and those were used in their guns and resisted the 

33. Rasheed Panackal. "Talasherriyile Keyimar" Chandnka Weekend Edition, Calicut. 18.1 1992. p.1 

31. W. Logan, op.cit.. Vol. 111. p. 177. 



soldiers of Tipu from entering the city. 'Thus British owed to the Keyis worth 

20 lakhs siccas which they have not re-paid. It is said that, the East India 

Company made a contract with Musakakka to repay the coins through a 

written bond. Musakakka also served the East India Company by supplying 

food provisions to their officials and soldiers. From this transaction 

Musakakka earned a huge amount annually. 

Another memorable service of Musakakka in the contemporary political 

affairs was his role as a mediator between the East India Company and the 

Arakkal dynasty of Cannanore. When East India Company was trying to 

subjugate the power of Arakkal sultan, they asked Musakakka to be a mediator 

between them and the Arakkal Sultan in avoiding any military intervention 

and to subjugate peacefully before them. But the Arakkal Sultan declined the 

demand and began to shoot against the two ships of company anchored in the 

sea. Sultan was exhausted by shooting from Cannanore fort. The company 

then retaliated and succeeded in crushing the walls of Cannanore fort. At last 

they captured the fort and the Arakkal Sultan then decided to make an 

agreement with company and employed Musakakka as a mediator. The 

company demanded 10 lakh rupees as compensation, but Arakkal Sultan 

expressed his inability to pay it in bulk and asked for more time. But the 

company declined this demand, there upon Musakakka, himself agreed to pay 

this amount on behalf of Arakkal Sultan for which the company agreed." 

35 ,  W. Logan. op.cit.. Vol. 111, p,248. 



The sultan was very much pleased with the act of Musakakka and gave him 

the right to levy the tax from his territory until the loan amount was 

completely recovered. Arakkal Sultan also expressed a wish to have a 

matrimonial relation with hishouse and the family of Musakakka. As per the 

wish, the nephew of Musakakka, Ussankutty married a lady from Arakkal 

house. On so many other occasions also the Arakkal House had financial 

dealing with Musakakka. Arakkal Beebi had mortgaged the coir of Laccadive 

Islands to Chowakkaran Musa on account of the expense of former wars. 

Another everlasting contribution of the architect of Keyi family, 

Mussakakka, was the adathi1 palli. - - He took much pain in the construction of 

the mosque. The site of thls mosque originally was a Dutch garden of 

sugarcane which was later Inherited by the ~ r i t i s h . ' ~  As a faithful fhend and 

benefactor of the East India Company, the authorities decided to reward 

Musakakka. But Musakakka denied any such presents and requested the 

company to treat him as a citizen as such he would be liable to pay the same 

tax as others. Impressed by the humility of Musakakka, company asked him 

whether he would like to construct any building in the city. There upon 

Musakakka expressed his wish to own the Gda (garden of sugar cane) of the 

Dutch that the company without hesitation granted the request. Musakakka 

wished to construct a mosque on the site, but on religious grounds the 

company objected the demand, but was ready to sell the site and he could do 



as per his wish. Musakakka then pald the money of the land and begar~ to 

construct the mosque. Teak woods worthy of lakhs of rupees were used in the 

construction of the mosque which he owned from the Travancore Maharaja. 

The event alluding to how he inherited the teak wood from Maharaja goes like 

this. Having suffered heavy loss in his business, Musakakka went to 

Travancore to test his luck there. He had heared much about the generosity of 

the then Maharaja and met with him and narrated about his sad plight. Feeling 

pity of kakka's condition, Maharaja had given as much amount he needed to 

make his business prosper. Musakakka thanked Maharaja and started his 

business at Aleppy. Within a short period Musakakka made a thumbing profit 

out of his business. Then he again met Maharaja with valuable presents and 

was ready to repay his loans from Maharaja, but Maharaja did not accept the 

money and advised hlm to make business in the Travancore area. Musakakka 

demanded to Maharaja to provide him with teak woods which was granted and 

he brought this wood to Tellicheny by which he constructed a Pandikasirla 

and remaining wood was utilized for the construction of Odathil mosqzre. 

Musakakka had planned to install three domes, two out of gold and one out of 

silver on the roof of Odathil mosqtre, but before installing it he passed away. 

His successors fulfilled his wish by installing it on the roof. These domes 

were installed on a very pompous occasion by inviting all rulers of Malabar 

and other dignitaries to witness the event. These domes were placed on the 

back of elephants and encircled the city and installed on the mosque in a 

. jubilant situation, when the British battalion of Camanore played the flutes 



and drums. The Odothrl @!I was exclusively used by ~ e ~ i s , ' '  but they allow 

all others to pray in the mosque. They also appointed special Qa~r in the 

mosque, The tomb of Musakakka is in the compound of this mosque. After 

Musakakka, Makkikaka succeeded as the leader of family who built the 

Muqadar mosque of Tellicherry. 

The two ancestors of Keyis, Aluppikakka and Musakakka were not 

known as Keyis, but had the suffix Kakka, a honourable title in Gujarati 

language. The Gujarati merchants called Mappila merchants by this surname 

and later every elder person among Mappilas was known by this title. The 

title Keyi was first used by Kunhippakki who was known among the Maratha 

ship workers in this title whch means 'owner of the ship'.'* This is how the 

suffix Keyi became common to all descendants of Musakakka. After cheriya 

Mammikeyi, the Keyi family stood divided into several branches namely 

Orkkateri, Valiyaptira, Pzithiya pura and Koloth. The first elder in the 

Orkkateri branch was Bappan Kutti Keyi. He had an accidental death at 

Bombay and after him Orkatteri branch was again divided into four sub 

branches namely Vallya Orkkateri, Cheriya Orkkateri, Thazhath and parakkar. 

Moideenkutty Keyi Kuttiali Keyi, Thazhe Kunhammad Keyi and Assan ku te  

Keyi were the prominent personalities of this branch. Pzrthiyapltrayil branch 

had so many important personalities namely Mammali, Cheriya Bappan, 

37. Ibralurn Kunju. Mauvila Muslims of Kerala; Trivandru~n 1989. p.79. 
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Kunhi Kalanthan and Alippi. In Valiya purakkal, Makki and Kakkachi Umma 

were the great personalities of the family. 

Socially, Keyis followed endogamy in the sense that most of them 

preferred to make matrimonial relations within their family. If they marry 

outside, they made relations either Arakkal dynasty or Koyas of Calicut. 

Another social custom followed by them was matriliny, as a result the title 

Keyi was transferred to nephews only, not to sons or daughters. Keyis were 

generally known as ChovakkZr, since they originally belonged to Chowa, near 

Cannanore, a village of Chirakkal Taluk. In a period when the petty 

nZdzrvZhis were struggling to pay the annual tribute to British, Musakakka 

and his nephews helped them with huge amount of money.39 

Keyis were not only flourishing businessmen, but great agriculturists 

also. They were the big land owners of Malabar. Lakhs of acres of land were 

owned by them in the various parts of Cannanore, Payyanur, Pazhayangadi 

. Rarnantali and Kurvayi. Keyis relation with tenents was so cordial that they 

remitted the land tax of their tenants. The ChovvakkZran Valiyapzirakkal 

house was the major land owners of their time. With the land reforms of 

Kerala government in 1970's Keyis lost most of their land. 

Keyi family contributed so many outstanding personalities. Mayinkutty 

Elaya, a member of the family married from Arakkal dynasty, was credited 

39. Ad. C.O.T. Umnmr. "Malabarile Keyi~nar" Chandrika Weekend Edition, Calicut 2!. l .20Q1. p.111 



with the construction of hIt4safar Khana (pilgnms abode) at Makkah. This inn  

known as Key, ~uhath ,~ '  rendered great service to pilgnms providing 

accommodation and food. This inn for several years benefited pilgnms but 

later it was demolished for expansion of the courtyard of the holy Kaba. 

Maylnkutty Elaya was an educationist and reformist of hls time. He was the 

first translator of Holy Quran into Malayalam language but in Arabi- 

Malayalam script. He faced a violent opposition from orthodox ulama of the 

community, but he stood boldly and published six volumes of the translation. 

He promoted Madrasa education and strongly opposed the evil practices of 

Muslim community who also opposed the matriliny followed by Muslim 

Tarmad.  

Another great personality of Keyis was C.0.T Allupi Key1 the first 

judge among Mappila Community. When he was a student of Madras Law 

College, he bagged the Sir Bashyam Ayyangar Hindu Law gold medal, which 

was a mile stone in the history of the college." He became a judge of Madras 

High Court. His son T.T.P Abdulla was the ambassador of India to Saudi 

Arabia. Abdulla Keyi was another judge. C.0.T Kunhipakki was the Head 

Master of Mappila School at Malappuram, he later became Deputy Director of 

Muslim Education and PSC Member. Later T.M. Savankutty became the 

chairman of Public Service Commission of Kerala. C.K. Mamrnad Keyi was 

bestowed with the title of Khan Bahadzrr by the British government. C.K.P 

Cheriya Mammu Keyi was a well known politician of north Malabar. 

40. T.M Sulaiman, "Keyi Rubath" Chandnak Weekend Edition, Calicut, 12.11.1988 p.3. 
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The Keyis excelled in the field of education and spol-ts. Several 

Engineering and Medical graduate sprang up from the family. Being in close 

association with British officials, Keyis very much inherited the games of 

- Tennis and Cricket. Keyi team played Cricket matches with the team of Lord 

Wellesly during the British period. 

Keyis extended their business circle all over the country. After 

Tellicheny, Aleppy was another important centre of the Keyis. Later centres 

were established at Bombay, Calcutta and other Indian cities. Coconut oil, 

pepper, coffee, sandal, cardamom, wood etc., were the main items of export to 

foreign countries. 

Still the Keyis of Tellicheny are well known merchants and land lords. 

The new generation has been contributing immensely to politics, education 

culture and sports of the state. 

Baramis 

Baramis are other prominent traders of Calicut city, like the Koyas. 

Baramis originally belong to Mukhalla of Yaman who came along with Jiffri 

family the missionaries who came to Malabar. Other groups of Baramis 

settled in Indonesia and Egypt. In Indonesia the Baramis held high posts of 

the government. 

Shaikh Ali Barami was the first to reach Calicut city in 1797 AD who 

was considered as the founder of the family. Baramis were also known as 



hlrrkhallans following the name of their native place. Actually Sheikh Jlffri 

on his return journey from Makkah, brought Ali Barami with him to Malabar. 

Ali Barami was much affectionate to Sheikh Jiffn and always sought advice 

from JIfSri for the prospects of his business. Ali Barami married a lady of 

Quilandy. As the business prospered Ali Barami purchased some land on 

lease from the Zamorin at South beach of the city and erected a pandikasalu 

(copra pressing centre) and adjacent to this, he built a house whlch later 

known as ~aranzintakanz.~~ This house has been reconstructed several times 

aftenvords. Sheikh Ali Barami, in his marriage from Quilandy got the son 

Muhammed Barami who became a flourishing businessman. He was a social 

worker of Quilandy, but all hls sons settled at Calicut and the Baramintakam 

of Quilandy had been demolished. 

The first son of Shaik Ali Barami, by his second wife, was Hassan 

Barami who was a reputed business man. But his son Moosa Barami earned 

more reputation as a great timber merchant and Urrr (Big boats) owner. 

Besides he owned so many coconut gardens at parappil beach and built the 

large house Moosa Baranzintakanz. Ali Barami's second son Abdurahiman 

Barami was concentrated in maintaining coconut gardens. Third son Umar 

Barami was a renowned businessman who was rather specialised in foreign 

export business. Tea, pepper, coir were the main items of export to Aden and 

12. P.P Manunad Koja Parappil. op.ci1.. p.97 



Muscat. He imported rice from South Canara by Ilrus to Calicut c ~ t y  and hls 

grand son Mammed Barami was highly educated and became the Honorary 

Magistrate under the British. Another grand son Muhammed Barami laid 

foundation to Madrasathul Muhammadiya at Parappil and acted as ~anager . ' l j  

Ali Barami's fourth son Ahamed Barami continued the exporting 

business who was also a social reformer. Ahamed Barami constructed the 

Sabha Hall and Sabha mosque of South beach. He acted as the secretary of 

Himayatul Islam Sabha and fostered so many students of Dars (religious class 

of mosques). His son Khan Bahadur Ali Barami started his business from his 

young age and became a great export agent. He was one of the founders of 

Madrasathul Muhammadiya. The grand son of Ahamed Barami, especially 

Muhammed Barami was the President of Madrasathul Muhammadiya School, 

Patron of Muslim Educational Society and Calicut Muslim Association. The 

present generation of Baramis are still flourishing business men of the city and 

so many of them are well educated. 

Emigrant Trade Classes 

Batkals 

Batkals of Calicut are an important trading group among the Muslims 

of ivlalabar who through centuries of association with Mappilas became a part 

of community. The Mappilas prefer to call them ~ a t t a k k o l 6  Ibn Batuta had 

13. Ibid.. p.98. 



reported to have seen some Hanover (Batkal) shop owners in Calicut in 1342 

AD. The people by their family name are known as Nava,vats. The city of 

Navayats, Batkal earned its name from Abadaqilla (fort on a hill top),'' which 

had become the seat of Muslim Sultans. 

The descendants of Batkal shop owners later turned to great merchant 

class and reached every part of India. As firm believers in God, honesty and 

integrity were the key features of their character. They were warmly received 

wherever they went. The Batkals specialised in cloth business as well as hotel 

business. Reaching Calicut, they opened shops of textiles in heart of the city. 

Badsha store and Colombo store are the famous textile shops of Batkals who 

. owned a line of shops in big bazaar of Calicut cityS4j Behind the shops they 

made dwelling houses and this area is known as Batkal line.46 Adjacent to the 

street there is a mosque which is once managed by mostly by Batkals. 

All the cloth items, especially of ladies of the Mappilas of Malabar in 

the British period were supplied by this group which had been imported from 

Kanchipuram, Banaras and Bombay. They had branches in every small bazars 

of Malabar and the people accustomed to cloth items through their service. 

Batkals excelled in hotel business who introduced so many of their 

native dishes to the Malabar people. Badanl Sarbath, Kaskas, lemon juice, 

44 Victor S D'souza. The Navayats of Kanara. Dhanvar. 1955. p 53 

45 P P Ma~uned  Ko!a Parapp~l, op.cit . p 203 

46 S M Mollamed Koha Ciesco 30' vear Sovenier. Callcut. 1996.'p 78. 



wheat porridge, Kitchdi, Godan, MiFlpori, H~riyZinr etc. are such dishes which 

became the favourite items of the people of Malabar. Batkal hotels were 

renowned for their quality and punctuality. They opened the shops in the early 

morning and closed very late in the night and thus rendered valuable service to 

the people. Even the British officials enjoyed the Batkal dishes. Later so 

many Mappilas attracted to this textile and hotel Business of Batkals and was 

inspired to start new shops in the city. , 

The Batkals followed their own social customs in Malabar also. The 

marriage ceremonies, held in the house of bride groom are witnessed by the 

Qazi (Priest) Mabr is given as cash and not in kind. After marriage, bride 

groom gives a presentation namely ~ahi is~ '  to bride and her house holds. 

Commonly JahZs is dresses, perfiunes and clothes. The bride lives in the 

house of groom. Among the Batkals divorce is very rare. Ladies usually wear 

purdah. Men and women are fair in colour and possessed attractive 

personality. 

Batkals follow the tenets of Islam closely who belongs to shafi school 

of thought." They have been given much importance to religious education 

especially to learn Quran by heart for which they formed an association 

namely Anjzrman Talimzil Quriin. They have also conducted All 

India competition in Adhiin. (Call for prayer). They have formed another 

17. Mammed Koya Parappil. op.cit.. p.203 

18. S.M. Moharnmed Koya, op.cit., p.77. 



association for their own progress and welfare namely Malabar Batkal Mu,rlzn~ 

~amaat . '~ There were about 100 families upto the late 50's and after so many 

families migrated to various parts of India and Arabian gulf countries and their 

number has reduced to 30 families presently. The new generation has left the 

traditional textile business and entered to new business fields. 

Dakhnis 

Tipus invasion of Malabar opened the door to the people of Deccan and 

some people settled in various parts of Malabar. Some merchants came to 

Calicut and settled here and they were known by the name of ~ a k h r u s . ' ~  

Since most of them belonged to the Pathan race, who were the soldiers of 

Golkanda Sultans, then Dakhnis were also known as 'Pattanis'. 

But according to traditions, the first Dakhni migration to Malabar is 

said to have occurred in the lgth centmy when Sheikh Mahrnud and his group 

of Golkanda after performing Hajj at Makkah were returning to their land but 

on the return journey they lost their way and the ship anchored at Tellicheny. 

These groups were considered to be the first Dakhni settlers of Malabar. 

Sheikh Mahmud later became the khatib of Ali Haji mosque of Tellicherrry. 5 1 

D b s  have their own native social customs. In marriages they have 

been giving dowry to the girls. They celebrated Halnri in the previous night of 

19. Mammed Koya Parappil, op.cit., p.203. 

50. Dakhnis - The people of Deccan in general. But specifically Urdu speaking Muslims of 
Golkanda. Bijapur, Mysore etc. 

5 1. P.P. Mammed Koya Parappil, op.cit.. p.204. 



' 

marriage. This is henna laying ceremony, the same as that of Mylanchr 

Kalyanam of ~ o ~ a s . ' ~  Among the Dakhnis, it is the privilege of bride to 

present all wedding dress of bride groom. Except for scattered households in 

the rural areas, they live in linear exclusive settlements of raw houses, 

arranged in a congested manner in urban areas. They had no traditional 

occupations, but practised as merchants, farmers, business brokers etc., Many 

of them are highly educated and hold high posts in the government. Many 

Pattanis serve in the educational institutions in and around Calicut city.'' The 

District educational officer, Gafoorsha, a Pattani, wrote a book on Prophet 

Muhammed's life history in the old Manipravalam - - style of Malayalam 

language.'4 

The famous.Pattala .c Pa_lli of Calicut city was constructed by the Pattani 

soldiers of Tipu sultan, as it is said that, the first name Pattaci Pajli was later 

modified as Pattala Palli. 

Dakhnis - . .  belonged to HanaJi school of thought and have retained 

- Urdu as mother tongue. They have exclusive settlements and with their own 

mosques. Their number is said to have two thousand now. They have been 

amalgamated to the stream of Mappilas and were enrolled in the school 

records as Mappilas. They had formed an organization, Dakhni M1isli171 Jajnaf 

for their welfare. The association had it own building in which they run a 

................................ 
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Madrasah. For the promotion of Urdu language they associated themselves 

. with Anjurnan Tarq IJrdu of Delhi. The Dakhnis are the most amalgamated 

migrant group to merge with the Mappila community. 

Memons 

Upto 1750 AD the Alayi Memons who came from Surat and Cutch 

were settled at Calicut, became the leading merchants of the city. Memons 

were by export and import businessmen who monopolized the rice trade of the 

whole Malabar. They imported rice Gom Burma, Thailand and Malaya. It  is 

estimated that, one of the ships of Memons carried twenty to thrrty thousand 

sacks of rice from abroad. 

The Memons exhibited extraordinary capability in handling the 

business. They possessed extreme honesty and punctuality in business matters 

who also encouraged small businessmen and helped them at the time of 

necessity. They really monopolized the rice market to the extent that that they 

fixed the market price of rice of that period.55 During the second world war 

when a severe famine struck the Malabar area, the efficiency of Memons in 

importing .rice saved the people Gom great suffering. They had not only 

established big network of business firms throughout India but those business 

firms were efficiently controlled by their faithful managers where as the 

owners visited the firms once in a year. 

5 5 .  Ibid.. p.207 



Adam Pir Mohammed, Hussan Kasam Dada, Haji Habib, Ibrahirn 

Kasim and Pir Muhammed were big businessmen of the city.'"he Memons 

were generous and contributed rice to the poor and needy during the days of 

Ramzan. Memons reconstructed the Mudakkara mosque of big bazaar in Indo- 

Saracenic style. 

Memons played an important role in the politics of the country obeying 

their national leader, Muhammed Ali Jinnah, since the Memons were the 

followers of All Lndia Muslim League. They helped the Muslim League 

Committee of the city by means of fmancial support. Sattar Sait was a 

prominent leader of Muslim League in South India who contested in elections 

of 1934. . The Memons supported the formation of Pakistan and after 

independence they disposed ofthe properties and migrated to Palustan. 

Bohras 

Bohras came to Calicut city about two hundred years ago and settled 

here who originally belonged to the Kutch province of Gujarat. They held a 

supreme position in the trade and business of the city from their advent. They 

specialised in exporting business, mainly of indigenous productions of sea 

. coral, salty fish, ginger, coir and spices. These articles were exported to 

Karachi, Bombay, Maldives and Ceylone. lbrahim Jivaji, Hassanal Kathrak, 

................................... 
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Akbarali and Tayyib Ali were famous businessman of the city in the early 

period. Later Gulam Hussan, Mamuji, Davud Bai and Tayyib Ali became the 

leading export businessmen. Bohras monopolized the coir business of the city 

as they built coir factories known as Aliith offices in whlch the coir required 

for the cargos in big ships were manufactured." 

By 1900 AD, the emigrated Bohras constructed Jamli'at office at South 

Beach whlch later developed as Bohra complex with a mosque, madrasah and 

Jama 'at KhGna. Bohras are Shias belong to DaM~zidi branch and led by their 

spiritual leader Sayyidina who appointed Q@is and Muallims. they were 

trained in h s  academy, A1 Jamyyatul ~ a f l ~ a , ~ *  at Surat. 

Bohras closely follow the Islamic system of inheritance and are liberal 

and progressive. Their customs in social life are simple and inexpensive. 

Since they are not believing in extravaganza, even the amount of Mahr is 

usually fixed as hundred and one rupees. The Qazi performs the Nik6h while 

the ladies are watching it behind a curtain Before marriage ceremonies, the 

mother-in-law would visit the house of bride with sweets and tied a knot, 

lmam San~im, in her hand.5g After marriage the girl lives in the house of man 

and he would present the bride with dress and ornaments. The ladies wear the 

dresses of Egyptians. Even in marriage occasions the bride would be dressed 

57. Mammcd Koya Parappil. op.cit.. p.206. 
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in purdah. The marriage feast is arranged by the groom and his family. 

Divorce is rare in the community. In olden days, Mubarram was celebrated in 

a festive manner. Ladies also took part in Jamat prayers. 

Bohras excelled in exporting business especially of timber, coir, 

coconut and spices. Some of them owned big boats. Presently, the Bohras are 

about 150 in number. They are giving much importance to religious 

education. Most of the boys and girls study in Gujarati School started by 

Bohra leaders. The Bohras also patronize Urdu language and culture like the 

other migrant groups. 

Labour Classes 

The Mappilas of Malabar are a distinct community having manifold 

variations in culture and life styles. They are undertaking such an occupation 

which is suited to their conditions. In the long course of centuries, certain 

groups of people specialised in specific and skilled works and had acquired 

mastery over some occupations. The following generations would continue 

the jobs and these groups became almost a synonym of their jobs. 

The Khalasis, boat pullers of Byepore near Calicut city are traditionally 

handling t h s  labour work. With the experience in labour, khalasis were 

widely employed in construction of Indian Railway by the British. 

Puislans, the fishing community has also acquired great skill in their 

jobs. The job requires high courage as they were struggling with the roaring 



sea, and through hard work and they earned great name as skilled labourers of 

Arabian Sea. 

Kammalis another working group of Kallai timber depots are 

traditionally trained in hard working. They also are working in the big bazaar 

and copra bazaar as head-load workers and rikshaw pullers. 

Besides the various working groups scattered through out Malabar who 

have been trained in their respective trade constitute a big working force of 

Mappila community. The two h n g s  commonly experienced by all working 

groups are that all of them have led a low standard of life on account of their 

menial wages and secondly all of them have been considered socially inferior 

regarding their lineage and social status. 

Khalasis 

Khalasis are the workers of a ship or boat doing the jobs like launching 

the boat to sea, pulling the boat to sea shore, loading the cargo into the boat, 

unloading the cargos, shifting goods from harbour to wagons etc., Khalasis 

mainly concentrated at Beypore, Chaliyam and shores of Chaliyar. The word 

Khalasi has its root from Arabic which means black and white mixed from the 

fact that they were born to a white father (Arab) and black mother (native 

woman of ~ a l a b a r ) . ~ '  

60. Sajyid Sulairnan Nadvi, Arabikalude Kau~alottam (Mal), (Tr. K.K. Moha~ned Abdul Kareern). 
Angadippuram. 1973, pp.73-71. 



The Arabs employed their sons as workers of ship. .Later the progenq 

of these workers was known by the name of Khalasi. The Khalasi chiefs are 

called Moopans. The British employed Khalasis in the construction of 

Railway lines. They also took a leading role in the construction of bridges of 

British period. The expert Khalasi chiefs are called ~ r a n k s . ~ '  Some Sranks of 

Chaliyam undertook works all over India. 

The Khalasis have special techniques to launch or draw a boat. The 

ground below the boat is first levelled and wooden planks of two inch 

tluckness are paved. Above these planks, wooden rollers are put and the boat 

which is supported on either side by two heavy logs of poovam wood, which 

kept the boat above the ground slowly placed over rollers and then the boat is 

tied on to the dovar (lever) as the kazhas (handle) of dovar are rotated the boat 

moved on to water.62 

This technology in fact forms part of a much broader navigational 

technology which was still vibrant in Beypore even in the 1960's. Beypore 

port had a unique place in the Arab Indian navigation and trade. Even during 

the 1960's sailing ships were built and exported from Beypore to the Persian 

gulf. The techniques which the Khalasis put to use were the one used for 

launching and pulling ashore the large sailing ships at Beypore. These sailing 

ships had to be ground every year to re-fasten the planks which were stitched 

6 1 .  Nicholson Paulose. "Anyamakunna Khalasikal", Chandnka Weekend Edition. Calicut. 28.1 1990 
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together with coir ropes. The annual grounding to repair and subsequent 

launching necessitated a technological device for both these operations and 

thus arose the technology which the Khalasis has been using.6J 

Besides loading and unloading boats and cargo, a Khalasi works on a 

ship as a porter. Navigational terminology of Lakshadeep with which the 

Kerala coast had trade relations or the Khalasis were less skilled set of 

labourers in the sailing ships compared to the Maln~is, who were the real 

navigators' who had the complex knowledge of the techniques of skill of 

navigation, and knew how to handle the various instruments used in traditional 

navigation.64 On the sailing ships the Khalasis did the relatively less skilled 

labours such as raising and lowering the sails, bailing out water from the ship 

when leaks developed and were also in charge of the loading and unloading of 

cargo. An additional task undertaken by Khalasis in Beypore is the salvaging 

of sunken sailing ships and large boats. Thus though they stand one step 

lower in the technocratic hierarchy of traditional navigation, their vely name 

Khalasi stands testimony to the fact that their services were socially 

recognized during the period of sailing ships. 

The Khalasis of Malabar have taken part in the construction of railway 

bridges far out of Kerala. during the British period itself6' Their main task 

63 Ales George. "Traditional Technology of Malabar Khalasis". Malabar Maholsa~a So\-enier. 
Calicut. 1998. p. 168. 
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was of rail bridge construction to fix the girds or to replace them wherever 

repair was needed. In addition to girder, fixing and replacement, they also 

engaged in various heavy tasks associated with bridge building such as 

digging wells deep into the earth until it touched the rock in which the pillars 

of the bridge were created. Khalasis were also to take up the task of installing 

heavy machinery in industrial plant construction. Khalasis were involved in 

the major British construction like Shivnath and Mahanadhi bridges in Orissa, 

the Manganese factory at Goa and India's first launching bridge at Jarbad, 

Khalasis have even crossed the national boundaries to take part in the railway 

work which was started during the British period could have resulted from the 

links they could establish with the ,British Railway authorities who were 

having their terminal for Malabar, at Chaliyam ceased to be the terminal only 

when lines were extended to Calicut. 

Khalasi touch could be seen also in the construction of Hardi Bridge of 

Bengal, Peranellur in Madras and Thondiyarpetta near Madras. The then 

Orissa minister Nithyakananda had given full credit to Mappila Khalasis for 

the fast completion of Hirackud 

At present the Khalasis, most of them are known as Kammali workers 

in Beypore, engaged in launching and drawing ashore large boats mainly 

fishing boats are having a difficult time. The decline of sailing ship building 

in Beypore due to the impact of steam navigation and the slackening of sailing 

66. Ibid.. p.200. 



ship based trade has hit them hard. It is significant to note that the skills 

which the Khalasis possess are indeed valuable though they use relatively 

simple and limited equipment, traditional to the indigenous technological 

environment, the Khalasis of Malabar proudly and rightfully claim the 

tradition of Kunhali Marakkars. 

Kammalis 

The timber labourers of Kallai, known as Kammalis, worked in timber 

PGndikasiila, the modern saw mill, fiom morning to night in this area where 

timber saw mills are seen in large numbers, in an area spreading about six 

kilometers, exactly from Pallikandi to Mankavu. Hundreds of saw mills had 

been operated on the banks of Kallai river and thousands of labourers worked 

here day and night. Kallai held this unique position by which it was hailed as 

the second biggest timber business centre of the world. Kallai rose to &us 

position simply because of the fact that the river which is a bifurcation of 

Beypore river, originated from the forests of Eranad where immense qualities 

of mapf icen t  timber6' are h c k l y  grown. The timber thus could easily 

be portable through the Chaliyar to the banks of Kallai, where it can be 

exported to foreign countries. The Arabs and later Mappila merchants 

who monopolized timber industry bought the trees of forest on payment of 

67. C.A.  Imes. op.cit.. p.252 
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KuttikGcam - - (stump fee)68 from Namboodiri jenmis and later brought it to the 

river shore using elephants. It was later efficiently floated by Kammalis by 

tying the woods together to form Changiidam and controlling it by a long stick 

and singing, ' ~ l e l a m ' ~ ~  through the rivers, induced was a beautiful sight. In the 

season, the river at Kallai is a wonderful sight, the water being scarcely visible 

for thousands of logs floating on surface. The logs are left in the water until 

they are sold. 

The Kammali skillness could be seen in the saw mills. It is quite easy 

for them to lift the timber for splitting and removing it from the table and after 

this splitting process, it then loading in ships, in railway coaches and lorries. 

Kamrnalis also efficiently work as loading and unloading labourers in the big 

bazar in the port of Calicut to unload loads of sacks from shlps and loading it 

again in PiindikasGlas. Usually the Kammalis have been controlled by 

Mooppans (leaders) and there existed close Mooppan - Kammali relations. 

The Mooppan Kammalis thus are a major working group of Malabar area. 

Kammalis have very low level of living standards by the menial income they 

earned. Many of the youths of younger generation have migrated to gulf 

countries for better living prospects. Some of the youths turned to illegal 

means to earn and became anti-social elements from this group. By 

mechanization, the loading process at the port has been reduced but in bazaars 

still they continue their hard work. 

69 P P Malnmad Koya Parappil, op.cit., p.295. L, 



Puislans (Fisher Folk) 

The Mappila fisher folk (Puislans) form a distinct social group within 

the Muslim community. These fisher folk have constant contact with their 

Hindu and Christian counterparts who live on the contiguous coastal regions 

of Kerala. The Mappila fisher folk of coastal regions of the entire Malabar 

have been converted from Hindu Mukkuvans. These converts are called 

Ptlislzn (neophytes or Puthiya Islam). The Puislans have retained their 

original Mukkuva clan names though they do not observe clan exogamy.70 

They occupy the lowest position in the social hierarchy of the Muslim 

community. Puislans work side by side with other Mappilas both at the 

fishing ground and in the curing yards. It is said that in former times, Puislans 

were allowed to contract alliances with Mtrkkzrva women and that a male child 

born as a result there of on Friday was handed over to the Mappila 

community." It is recorded in the Madras census report of 1891 A.D. that 

conversion to Islam is common among the caste. All Puislan follow the 

occupation of fishing. In North Kerala Mtikkzrva females during their mensus 

period cannot remain in their house, but they occupy the house of a Mappila 

fisherman, which shows that the two castes live on very close terms.72 Puislan 

will not go for fishing on Friday in respect of the holiness of the day. 

------------------------------m--- 
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Fishing is one of the oldest occupations of mankind. This fishermen 

folk live in thatched huts on the beach and are subjected to floods. The 

Mappilas fishermen who inhabit the Malabar coast are reputed to be experts in 

detecting the fish shoal in the changing conditions of the sea. They possess 

extensive knowledge of the species of the fish, their habits and various weeds 

which serve on the food of fish and breeding seasons of the different species. 

They make use of specialised nets and techniques for fishing different species 

of fish. They launch the nets and boats at the most opportune time and initiate 

the young people into the profession on auspicious occasions. 

The Hindu and Mappila fishermen of Kerala classify the fishlng 

grounds on the basis of the depth of the sea, which is measured in terms of 

k k u  ~ z h e m ~ '  or MZm. These fall into 5 types (1) KZrakadaal, 3 E r u s  (2) 

Idakadal, 8 MZms (3) Padi Kadal, 8 Marus (4) Vwakadal, 8 Marus (5) 

Puramkadal, 10 MZrus. From one kadal to another nets, fishlng techniques 

and seasons had to be changed. Types of fish vary from kadal to kadal. The 

main fish items are Chemmeen, Tirandi, Etta, K@a, Mathi, Ayla, Ayikkora. 

~emmTn, Ak3la, Nettal, Suya, Mullan etc. The common fishmg boats are 
c- 

Catamaran, Canoes, plank built boats and traditional boats ( ~ o ~ i ) . ~ ~  The usual 

net used for the operations are gill nets, Ayilacalm~ala, Olttkklr\~ala, Tirandi 

vala, Netial vala, Onczivala, Raminvala, Srav~ivala, Chinese 1-ala, Peyiitam - - 

vala and Mattikolli - - vala. All these show that Puislans have 'great knowledge 

73.  P.R.G. Mathur. op.cit.. p.27 

71. Ibid.. pp. 116-169. 



of the types of fishes and superior craftsmanship and excellent marketing 

system. 

The Puislans of Malabar perform a number of rituals and observe 

numerous magico-religious practices in the cause of fishing. They believe that 

sorcerers can cause not only illness but also death by performing black magic. 

These beliefs and magico-religious practices help fill gaps in their technology 

of fishing and thus narrow the areas of doubt a id  uncertainty. Ritual activity 

coordinates and regulates the corporate behaviour of the Mappila fishermen in 

a large numbers of social situations. The complex body of rituals among 

Pzrislans may be classified into 8 main types.7s (1) Maulid recitation of the 

birth, life history, sayings and glory of Prophet Muhammed his predecessors 

and descendants, (2) Madhu Songs in Arabi-Malayalam in praise of the 

Prophet, (3) Khattam otikkal, reading of the full text of holy Quran, (4) Bait 

singing by the clergy in honour of the grand sons of the prophet, (5) Rattib 

observance of the special rituals in honour of Sheikh k f f a i  and Shaikh 

Muhiuddin (6) The usual Islamic festivals Id a1 Fztr, and Id a1 Azha. (7 )  

htuals in connection with life cycle of birth, marriage and death. Besides 

these rituals, Plrislans also perform the Islamic rites like 5 day Prayer, fasting 

during the month of Ramzan, HUJJ to Makkah etc., Islamic festivals are also 

performed as usual. 

The Pzlislans are highly superstitious. They employ local Maniravadis 

to cure their diseases, to fulfil their wishes and to destroy their enemies. The 

7 5  P.R.G. Mathur. op.cil., p.304. 



two sections of the Mappilas who indulge in this sorcery are Thangals and 

Musliyar. This black magic (Sihr in ~ r a b i c ) ~ ~  is quite common among the 

Puislans. Besides they would approach Hindu Mantravadis like Kaniyars, 

Panans, Parayam etc. for this purpose. 

In social rites the Puislans more or less are following the prescription of 

Quran and Hadith. But in their economic pursuits as well as rituals connected 

with diseases and curing they fall back very substantially on the Hindu folk 

medicines. The Mappila social system is highly flexible. The Puislans are 

also known as Kadappurakkar or those who live in sea coast. They occupy 

the lowest position in the social hierarchy of the Muslim community in the 

village. The Kadappurathukiir are divided into two endogamous groups on 

the basis of their traditional occupationsy the Valakkar and Beppukar (the hook 

and line fi~hermen).'~ Members of these sections observe endogamy. 

Beppukar claim a superior status than the Valakkar, Beppukar traces their 

origin to high caste Hindus. The Mappilas living closer to these Pztislans were 

termed Angadikkiir, possibly converts from hlgh class Hindus. They are 

mostly landlords, peasants and traders. Although they intermingle in public 

- places and in mosques they seldom interdine. The Angadikkar have 

monopolized the fish trade. 

76.  Sihr - It is a type of black ~nagic performed by 'Mullas' for gaining private ends for other parties. 

77. P.R.G. Mathur, op.cit., p.20 



Sundry labourers 

Besides the major class of labourers, there had been so many sundry 

- labourers in various parts of Malabar. But they were not known as a separate 

class since they were not a work force of big f m s  or establishments. The 

Rikshaw pullers of Calicut city led a miserable life because it was indeed a 

labour of slavery.78 Later cycle rikshaws came to the scene for their relief. 

But it was the advent of motor rikshaws that really saved the bondage of these 

labourers. 

Another group of labourers are the fish-selling group. At the sea beach 

the puislans sold it to the small merchants and they carried it on heads and 

sold it through houses from morning to evening walking miles and miles of 

distance until it finished. Presently brokers purchased it in bulk and employ 

workers to sell it. 

The Beedi workers of so many companies that produced beedi in 

Calicut city, Tellichery and Cannanore and other small bazars of Malabar were 

mostly Mappila labourers. They also worked day and night and a less paid 

group among the labourers. The Shahinsha, Mayin and Chavi were the 

famous beedi brands of Calicut. Sadhu beedi was another famous brand of 

Cannanore. So many labourers worked in connection with the company in the 

production, packing and selling of beedis. By the introduction of cigarette, 

beedi industry is on the verge of decline. 

78. P. C. Abdul Latheef, 'Manushyare Chumakunna Manushpar', Clanclnka Weeklv. dtd. 
10.8.1985, p. 18 



The British owned so many estates and big lands in various parts of 

Malabar. They employed so many workers in their estates of Wynad, 

Cannanore, Calicut and Ernad taluks. These labourers known as 'coolies' led 

a miserable life on account of their low income. Presently these labourers are 

working under the rich estate owners. 

In the extreme South of Malabar, in the Palakkattucheri taluk, there 

were so many weavers who came from Madras Presidency and settled in 

Palakkad and near by places. They belonged to the Ha@ sect of Sunnis and 

were commonly known as Rawther. Later they mingled with Mappilas of 

Malabar and became a part of them. 

Peasant Class 

The Mappilas were wide spread in the South Malabar region, the 

earstwhile Eranad and Valluvanad taluks of British Malabar, had been by 

profession farmers or cultivators of the land. When the Arabs were replaced 

by the Portuguese and the Dutch in the Arabian Sea and its trade, Mappilas 

lost their monopoly of trade. The dejected and despaired Mappilas gradually 

withdrew to the interior of Malabar for livelihood and assumed agriculture as 

their profession. 

Agtlculture had been the backbone of south Malabar economy. The 

areas following under South Malabar, the Emad, Walluvanad, Ponnani taluks 

of British Malabar were geographically fiamed to suit various types of 

agricultural crops. The low lying wet paddy fields, pzdarn, the semi cultivable 



land Karinkara and arid land parambu were the main divisions of apcultural 

lands. In each land suitable crops had been cultivated. 

Mappila peasants traditionally were industrious and hard worlung. 

Most of them were devoid of self owned lands. So they were labourers of the 

rich jenmis especially Namboodiri or Nair Hindu classes. Quite few of 

Mappilas owned some land of their own to cultivate during the British period. 

In the cultivation of paddy, the staple grain of the people of Malabar, the 

Mappila peasants had undertaken all farming works independently. The wet 

land cultivation was in three seasons. The fxst crop harvested in Kanni, the 

Malayalam month, and is known as Kannivila - or Virippu, the second crop 

harvested in Magaram is known as Magarvila - or Mundagan. The summer 

crop is Meda punja . The dry land crop called Moden was most 

The method of cultivation was of primitive manner. Oxen or buffaloes were 

employed for ploughmg the field with a ~ a l a ~ ~ a * ~  and levelling the wet 

ground with Urichamaram. The levelling of ground was some times raised to 

the standard of 'sport' or pastime among the peasant class. The sport is 

known as Kajapoott (Cattle race) and has been described elaborately in 

preceding chapter. The young seedlings of the paddy Nharzr were planted in 

the field by peasant class ladies. Usually the paddy seeds has 90 days growth. 

79. C.A. Innes,op.cit.,p.215. 

80. Kalappa (a 'T' shaped wooden plank one end is sharp razor, the other end a handle, the 
long pole tied to the nukam (shaft) of the oxen). 



In the summer season8' the field has been irrigated by drawing water from 

pond or checkdams temporarily constructed in the canals or small rivers. 
* 

Where there was no such facility water was drawn fiom wells made for the 

purpose, near by the paddy fields using a special device known as  ath ham." 

Buchanan describes the device like this. "It is a type of lever of bamboo. In 

the one end there is a long pole tied to the lever. In the other end of the lever, 

there is a Thekkukotta (Wooden bucket). The man drawing water with 

Eatham would stand in two pillars. The man would at first pull the pole down 

and fill the Thekkukotta with water. Then he lifts this easily by the weight of 

the stone hanged and pour water to the paddy field. Probably a man could 

draw 178 gallons of water in one hour."*' After harvesting the crop with an 

arrival (sickle) usually ladies had done this job, it was canied to a Kalam 

(yard) for processing. The grain was thus separated from the paddy. Various 

species of paddy had been used during British period in Malabar. A list is 

given in appendix- 7. 

Besides paddy, commercial crops were also cultivated by Mappilas. 

Important crops were coconut, Arecanut, Pepper and Cashewnut. Unlike food 

crops which were produced only for home consumption these crops were 

meant only for external markets. Coconut was the main cash crop of British 

Malabar. The tree thrived well in salty and sandy alluvial soil of the coastal 

81. Francis Buchanan, A iournev throu~h Malabar. Canam and Mvsore (Mal Tr. C.K. Kareem). 
Thiruvananthapm, 198 1, p.70. 

82. Ibid., p. 126. 

83. Manual of Madras Administration. Part-3, Tamil Nadu Archives. ChennAi. p.637. 



regions. In the inland laterite soil also it produces fine yields. Malabar 

produced coconuts of superior quality compared to other countries which 

produced the same." Every Mappila planted coconut trees in the garden 

around his house. Coconut Kernal is used by Mappilas a6 an ingredient of 

curry. Matured seeds of coconut are used for extracting oil. The oil is 

produced from dried kernels using traditional device called chakku. The 

- remaining.cake pinnakku has been used as a cattlefeed. So many persons had 

worked in the coconut yielding gardens. Persons were specialised in climbing 

the trees, splitting the coconuts and drying the kernels known as copra. 

Coconut dominated in parambu crops up to the extend that there were big 

coconut farms (Thengin thoppu) through out ~alabar.*'  

Arecanut is a long tree planted by the Mappilas o f  South Malabar as 

garden crops. This crop should be periodically watered unlike coconut tree. 

The matured seed is used as an ingredient for pan chewing, a habit of Mappila 

community. After the nut is removed fiom the seed by boiling or drying or 

decaying of the outer shell, it was exported to various parts of the country or to 

foreign countries by the merchants." Dried nut of areca, is used in the 

preparation of medicine, dye, tooth powder and confectionaries. The wood of 

areca is very useful for making huts for the poor peasant Mappilas. 

81. Tom Pires as quoted by Johnsy Mathews, Economy and Societv in Medieval Malabar. (1500- 
1600), Chengannur, 1996, p.86. 

- 85. C.A.I~es ,op.ci t . ,p .219.  

86. Johnsy Mathews, op.cit., p.88. 



Betel, was the most important by product of Arecanut garden. The 

betel known in Malayalam as Timbool is a vine crop, the leaf of this vine, 

betel leaf is the most important commercial product. Thls vine is a climber on 

arecanut tree, as a supporting plant. Periodic watering is necessary for the 

growth of betel vines.87 The matured leafs are plucked which is the necessary 

ingredient in pan chewing. The Mappila peasants depended on thls crop for 

their livelihood. In each week they sold the betel leaf in the neighbouring 

town. In British period; Tirur of South Malabar was famous as a center for 

betel exporting. The Piin Bazar of Tirur town controlled the betel trade from 

where it was exported to North India and foreign countries.88 

Pepper, the 'black gold' of Malabar as it was called, was in fact the 

magnet that attracted merchants fiom abroad in to the coast of Malabar. The 

pepper known in Malabar as Ku-mrnulaku wasJiIfil to the Arabs. Mappila of 

North Malabar mostly engaged in pepper cultivation and business. Pepper 

was abundantly grown in the hilly sides. Pepper is a vine like betel, which 

needs support of a parent tree. The most common parent tree is rnurikktr, 

besides other light wood trees were also grown for this purpose. In the month 

of June, small pepper chord is formed and gradually it develops and will ripe 

in the month of January. Then it is plucked by persons climbing on the tree 

which is then spread in the hot sun. Within few days the green seeds would 

87. C.A. Innes. op.cit., p.224. 

88. E. Sadiq Ali. "Vettila", Chandnka Weekend Edition. Calicut,.17-4-1994. p.1 



turn to black colour, ready for delivery. Sometimes the ripe seeds would be 

boiled and the upper cover would be removed to form white pepper. There 

was a steady demand for pepper in Europe because in the absence of fodder 

during winter large numbers of cattles had to be slaughtered and the meat was 

salted. A large amount of spice was needed for adding taste to the meat. 

Pepper was the most sought-after commodity.89 

Cashewnut, originally a Brazilian had been brought by the Portuguese 

sailors to Malabar. There after this tree was grown in the laterite soil 

abundantly which requires no maintenance. During the summer season the 

cashew fruit with nut could be plucked fiom the tree. The kernal of the nut is 

enclosed in a hard covering. Oil can extract from the thick covering which is 

sweet edible and much superior to ground nut oil. The kernel nut can be 

roasted and eaten. The juice of the apple is a good drink and can be converted 

to vinegar by some process. Mappila peasants were engaged in the collection 

of cashewnut from big gardens and were exporting it to big factories for 

processing. 

Besides the cultivation of the above cash crops, the Mappilas worked as 

- labourers in the big garden of some other crops like coffee, tea and rubber in 

Wynad and other parts of Malabar. In the summer season, the Mappila 

peasants actively engaged in cultivating various vegetables in the harvested 

89. Johnsy Mathews, op.cit., p.49. 



paddy fields. In the parambu, Elephant Yam, Colocasia, Ginger, T m w i c ,  

Tapioca, Banana Chilli, Brinjal etc., were planted. The Mappila peasants 

struggled with soil to earn their livelihood. Since they heavily depended on 

agricultural crops, they had suffered unemployment in between planting and 

harvesting season. During these days they had hardly taken food items. They 

were under the mercy of their jenmis to get any normal food provisions. 

The living conltions of the peasant Mappilas were pitiable. As house 

was concerned only very few managed tiled roofs, but most of them lived in 

thatched roof sheds. These small huts should require periodic repair during 

summer season in order to be safe on the days of severe rainfall. The peasants 

had also been lagging behind in cloth items, so badly that only in the days of 

festivals, they managed to get some new clothing. 

The poor living conditions, oppression of the jenmis, small wages they 

incurred, the rent or tax they had to pay to the jenmis for allowing them land 

on lease (Kanam), unemployment and starvation, all these made their life 

difficult. This situation of the peasants had to be looked in detail in the light 

of the socio-political atmosphere that prevailed in the British era which 

culrmnated in great out burst of the period, creating an ever lasting headache 

to British authorities which could not be crushed easily by their mighty 

military power. 

The Mappila peasant had been victimized by the then existed land 

ownership system of Malabar. The jenmtrm (ownership) right in Malabar was 



originally in the hands of a limited aristocracy. The Brahmins possessed land 

of their own (Brahmaswam), NZduvZzhis had their own land. (Chzrikkal) and 

temples were the owners of the land ( ~ e w a s w a m ) . ~ ~  There is also the effect of 

the economic contrast between the hard living of the Moplah and the life of 

the stately houses belonging to Namboodiri landlords called Jenmis who are 

mostly Namboodiri Brahmins. By Namboodiri custom, only the eldest son 

may contract legal marriage and the property descends from father to elder 

son. Hence Namboodiri properties are not subject to division on the other 

hand they found continually grow wherever there are other properties 

adjoining them and not owned by them, it is the custom of Namboodiris to be 

eager to. buy land, but very unwilling to sell it.9' 

The ownership right of the Jenmis or land lords was quite different 

from that in any other part of India. Rulers all over India had absolute 

ownership of all lands in the country but rulers of Kerala had no right to 

receive the annual land revenue. The Brahmin whom the Hindu law declared 

free from tax was the owner of the soil. By the ancient custom of Malabar the 

Nairs, held their lands free, they paid no revenue to any one.92 

This was the condition that prevailed among the Mappila peasants, a 

major section of the cultivating tenants in South Malabar. The poor Mappilas 

90. Malabar Land Tenures, File No. 3 19. Tarnil Nadu Archives, Chennai, p. 16. 

91. Sukhbir Chaudary, Movlah uvrisinn (192 1-23] Ne\+ Delhi. 1977, p. 15. 

92. N a b a r  Land Tenure, Charles Turner Minute - Chapter 11. Tarnil Nadu Archives. Chemai. 



were an industrious and frugal class labouring hard to provide a sufficiency of 

food for their wives and childreng3   he land lords and intermediaries rack 

rented this class of cultivators and evicted them frequently from their holdings 

in South Malabar. The agents of the land owning class also used to evict the 

poor tenants at their instance for making profits. 

When the Mysore Sultans occupied Malabar, the condition of Mappila 

- peasants had been improved. The Mysore rule resulted in a temporary release 

from the shackles of that feudalistic system for the Mappilas. But the existing 

law of the land could not be broken which prevented Mappilas from becoming 

land owners. Since the Mappilas were late corners, they had little place in this 

arrangement Mysore kings brought the fust challenge to the traditional system 

that those who worked the land in Malabar should pay land. tax directly to the 

sultans representative allowing the traditional receivers of land income only 

that portion which might be left over the new system weakened the firm hold 

- of the jenn~is over the land. The policy of the Mysore rulers only partially 

alleviated the Mappilas problems. The loosening of the hold of the jenmi over 

the land, opened a new vision for the ~ a ~ ~ i l a s . "  

After the disruption of the Mysore period, the British the new masters 

who occupied the entire Malabar adopted the principles of reversal of the 

policy of Mysoreans. With respect to land revenue, they modified t h ~  position 

------------------------m- 

93. Malabar Tenancy Report, Letter from Maior Fred Hole 159 (1) .  Tarnil Nadu Archi\,es. Chemai. 
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to restore the traditional authority of the land owner. They determined to 

utilize the rajas as the land revenue agents in their old territories. An example 

for this new policy had been adopted by them was the incident of so many of 

the jenm; both ~ambudir& and Nairs, who fled away to Travancore in fear of 

Tippu's new land revenue policy, had been restored to their former 

ownership.9s Although the Mappila peasants, KanamdGrs, temporarily 

occupied the lands of jenmis who fled away to Travancore it was not on a 

permanent basis. Mappilas did not usurp the jenmi right at the time of the 

Hindu flight to Travancore. All they did was to take advantage of their Hindu 

neighbours when they were anxious to realize as much ready money as 

possible from their lands. The Mappilas advanced small sums of money and 

got deeds assigning to them large rights in K@am tenure, but they no where 

exhorted the jenmTs right from any of the jenmis even at such a 

The British accepted the Mysorean concept of state as the owner of all 

land and fixed the state as the owner of all land. They also fixed the state's 

share of revenues from land at the same level as that fixed by the Mysorean 

ru1e1-s.~' 

Mysoreans had directly dealt with the tenents to levy the tax. Tipu's 

officers were obliged to settle for land revenue with k~namdi i r s~~  The middle - 

95. Report of ioint Commissioner of 1792-1993, Vol. 11. Tarnil Nadu Archives. Chennai. p.4 

96. Malabar Special Commission (1881-82). Malabar land Tenure Rewrt - Malabar, Vol I. 1896. 
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97. K.M. Bahawddin. Kerala Muslims - The long struggle. Kottayam, 1992. p.95 

98. Conrad wood. Mauuila P-ebellion and its genisis, New Delhi. 1987, p. 100. 



men, to collect the tax, were eliminated by the Mysore rulers but were brought 

back by the British who gave the land lord liberty to demand any rent in 

different ways, to increase the rent at will and if the peasants fail to pay they 

could be evicted. One of the chief form of oppression to which the jenmE had 

recourse was their power of eviction recognized by the British administration 

and the courts. They were also vested with the authority of Pojychezhuthzr 

(revision of agreement demanding high rent) and melchzrth (leasing the land 

to another tenant at high rent in preference to the existing tenant) such rights 

had never been enjoyed by the jenm& and time in history.99 

Enquiring about the case of the problem between Kolathur Variyar and 

his tenants Mr. Strange, special commissioner appointed to look the tenancy 

problem, writes in his letter to Mr. Conolly, the Malabar collector, thus, "Here 

is a land lord, simply fiom a motive of revenge, seeking to eject enmasse his 

substantial tenants. That Jenmi, has I conceive, no right to ask to eject his 

Kinam tenants on simply returning, the amount of their klinam, unless he can - 
prove default in their part."'00 

The policy of the British and extortions by the middlemen under their 

rule resulted in agrarian tensions. The peasant Mappilas who were resisting 

the exorbitant revenue demands were considered as enemies by the British. 

The landlords were given new powers of coercion and eviction ,over their 

99. K.M. Bahakuddin, op.cit., p. 95 

100. File of correswndence regarding the relation of land lord and tenants in Malabar. 1882-56. 
Tamil Nadu Archives, Chennai, p.33. 



tenants in the rulings of the courts to regulate the land tenure. The British 

courts were made an adjunct of the revenue administration by giving them 

powers to attach or sell land for default of revenue. Numerous complaints 

were filed against prominent Mappilas in the courts of murder, robbery etc., 

and many were ousted from their land. Moreover, when a Jenmi evicted hls 

tenant, the sub leases under the latter were also liable to turned out.lO' 

Of the pitiable condition of Mappila peasants, Major Tred Hole, 

superintendent of police writes.'" "The very large increase in the number of 

eviction of late years accounts, to a great extent, for the increase of crime, but 

there seem to be other reasons also for the increase, and the chief of these are 

the increase of poor classes, the difficulty of obtaining employment and the 

low rate of wages prevailing especially in Eranad and Walluvanad taluks. In 

most parts of these taluks the daily hire of a labour is about 2 annas and a feed 

of rice. Upon this small pittance it is difficult to imagine a labourer who has a 

large family living honestly and it is surprising that he seeing some of his 

neighbours proceed, for plunder should also be taken himself of dishonest 

pursuits. In these two taluks, there must be hundreds, say thousand cases 

especially among Mappilas. In time of famine prices, the labour wages are not 

raised and it is no wonder that such poor creatures should take to theft, to say 

nothmg of the large number. Moplah peasants might have been economically 

102. Maior Tred Hole, in correspondence of M a ~ ~ i l a  outrages, Vol. I. Tarnil Nadu Archives. Chennai. 
p. 125. 



oppressed, socially tyrannised and provoked to revolt by exasperating him 

under intolerable eviction and imposition of humiliating conditions'. Some 

British administrators like Fred Hole and Major Dav, struggled against the 

anti-Mappila tendency in official policy. The joint commission appointed to 

look after Malabar affairs also stated that it was very desirable object to 

- reconcile and attach as far as possible with Mappilas. They expressed 

admiration for the great and respectable body of the Mappilas. Some convicts 

who sided with Tip u had given pardon in order to tame and win their 

confidence. These conciliatory gestures towards the Mappilas whether 

genuine or politically motivated, fell before the major direction of British 

policy of hatredness towards the unruly Mappilas a l t~~ether . . '~ '  

The detrimental results of the reversion to the traditional system of land 

control became quickly evident. The Mappila tenants bitterly resisted the 

efforts of jenmis to resume control over their properties, but those who fought 

the revival of feudal order stood in constant danger of retaliation. 

"assassination being the certain follower of complaint." The revival of feudal 

ancient institution of military service by Nairs attending chiefs, chiefs 

attending rajas, intensified the tension further. It was evident that the 

friendships of the post were lost in a new bitterness as' Hindus took the 

opportunity to wreak their vengeance on the Mappilas. The joint commission 

103, R.E. Miller, op.cit.. p. 105 



noted with dismay that from the beginning of 1791 AD the members of the 

Zamorin's family thought only attacking and subduing Mappilas "" 

Likewise Kottayam raja not only allowed but seemed to encourage the 

Nairs to oppress and maltreat the Mappilas. The British tried a variety of 

ways to halt the persecution of the Mappilas. They tried to redress their fear 

of loss of livelihood in the face of awful demands of the - ri j ls  and jenrnk. 

They issued decree in favour of Kondotti Muslims who had been oppressed by 

Nair  landlord^.'^^ They formed a Mappila corps to cany out only one in North 

Malabar. The company appealed both Hindus and Mappilas to live 

peacefully. 

But the Mappilas retained hgh respect of Tipu's memory, considering 

hun as a martyr, bitter opposition for reinstating old order of landlordism 

suffering fiom jenm&, the Mappilas were unlikely to hear the appeal of 

company, and rather began to express their resentments by agitations. Serious 

troubles first broke out in the Walluvanad area and the disturbance soon 

extended to the neighbouring area of Ernad, with land territory of the Zamorin. 

The Zamorin realised that his future lay with British and the former Hindu. 

Mappila alliance could not be restored. The Zamorin turned against his 

erstwhile Mappila supporters of Ernad. l o 6  

104. Joint Commission Report 1, Tarnil Nadu Archives. Chennai. p.87. 
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As far as the poor Mappila peasants were concerned it was a struggle 

for life and death. The land and homestead were dearer thing for him. He 

challenged the eviction by blood-shed. The landless condition of Mappila 

peasantry, the help rendered by the British East India Company officers, the 

British judicial policy of anti Mappila attitude culminated in serious outbreaks 

known as Mappila outbreaks against British regime. The uprising followed no 

set patterns, and quite often appeared to be spontaneous. As a boosting to the 

severe attacks on jenmis, the theory of  hah ha, to die in the fight with a non- 

Muslim group to get a meritorious place after death, had developed within the 

community which had been fed by the priest class of Mappila society. Thus 

attack on Hindu landowner and family attack on Hindu temple, attackan 

British soldiers were considered permissible ways of operation. Later the 

movement H d  ilakkum - (ecstasic shaking) developed among a group of 

Mappilas who plunged into rebellion only to sacrifice themselves. lo7 

The series of outbreaks that occurred throughout Malabar from 1802 - 

1921 against Hindu landlords as well as British soldiers are beyond the scope 

of thls chapter. However in all these riots Mappila peasants took a leading 

role. Altogether, there were 32 outbreaks between 1836 and 1919. The 

Malabar Rebellion of 1921 is the culmination and climax of these riots of the 

32 outbreaks 22 occurred during the period of 18 years from 1836 to 1853. 

The attacks on two collectors of Malabar, H.V. Canolly who was murdered in 

--------------------------------- 
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1855 and C.A. Innes, who narrowly escaped the same fate in 1915 have not 

been treated as outbreaks. The bloodiest out breaks were those of Manjeri and 

Angadipuram in 1849. In other out breaks leading jenmis like Komu Menon, 

Kalathll Kesavan and Kolathur Variyar were murdered. The rest of 1836 at 

Pandalur, 1852 at Mattanur, 1884 at Chembrasseri and 1919 at Malappuram 

were some major riots of the period.108 

The depth of Mappila alienation revealed in the record of the period 

1792- 192 1, requires more evaluation. The causes of the outbreaks have been 

variously described as hatred toward the British, agrarian suffering and 

poverty, religious fervour,lack of education and unleading priest class. Fixing 

on any social phenomenon as the product of any single cause must be an 

error. '09 

The peasant struggle was moving toward an event which marked a 

close to the development that had begun with the advent of the British power. 

The Rebellion of 1921 was both a turning point and point in the Mappila 

outbreaks. The Mappila Rebellion was not entirely a peasant struggle, but the 

whole community directly or indirectly participated or co-operated with thls. 

The Mappila Rebellion began on August 20, 1921 and continued at an 

intensive level for six months. There after a further period of six months was 

required before peace was established. The Rebellion was largely confined to 

108. C. A. Innes. op.cit., pp. 78-84. 

109. R.E. Miller. op.cit.. p. 1 15. 



South Malabar and within it to half of its area covering 220 amsoms in Emad, 

Walluvanad and parts of the Calicut and Ponnani taluks. But it directly 

involved over one million people, and indirectly touched lives of many more 

in ~ a l a b a r .  It's influence moreover was felt far beyond the immediate area of 

impact, extending to the whole of India. 

The ~ w a l  Muslim peasants were the worst sufferers of the rebellion, 

having lost so many lives of kith and kin, homesteads destroyed by British 

army, so many of them departed and increased number of orphans and widows 

had led a miserable life. After the revolt they were at the mercy of British 

administration. They were depicted as jungle Mapla and troublesome race"' 

. by the authorities. Agriculture was badly affected. Food was scarce thousands 

of Mappila women who had undergone extreme suffering and so many of 

them were departed to Andamans. In order t o  redress the grievances of 

Mappila tenants the British government passed Tenants Improvement Act of 

1927. But these Acts could not make any improvement in the life of Mappila 

tenants that was actually envisaged by the authorities.. This worsened 

condition continued unaltered till the British quit the country offering 

independence to the land. 

In the independent India, the condition of Mappila peasants some what 

improved but still they were under the yoke of their landlords. But in 1970's 

with the land reform Act of Kerala government so many of them owned lands 

110. R E. Miller, op.cit., p.107 



of their landlords. With modernization Mappila peasants are accustomed to 

new technology methods in cultivation like tractor, power - tiller and 

fertilizers. But the gulf impact alienated them again from the tradition of 

agriculture. 

The above study of the occupational classes among Mappilas reveals 

that, the Mappilas were such a community who fostered all h d s  of skilled 

professions on various fields for their livelihood. In this regard, there was no 

field of activity that they were untouched. In all these fields, they proved their 

efficiency and earned special names on account of the nature of profession. 

All these occupational groups were complementary to one another, that is, 

without the assistance of others they could not thrive alone. 



MAPPILA FOLK CULTURE
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CHAPTER - 6 

MAPPILA FOLK CULTURE 

Folk culture offers a rich and fertile field for studies. Folk culture as 

the product of oral as well as written traditions handed down from generation 

to generation. The word 'Folk' denotes generally the ordinary and non-literate 

people llke the village farmers, the labourers, tribals, the backward class and 

so on. Folk culture could be regarded as the product of the past. It is also the 

outcome of creative ideas of people expressed through verbal arts as well as 

material forms.' It may originate fiom a community or an individual, it is 

transmitted orally or through one written process from one generation to 

another, without any bookish knowledge, a person may create folk culture 

which may create folklore and in course of time could be accepted by the 

people. Folk culture has a wide connotation, it includes folk tales, ballads, 

folk songs, folk festivals, folk traditions, folk beliefs etc. Thus folk culture of a 

generation is the admixture of community living, religious beliefs, agricultural 

traditions, tribal practices, enjoyments, habits and customs. 

The Mappila Folk culture has its tradition from their age old practices 

and deep-rooted beliefs in religion. Being a converted class, their 

transformation as the followers of the new religion was quick and amazing. 

They easily imbibed the tenets of Islam. But at the same time they have to 

1 Ma7ilarul Islam. Folk lore. the pulse of the people. Neu Delhi. 1980. p 5 



cope with the culture of their brothren Hindus in social living. But when the 

new generation came through centuries, this cultural alienation increased. 

From the time of Mappila community formation, these cultural elements 

became quite distinctive. They had the inner feeling in their mind that they 

belong to another culture and belief and they could no longer follow the folk 

ways of others. T h s  Inherent need to express themselves culminated in the 

formation of new folk ways. The folk culture of Mappilas has both indigenous 

and foreign influence. Closely examining the folk culture one could 

understand that these cultural elements are a combination of Arab and Indian 

cultural influences and by uniting each other had developed to a genuine 

Mappila culture has been evolved through the combination of the two. 

In the folk culture of Mappilas, whether it is songs, tales, festivals, 

beliefs or superstitions, they share some common features with others but 

maintain their own identity. The folk songs of Mappilas, the Mappga piittzl 

are in Malayalarn or native dialect but composed in Arabic rhymes with most 

of the words in Arabic, Persian and the old form of Malayalam namely 

Chenthanzizh. Likewise in festivals, although the object and aim of festivals 

are entirely different from other festivals, they share some common features 

like \lara\~zr, - decorated elephants, fire works etc. The folk traditions are 

surrounded on the advent of Islam and heroes who defended the faith. Hindus 

believe in parashzrranza legend, correspondingly the Mappilas have the 

Cheraman Penrmal legend, some Folk tales are shared by both community. 

For example the belief in MEcikyakallu, that snakes often carries diamonds in 



their mouth and flies into distant lands. Such folk stories are cosmopolitan 

beliefs. But Mappilas have their own folk tales. Likewise in folk beliefs and 

in superstitions so many Hindu beliefs are identical with those of Mappilas. 

But still Mappilas maintain peculiar beliefs. The age-long cultural alienation 

and political hostility resulted in the formation of a separate dialect whlch can 

be clearly demarcated from other sections of the community. Not only the 
4 

Mappilas formulated their own dialectical form but even in script they coined 

a new alphabetical system by modifying Arabic letters. Thus in every sphere 

of life, the Mappila culture is distinguishable from others. In the following 

pages is given a detailed account of the main features of Folk culture among 

Mappilas. 

Folk Songs 

The Mappila Folk songs are called MiippQapiittu. Every culture has its 

origin from folk songs, as such the origin of Mappila culture might have been 

from folk songs. Initially the folk songs might have been composed by any 

talented poet was later accepted by the people as their popular song. Usually 

the composer of such poems would be a man with instant capacity to compose 

songs but these songs were not subjected to black and white and had been 

transferred from lips to lips. The Arabs had a passion for folk songs which 

they expressed during the days when they rested in their camps in expectation 

of goods to fill their shops they had spent their time in singing songs and 

playing Zlzrff' Their tradition of Arabic folk songs and their rhythms and styles 

were gradually imbibed by their progeny that is Mappilas. Later the styles and 



rhythm of Arabian folk songs had been applied to local dialect of that time 

which was the beginning of Mappila folk songs. Mappila folk songs thus were 

the adrmxture of Arabic, - Manipraviilarn, - Chenthamrzh, Persian and later 

Malayalam. Thus the first progeny of Mappila folk songs had been 600 years 

old.2 The Mappila folk songs thus had a parallel growth with other 

communities. Mappilas had their own harvest songs, sea voyage songs, boat 

pulling songs and songs suited to many situations, needless to say that all folk 

songs were familiarized by the working class. 

The Mappila folk songs following the Arabic songs had more or less 

stressed on their style rather than the beauty of words. For the sake of thls 

style they even broke the laws of composition of songs. The Arabic songs had 

given due importance to rhymes and this style influenced Mappila folk songs. 

The early compositions had vanished beyond revival and so many such songs 

were either destroyed or deported by the Portuguese. The inherent difficulty 

to preserve the songs in written form mainly in the underdeveloped 

Malayalam script which was the monopoly of the Brahmin class, prompted the 

Mappilas to invent Arabi-Malayalam a language in similar tune with Urdu. 

The Malayalarn was used to write in Arabic script with addition of some new 

letters to cope with pronunciation. Among such written compositions the first 

was the Mohiyyzrdheen miila, composed by Qazi bluhammad of Calicut. 

This is considered as the first book of verse in Arabi Malayalam and this book 

........................... 
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actually had been written 5 years before the Aeatnza Hiimiiiyunanz, - the first 

book of verses in Malayalam written by ~zhuthachan.~  Following the example 

of Qazi Muhammad so many had tried to write through Arabi-Malayalam 

script since Arabi-Malayalam is simply the Malayalam language written in 

Arabic script. Traditionally Mappilas were speaking the local dialect 

Malayalam and had also inherited the Arabic culture, as the followers of an 

Arab religion but not the Arabic language. At the same time they were un- 

approachable to Malayalam script in the form of Vattezhuthu and Kolezhuthlr 

which had been mastered by the higher caste Hindus. Thus Arabi-Malayalam 

was an excellent solution for the inherent difficulty for a written medium and 

thereby a bridge for conversation and comrnunir,ation. It was thls Arabi- 

Malayalam which acted as the medium of Mappila folk songs. 

Arabi-Malayalam songs can be divided into various branches 

considering their contents, they are MiilappZttzr (Necklace songs), Padappatu 

(War songs), QissapZttttu (songs of stories), Kalliyanapiittu, (Marriage songs) 

Madhpattzr (praising songs) and Kathzrpii~tzt (letter songs). 

Malapattu 

M2jlapiitlttzr are many in number which celebrates the virtues of 

heroes, recalling their greatness and merits. The important among them 

are Muhiyzrdheen rniila, Rfai rniila, Mampzrranz mzla, Manjakulam mala etc. 

3. C.N Aharned Moulavi and K.K Mohammed Abdul Karee~n. Mahathava Mappila Sahi&a 
parampamam. Calicut, 1978, p. 152. 



These songs are also known as Nerchapiittlr and they are recited for invoking 

the blessings of God through saints or sheikhs for curing epidemics. These 

ceremonies used to be performed at night in the company of more than one 

person which was followed by a sumptuous meal. 

Muhiyudheen mala is important as the first available work in Arabi- 

Malayalam literature. Its author, Qazi Muhammad ibn Abd a1 Aziz of Calicut 

was a celebrated scholar. Muhiyudheen mZla begins with praise of God and 

then the author describes the important events in the life of his hero 

Muhiyudheen Abdul Qadir Jilani of Bagdad an outstanding mystic who lived 

in 6th century AH. The poet describes the sacred and miraculous events in the 

life of the hero, his admonitions and advice in a spirit of piety and devotion. 

Some descriptions are very often exaggerated.4 The rniila ends with a prayer 

invoking the blessing of God through the concerned hero. Another well known 

Malappitt is RfairnEla describing the life of Shaykh Rifai. This song was 

recited in the houses especially to avert the threats of snakes from the premises 

of houses. 

Badar mZIa is another popular MiilappZt, it commemorates the historic 

battle of Badr which took place during the life time of Prophet Muhammad. 

The heroic exploits of Muslims in the battle field of Badr made an everlasting 

reverence in the mind of people towards these heroes. Since this poem was 

4.  Qadi Muhammed. '.Muhayiddeen Mala". 32 ~ a k a  Moulid Kitab (Arabi-Malayalam). 
Tirurangadi. p.84. 
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recited in their homesteads, boys in their early years developed heroism and 

courage. ' 

Another beautiful Mdaplitt is NafeesathmZla. The words are very 

beautifully selected so as to make the mlila sweet in its recitation. When a 

mother suffered labour pain, in order to relieve her pain and for easy delivery, 

this mZla was recited. 

Apart from these, Marnburam rniila is the praise and miracles of 

Marnburam Tangals and Manjakulam nzZla is in praise of the Sayyid Khaja 

Hussain and NillrnGla is another Miilappa'ttu of distinction written by 

Kunhayam Musliar. It is a song of rare type that the whole poetry is full of 

deep devotion and Iove of Prophet. Safalarniiia is also a mGlapZttu having 

philosophcal base. Besides these there are hundreds of nzdas of various 

events and personalities. Thus the MiilappZttu is a branch of Mappila folk 

songs which had been devotionally sung by the disciples who had given more 

importance to it than their original religious scriptures. 

Padapattu (War Songs) 

The most popular songs among the MappdapZttu are the padapZttlr, 

describing the holy wars waged in the early days of Islam. It was the 

renowned poet, Moyin Kutty Vaidyar who popularised the padapiittzr with 

a series of poetical compositions. The most celebrated one in these lines is, 

5 Abud Jasi~n. Arabi Malavalat!~ile Athulva Prathibakal, Calicut. 1999. p I9 



Badr padapZttu, the historic battle at Badr which was contested between the 

Prophet and companions on one side and their bitter enemies, the Qziraysh on 

the other. This long poem has more than 2000 lines in its composition. The 

use of words, the styles of actions and the hlgh poetic imagination are 

exemplary due to which Badr padapi-fttu has been considered as hls 

masterpiece. He used as much as 120 Ishal (metres) in this poetry. The 

recitation of this poems helped in the rejuvanisation and revitalization of 

Mappila community against the colonial powers and led them to the historic 

fightings with those powers.6 Besides he has writtenpadapijrru about battle of 

Uhud. Malappuram padapZtt is another renowned work of Vaidyar in whlch 

he had exhibited keen historical sense. He narrated the advent of Islam in 

Kerala up to the historic fight between Mappilas and Nair soldiers of 

Paranambi, the local ruler. As this Padapiittu inspired the Mappilas for 

outrages, the British banned this poetry.7 He had also written the less known 

saliqat padapzttu. Another famous padappa'ttu was written by Mammad kutty 

and Muhyuddin known as Chenir padapZttrr. Thts was the event of a Mappila 

outrage at Cherur against the British regime. Fath-ash-shiint (victory over 

Syria) is another padaparrrr written by Chetuvai Pareekutty in simple 

language. Ghazvath, Fath - Makka (Victory of Makkah), another noteworthy 

padapatt was written by Tanur Moideenkutty Mullah and Khandaq padapztt, 

6. C.N. Aharned Moulavi and Mohammed Abdul Kareen  op.cit.. p.347 

7 K.M. Mohammed "Influence of Arabic on Mappila songs". Journal of Kerala Studies. Vol VI. 
Trivandrum 1979. p.593. 



a battle between Prophet and Quraysh, was written by Kunh~seethi Koja 

thangal. He had also written another war song on prophetic battle, buttihal- 

Tag Vallancheira Moideen Haji had written Fathul Burra or Mlctta battle 

between Muslims and ghassanid Christians, Chakkeri Moideen Kutty had 

written Badr padapatt in pure Malayalam without any influence of Arabi- 

Malayalam. Besides Hunayn padapztt and Khyber padapZtt were written by 

famous Mappila poets. 

There are more than fifty songs composed in this respect. They are free 

from hyperbole and are the true narration of the wars. War songs are noted for 

the mastery of the poet over the resources of the language particularly its 

sound effects. The thrill of heroic fights is created by the use of selected 

words and expressions. These songs could prepare the Mappilas of Malabar 

for a revolt against the foreign rulers to save the mother country.* They could 

be read even by the common man including the working class since they were 

in Arabi-Malayalam, a language known to all Mappilas in those days. 

Qissapattu (Story songs) 

This is a branch of Mappila songs dealing with the biography of ancient 

prophets, companions of Prophet Muhammad and other historic persons.9 The 

oldest among these were Daniel Nabi Qissapiittv and IS% Nabi Qnsapiittrc of 

anonymous authors. Ibrahin~ Nabi QissapZttrr is another one in this category. 

8. C.N Ahamed Moulavi and Mohammed. Abdul Karee~n. op.cit.. p.351. 

9. C.N. Aha~nad. Moulavi & K.K.Muhammed.Abdu1 Kareern. op.cit., pp. 210-261 



Among the qissapattu of the companions of Prophet, the Qissapiittzr of Abdu 

Rahman Ibn Auf stood fust. The QissapZttzr of Shaikh Ahmadul Kabir Kzfat is 

about the biography of this s u j  saint and his miracles. Malik ibn Dinar 

QissapZtt is about the first saint and missionary to Malabar. UswatwZla is the 

story of a boy of Banu-Israel. Madinatumalba is the story of the exploits of 

Umayyad Caliph Abdul Malik to seize the city of Makkah. T@ul Umr is the 

story of Queen Balkis who lived during the period of King Solaman. Besides 

there are enormous story songs such as Tanzimuddari Qissapztt, Vafat piitt, 

Ibrahim ibn Adham Yzuuf Qissa, Adam Nabi Qissa etc., Almost all the stories 

of Prophets had been used for this QissapSitt composition The Qissapatt 

themes were exclusively of Islamic subjects. The QissapZttu got a wide 

popularity through the art formnamely pZidparachil (Sing and explain). 

Throughout Malabar, the teams trained in the art performed their programmes 

in various places and thrilled the people through their recitation. Usually for 

the Qissapiittu recitation, Badr padapatt is preferred and after it Malappuram 

PadapZttu and so on. 

Kallianapattu (Marriage songs) 
b . 

There are separate songs for the different occasions of marriage. They 

are Mailiinchiptitt, Oppanapiittu, Anzrnayipiitttr etc, Among the Kallia_napiftizr 

the oldest is 'Adi Muthal puranam' describing the early days of Prophetic life. 
. 

Triklyiinpatt another one in this line closely followed by puthiya 

tr~kalyanap~tt.'O - Mylrinchip7itt is another type of Kalliapapijttu. This was 

10. Ibid., pp. 228-233. 



sung at the occasion of marriage, when the bride have been applied henna on 

her hands and legs on the previous day of marriage. These songs are full 

illustration regarding henna (mailZnchi) and its applications. The OppanapZtttr 

is sung on the day of marriage, when the bride would be seated fully 

decorated. Oppana songs have 3 styles, that is the prolonged style, 

oppanachCya1, the quick style, oppana murukkarn and the fast style, oppana 

ida ntunrkkam." There are numerous Mappila songs in this style. Another 

type of is Arnntayrp~tt~r which depicted the various customs in 

connection with marriage, especially the treatment given to the bridegroom by 

hls mother-in-law and also describing the large number of dishes served at the 

marriage functions and the ornaments worn by the bride. No aspect of 

Mappila social life, customs and manners had been left undescribed in 

Mappilas songs. 

Kessupattu 

Kesszrpa'tttr deals with fictitious stories that have no historical base. The 

celebrated song in this line is Badand ~tmnTr Hesnal Jam~l"*  written by 

the famous poet Moyinkutty Vaidyar. Actually it was the story from a 

Persian novel of the same name, a romantic story of princess and son of 

Minister, written by Khajha Muinuddheen Shirazi and explained to the poet by 

11 .  V.M. Kutty. "Oppana". Ma~pilakalakal, Manjeri. 1995. p. 16 

12 Moyinkutn. Vaidyar. Badrul Munir Husnul Jamal ( f h l .  Trdnslat~on by K T Mohammed). 
Ashrafi Book stall, Tirurangadi, no date.,p.j 



Nizamuddin of Kondotti. The poet explained vividly about the romance in 

elegant and beautiful style. Vaidyar had used 85 metres to write this long 

poem. This has been sung and appreciated by generations after generations. 

Another celebrated Kessupattu is Valiya Jin padaplitt. Thls is an 

imaginary story of the fight between Hazrat Ali and Jinns. This was written 

by Mohiyuddin of Calicut. Although the Ulanzn condemned the song, it was 

widely circulated. Following this Cheriya Jin padapatt was written by 

Kunhamad of Tellicheny having the same them of former. Saqeelath padapatt 

of Moyinkutty Vaidyar is also a fictitious story about Prophet and 

companions, which has been opposed by Ulama of that time. 

Of the several Kessupattus, PakshipZtt and K~druthipCtt are important 

ones. PakshipZtt is a fictitious story about the heroic exploits of Hazrat Ali 

with ifit, the leader of ~ inns ."  Kurathipiitt dealt with palmistry of Fathima, 

daughter of prophet having recited by a lady well versed in this art. Besides, 

there are innumerous KesspZtttr24 of different events especially calamities, 

accidents, hunting, Cattle race and such socially relevant topics. 

Kathupattu and Sarkeet pattu 

KathlcpZtt or letter in poetry is an interesting branch of Mappila Songs. 

In a period when the composition of Mappila songs were in its zenith, poets 

........................... 
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had written letters in poetry style. The veteran poet Moyinkutty Vaidyar had 

written the first Kathupa'tt namely Mullabeevikkonr Kunikath which put a 

trend to such lettes.14 But it was the KathupZitt of Pulikkottil Hyder namely 

Mariyakuttiyude kath which became widely popular. 

Sarkeet pTittu (Journey songs) deal with the details of Journey and the 

experiences are met in the course. So many songs are composed in thls style. 

Allu Sahib had written Sriranga YatrapZtt. Later Beerankutty Moulavi written 

H ~ J J  Yathrapiitt K. Mammadkutty had written KolarkhanippZitt and Ottakath 

Attakoyathangal composed Bhadravathi Sarkeet mTi.1~. Pulikkottil Hyder had 

written Kolar Ygthra, Tirur Yithra and Shornur YGthra. So many others had 

also written such songs which is an interesting branch of Mappila songs. 

Madh Songs 

These songs were written in praise of great men such as Prophets, 

Companions, caliphs and Sufi saints. Sometimes local dignitaries were also 

included in these songs. These songs are shorter ones but having many 

decorative words in order to embellish the personality of the man concerned. 

Mappi_lappEttu thus having a great literary base can be considered as a 

literature of common people. There would be no generation like the Mappilas 

who are so deeply immersed in this song culture, that even a layman enjoyed 

the song and if possible composed a song. This is how the common usage 

11. Hassan Nediyanad, "Mappilappatt", Chandnka Weekend Editlon. Calicut. 20.6 87. p I 



pzttu kettuka has originated among the Mappilas. The poor farmers, working 

class, trolley pullers, boat rowers and wood cutters were found consolation in 

singing songs rhythmically which redressed the gravity of their work. 

The lingua-franca of Mappilapiittu that is Arabi-Malayalam, the 
a d  

language originated from the combination of ArabicMalayalam has given such 
4 

an impetus to the development of these songs, that it was widely popularized 

among the people who were literate in this script. The Arabs had the practice 

of writing the languages of other countries they visited in Arabic script." In 

the early years, Malayalarn script had not been fully developed. It was from 

the handicap of Malayalam language script that Arabi-Malayalam originated. 

Arabic words were been freely used in the conversation of the Mappilas in 

Malabar. So the natural reflection of these had been applied to the songs.also. 

The people's literature should be a portrait of their language and culture. 

Another aspect that made the songs more popular is its use in various 

folk arts such as DufJ: oppana, Arabana, Kolkali etc. The song and play went 

side by side. The QissapZttu is recited by singers and explained in specially 

arranged gatherings and this is developed as an art among Mappilas in the 

name of Padipparachll In short Mappilapiittu has been a part and parcel of the 

day-to-day life of Mappilas. 

15. K.M. Mohammed. "Influence of Arabic on Mappila songs". Journal of _Kerala studies. 
(MxcNJune), Trivandru~n. 1997. p.59. 



Folk Festivals 

Folk festivals of Mappilas are centred on the tombs of Sayy~ds. 

saints and martyrs. These festivals are celebrated as a part of neLrchas (vows) 

to the concerned holy man who had been buried in the spot. Generally these 

festivals are held on the death anniversary of the holy man, hence came to be 

known as ~ndzmZrcha. Although the nZrcha or vow is some rituals in the 

tomb by the devotees, actually it has taken the form of elaborate festivals 

lasting many days and attracting large crowds of participants and on lookers. 

The Andzr nZrcha of Malabar has its counterparts, Urziz in carnatic regions and 

Chandanakudam in Travancore areas. 

The word nercha means the act of taking a vow which clearly 

expressed the concept of commitment to worship and making offerings in the 

name of God if prayers are granted. It can also be made unconditionally, 

without any wish fulfilled. l6  

The ceremonies of nGcha vary from tomb to tomb, but basic ceremony 

of the nCrclla festival is presentation of offerings. In grand nGchas these 

offerings are accompanied by grand procession, entertainments, parade of 

elephants etc., Devotees from each area carrying their offer as cash or kind 

would come in great procession displaying many folk plays known in 

local terminology as Pettivarmlz4. In some other nercha festivals Anwadinat?, 

16. Sheikh Zainuddin Makhdum, Fathul Muin (Mal. Tr. by K:!:;hi Bava Musliyar. Anlina Book Stall. 
Trichur, 1967. pp. 261-700 



(supply of food) to devotees is also performed. In the following festival all 

types of marketable goods are sold, various entertainments displayed, many 

eatables are exhibited and fires are cracked. 

NGchas can be classified in two groups depending upon the purpose 

for which it is being conducted. Some of them are associated with tombs of 

saints and others with tombs of martyrs. This salnt martyr veneration reveals 

the popularity of saints and the heroic exploits of the fore-fathers for the cause 

of religion. deep rooted in the mind of the Mappilas of Malabar. The 

miraculous deeds and cure of ailments which have been performed by the 

saints during their life time made an ever lasting impression upon the mind of 

common folk. They expected the same deeds even after hls death, no wonder 

why people would be ready for venerating his tomb. These saints with their 

devotional activities attracted their CO-religionists who also visited his tomb in 

expectation of his blessings. The Makhdum Thangal family of Ponnani ranked 

first among these saints in Malabar. They claimed the religious leadership of 

Muslim community until the arrival of Marnbzlranr Thangals, another group of 

Sayyid origin. But on account of the Portuguese invasion and later the British 

conquest of Malabar, inspite of their religious teachings these saints were 

compelled to profess an organised war or 'jihad' against the European powers 

to safeguard Islam and its followers. Sheikh Zainuddin instigated the 

Mappilas for Jihad against the Portuguese who perpetuated several atrocities 

against ~ a ~ ~ i 1 a s . l '  Likewise Umar Qazi of Veliymancode. Sayyid Alawi 

-----O--D-C-------------------------- 
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Thangal and Sayyid Fazal Pookoya Thangal of Mamburam played an 

important role in regenerating anti-British feelings in the mind of the 

Mappilas. The call for martyrdom and the benefits of bliss of martyrdoms 

propagated by ularna gave birth to number of Shaheeds in Malabar. The tomb 

of these shaheeds found through out Malabar, became centres of popular 

devotees. ' *  

Among the folk festivals, the Appavanibha Nercha, Kondotti Nercha, 

Pattambi Nerch and Theruvath Palli Nercha are still vibrant and active. Many 

of the nerchas are extinct and some others are celebrated less elaborative. 

Some of the major and noteworthy folk festivals of Malabar are the following. 

Appa Vanibha Nercha 

Appa Va3ibha Nercha is associated with saint Abu Wafa Shamsuddin 

Mohammed popularly known by the name Shalkh Mamukoya. The nercha is 

celebrated every year on the 1 5 ~ ~  Rajab, the death anniversary of the Sheikh. 

The festival got its name Appa Vakibham (trade in bread) from the fact that a 

very brisk trade is also carried on these rice cakes which are largely brought 

by the charitable for distribution among the people.'9 The Sheikh is believed 

to have mystical powers and he blessed the devotees who approached him 

for personal problems. It was in commemoration of the reverence paid to the 

18 Stephen F. Dale and M. Gangadham Menon, "Nercca: Saint Martyr Worslup Among Muslims of 
Kerala". Kerala Muslims - A Historical Perspecti\.e. Asghar Ali Engneer (Ed.). N e ~ v  Delhi. 
1995. p. 188. 

19. E. Thurston. Castes and Tribes of Southern India. Vol. IV. Madras. 1909. pp. 115-16. 



Sheikh, that the annual nzrcha had been celebrated. Thousands of people 

from different parts of Malabar participate in the Appa Vinibha nercha, which 

is famous for communal harmony.20 The participants offer appam in the shape 

of certain organs of the body from the belief that by blessing of the saint the 

injured organs will be cured. Devotees bring not only appanzs but coconut, 

arecanut, salt, fowls etc., to the shrine. Devotees feel blessed when Imam 

covers their body for a few seconds with Qurm - inscribed cloth which 

covered the Maqbara (tomb). Thousands of people with ten or fifteen 

elephants were present in the procession with a variety ~f entertainments. 

Appavanibham became a festival of Calicut city participated by people 

irrespective of caste and creed. The Varavzr of Imbichu Mooppm and 

Rarichan, Hindu land lords were famous with 50 baskets of vegetables. The 

temporary sheds erected on either side of the street of Idiyangara is a 

rnmrelous sight on the days of nercha. 

Kondotti Nercha 

Kondotti nercha is celebrated in honour of saint Kondotti Thangal. 

Sheikh Muhammad Shah who settled at Kondotty as per the advice of Tippu 

Sultan. But during the life time of the Thangal, he started the nercha in the 

name of Sheikh Muhinuddin Chisti. The Mappila peasants had presented 

agricultural products to the Thangal, but after his death they continued it and 

offered this to his tomb which developed into a nercha. The four day nercha 

20  Stephan F. Dale and Gdngadhara Menon. op.cit, p. 182 



has become a festival for the people of Eranadu. The nercha has no fixed date. 

probably after harvest, the senior Thangal of the Maqbara would fix the date 

As a herald of nzrcha, a white flag is hoisted in front of the tomb. Flag 

hoisting, KodryFttu had been the privilege of T~yya community and had been 

conducted in a festive mood of distributing sweets among people. Most of the 

ceremonies at Kondott~ nzrcha are similar to those held in other festivals. A 

special feature of Kondotti nzrcha is the ceremony, Thokkedtrkal on the 

opening day with firing of 3 guns. The guns are oiled by devotees as part of 

cleaning and cleaned oils are considered sacred to cure diseases. The main 

attraction of the nercha is pettivaravu, bringing money box as nercha to the 

tomb. Varavus are colourful and interesting with various entertainments like. 

D t f i  Arabana, Kolkalr, band etc. These varavus are welcomed by the 

Thangal sitting on a horse. The last item of the nercha is a set of rituals knonn 

chandanamedtlkkal. The sandal wood and Tulsi are grinded and filled in a pot 

which is covered with white cloth decorated with peacock feathers. The paste 

is then rubbed on the jaram and remains are distributed to the devotees. The 

fair that followed nercha prolong for days. 

Pattambi Nercha 

Patta'n~br Nercha possesses a unique position among the various nercha 

festivals in Malabar, It is a great symbol of communal harmony since all 

castes and creeds are participating in this nercha. A large number of decorated 

elephants are the major attraction. The nercha is in honour of saint d o o r  

Valiya Pookunhikoya Thangal. It is believed that Aloor Thangal rescued so 



many soldiers of Tippu Sultan who were deserted after his death. Later the 

helpless people accepted the profession of weaving as per advlce of the 

Thangal and became affluent. After his death, the weavers began to celebrate 

his death anniversary by conducting nercha. GrZma KGzhcha is an important 

ceremony, collecting as offerings from all houses of village ~ath;na vedi, fire 

work marks the beginning and thereafter so many pettivaravu are taken to the 

j&am with various entertainments. In the afternoon the procession with many 

elephants proceed to the bank of Bharathapuzha called Nagara 

Pradakshanam. The elephants arranged on the bank of river are a marvelous 

sight. The last ceremony is Appakotta Rawther families cany them to the 

JCrarn on elephant's back. The fire work marks the end of the ceremony. 

Theruvath palli Nercha 

Themvath is a village in extreme South Malabar 12 kilometers from 

Palghat. Thls celebration is associated with the JZram of saint named Sayyid 

Muhammad Awli, who came from Deccan for propagating Islam 275 years 

ago. The K&?jlram, a tree with bitter tasting leaf, is said to have grown from a 

stick which was installed by Sayyid Aulia, a miraculous feat which still now 

can be seen near his tomb. The nercha followed in the tomb lasted for 3 days. 

The functions of the nercha start from 1" of the particular month and end with 

death anniversary of the saint. Religious discourse for 5 days. Quran 

recitation, ~olr l ;d  and group Z16mth are main religious ceremonies One 

~%'~Iav~!akkrt is lighted every evening for the devotees Poomannu powdered soil 

is distributed to devotees as sign of barkalh (blessings). The Kanjrrnt~~ leaves 



in the nearby tomb is said to possess miraculous power that it will taste sweet 

in mid night of the nercha and devotees are rushed to pluck the leaves and to 

consume it in expectation of curative powers. The Tamil devotees would 

bring box full of sweets, grains, coconut, h t s  and vegetables in bullock carts. 

Varavus are accompanied by beating drums, theepantham, kalarpayattu - etc. 

The fair in connection with the festival is a great annual fair for peasant class 

to purchase agricultural implements. The nzrcha ends with annadznam in 

which both Muslim and non-Muslim people take part. Theruvath pallinFrcha -- 

is considered a symbol of communal harmony. 

Malappuram Nercha 

This nercha celebrates in memory of 44 martyrs who were killed in a 

battle against Paranambi, a local chieftain under Zamorin. Mappilas were the 

loyal subjects of Paranambi. Mappila warriors defeated the soldiers of 

Kottakkal raja for Paranambi. But this friendship ended when the tax collector 

of Paranambi, Parakkalkutty had been suspected and ousted fiom ~ervice.~ '  

This made Mappilas enimical to Paranambi. Paranambi ordered his Nair 

soldiers to seize the property of Mappilas. Mappilas sought asylum in 

Malappuram mosque. There took place a bitter encounter in whch 44 

Mappilas fell before the large Nair troops and mosque was The 

44 martyrs were buried nearby the mosque. The Malappuram nZrcha thus 

21. Moyinkutty Vaidyar, Malavvuram Quissamttu (Mal. Tr. by K.K. Mohmad Abdul Kareem). 
Aluva, 1995. 

22. Innes. op.cit., p.444. 



celebrated in commemoration of 44 martyrs who sacrificed their life for the 

protection of mosque. In the outset of nercha, nagaFa is sounded at the Ja'ram 

and celebrations are held for 40 days. The varavu are in the same pattern of 

other nzrchas. Nattukallingalkar, Podiyiittukar, Ettutharakkzr, Manjerikkzr 

and last is Thattiir were the main parties of Varavu. The podiyattupetti proved 

W fatal because the ten pettis in their varavu had Acompleted to get priority. 

Sometimes this resulted in stabbing and cause death of one or two persons 

who had been considered as ~hah7ds. Pathirikotta (bread basket) covered with 

whlte cloth are carried by Harijans. Elephants and entertainments accompany 

the Varavu. The fair is conducted in association with the annual fair of the 

people of Eranadu. A special jaggely sweet called nzrcha muttal the most 

sold out item among the articles for sale. 

Mapthala nzrcha had conducted in commemoration of Hydrosekutty 

Mooppan in the l ~ ' ~ ,  1 6 ' ~  and 17th of Malayalam month Makaram. 

Hydrosekutty Moopan was a Muslim chieftain of isth century, when Haider 

Ali, the Mysorean ruler invaded Malabar, Chavakkad and the nearby village 

were entrusted to Moopan. But later some misunderstanding aroused between 

Tipu and Hydrosekutty Moopan and the latter was killed by soldiers of Tipu. 

He was buried in Manathala mosque. His devotees celebrated a 3 day nZrcha 

festival in his tomb, Pettiyedukkal ceremony is a special high light of the 

nzrcha. An elephant decorated would wander through the village, upon 

reaching in front of the house, the house holders after giving some eatables 

would hand over the pettis that they vowed for the completion of their wishes. 



Usually more than 50 decorated elephants participated in the nercha 

celebrations. The nercha had been considered a festival of fishermen folk, 

because they had a special devotion to Hydrosekutty Moopan whose power is 

considered helpful from possible sea dangers. 

OmZnur nercha is conducted in the month of Dhul Haj~ in 

commemoration of OmZnur Shaheeds, who died in a battle against Hindus. 

Annadaam (supply of food) is the most important item of this nercha. This 

celebration is now conducted in the name of communal harmony. 

Kunhi Marakkar was a hero in the annals of Portug"ese hstory of 

~ a l a b a r . ~ ~  Just after his marriage he was informed by a man that a girl had 

been kidnapped by the Portuguese and had taken to their ship. He 

immediately rushed to the ship and killed a number of Portuguese soldiers and 

rescued the girl. But he had been killed in the process by Portuguese. His 

body was cut into seven pieces and threw them into the sea. Miracles are said 

to have happened that at each of the places were his remains were washed 

ashore, tombs were constructed by the devotees in these seven places and he 

began to be revered as shaheed. Nercha began to conduct in his tombs whch 

became famous as Kotturpql!i nzrcha. 

Mamburam is one of the most distinguished Islamic shrines in 

~ a l a b a r . ~ ~  The Marnburam thangal was a suj  saint whose spiritual greatness 

23. K.K.N. Kurup Mauvila Paramwarn. Tirurangadi. 1998, p.29. 

24. 22 vaka Moulid F a ,  Tinuangadi. no date, p.5. 



attracted large number of people. In course of time the residence became 

a centre of devotion. Sayyid Alawi Thangal was a champion against British 

atrocities and throughout his life he led the innocent Mappila peasants. It was 

believed that Sayyid Alawi Thangal fought in disguise in c h e m  fight against 

British and was fatally wounded. He was buried in Mamburam. The nercha 

is held in Muharam of every year without pomp and splendour. 

Ullal -- Uriiz is associated with a saint named Sharif-ul-Madani. The 

Uruz is conducted once in 5 years. Likewise Malik Dinar UGz was conducted 

at Malik Dinar mosque. Religious discourse and ~ o u l i ~  recitation are the 

important specialities of these nZrchm. 

Besides these major nerchas, small and local nerchas are celebrated and 

so many new nerchas have sprung up in recent times. 

Cultural symbiosis in Folk Festivals 

Islam teaches monotheism and equality of human beings. The converts 

of Islam in Malabar belong to a society which revered gods, goddesses, 

warrior heroes and saints. The result of then interaction was the origin of saint 

- cult, tomb-shrine and folk festivals. This new tradition is actually local or 

indigenous not a result of influence from West Asia. Such interaction might 

have taken place because of the nature of conversion in Malabar. The 

uneducated lower class of people after embracing Islam did not give up their 

own old and peculiar observances. Instead of giving up they integrated their 

old Hindu beliefs and practices with that of Islamic  tradition^.^' The nzrchas 

25 ,  P.R.G. Mathur, MaDDila fisher Folk of Kerala, Trivandrum,1978, p.350. 



that sprang out through Malabar had few Islamic elements and more features 

of local festivals. The focal point of each nercha is the reverence shown to a 

P$, Sheikh or shaheed. All festivals conducted within the ritual framework 

derived from the worslup of folk deities in ~ e r a l a . ~ ~  

There were a bulk of stories evolved around every Awliya (saint), most 

of these were miraculous and superhuman that kept the tempo of saint worship 

from generations to generations. The concept that the dead body of saints 

would not decompose had often prompted the people to attribute divinity to 

such bodies and to start saint worship by constructing a dargah (tomb) for the 

body could clearly be seen in the Kiittiiyi nercha and Perumbadappu nercha 

which is a later origin. 

Another aspect that the people were so fond of nercha had originated 

from some myths with the barkath (blessing) of the saint. In the Theruvath 

pa_l!i nercha, the kznjiram tree is considered sacred during midnight with its 

sweet nature and curative powers. The well near by Malappuram mosque, at 

the time of ne'rcha is believed to boil in blood colour. In both instances 

devotees rushed to taste or witness such events. In Kondotti nzrcha, the oil 

that used to clean the guns considered sacred and have curative powers. These 

are akin to Hindu tradition of worshipping trees near by the temples or kifvus. 

If trees are venerated by Hindus not only for their life sustaining powers but 

also for their being the seats of either divine or evil spirits.27 

26 Stephen F. Dale and Gangadharan Menon, op.cit., p. 171. 

27. Kavalam Narayana Panicker, Folklore of Kerala New Dellu. 1991. p.44 



NErchas do not appear in Islamic religious calendars probably 

because, as the Dravidian title implies, they represent a Mappila adaptation of 

indigenous religious traditions. The nzrchas probably modelled on purely 

Hindu celebrations known as velas or purams.28 AErci~as like piirams are 

seasonal and have the common ceremonial practice like that of velas. 

The nErchas often do not follow the date specified that is the death 

Anniversary of the saint or martyr, but held according to the convenience. 

Most of the ncrchas held during January to May, eventhough t ie  term 

andunercha denotes the death anniversary of the saint. Some nzrchas tuned to 

agrarian cycle, that is Kundotti nZrcha always arranged after harvest for the 

convenience of assembling devotees. Likewise Kodzyettu (flag - hoisting) 

ceremony at the starting of nGcha reflects the influence of local Hindu 

festivals. The varavus (arrival) and their associated performance which have 

been borrowed directly fiom the Hindu festivals are resulted in the two most 

obvious and dramatic use of elephants and fire works. The resemblance is so 

striking that any visitor to both festivals is tempted to label the Kzittayi n h h a  

as an Islamic pwam.29 The variety entertainments that follows every varcnju 

resembles the varavu of pcrams. The festivals are not manifestations of piety 

and religious fervour, but they serve as an occasion for the exhibition of Hindu 

arts and Crafis such as sword play, rope dancing, kathakali etc." 

-------------m----------------- 
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In Kundottl and Ullal, a special highlight of nercha is a set of rituals 

known as Chandanakkudam '; This ceremony is seen in the jaram having 

connection with Hanafi tradition. In Kundotti nercha, the sandal paste anoints 

the jaram and took it home as barkath which in turn use to cure of disease and 

for other purposes., The significance of the chandanakxdam ritual will be 

clear to anyone with experiences of Hindu ritual activity because sandal wood 

is a sacred substance. Other aspects of the nercha such as the parade of 

elephants, fire works and the use of musical instruments are borrowed from 

local festivals. Pattan~bi nifrcha is famous for the parading elephants. 'The 

fight for flags, banners and other tokens of ceremonial honour common in 

nercha is a feature of the local festivals. 

Another notable feature of the nzrcha is the participation of different 

occupational and caste groups like Gold smith, Blacksmith, Harijans and 

Tiyyas .Thattan (gold smith) is the last varmvr of both Kondotti and 

Malappuram nerchas. 

It is difficult to relate the saint cults and martyr worship to fundamental 

principles of Islam. The development of saint veneration was probably the 

resulting the interaction with indigenous culture and the reminiscence of 

converts from Hinduism. Over centuries, the faith and practice of the Muslims 

have been changed and developed into different forms according to regional 

cultures and by changing political and social context. Un-educated farmers, 

and fisher folk, accepted saint worship because their religious life is narrow 

and localized. If only proper religious education could be imparted and uplift 



of socio-economic status, they may lose attachment to their rigid saint-cult and 

tomb worship. 

Folk traditions 

The Cheraman Perumal tradition is an age long belief in the mind of 

Mappila community. He had been considered as the father of Mappila 

community. The Cheraman Perumal tradition maintains that this final 

representative of the ruling line was converted to another faith and at that time 

he distributed his jurisdiction to adjacent rajas. The tradition attributes the 

change into Bud&sm or Christianity but the major tradition maintains that 

the lung was converted to Islam. It is thls view that is naturally espoused by 

the Mappilas themselves. 

According to the first of the two Mappila forms of tradition, the 

conversion process began with Cheraman Perumal, who was reigmng at 

Kodungallur, experienced an un-usual dream. The new moon of Makkah split 

into two. and after remaining in the state for some time soon recovered into 

the usual form. Some months later a party of Muslim pilgnms on their way to 

visit the foot print s h n e  at Adams peak in Ceylone (present Srilanka), 

stopped at ~ o d u n ~ a l l u r . "  There they nanated to the Perumal the story of 

miracle. Prophet Muhammed had performed the miraculous act to convince 

thew believers. Having heard thls Cheraman made up his mind that as the 

3 1. R.E Miller. ~EiDDila Muslim of Kerala. Madras. 1976. p 47 



dream was considered with the incident it is a call for him to convert to 

Prophet's religion. He asked the pilgnms to stay at Kodungallur on their 

return journey. Meanwhile Cheraman Perumal made all arrangements for his 

journey. His territory was divided among local cheftains; thus recording the 

assignments in a written deed,)' He travelled to Arabia and reached Shahar 

Muqalla with Arab pilgrims and later travelled to Madina where he met with 

Prophet and embraced the faith. After a few years he decided to return to his 

land in order to establish mosques for new religion. But he fell ill suddenly an 

thus entrus~ed written authorization to the various Malabar chefs, to provide 

land for the construction of mosque in the hands of a group of missionaries. 

Soon he died and buried at Shahar ~ u ~ a l l a . ) )  

This is the tradition of Cherarnan Perumal we inherited from the 

explanation of Tuhfat a1 Mujghideen. But another tradition based on 

Keralolpathi - is entirely different fiom the above version. Accordingly, the 

Perurnal who went to Arabia after seeing the miracle of splitting the moon was 

not Cheraman, but his predecessor, Pallibana Perumal. He personally met 

with Prophet, who recited Kalin~a from the mouth of Prophet who bestowed 

him the name Tajuddin (crown of religion). He stayed with Prophet for 17 

days as a guest of Prophet. Later he travelled throughout Arabia and fell i l l  

and died at ~ a d r a m o u t h . ~ ~  

32. Shaikh Zainuddin Maqdum. op.cit.. p.5 l .  

3 3 .  Ibid.. p S 1  

31 Gundurt quoted by P K .  Moharnad Kunlu. Musl~~ningalurn Kcrala Samsakwd\um Tncli~u 
1982 p 3 8  



Another tradition accounts that the person who had gone to Makka was 

a Zamorin, from the fact that an inscription on a grave at Zaphar reads this 

grave belongs to Abdul Rahman ~amuri." Likewise as per the narration of 

Ibn Batuta a Kolathiri raja of Chtrakkal embraced Islam, is another tradition 

prudent in North Malabar. 

The conversion story of Cheruman Perumal is a persistent legend that 

has aroused considerable debate. Several historians argued about the 

authenticity and chronology of the event. Those who are arguing in favour of 

Cheraman Perumal tradition uphold the fact of the dismemberment of Chera 

Kingdom into several principalities. After his exit, the empire was divided 

into principalities and the Iast prince being the Zamorin to whom he had given 

a small village where the sound of the cock can be heard. The rest is left to 

the power of his sword.36 The tradition had its base in Arabic book Fzrdousul 

Hikmath by al-Tabri, the prominent historian of 9th century who described that 

Cheraman Perumal visited Prophet and lived 17 days with him. So many 

other Arab and Urdu writers affirm the tradition. The date of Perumal's 

acceptance has aroused more controversy than his acceptance of the faith of 

Islam. Sheik Zainuddin Maqdum attributes it to AD 822 (91h Century), MGS 

Narayana to 12Ih century, Ilamkulam Kunhan Pillai to l I century, C. A Innes 

and Tarachand to 9th century. Those who are favouring Pallibana Perumal as 

3 5 R. E. Miller op.cit.. p.47. 
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the legendry figure has more reasons to present. Ke~a1.0lpathi mentions that 

the Perumal who converted to Islam was not Cheraman, he was only the fifth 

descendant of the ~ e r u m a l . ' ~  Examining the old Brahmanical records and 

hstory of Chera dynasty, it can be seen that the fifth ancestor of cheraman was 

Pallibana Perumal, as per the narration in Madras Journal of literature. Mr. 

Logan also confirms this tradition. He sums up the issue in the following 

words. 

"The chef  event was the termination of the origin of the last of the 

Kerala or Chera Perumals, who for centuries had been kings of the land; for it 

may be assumed, until evidence to the contrary is forth coming, that 

Muhammadan tradition is correct and that the Hindu king of Malabar, who lies 

buried at Zapher in Arabia was indeed Cheraman Perumal. The data on the 

grave which however still required verification place the event as closely 

contemporaneous with the inauguration of the new era."'* 

C.A. Innes, also thinks on this line. He writes "The story in its present 

form may possibly be a confusion of two distinct traditions, one relating to the 

extinction of the rule of the Perumals and the other to the conversion of any 

Malabar King of Islam. According to ~ e ~ a ~ o l ~ a t &  the converted Perumal was 

not Cheraman Perumal the last of the line, but Bana Perumal 

from Banparuam; after him came Kulasekhara Perumal a Pandyan, and many 

.................................. 

37. P.K. Mohammed. Kunlu. op.cit.. p.31. 
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others, the last of whom Cheraman Perumal retained the throne for 36 years 

and defeated Pandyan king with the help of two LTGmantan.s, Manikan and 

Vikraman, Eradis of Punthura, whom as a reward he made his heirs". Lnnes 

concludes, "we may perhaps infer from this account that one dynasty came to 

an end with the abdication of a Penunal who was converted to 

Muhammadanism, possibly in the ninth century."39 

Whatever may be the controversy among historians regarding the 

tradition of Cheraman Perumal it can be summed up that the legend had its 

base in the age long belief of Mappilas that one or more rulers of Kerala 

accepted the religion and had gone to Arabia had been vividly pictured in their 

ballads, proverbs and legends of past that was transferred from generation to 

generations. Veteran Mappila poet Moyinkutty Vaidyer in h s  Malappztram 

Qzrissapatt vividly explains the tradition of Cheraman Perumal. 

Another tradition prevalent among the Mappila society is regarding the 

origin of Arakkal dynasty. The most popular version is that the dynasty was 

founded by the son of Sridevi, the sister of Cheraman Peurmal, who had given 

the Dharmadam area to his sister on account of h s  journey to Makkah. Her 

son MahZibali accepted Islam and changed hls name to Mammali or 

Mohammed Ali and became the first Ali-Raja. Another tradition describes that 

, this son was Sayfuddin Muhammadali who had gone with his uncle 

Cheraman Perumal to Makkah for accepting Islam; Saifuddin returned back to 



Dharmadam and established the kingdom. Another tradition was that Arayan 

Kulangara Nair, minister of Kolathiri accepted Islam and married a lady from 

the royal family. Later they shfted to Cannanore and founded a dyna~ty. '~  A 

different version of the tradition is that a lady from Kolathiri fell in love with a 

Nair and both of them in fear of excommunication accepted Islam, they 

founded the dynasty. Another story goes like this, a lady from Kolathri 

family while bathing in a river was drowning. When she cried for help a 

Mappila rescued her and she insisted to marry him. The story takes another 

turn when it was related to a love story between the princess of Kolathui 

family and a low caste youth. In order to h d e  the dishonour the raja married 

her to an Arab youth to whom he had given the whole territory of Cannanore, 

who founded a rule namely Arakkal." The tradition related to Arakkal dynasty 

is the different version of the same theme. It has a triangular connection 

having a lady of Kolahri  family or the nephew of Perumal on one side, and a 

Mappila or an Arab on the other side, and a matrimonial alliance joining the 

two. Similar tradition also can be seen in various parts of Malabar behind the 

origin of so many prominent tarawiTh (joint families). 

Among the heroic traditions of Mappilas there is no exception to the 

valiant exploits of Kunhali Marakkars. The Marakkars were great heroes 

among Mappilas who made a relentless fight against Portuguese power. They 

10. P.K. Mohamad K u h .  op.cit., p. 103. 
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are supposed to be migrated fiom North Africa fiom the group of warrior 

class, Berbers and settled in the coast of ~ a l a b a r . ~ ~  With the advent of the 

Portuguese, the supremacy of the Arabs in the Arabian sea lost and the Arab 

trade began to decline. The Portuguese launched severe attacks against Arab 

merchants which prompted the Marakkars to take arms against these powers. 

The extra ordinary courage and naval efficiency of Marakkars incited the 

Zamorin to appoint Kunhi Ahamad Kunhali as his commander. He defeated 

the Portuguese fleet in a fierce fight near Calicut. His son Kunhali second 

defeated the Portuguese several times. Kunhali third alias Pattu Marikkar was 

in the forefront to demolish the Portuguese fort at ~ h a l i ~ a m . "  But his 

nephew, Kunhali fourth was the legendary figure among Kunhalis. His 

appearance itself was like a heroic figure. His well built athletic body, round 

beard, shaven head and piercing eyes befitted to a real admiral." He prevented 

all atrocities of the Portuguese in the streets of Malabar. The heroic actions of 

Kunhali Marakkar infuriated the Portuguese who made secret alliance with the 

Zamorin. In the meantime Kunhali had made a fort at Kotakkal and made a 

strong hold against the Portuguese. The ears of Zamorin was poisoned by 

some beneficiaries of the Portuguese that Kunhali is malung a 

parallel administration. Thus a fierce attack was launched against Kunhali by 

42. P.P. Mammad Koya Parappil, Kozhikkotte Muslingalude Charithram Calicut, 1994. op.cit.. 
p.61. 

43. V. Kunhali "Origin of Kunhali Marakkars and organization of their fighters" hdias Na\.al 
Traditions, New Delhi, 1997, p.44. 

44. P.K. Muhamad Kudu, op.cit.. p. 10 1 



the Zamorin's soldiers assisted by Portuguese. Kunhali made a great 

retaliation and repelled the attacks. The despaired Zamorin again made a 

fierce fight in which so many of the soldiers of Kunhali fought and died. At 

last Kunhali was ready to subdue before the Zamorin on the condition that he 

would be treated justly. But Zamorin broke the words and handed over 

Kunhali to the Portuguese. The Portuguese victoriously took him to Goa. 

There he was imprisoned to death. All requests to subdue before the 

Portuguese general, in order to rescue his life was turned down. At last the 

hero was cut down to pieces before thousands of people. Zamorin later 

repented on his act. The Mappilas of Malabar mourned the death of their 

valiant hero. The memories of the Marakkar are still fiesh in the minds of the 

innocent and poor Mappilas. They uphold the saga of Marakkar as a great 

tradition in their mind. Later the Indian government perpetuated his memory 

by naming a warship and building a naval academy.45 

The tradition of Kunhi Marakkar Shaheed is another saga of Mappila 

community. The Portuguese soldiers kidnapped a Mappila woman from 

Ponnani beach. T h s  created great chaos and confusion in the beach that the 

elders lamented that whether there was any one among the community to reply 

this hooliganism. The reply was fiom Kunhi Marakkar, a youth of 24 who 

was just married. He rowed in a boat in the direction of the Portuguese 

ship where the drunken soldiers were celebrating the event. Kunhi Marakkar 

45. Murkot Ramunny "Perpetuating the Memory of Kunhali Marakkars", Indian Naval Traditions, 
New Delhi, 1997, p.59. 



jumped into the boat and slashed his sword in all directions. The bewildered 

soldiers fell one by one. Having finished his task, and sending the woman in a 

boat to the shore, he was resting in the ship. But a soldier ambushed struck 

him from behind and cut into pieces. It is said that the parts of his dead body 

were driven ashore in 7 different places, thus in each place his tomb was 

erected. The heroic epic is depicted in, a Mappila songs namely KotturpaJi 

~ e > c h a ~ & t . ~ ~  

Folk Tales 

There are a number of folk tales among Mappilas whlch deal with 

certain interesting personalities and their lives. One of the tales on this line is 

known as Mangiittachanum Kunhqin Musliyarum. This story is transferred 

from generation to generation, from lips to lips. The two character of the story 

were the living legends of old Malabar. Manga'ttachan was the Brahmin 

minister of Zamorin and Kunhayin was a religious scholar and joker of the 

time. These two persons were close friends. The tales spread around them are 

humorous ones. There were so many stories spread around Kunhayin 

Musliyar himself exactly from the period of his studentship in the Ponnani 

Dars. 

One story of that period was that in order to play a trick on the clever 

Kunhayin, his Ustad (teacher) asked the other students, without his notice, to 

bring an egg in the next day and after the class the Ustad would demand one 

egg from each one next day, Kunhayin not known about the idea bewildered 

46. K.K.N. Kurup, Mav~ila  Parambapam (Mal.), Calicut. 1998. p.32. 



when all of the students handed over the eggs as per their conspiracy in the 

previous night. But the clever Kunhayin suddenly played another trick that he 

produced the sound of a cock and remarked that he was the only cock among 

the m while all others were hens and as such he could not give an egg to the 

~ s t a d . ~ ~  

Another story in connection with the minister of the Zamorin, 

Mangattachan and Kunhayin Musaliyar could be narrated like this: One day 

Kunhayin Musaliyar and Mangattachan were going on a trip. On the way 

Mangattachan saw a Tulsi (Oscimum sanctum) plant and in great respect 

bowed the plant and plucked some leaves and placed above his ear. Kunhayin 

in order to dishonour the plant, took the leaves and rubbed it on his back. This 

was considered an act of humiliation towards the sacred plant of 

Mangattachan. Another day when they were on another trip, Kunhayin 

Musaliyar keeping in mind the above incident saw Kodithuwa, (Tragia 

involucrata) an itching plant and respected the plant. Mangattachan rushed to 

the plant and snatched it and rubbed it on his back parts, in revenge of former 

incident. Suddenly he felt itching and its intensity increased. Thereupon 

Kunhayin Musaliyar mocked that it was a punishment to disrespect the plant 

that he was respecting.48 

So many such folk tales are spread around the personality of Kunhayin 

Musaliyar. His timely wisdom,wits and jokes were enjoyed through such 

47. Pakker Pannoor, Kunhayin Musliyaraum Mangattachanum (Mal.), Tirurangadi, 1996. pp 14- 16. 

48. Ibid., p.50. 



In later years so many stories of wits are attributed in his name. In 

this respect he could be compared to the Afghan joker Mullah ~ a s i r u d d i n . ~ ~  

So many of the writers are identified the legendary figure Kunhayin Musaliyar 

as a Mappila poet with the same name and the author of the famous 

Kappapifttu and No01 mtila. He was a great scholar and poet of excellence. 

These two works are phlosophical in approach. 

Other folk tales are related to the miraculous act of Awliyas (saints). 

Most of them are widely popularized as the great kar5math (Power to perform 

miracles) of the saints. A story related to Mamburam Thangal is that he 

fought with the British troops at in Chenu riot in disguise. Sheik J i f i  is said 

to have given a grand feast to thousands with a small amount of rice. But in 

South Malabar the most popular stories are related to Beeran Auliya who is 

said to have been appeared in different places at the sametime. 

Folk Beliefs in Superstitions, taboos and Omens 

There are several peculiar beliefs, taboos and superstitions prevalent 

among the Mappilas and they have become a part of their social behaviour. In 

fact the tenets of Islam do not allow any type of beliefs in superstitions and 

omens. Islam considers all such beliefs as the work of devil in the mind of 

man. But Mappilas being converted from Hindu classes brought such beliefs 

and practices into the fabric of Islam. 

49. P.P. Mammad Koya Parappil, op.cit., p.92 
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There was a popular belief among Mappilas that Earth is placed in the 

horn of a cow and earth is flat and has an edge from where one should fall to 

space. The lunar and solar eclipses happen when a snake swallows these 

celestial bodies. Sighting of the newmoon should not be through leaves of 

trees. The common superstitious belief was that Tuesday is not good for any 

worthy action or journey. Likewise the morning session of Friday before the 

Friday sermon, one should not prepare for a good job. It is believed that there 

are some good days suited for ceremonies of human life.'' This days are 

usually futed by a Thangal or Mulla who is an expert in Abjad (number 

science). Likewise, the first ten days of Arabic Month Mu-harram are the days 

of ~ahs'* (taboo). Certain houses are considered haunted and people avoid 

staying in them. If any member of family is affected by constant diseases, it is 

considered as the curse of the house in which they are staying and such houses 

are avoided. 

There are several superstitions and taboos associated with pregnancy 

and child blrth. Pregnant women should not stir out of their houses in the 

evening time because they are easily possessed of evil spirits. She should not 

wear new clothes or ornaments or use Suruma or henna because such things 

attract the evil eye. There are so many taboos prevalent related to small 

children. Children should not play with white stones (Vejlaran kallu) and 

51. K. Hussain, "Social and Cultural life of Mappila Muslims of Malabar (1800-1921)" 
(Unpublished Ph.D Thesis), Calicut University. 1997. p.338. 
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should not play with own shadows because such actions are indication of 

impending illness.53 Children sitting on high platform are not allowed to 

move their legs freely because such actions would bring danger to parents. 

Looking into mirrors and combing hairs in nights are some other taboos. 

Taboos also existed in connection with some food items. Eating a twin h i t  

should be avoided as it may lead to the delivery of twins. Eating during the 

time of eclipse would cause serious illness. Return immediately after a 

journey had been started is considered as a taboo. 

Belief in omens is also widespread among Mappilas. The cries of birds 

and the directions of their fights indicated the future success or failure of 

human ventures." A cry of crow is considered as an invitation for guests. 

The Hindus considered so many things as good omens and so many others are 

bad ones. This belief is not accepted by Mappilas as such. The widespread 

belief regarding omen is related to two birds. The cry of 'yellow bird' in one's 

compound is considered as a herald for death of close relatives. The people 

often throw stones to drive the bird from their compound. Likewise if a pzrj!u, 

big owl, in the local dialect, ku_tcchoolZin A cries, a death would happen surely. 

Another superstitious belief of Mappilas is that of black tongue or 

Ka_nnakkzr or nm@r (throwing of tongue). It is believed that if a man with 

Kayiniikku utters anything, it happens with immediate effect. If such thing 

53. A. Sreedhara Menon, Social and Culturistic of Kerala. New Delhi, 1979. op.cit . p. 152. 
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happens periodically the man is depicted as dangerous and people will hide 

their children from his sight. For a person who possesses kariniikku, some 

believe that he would have so many blackpots underneath of his tongue and if 

he opines about gardens, pet animals and houses all these would perish in due 

course. There was a custom that prevailed among the people to employ 

kurathis (ladies who know astrology) to sing naverupiittu (songs to ward off 

kariniikku). - Mappilas used to wear Elassu, Quranic verses written on paper 

and covered in copper foils, as a defence against evil eye and kaym~~kku." 

Besides several superstitious beliefs, sorcery and black magic (Sihr) 

occupy an important place in the life of Mappilas. Commonly these were 

practiced by Mullas or thangals in order to cause misery by disease or death on 

others and also defend persons from the evils of such things. The Sihr has 

been severely criticized by the Quran (1 14:4-5),~~ but Mullas in order to gain 

monetary motives practised this. They use Quranic verses, other number 

columns and letter columns and also umkktr (writing a porcelain pots in ink) to 

perform the black magic. Some times bottles, eggs and other articles would be 

used to dig underneath of house plots of the person to whom the evil should 

happen. There were people who spent their money, energy and time to these 

type of sorcery through out their life. 

The belief in the Ka~inkannu or evil eye like black tongue is rather 

widespread. Certain persons are believed to be born with evil potency in their 
m----------------------------- 
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eyes and they exert some evil influence on the persons or objects they sees7 

When this happens in the case of healthy people they are believed to fall ill. If 

the food materials are affected by this 'evil eye', the person consume it would 

get indigestion. The loss of appetite (kothi) and sudden illness in children are 

attributed to the evil eye. As a cure for this mysterious illness the mothers mix 

chillies and salt, wave it three times in front of the baby and throw it into the 

fire. It is with a view to avert the evil eye on babies that mothers put a black 

mark on their forehead, or a black thread on their waste or a black bangle on 

the hand. The vegetables in the garden and the paddy in the fields are also 

susceptible to the influence of evil eye. It is customary therefore to suspend 

pots smeared with designs on wooden poles namely nckkukuthi with a view to 

warding off the evil eye.58 A doll like hidews creature is hung at the corner of 

the upper story of all houses so that the eyes of viewer may rest on it and the 

building itself be secure from the effects of 'evil eye'. This belief in evil eye 

has centuries old that even in the Muqaddima of Ibn Khaldun it is prescribed 

that the person responsible for the death of another person with the effects of 

his evil eye should not be punished.5g 

Folk Festivities 

There were certain typical festivities associated with social living of 

Mappila which enable us to have an insight into the folk ways. Kztrikallyanam 

57. Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol, 1967. p.9 
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was a such a festivity and gathering of the people of village." This was 

usually held at the village teashops which was known in the name of 

MakkZnis, which are thatched huts on the sides of village pathways where the 

villagers were used to assemble in the morning and evening6' Makkiinis 

provided tea in the early morning and villagers smoke their beedies and 

exchanged their news each other. When news papers began to publish the 

paper reading also became a part of the Makkiini culture. These type of 

Makkanis became a hallmark of Mappila community that even foreign lands 

like Burma, Singapore, Malaysia, the migrated Mappilas established 

Makkiinis. It was in these MakkZnis the Kurikai'yarnrn was held. This was a 

means for monetary help to the needy by the contribution of others. But every 

one benefited when their turns came. The invitees to Kurikalya'am were 

given a tea with some snacks. Kurikalyafiarn was arranged in connection with 

marriage and house warming. With the establishment of rural banks and other 

financing agencies the system of Kzrrikalyafiam has almost vanished. 

Another festivity in connection with religion is the night religious 

sermons (wa 2). The Musliyars would recite ~ o u l a  in the beginning of the 

speeches. The speech on any general subject of Islam would prolong so many 

hours. The people assembled usually sit on the ground in the mattresses. A 

60. K.P. Krishnan. "Kurikkalayanatllinte Kurimanum", Chandnka Weekend Edition Calicut. dtd. 
20.12.1986, p.111. 
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fund has been also raised from public for paying to the speakers. This 

festivity still continuing in Mappila cent er^.^^ 

Another occasion of gathering was at the time ofpadi pparachil a form 

of present kathaprasangam in the form of appreciation of Mappila songs 

especially Qissapiittu, which was developed to the form of an art. The famous 

QissapZttus of Mappila poetry like Badr padapzttu, Yusuf Qissa, Fatuhu 

Shiim, Malappuram pada and so many other illustrious Qissapifttus are recited 

and explained. Since there are many Arabic, Persian and Tamil terminologies 

in Mappila songs, common people could not grasp the theme of the songs. 

This is overcomed by the explanation of efficient speakers. Usually there are 

two persons for this padipparachil. One is an expert in singing and other is 

mastered in the explanation of the Qissa (story). It is a common sight through 

out Malabar in the summer season that in the harvested fields, so inany such 

piid@parachil gatherings are held, a festivity still foster by the Mappilas. 

Folk Dialect 

Mappilas being Malqyalis have been speaking the language Malayalam 

since many centuries. But as they are the progeny of Arabs and the followers 

of an Arab religion, Islam, their dialect has been influenced by the Arab 

culture. Besides these there are so many local variations have been derived 

from the Mappila cultural life. So many of the words are the diversified 

62. P.K. Muhamad Kunhl, op.cit., p.26 1 .  



form of Malayalam words and so many others came from Arabic, Persian or 

Hindustani. In Malayalam language 60% words belong to Sanskrit. In the 

rest 30% came fiom ~ a ~ ~ i l a s . ~ )  Thus the Mappila Malayalarn can be seen in 

court languages, official languages in the names of food, dress, drrnks 

instruments and customs. In the coastal areas the Mappilas are pronouncing 

'ba' instead of 'Va' in every word. Likewise long words are shortened and it 

appears entirely another word to hear. For example Puthiya Mappga is 

shortened to Puthiyapja. Since the Mappilas have their communal gatherings, 

religiously and socially, these words are in constant practice among 

themselves. The people of other community found it difficult to grasp such 

Like the Mappila dialects, Mappila names are also peculiar, Basically 

Mappilas accepted Arabic names. These Arabic names used throughout 

centuries have undergone many changes. One name has been given to so 

many people of the same family which again made it difficult to recogmze 

each one, hence a modification had been given to that name with result a new 

name came to practice. For example Muhammed had been modified as 

Mammad, Mcimad, Mayamad, Mammu, Mammi, MGmu eta al. A list of such 

original names and their local variations has been given in the appendix (S* 

Appendix- 8). Besides, some short names are prefixed and suffixed and added 

63. V.T. Sukumaran, "Malayalthile Mappila padangalurn Shylikalurn" Chandrlka Weekend mtion, 
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to the original names. The common suffix is kutty. Some are both suffixed 

and prefixed eg. Kunhi, Ucgi etc., these Malayalam words are added to Arabic 
CSee Appd'.x - 9 

names again shortened or modified to get several other names. ,The Sayyid 

class have their own local names certain names are both suffixed and prefixed. 

Sayyid is prefixed and Thangal .is suffixed. So many of them had shorter 

names like Pookoya, Mullakoya, Nallakoya et al. The women have often 

suffixed their names with Beevi. The Mappilas have also the practice to give 

surnames and pet names to persons. For eg. Bava, Kunhiiva, Biippu, Bipputty, 

Kunhippa, KunhZppa, Kuttippa, N&i, et.al. are the most used surnames. 

Among the females surnames such as Ummu, Ummutty, K~mhimmu, 

Kunheema, Kunhimiil, Pennumma, Malu, Malumrna et al. are the commonly 

used surnames. So many persons are known throughout their life time by such 

surnames as a result actual names are almost forgotten by others. Thus the 

folk dialect has paved the way to form diversified names peculiar to Mappilas 

of Malabar. 

In short the Mappila folk culture is the true reflection of the community 

to the outer world. These folk culture is the outward manifestations of their 

social and community living. In so many of the cultural fields such as songs, 

festivals, traditions, beliefs and dialects, they may or may not be influenced by 

an alien culture, but it is noticeable that they have maintained their typical 

'Mappila character' in all these spheres. 
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CHAPTER - 7 

MAPPILA TRADITION IN FOLK ARTS 

Folk Arts are a branch of Folk culture but the tradition of Folk arts 

among Mappilas deservesspecial study due to its vibrant and variant nature. 

Mappila Folk arts are the blend of Arab cultural elements and the indigenous 

cultural aspects. But in some aspects of the art forms, resemblance can be 

seen with Hindu art forms. The rhyme of songs used in the art and the rhythm 

of recitation of such songs is closer to Arabian tradition but the performance 

of art forms is closer to local arts. The Ayiila performed by Arabs have closer 

similarity with Duffmutt of Mappilas. But more is the indebtedness of 

Mappilas Folk arts to local art forms practised by various Hindu classes. 

The Hindu Muslim cultural symbiosis is also evident in the Mappila art. 

The Mappilas followed the indigenous art form with slight variations. 

Mappila folk art called K6lka_li is the Muslim version of the indigenous art 

known as kbliittarn or RGjasiiya. Mappilas Islamised this art by replacing tile 

Hindu devotional songs to Mappila songs. Mappilas start their K@lka_li with 

prayers to Allah, Prophet Muhammed and Sufi saints. The martial an called 

Ka1aripa~t_ is directly adopted and practised and made their own art by 

Mappilas. M8ppda Kaiaris were started in Mappila centres in par with Nair 

Kalaris. The parichakali is an adaptation of kajaripayqtf and the Mappilas 

have developed their own tradition in this art which is known as 



Parichamuttu. The Oppana dance of Mappilas resembles the Kaikottika_l~ and 

Tirztvathi_rakak as practised by Hindu women. 

Among the Mappila Folk Arts, we can see three categories. One is only 

the oral forms in which no musical instruments or body movements are used 

like VattapZttzr, pZd1pparachil etc. The second category includes songs and 

physical, movements combined together like the fine arts oppana, kzlkdi, 

Dzlff and Arabana. The third category is martial arts in whlch physical 

exercises are the only aspect. Ka_la_rpaya_t& Pa~ichanzutt and Padkaii belong 

to this group. Whatever may be the art form, the Mappila songs are an 

integral part of arts. This is the soul of all folk art forms. Thus the Mappila 

folk arts are a combination of songs and play which make it pleasing and 

enjoyable. Not only the peasants, labourers and workers enjoy it, but people 

in the all walks of life enjoy the folk art forms. 

Vattapatt 

LattapZtt is a folk art which was an essential part of Mappila marriages 

in the early years of 20"' centuly. In some areas of Malabar it was also known 

as KalyanapZt, - p~tthlyaplZpZtt and KolZnnlbipZtt. In those days marriages 

were conducted at night and VattapSltr was the major attraction of the event. A 

maniage without this a ~ t  form was unthinkable. The Vattapittlrkiir were 

professional troops of Mappila marriages. 

The date of VuttZpattzrkZr was fixed one or two weeks earlier. Usually 

there were 8 or 10 singers in a troop. They had reached the house of 



bridegroom in the evening. After prayer and light food, the singers would seat 

in a circle on mattress spread in the panda1 or on pad@purarn (high platform). 
S 

Small drum, kainzagi, wooden clappers, kOIZmbi - etc., were used as musical 

instruments. With the permission of the house kiiranavar, - the team started the 

1 programme. The VattapZtt started with Viruthanz, (Bismi, - hanzd and - salzth), 

Munajath and Mangala gana. After this, clappings and musical instruments 

were used according to the songs. 

The songs for VattapZttzr were mostly taken from the compositions of 

Tamil poets namely Pulavar, Shahul Hameed, Gundevedi, Hassanali, Alim 

Labba et.al. Late K.T. Muhammed and V.K.S. Moulavi composed good songs 

especially in the Hindi film tunes.2 

The singers accompanied the bridegroom procession and sang on the 

way Baineelam songs as they reached the bride's house. These songs got rid 

off the boredom and difficulties of journey in the night and delighted the 

people especially when they had to walk 10 or 15 miles. Through out the 

procession the singers sang pallavi, i.e. Thana Thana Thana, Thanani, 

Pzrthzrniiiranuni Sodaranrm Etha Pokzrnne As the p m  reached about 50 yards 

away from bride's residence, they would wait till the k@a~?_avar and singers of 

the bride's side welcomed them. These two groups of singers competed each 

1 V.T. Alavikutty. Pookkottur. "Onnayile Thollapattthl'.. Cllandrika Weekend Ediuon. Calicut. 
25.10 98. p.3 
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other with songs until the K&anavar interfered to stop it and invited them to - - 
the pandal. Then the two groups of singers would sit face to face. After light 

refreshment the competition would start. After the usual virutham and 

MunZjZth one party would sing two or three songs fiom any famous 

composition. The other party should sing fiom the same composition other 

wise they would be considered incompetent. Such a high competitive spirit 

existed among the singers. Even at the time of fixing the date, they would 

enquire about the opposite party and would make preparations accordingly. 

Some professional troops participated in 25 marriages within one week. With 

the shifhng of marriage ceremonies to day time and with the introduction of 

modem musical instruments vattapiittu has almost vanished. 

Padipparachil 

This is a form of art fostered by Mappilas of Malabar which is also 

known as Qissap'Lattu recitation. A similar art exists among the Hindu class 

namely Harikathii Kalakshepa or p~dakam.3 It is a primitive form of the 

modem Kathiiprasangam. PZdipparachil (to sing and explain) is not entirely 

an art form for amusement but it has close affinity to religious devotion and 

piety, because this art is performed by learned scholars of religion. Among 

the two persons participated in the art, one is a good singer and the other is a 

3. P.K. Mohamad Kunhl, Muslirnin~alu~n Kerala Samskmwrn. Trichur, 1982. p.3 11 



good speaker well-versed in religious books, hstory and culture. This a13 is 

conducted during the night and venue is a public place of gatherings or near a 

mosque or othupalli. In early days, petromax or r6ntal used to lighten the area 

and the pZdipparachi1 started with Salafh and Madb songs. The Qissa or story 

is completely based on Islamic literature. The old stories of Prophet's, events 

in the life of Prophet Muhammad and the wars during Caliphs are the theme of 

QissapZttu. The works of Moyinkutty Vaidyar are widely used. His famous 

works like Badr padapZtt, Uhud padapiitt, Badr-ul-Muneer Husnul Jamal, 

Malappuram Qissapztt are the favourite ones. The old poetical compositions 

like Yusuf Qissa, Futuhushiim, Gulzanober, Karbala Qissa, Khybar Qissa etc., 

are also used for this art. The singer beautifully recites the songs and speaker 

explains its meaning, circumstances and back ground. While explaining he 

often refers to contemporary events and makes the presentation enjoyable. On 

some parts of story both singer and speaker jointly recite the song to get more 

emphasis to the story. But never the singer explains the story. Usually one 

QissapZtt prolongs to 7 to 10 days to finish. Often the Qissapiitt is extended 

to late night meanwhile the audience patiently enjoy the songs and story. Thus 

it is a grand art form which the Mappilas are still enjoying enthusiastically. 

Cheenimutt 

This is a three fold musical instrument with one cheeni (musical pipe), 

oflla (Drum) and one Murash (small drum). Cheeni is in close resemblance 

with Persian instrument called Shahnai, thus cheeni came to be known as 

Mutturn vijiyum. When beautiful musical tones would be played through 



cheeni the otta - - and Murash would be beaten to match the tunes. The tune 

played through cheeni is mostly from mcrppi_lapirrtu, especially the songs of 

Moyinkutty ~ a i d ~ a r . ~  Cheenimutt has some resemblance with Panchmtiea 

used in temple festivals. If one pipe and ElathZjam is omitted from 

Panchavacj/a it becomes cheenimutt. As Panchaviidya is closely associated 

with Hindu festivals, cheenimutt is closely associated with Mappila festivals 

known as nzrchas. The Cheenimutt is an integral part of all nerchas of 

Malabar. Besides MappilapiSttu, popular songs fiom Malayalarn, Hindi and 

Tamil films are also tuned through cheenimutt. With the extinct of so many 

n e r c h ,  this beautifbl art form almost vanished fiom the scene. The only 

living legend of this art form is V. Kuttiyali of Kondotti. 

Rammadi 

This is another form of the art Cheenimutt. In place of small drums, big 

round shaped drums are used. As per the tunes fiom Cheeni one expert 

acrobat will jump, lay and stand over the drum and beat the drum with a ball 

of cloth tied on a rope.j The acrobat will beat the drum in several body 

postures to the enjoyment of viewers. This art is also associated with nercha 

festivals. Thls is an important item ofpettivaravtr in connection with nerchas. 

4. Valiyakath Kuttiyali, "Cheenimutt", Mapvilakala Darpanam, Kottayam, 1998, p. 124. 

5. Abdulla Perambra, "Anyam Nilkunna Mappilakalakal". Poonkavanam Monthly, Calicut, Aug. 
1998, p.27. 



Duff Muttu 

History: Duffis an instrument which has an historical past. Before BC, 2000 

itself, Israelites used the instrument called Duffat the worship of tribal gods in 

order to raise their devotion to the e ~ t r e m e . ~  Later Europeans used tlus in the 

festivals connected with churches during the procession of high priests as a 

part of Christianisation of young children.' The Egyptians, called it Twara 

and the Arabs called it Dubb and the Persians, Duff It was later commonly 

used by all. The kufans called it DaJik Albania, Bosnians as DuffAsbani, 

Bulgarians as Udqand Serbians as ~ e e r a . '  During the time of prophet, Duff 

was used by the Muslims especially in Madeena. Prophet was welcomed to 

Madina by Ansari girls singing songs and playing DufJ: In the first century 

Hvra, Duffhad been widely used as an instrument for entertainment. In India, 

Duf had been introduced by the Persians. When the renowned poet Amir 

Khusrau, came to India, his disciples popularized this instrument in North 

India. In Kerala, Duffhad been used by Jews and Christians in their festiva~s.~ 

When the first Muslim missionary to Kerala, Malik Ibn Dinar came, his 

followers practised it. But Duff really became popular among the Kerala 

I Muslims through the contact with Lakshadweep Muslims. The Qiidiripa Sujs 

who migrated to Kerala, popularized it. 

6. Abdulla Karuvarakundy "Duff Muttu", MaDDila kalakal, Manjeri, 1995, p.78. 

7. Mohamad Koothali, "DuEMuttu", Ma~~ilakala Dar~anm.  op.ci1.. 1998, p. 108. 

8. Adullah, Karuvarakundu, op.cit., p.79. 

9. Ibid., p.79. 



The instrument: The Duffused by the Mappila Muslims of Malabar is round 

in shape. A round wooden f'rame, which is covered by the leather (slun of ox) 

stretched over it. The wooden frame is 6 inches height. To tighten the leather, 

strings are used in the sides. To maintain the tone of Duff; it is frequently 

warmed. Strings of Duff are to be adjusted in order to maintain uniform 

sound. 

Performance: Duff Mutt is started with Saliith and Hamd. At least 10 persons 

participate at a time in which one will be ustiid (leader). After Saliith, the 

players start to sound Duff in low voice. Then the players stand in two rows 

holding the Dufin one hand and striking the Duflperiodically in accordance 

with the tune of Bayth (Arabic poems). When the play progress the players 

rotate the Duff through shoulder and above the head. Some times they use 

elbow to strike the D u g  All the movements are done simultaneously with 

systematic order from ustad. But in DuffMutt the actual stress has been given 

to recitation of Bayth. The Ustifd would loudly recite which will be repeated 

by other members.'' Devotional songs and Madb (praising) songs are also 

sung along with Bayth. 

Occasions: DuffMutt is closely associated with ~iit;b" whch is performed in 

Nerchas, devotion to dead saints. In RC?&. DzflMzdtt is performed in the dim 

light of lamps, either in the premises of mosque or in the houses. ~?l t ib,  a rite 

....................................... 

10. C.K. Kareem, Kerala Muslim Directory, Cochin. 1997, Vol. I. p.66. 

1 1. Ratib - A devotional rite in the name of dead saints. 



performed to get the blessing of saints, popularized DuSf Mutt. The Dtrff' 

Muttu in connection with RZtFb named R&b Muttu, started with fathzha, - 

prayer to Prophet, Pious caliphs, Mohiyuddin shalkh, k f a i  shaikh and other 

Aulzyas. In Arabia girls used to perform Duff but in Kerala girls do not 

perform thls art forms. Due to its association with religious occasions, girls 

keep completely aloof from this art. The intermingled sound of Bayth and 

Dtflgive a spiritual ecstasy to the devotees. Duff later became a common 

item of nerchas in the procession called varuvu. In Calicut city, there were 

professional Duff Muttu teams who roamed the city on the eve of Friday. 

Kappat Syed Musliyar, Chekutty of Idiyangara, Imbichi Ahamad Musliyar of 

Chemancheny were the famous DuffMutttr u s t Z i  in and around calicut.12 In 

the past years, Today Ratib is abandoned by the people and Duffinutt also 

been dropped off. Only in stage shows, this cultural form can be seen. 

Arabana Muttu 

Arabana was the name of a village in old Babylonia and the popular 

musical instrument of that village came to be known as Arabana. Later this 

instrument had been used by Arabs in their tribal festivals with songs and 

dances. Arabana had been beaten to declare battle-c~y for the intertribal 

battles. During the period of Abbasids, court musicians of Al-Mansur used 

Arabana in their music programmes. During the reign of Harun-al-Rashid, 

Arabana had been widely popularized. Later Shias inherited this instrument. 

................................. 

12. P.P. Msnlrnad Koya Parappil. Kozllikkotte Muslimkalude Charitram, Calicut 1991. pp.233. 



When Adilshahi sultans ruled Deccan, some Shias came to Kerala and they 

brought Arabana with them. Later Rfai ~arrqat introduced h s  Arabana in 

worshipping form of Ratib, to distinguish themselves from 'Qadiri Tariqat 

who accepted Duff at the time of ~ s b .  Mappilas of Malabar had fallen to so 

many superstitions. It was believed that small pox, an epidemic, could be 

averted by beating Arabana up to the border of their village and like wise in 

order to purie  those who recovered from small pox, Rifai Ratib with Arabana 

beating was performed.13 There were so many groups who specialized in this 

art throughout Malabar. 

Instrument: Arabana is a larger form of Duff but in the construction there is 

some difference. In a round wooden frame of 8 to 12 inches diameter and 5 

inches height, leather (skin of ox) is tied over one side which is tightened into 

the sides by metal strips. In the sides of wooden frame there will be 4 to 5 sets 

of metal rings attached to get bell sound. The h c k  root of Chembaka tree is 

most suitable to make wooden frame.14 The leather of Arabana is usually 

made out of the skin of goat or ox. The skin of one ox is sufficient to 4 to 5 

Arabanas while the skin of one goat is enough to make 2 Arabanas. The ox's 

skin is lesser in sound but greater in life span but goat's skin is greater in 

sound but lesser in life-span. First the leather is spread on four wooden 

wedges to let it to complete drying. Then it is processed till the hair is 

completely removed and is put in the water and softened and is cut into proper 

---------------------m------- 

13. Bakkar Edakkazhijur, "Arabana", Mappila Kala Damanam Calicut, 1998, p. 1 12. 

14. Ibid., p. 113 



size sufficient for an Arabana. When the leather is tightening to the sides 

using a paste called panachipasals maximum stretching is given in order to 

maintain elasticity. The leather is also tightened to the sides using ropes and 

metal strips after whlch metal rings are also provided around it. Then the 

Arabana is ready for use and beating should be moderate to prolong the life- 

span. 

Performance: Usually 8 to 10 persons participate in Arabana Mutttr. The 

Arabana muttu has two styles, that with R6Cb and without ~6tFb. The former 

is called R ~ c b  muttu and latter is called Kalimuttu. - 

The Ratib Muttu: It starts with ~chalmuttu with Bayth MurZidiyZi Muriidiya 

16 MurZdee.. . . In k h a l  rnuttu players are sitting on the ground holding their 

legs to rightside, lifting Arabana to left side in tune with Bayth and brought to 

right with speed striking Arabana one-strike. Then they lift Arabana to right 

side and it is brought to left with two-strikes and the sides of s t r i h g  changes 

periodically. While striking, their body is leaned to the side of strilung and 

look is to the opposite side. At the end of Bqyth, Arabana striking get faster. 

When ustZd (leader) say aloud sey.. . . Or strikes in the ground to note the end, 

a turn or Adakkam is over. Before the beginning of every turn, zrstad would 

recite lines which will be repeated by others. If all members have studied the 

lines well, ustzd says Mult and then all of them start MzrriidiyG MzrrGdiyz.. 

15. Ibid. 

16. Ibid. 



After each turn Arabana is warmed over fire to increase its temper. The next 

stage is 'Korimutt', a tough item." In t h s  item players will kneel on the 

ground, lift and Arabana above the head, and lowering it to sides striking the 

Arabana. According to the tune of Bayth, players have to rise and bend and 

perform this which needs high physical flexibility. 

In Kuttu Ra'tTb, that is R d b  performed by physical tomuing, the 

~chilmuttu is performed by standing. When the Bayth reached in high pitch, 

the performer shuck a DabbCsIl8 a sharp weapon of one feet length and one 

inch thickness into his chest and splits his chest. The players should 

concentrate on Araban Muttu and a silly mistake of Muttu would endanger the 

performer. It is in the climax of Bayth and Mrttu, in a magical spell, the 

performer makes miraculous feat. When the performer calls ya-shaikh,19 it is 

very tough to strike Arabana without any fault. 

Kalimuttu: In RiitTb Muttu. Bayth is important and Arabana is only a back 

ground instrument. Later Arabana is freed from ~iitTb and became an 

independent art form known as Kalimuttu and start with Bayth and ustad says 

sey to begin the play. In KaLimuttu there is no restriction in striking the 

Arabana as in ~a"tTb Muttu. One can strike with elbow, backside of palm, fore 

head, jaw and shoulder on Arbana and on others body also. Ashtadwani (8 

strikes)" is the core of Kalimuttu. - The fust strike is inside the Arabana, 2"d, 

- - -  

17. Ibid., p. l 15. 

18. Ibid.. p. 113. 

19. Ibid.. p.115. 

20. Ibid., p. 1 16. 



3rd, 4'h and 5"' stnkes are outside. 6"' is inside, 7'h is outside, gth again inside, 

Arabana can rotate itself and over shoulder. Shorter songs and quick 

movements are the main attraction of Kalirnuttu. Bayth and Tamil songs of - 
Pulavar are often used. The players themselves sing, and no back singers are 

allowed. 

Oppana 

Among the folk Arts of Mappilas, Oppana has a supreme position. The 

exact period of the origin of Oppana is difficult to trace. About the name 

Oppana various hypothesis exists among Mappila scholars. One major 

opinion is, Oppana means together and PZna means song. Thus Oppapana 

means "singing together". Later OppapZna is reduced to ~ ~ ~ a n a . ~ '  Another 

opinion is that Oppana is the name of one of the Ishals (styles) of Mappila 

songs. Since oppana songs are used in the rut form, it is known as ~ ~ ~ a n a ~ ~  

The Arabic word Hafna - means two hands are stretched to one side and closing 

the palms together and since most of the postures of this art resembles this 

style Hajia became Oppana in ~ a l a ~ a l a m . ~ '  The veteran Mappila writer 0. 

Abu suggests that Opparta derived its name from the Tamil word oppandJ 

Another prominent argument is that the word came from S a n s h t  word 

21, V.M. Kuth. "Oppana", Mappilakalakal, Manjeri, 1995, p. 16. 

22. P. A.B. "Oppana", Mappilakalakal, Manjeri, 1995. p.44. 

23. Ibid., p.44. 

24. 0. Abu. "Oppana", Kerala Mappila song lovers Association Souvenir. Calicut, 1991. p. 134. 
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Oppana mean to decorate, because in Hindu festivals, idols are decorated 

known as Thiru oppand5, so the decoration of bride during marriage is 

commonly known as oppana. 

History: The Arab ladies of ancient time had a special type of play in 

connection with marriage. Holding the two ends of their dress they would 

lean to left and right shaking their heads. Oppana has been derived fiom the 

symbiosis of Arabian and native cultural elements. Though the songs recited 

are Islamic in theme, the performance has close affinity with some art forms of 

Malabar like Piinakaji, Kaikottikali - etc.26 The Kaimuttikali - has been replaced 

by oppana 35 years ago. Instead of the elder women Kalikkarathikal, - young 

girls performed the Kaimuttikuji by dancing steps in the marriage occasion in 

the house of Puthiya Nalakath of Kuttichira. This has been appreciated by 

people which later paved the way for the new art called oppand7 The old 

form of Oppana had been practised since the formation of Mappila 

community into a distinct entity from other religious factions. Whether 

oppano is the offshoot of ancient VattaprTttu is a matter of debate.28 

Occasions: Among the Malabar Muslims, Oppana is closely associated 

with social occasions which are quite festive relating to personal or family 

25. B k s h n a n  Valllkunnu, "Oppana emakalaroopam". Ma~pilakalakal, Manjeri, 1995. p.31. 

26. Ibid., p.35. 

27. P.P. Mammad Koya Parappil, op.cit, p. 227. 

28. Ibid., p.35. 



en~oyments. Earboring (Kiithukuth), circumcision (Sunnat KalyZnam) - and 

Marriage (Kaly@am) are such personally associated social occasions of get 

together. Oppana is an art performed both by men and women on such 

occasions. Oppana performed by men is called ~ m h r T o p p a n a  and that of 

women is called MailanchipZttu. Thashrqoppana is derived from the ancient 

Kaikottipijttu performed by men in the ~ a l y t ~ a ~ a n d a a l . ~ ~  

The art form of oppana has two parts. One is the recital of songs 

rhythmatically and another is with body movements according to the tune of 

the songs. 

Songs: The songs for Oppana are selected from MappilapZittu compositions. 

The earliest among the Oppana songs are b m u t h a l  puranam. The content of 

this song is the birth of holy Prophet and his early life." Other songs are 

Trikalyii..piittu, Ammayipiittu, Appapattu, Vettilapa'ttu and TSlipZittu. Besides 

this, historical songs, devotional songs, Tarnil pulavar songs are also recited. 

Other songs are Payyal khayyat's Tirutaruma'la, P.K. Halirna Beevi's 

Chandirachundiramiila. P. K. Koya' S MangalyappongSira sangeetham, K. T. 

h i n a '  S MangalZlankZrnz, C. A. Hassankutty ' S PanchakankaratnamZla, 

Oliyil Kunhi Mohammed's Suryakumlirimala, Chettuva Parikkutti's 

Soubagyasundari Nallalam Beeran's 'Badar Oppanapiittzr', Moyinkutty 

Vaidyar's Kilathimiia etc." 

29. Ibid., p.226. 

30. C.N. Ahamed Moulavi and K.K. Muhammad Abdul Kareem. Mahathava Mappila Salutva- 
pararnuarayam, Calicut, 1978, p.228. 

3 1 V.M. Kutty, 'Oppanathanima', Mappila Kala Damanam, Kottayam, 1998. p. 45. 



Tashrzf Oppana: This oppana is performed by men in the house of 

bridegroom to enthuse hun and his family. Till the bride groom dress up hls 

wedding costume, the oppana singers sing in the Pandal. After the bride 

groom (Puthiyapppila) is brought in the pandal, properly dressed sit on hlgh 

pedestal, singers will sit around him and start ~hashGf oppana, A group of 

such singers constituted 5 to 20 in numbers. In course of time these groups 

became professional groups and were invited to perform at the occasion of 

marriages. In such oppana troops there were two types of singers ie, the front 

singers (MunpZttukar) and those in back @inp&ukar)." The group is led by 

a leader (Mooppan) who leads Munpiittukur. Mooppan starts the songs with 

the Munajat (salutation to audiences) followed by Kavi, Virutharn and 

Mangalam (welcome) to audience. The Mooppan then starts singing 

oppanachqal which is repeated by others. During oppanach@al there will be 

no clapping of hands. Then the fiont singers start Oppana Murukkam. 

Clapping starts and back singers repeat the same. Then the cycle of chayal 

and Murukkam repeats periodically to enjoy the participants of marriage 

function. During this recitation and clapping they lean to sides rhythrmcally. 

Some time they use to stand on knee and lean to sides. Some singers used 

Klizhithalam or Kinnaram to give musical sound to the songs. Arnmayipzttu is 

recited in the second chayal Murukkam and VettilapZttu was recited in 

the last33 and the singers are supplied with betel leaf which puts an end to the 

32. P.A.B "Oppana", Ma~iplakalakal, Manjeri, 1995, p.45. 

33 .  V.M. Kutty, op.cit., p.44. 



oppana performance. There is no special dress for the Oppana singers and 

they are dressed in their usual clothes. 

Mylanchipattu 

In early days, when the bride is dressed up in her bridal costumes, 

ladies used to sing and these songs are called MylZinchrpi3tu. Later thls klnd 

of singing developed into clapping of hands by circling the bride and leaning 

to sides. Two or three ladies standing in front of the bride sing beautifully 

whlle others play around the bride. This is the origin of the art oppana and the 

players usually known as - ~alikkiZrathiki1~~. - Oppana as an art form can be 

performed without the bride in some functions like earboring ceremony. The 

KalikkZrathikal - of olden days were the relatives of the bride, but later 

professional groups appeared who were invited to perform oppana. These 

oppana troops were held in such an esteem that, marriages were fixed 

according to their c~nvenience.~' In Oppana there is no element of dance 

movements. 0. Abu defines oppana thus: "Oppana is only performed by 

sitting, standing, leaning to sides and circling the bride and changing positions 

by singing and clapping their hands and any other movement is out of oppar~a 

&-,,36 

---------------------m------ 

34. P. A.R. "Oppana", Maupilakalakal, Ivc!;jeri, 1995; p.45. 

35 V.M. Kuth. op.cit.,p.45, 

36, 0. Abu. op.cit.. p.134. 



The songs are the same as that of Tashrifoppana. But on the bridal 

procession, ladies did not recite Bainqglam songs as in men's oppana. In 

Kannur and Valapattanam areas the Oppana was known as v~akkin~rukkal.~' 

The fully decorated bride is seated in front of Ni&v<akku where women 

perform Oppana. in Kasargod area noble ladies were welcomed by 

Pattukiirathikal fiom the gate of the house up to the inner circle.38 In South 

Malabar it was compulsory that those who came to take the bride into bride 

groom's house, should be received by PattukZrathik@. In North Malabar, the 

previous night of marriage was known as MyliFnchirfiu. Oppana was 

performed also when bride was applied MylZnchi on her hands and legs by her 

 relative^.'^ There were no strict rules regarding the dress of oppana players. l 

In North Malabar it was Vellakifchi commonly used and in south it was 

Karuppu soop whlch was a common dress of these days. These were the 

dresses of players also. Beside loose or tight jackets with scarf (Thattarn) were 

used. The players also used common ornaments of the day. Thus before 1970, 

Oppana a fine art performed in connection with marriages and happy 

occasions of Mappilas. Many of the people devoted their time and energy for 

the perfection of this art. Now-a-days, Oppana can be seen only in stage 

shows. 

37. V.M. Kutty. "Oppana", Map~ila Kalakal, Manjeri, 1995, p.22 

38. Ibid., p.26. 

39. Ibid.. p.26. 



Kurukurumacham 

This is an ari form performed by girls on the occasion of Id festivals. 

The girls would split into two groups. One group starts the play by asking 

questions and other answer this question. One group pretended to be the 

group of bridegroom and other those of bride. To the enqulry about bride the 

group answers all the questions raised by the group of groom through songs." 

The party of bride also enquires about groom and the opposite party replies. 

T h s  would continue for hours. There is no written songs used in t h s  but 

traditional and quickly made songs are used. The name K7lrukurn1acham came 

from the first line of the song and it is an interesting art form among women. 

Koladikali 

Among the rural folk arts, Koladikali - has been an important item which 

still exists among the labour class of Kerala. It was popular both in Malabar 

and Travancore areas under the British. It has some similarity with kolkali on 

the ground that it requires great physical fitness because both the arts need 

quick body movements. The Hindus played this art during the festival season 

of Onam and TinlvZllhira. But as a ruraI folk art, Koladikali, - has gained an 

important name and fame at the hands of Mappilas. They made systematic 

changes in dress, steps and songs. This art has been made very coloufil and 

attractive by Mappilas by which it got wide popularity.4' 

10. C.K. Kareem Kerala Muslim Directon. Vol.1, Cocllin. 1997. p.663. 

1 1 .  Perimbalam Ravi. "Koladlkali Oru graminakal", Cllandriaka Weekend Edition. Calicut. 16.1.82 



Mode of plav: 8 to 16 persons are needed to play this art. All of then1 stand in 

a circle with a stick of 2 feet length in their hands. The songs are started and 

the players would step to left and right sides, striking the sticks accordingly. 

The players also move backward and forward, and the circle would enlarge 

and shrink. They sometimes sit and strike, and lean right and left making thr 

movements quick. In the initial stage only men played thls art, but later 

women also performed. In course of time men concentrated on ko'lkaLi and 

kcladikali - became an art of women. 

Among the Mappilas, they used to sing MappilapZttzr, - especially by 

Moyinkutty Vaidyar who have written special songs for this. Later folk songs 

which had anonymous origin had also been used. Besides Vaythz~ikal, like 

Thanna thana .. thennana, was also sung to get rhythm to the movements, 

Koladikal was thus exclusively the art of labourers who spent their leisure 

time for their enjoyment and amusement. 

Kolkali 

History: Among the Mappila folk Arts, Kolkali is exclusively oilginated 

indigenously. The name is derived from Kanlbakali - which was prevalent 

among the low caste Hindus. (~ariian)". Later the soldiers of Hindu Rajas, 

Nairs also practised this. In Harijan - Kakali, - there are no rules regarding dress 

of the players but has only n~zlndzi and a turban. The players stand i ~ ?  a circle 

-12. K Mohamad. "Kolkali". Mall~ilakaladar~analn. Kottayafil. 1998, p. 1112. 



and strike each other by dancing steps. The leader recites and others repeat. 

Towards the end striking and dancing reach its climax. KGlkali - is often 

performed in connection with Onam - festival. 

RajasZyam is the name of KGlka_l performed by Nairs and its origin 

from Kgari (martial art) of ~adathanad area." T h s  was practised in order to 

get physical viability essential for Kalari, - Since Kalari - art was mastered by 

Thacholi family the Kolkali - practised by them was known as Thacholikgi 

Rajasuyam kolkaLi starts with ganapatistotra. Players stand around a litten 

Nilavilakku holding sticks and strike a single-strike (Ottapina). -- - They move 

forward and backward rotating the Nilavilakku. - In back ground they used 

drums to make the play more attractive. 

But the Mippga ko'lkali - is entirely different fiom the Harijan and Nair 

styles. There are two different styles in the Mappila Ko'lkgli. The Ko'lkdi 

prevalent anlong the fishermen of coastal regions of Malabar is known as 

Ttilakkali. - - KGlkali - in interior regions of Malabar was known as Kzirikkalum - 

K~irikkalzin~ Kzittikaltim: In t h s  style of play, the players tie a hand kerchief - - 
around the neck, a nnindzt and kanniprak with Urakkti around their waste. The 

players had a leader known as Kurikkal - shouting the word ornla to bring the 

attention of players, Historic and heroic songs are sung. 

- - - - - - - - 

13.  Ibid., p. 102 

11. Ib~d.. p. 104 



Talakali: In ~$akal i ,  the vaythiirikal are abundant and movements are quick 

with periodical striking and beautiful songs. Since Thaakaji has acquired 

great speed its origin might have been fiom ~ a ~ ~ g a k a ! a r i . ~ ~  The leader of 

Kolkali - is Kurikkal a word derived from gurikkal (Plural of guru, teacherj. 

Performance: The sticks (kol) used for play are made fiom palm or arecanut 

stem. This stick is thickening to the tip. In the holding part, some rings of 

metal (chilamb) are inserted. Though 8 persons to 16 persons can play the art, 

16 persons are suitable to exhibit all rounds of the play. Every stage of the 

play is known as adakkam. Adakkam has opening and closing vaytharikal. 

Each vaythiirikal is the meanin@ command of kurikkal. Each player 

changes his position or change strikes according to the commands or 

vaytharikal. The important adakkums are cherukuli,cheriya - ta'lamkali, - cheriya 

ozhichilmutt)4 valiya ozhichil muttu, Kudukzrthai and Anakkali. - Each adakkam 

starts with vattapatt. The players are standing in a round form and one man 

starts the song and the others make 3 strikes two times and repeats the song. 

Towards the end of that song the Pallavi repeats and speed up the strikes to 

complete an ' a d ~ k k u m ' . ~ ~  

Cherukaji: It starts with ThudakkathGLam name by Thikratha tha kritha 

thikritha Billathai; which is recited by kzrrikkal - and all the players strike their 

15. Ibid. 

46. Alikuth Gurukkal. "Kolkali", Mappilakalakal, Manjeri. 1995. p.73. 



own sticks (ThettukGl) and other sticks (Marukol) and when kurikkal 

commands MinukkaJ half of the players withdraw to inside and form a small 

circle and play to their respective partners. Each vaythsrikal and as well as 

K6lmuttukaji are framed according to '8 tones aditala' of classical music. 

Then the players strike his neighbours stick (Churanhadi) and his thlrd or 

fourth neighbour (chiinhadi). Another Adakkam of cherukaji is KabZith. In 

this adakkam 16 persons divide into 4 lines each and move forward and 

backward. In another adakkam all 16 persons sit around and strike each other. 

Then they divide into 8 persons forming two groups and strike each other, then 

they divide to 4 person forming 4 groups and strike each other, a beautiful 

style of chendkaii. There are two types of TGlamka_li, Cheriya Tdamkali - and 

Valiya Tilam - Kali. The difference lies in the length of Vaythiirikal. 

Ozhichilmuttu, Moonnadi, kudukaduthai, Anakali - - are different adakkam of 

Tiilakaji. - 

Songs are essential throughout the play except the players repeat the 

vqlth3rikal recited by gundkkal. The sound of the players should be in a hgh 

pitch to overcome the sound of the sticks. Thus kzlkaii is a fine art form 

which has been fostered by Mappila Muslims. It has no connection with 

religious occasions but entirely for entertainment. 

Kalaripayatt 

History: Kalaripayatt H - - is a martial art which has a long traditional history. 

Kala_ripayatt - - was mentioned in Vedas which reveals that it had existed as early 



as BC 1000. Later Buddha monks practised thls to achieve physical fitness as 

a part of their meditation. In Kerala Kalarjpayattu - - - was closely associated with 

the Nair soldiers. It is believed that it was from the Sanskrit term Khaloorika 

that the word Kalari came into use in Malayalam for similar institutions 

imparting training in martial arts. The system of physical and weapon training 

imparted within the KaJari came to be called Kaia_ripqyattu - (Kalari, the 

institution where payaJtu, the exercises for martial training are practised).47 

Barbosa writes, "The more part of these Nair's when they are 7 years of age 

are sent to schools where they are taught many tricks of physical training. 

First they taught leaps and steps when they are fully accomplished they were 

taught the practice with weapons.48 In the 16& century Kdarzpayatt - - almost 

became synonymous with the Nair family of Kadathanad namely Thacholi 

Tharavad. The northern Ballads refer to Mappila trained in Kajaripayafr, 

even though number was few relatively to the Nairs, such trained Mappila 

were a significant part of the medieval picture in Kerala. Some of the Mappila 

trained in Ka_laripaya_tt_ received training in Nair and chekar Kalaris while 

other Mappila gurukkals maintained their own ~ a l a r i s . ~ ~  

47. P. Balaknshnan, "Kalarippayattu". The a.cient Martial Art of Kerala C.V.G. KunkkalFd.). 
Trivandrum, 1995, p. 13. 

48. B a h s a ,  Book of Durrate Barbosa, Vol.11, Hacklyut Society, London, 1821. pp.39-40 

49. Pldlip Bary Zorilli, "Kahpayatt and performing artists", Malabar Mahotsava Sovenier, 
Calicut, 1998. p.99. 



Kalaripayatt, - - --- a martial art, in order to achieve physical fitness as well 

as for resistance against attacks of enemies, had been taught by Mappilas to 

their young boys of 7 or 8 years. A gurikkal (teacher) used to teach t h s  in 

Kalari - (Gymnesium to train). The boys of kdari had undergone severe 

restriction in their behaviour, body movements and diet in order to mould the 

body to cope with tough competitions. Gurikkal used to massage the body of 

disciples thoroughly. The Kalari - was practised in the early morning hours as 

well as evening hours Gurikkal prepared various types of Ktizhamb or Thailanl 

(medicinal oils) to be messaged before the starting of Kalari - exercise. 

Stages of Kalari training 

For mastering kalaripayattu - - --- one has to undergo mainly three stages.jO 

The first stage is known as MeythZri. In t h ~ s  stage various physical exercises 

especially the movements of leg (chuvad) and body postures (OzhinhtinlZral) 

are done so as to enable the boy to fight his enemy as well as to save himself 

fiom the attacks. The boy also taught the fighting method of lion, cat, 

elephant, snake, fish, horse, bear and cock. This is known as AshtamZrga (8 

movements). The boy should also master different types of jumping. Four 

months continuous learning enables him to jump 3 meters height. 

The second stage is known as KClthZri in which the use of sticks 

for fighting is taught. To have a complete mastery of this art, one has to spend 

j0. h n m u l l a  "Verattupokunna Kalaripayatt", Chandrika v.eekend edition, Calicut. 12 06.94. 
p.1 g: 11. 



years of time. A master of this art can rotate a stick at least ten times in a 

second. 

The thud stage is AnthZri or AnkathZri. T h s  is the stage in which the 

use of weapons such as dagger lance, sword etc, is being taught5'. Side by 

side fighting by wearing anchor (Padachatta) is also taught in order to prevent 

any wound to the body from these weapons. The topmost stage of the weapon 

fighting is Pzzliyankanz. Every disciple of Kalari - used to practice together. 

Gurikkal will teach special fighting methods to best disciples. To the last of 

Kalari training, gurikkal teaches the Marma fighting (without any weapon). 

There are 108 nzarmZs (special spots on body) where the body responses 

quickly. This is the last resort to defeat an enemy. Gurikkal also teaches 

Marma chikitsa (curing methods of body injuries) to his disciples. Through 

out Malabar Mappila gurukkals were famous for Marnza chikitsa. 

Parichamuttu 

This is a martial folk art wlich has resemblance with ParichakGi - of 

Hindus During the British period the government feared that the training with 

sword and shield would be a dangerous one to peace and order and they 

prohibited these type of training.j2 Thus the original swords and shields were 

replaced by wooden swords and shields. This is a combination of both kalari - 

5 l .  E.D. Nayar. "Kalarikal Vadakkan PuttukaliI", Chandnka Weekend Edition, Calicut. 12.06.94, p I 

5 2 .  C.K. Kareem. op.cit , 1997. p.665. 



steps and k6lkaji. The Kajari trainees during their leisure time dressed like 

soldiers and practised fighting which later developed into an art form namely 

parichamuttu. 

Mode of play: There may be 12 to 20 persons participating in this play. They 

will stand in a circle holding the shield in one hand and sword in the other. 

The gurukkal (leader) will recite the song and the players steps according to 

the time while striking with the sword each other on shield, remembering the 

actual fighting with shield and sword. There are five types of styles of play 

like Ampatheeradi, Nalpatheeradi, Muppatheeradi, Patheetheeradi and 

~antheeradi." The play starts with Virutham. Gurikkal will stand in the 

centre and will sing songs using a Kaimagi and the players will repeat the 

songs." The steps of Parichamutt is known as Chavidikett and Mukkanna. 

The dress of are green shirt and green scarf with red tie on heads. 

Occasions: The Parichamuttu is often displayed during festivals. In marriage 

occasions also this was an item of exhibition. But as already stated this was 

practised in leisure time of Ka_lri trainees. 

The parichamutt of Mappilas and ParichukaLi of Hindus differ in some 

aspects. Hindus sing socially relevant songs and war songs especially 

Vadakkan pzttukal. Mappilas used to sing MZlapZttu and other Madb 

songs. The Hindus may use drums to make the play more attractive. The 

.......................... 
53. P.K. Mohamed Kunhi, op.cit., p.130. 

54. Katlunkoya "Mapilakalakal", Mavpila Kaladanmam. Kottayam, 1 998, p, l 3 0. 



rhythmic movement in the inner and outer circles as in kolkali is the attractive 

item of parichamutt. 

Padakali 

Padakdi is an ancient martial art that the Mappilas inherited fiom their 

fore-fathers. It is the primitive form of modern wrest ling. This is also known 

as Padaydi, Padayagi, gusrhi55 etc., Mappilas imbibed inspiration from 

Islamic tradition that Caliph Umar was a good wrestler. Among the Hindus, 

the Nair soldiers practised PadakGi as a part of their battle preparation. There 

was padakali competition regularly held in the courts of rajas. Among the 

Mappilas of Malabar there were many famous wrestlers. They were tightly 

dressed with their lower garments and without any upper garments. They 

applied oil in their whole body. The dual fighters sometimes fight for hours 

for supremacy. Their supporters gather around and shout for victory. The 

competition ends till one man folk completely tired and admitted his failure. 

The above briefings of the art forms of the community clearly reveals 

that, the Mappilas were once the great custodians of cultural and traditional 

values which had been reflected through such performing art forms. One 

could not deny the influence of the other religions and cultures in the 

formation of such art forms, but once it had been established, they put their 

heart and soul for the perfection of such arts which became the part of the 

Mappila heritage. 

.................................. 

5 5 .  Kathlrikoya. op.cit , p.13 l 
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CONCLIJSION 

In the preceding chapters, the social and cultural aspects of Mappila's 

life, with their ethnic individuality, have been depicted. The sum total of their 

life activities in the social, political, economic educational, religious and 

cultural spheres altogether constitute their past heritage. Although the social 

and cultural life have been more focused, a partial description of their 

political, religious and educational life has also been incorporated through this 

study whlch vividly explains the glorious legacy and rich cultural heritage of 

the Mappilas. 

Mappilas being a living community have rendered yeoman service to 

the hstory and culture of this land. Despite the fact that Mappilas have been 

the people of the land who accepted an alien ideology and faith and have 

practised it in their day to day life, they are devoted to t h s  dogma 

unflinchingly, better than their counterparts in the different parts of the 

country. Not only they became the spokesmen of the new faith, that is Islam, 

but they became the masters of their new religion by acquiring knowledge. 

There were scholars of par excellence in Mappila community who excelled in 

Islamic Knowledge as well as in Arabic language who were comparable to the 

Scholars of Arab World. In the spiritual field also the community was far 

ahead, having so many sufi saints who marked their presence in Mappila 

history. 



The Mappila history is replete with heroic exploits against powers who 

transgressed the territories of the country. Mappilas love thelr motherland and 

have fought for it risking everything of their own. It was a fact that they had 

been the faithful citizens under the local Hindu rajas, especially the Zarnorins 

Calicut, but this loyalty and tolerance was never shown towards the foreign 

powers like the Portuguese, the Dutch and the English. On one side, the 

colonial powers hampered the trade prospects of Mappila community and 

wounded their religious fervour on the other, their inherent desire for freedom 

of their mother country was the cause behmd their bitter rivalry with those 

alien powers. There had been a series of skirmishes conducted by Kunhali 

Marakkars against the Portuguese, eventually sacrificing their life for this 

cause. Not only the Marakkars but hundred of other Mappilas lost their lives 

in tlus anti-colonial struggle. The same spirit and vigour was once again 

repeated in the long struggle against British. If it was the Coastal Mappilas 

who fought against the Portugese and Dutch, i-as the turn of the inland 

Mappilas of Ernad and Walluvlulad to fight against the British. Throughout 

the period of British supremacy the Mappilas made an untiring opposition 

though several of them were unorganized and unplanned. In these struggles, 

they had to face three-pronged opposition. The first was from own 

community who were against the revolts and pro-British in their athtude. The 

other opponents were the high caste Hindus, who totally followed a non co- 

operation policy towards the revolts led by Mappilas. The low Caste Hindus, 

to whom the Mappilas never fought, hesitated to join in the struggle. Thirdly 

the tyrannical and oppressive British force whose ultimate aim was the power 



of the land. The sacrifice of thousands of Mappila lives never opened the eyes 

of the British as a beacon for freedom. On the other hand, their opposition 

became more and more vulnerable. The anti colonial struggle for freedom of 

this country has marked a heroic episode in Mappila History. 

Mappilas constitute a distinctive Muslim community with so many 

features of its own. The distinct features of the community with its own 

customs and culture have been depicted as the cause of the backwardness it 

acquired through centuries. The community is alleged of possessing medieval 

characters due to its peculiar socio- economic system that existed during the 

last so many years. It took long years to change the tradition and mind of 

Mappilas to which they were accustomed, the accused medieval characters are 

gradually disappearing and the community is on the path of transformation. 

Modem secular education has been accepted by the community. In social 

sphere, so many customs prevailed in the society which were both time and 

money consuming had gradually abandoned, thanks to the reformist activities 

by a group of ulama. 

The social change undergone by the community can be attributed to the 

awakening in the educational field. Hitherto, Mappilas have maintained a 

defensive attitude against the changes that had been taking place in society and 

have remained essentially pre-modern out look. Mappila attitude is also 

changed by the interaction with other communities, who have Iargely 

embraced a modem approach to life. Educational advancement and religious 

reformist movements jointly resulted in many social changes. There is a 



change in outlook and many superstitious and blind beliefs are being given up. 

Ear-boring Ceremony (Kathukuthu Kalyanam) and circumcision (Marga 

Kalyanam) have reduced to mere rites giving up the celebrations. Like wise, 

so many customs woven around marriages are given up. Even the time 

scheduled or marriage has been changed from night to day time. The marriage 

ceremonious is no more attended with pomp and festivity. The process of 

modernization has made impact on social life and condition of the people. 

Women have come out of Kitchen and have been actively participating in 

public life. Their traditional reserved style has changed trernendously. The 

'Katchi', 'Soori' and 'Soop', the dress items of Mappila women have 

varnished beyond revival. The educated ladies accepted the cosmopolitan 

dress 'Saree'. The 'penkuppayam' of olden days has been replaced by blouse. 

But with the boom of gulf money, in 1990's a new trend has emerged, that is 

the use of Purdah or burqah in the Arabian style especially by young ladies. 

The use of head scarf, 'Mafiah' also has been widely used replacing the old 

'thattarn'. The old ladies of present day except some aristocratic families are 

using coloured lungies. The young girls have abandoned their old fashioned 

shrt and, jacket and instead have been using 'Churidar', a North Indian dress. 

The men of educated class usually wear pants and shirt. The dressing style 

has been undergoing tremendous change day by day. The age old ornaments 

used by Mappila ladies have also been out dated. With the help of modem 

technologies new fashioned ornaments are designed and the style is changed 

day by day to cater the need of women. The trade of gold ornaments has 
4d 

become an affluent business of the present day. As far the food items are 



concerned, a revolutionary change has occurred. People have almost 

abandoned the old 'appams7 and its varieties, instead these are replaced by the 

baked food items. 'Like Jewellery shops', 'Bakery shop's' are another 

establishment of modem days. More use of animal food, fish items, sweets 
,' 

and soft dnnks has become the part of food culture of the daily life. With 

modernization, the culture of 'fast food' (baked and cooked and ready to use) 

have become the order of the day. The old habits of Mappilas, panchewing 

and smoking, have almost been abandoned by young men, as a result of more 

awareness about health problems. With the on rush of modern life the old 

amusements like cattle rare, hunting and fishing have given way to modem 

amusements like music, drama, cinema, video, television and both indoor and 

outdoor games. The house pattern has undergone utter change. The 

traditional roofing tiles have been replaced by real concrete roofs. Like wise 

m t u r e  has become more decorative and comfortable with the use of 

cushions. Thus the life style of present day Mappilas is being moulded 

according to modern way of life. 

The Mappila society is heterogeneous in its complexion. In the outset, 

they were a progeny born out of the union of the Arabs and natives. The next 

generation was a combination of these Arab blooded Mappilas and local 

people. To this society so formed came so many pure blooded Arabs in the 

name of 'Sayyids'. But they kept their identity and purity without mingling 

with local people, yet became a part of Mappila society. The next was the 

converted sections who came purely from Hindus, both high and low castes. 

The castes of Hindu religion were so divergent that there were untouchables 



and unequal within their religion. ~ u t  they have to shed out of all this caste 

rigidities and specifications once they absorbed to this faith of universal 

brotherhood. So many migrant groups outside the Malabar province that is 

from Konkan, Deccan and Tarnil land are absorbed to Mappila community. 

Thus the present Mappila society is an amalgamated group of various types of 

people having so many ethnic, caste and creed diversities. But the umbrella of 

Islam is so wide enough to accommodate all of them under it in the same 

name and label. 

The one time rulers among Mappila community, the Arakkal dynasty, 

lost their political sovereignty to the British and reduced to mere aristocratic 

family of Cannanore city. But still they symbolically nominate the eldest 

member of the family as Sultans and Bibis. The Sayyid class is holding same 

superiority as that of past years. They have been still considered as the 

spiritual leaders of the community. But so many of them have with drawn 

from their traditional spiritual duty to serve and bliss the devotees and have 

diverted to business and other high enterprising jobs. The descendants of 

JiffIls and Bafaqihs are the reputed businessmen of the various parts of the 

country. Only the Ibnshihab Qabila still maintains the 'Urnara' (leadership) 

role of the society. With the popularity and accessibility of modern medicine, 

the traditional curing services of Syyids have almost come to an end. 

As far as the Musliyars, (Ulama Class) are concerned they still hold a 

supreme position in the Mappila Society. Their number has increased, their 

method of study and training have been improved and they have come under 



different organizational labels So many of the ulama groups have become 

affluent by the financial help from foreign countries and have established 

Arabic colleges, and residential English medium schools of grand style. The 

traditional 'Dars' system is gradually loosing its p p  and in this-place Degree 

courses in Arabic colleges are being started. The traditional Mullahs have 

vanished from the scene and their progeny have now become even the teachers 

of government schools, some are professionals like doctors and advocates. 

Among the 'Malabaris', the common class, the traditional land owners 

of Mappilas have lost bulk of their land due to land reform policy of Kerala 

Government. The Act of 1971 struck a death knell to their prospects. So much 

many of their land was confiscated as 'excess land' and the same was 

distributed to the land less people. But remnants of their old richness can still 

be seen with some of them, on the contrary, some families of old zamindars 

are struggling with poverty. But with the new petro dollar boom, a new set of 

richmen emerged in the Mappila society who owned big business firms, hotels 

and estates known in the name of 'neo-richmen'. But for the common men 

among Malabaris, a bliss came in the form of gulf migration, most of them 

seeking jobs in Arabian gulf countries. Some of them are found better 

prospects there, with the result that their family conditions are improved to 

great extent. Their status is raised, educational standard is increased and 

health is improved and living conditions altogether have been drastically 

changed. The Ossan (barber) class had also undergone changes in the modem 

period, so many of them abandoned their profession in order to get rid of the 

inferior status that they acquired through ages. Those who stick to their 



profession have set up modern 'saloons' to boost their profession. They have 

using the latest technologies of the profession and have boosted their 

profession incorporating latest trends such as beauty aids and modern 

methods. The mobile barber shops of yester years have been converted to 

permanent well decorated, furnished and air conditioned parlours. 

The occupational class among Mappilas has undergone drastic changes 

that changed the whole complexion of the then established institutions for the 

last two centuries. The Koyas, leading business clan of Malabar, had almost 

shifted their business prospects as per the latest trends. In the past years they 

monopolized rice, coconut, spice and timber trade, but in tune with modem 

trends they have more concentrated on textiles, hotels, Jwelleries and m t u r e  

businesses. So also the case with Keyis of Tellichery, the leading traders, who 

have accepted jobs under government, abandoned their traditional trade. The 

migrated Muslims to Malabar like Batkals, Dakhnis, Bohras were struggling 

hard to maintain their business in competing with the local people. 

The labour classes of the Mappila community are a vanishing lot due to 

the mechanization of industry. The Khaliasis of Beypore and Kammalis of 

Kallai have almost been reduced to a few in numbers. Due to the loss of 

traditional jobs, so many of these classes have migrated to Arabian Gulf 

countries to test their fortune and in the process some of them became affluent. 

Those who are still continuing their traditional jobs are struggling with life to 

meet both ends. The Puislans have improved their traditional equipments in 

fisheries. Some of them became fish exporhng agents and earned a good 



social status. Most of them are still struggling under the yoke of poverty due 

to the exploitation from various circles, The peasants of erstwhile British 

South Malabar have undergone radical change by gradual withdrawal from 

agriculture and have sought new job prospects in and abroad. The peasants 

have abandoned traditional paddy cultivation mainly because of the 

production cost of agriculture, lack of man power and the introduction of more 

economical crops. The availability of rice of cheaper value from neighbouring 

states of Tamil Nadu and Karnataka also resulted in the renunciation of paddy 

cultivation. The youths of peasant class have migrated to West Asian 

countries in search of better prospects. In short, the age old concept of 

cultivation of land, irrigation of fields and fostering of cattles which had been 

practised by the old peasants of Malabar is a fore gone story and has become a 

part of the by gone heritage. 

Mappilas are undoubtedly the custodians of rich cultural tradition. In 

the field of language literature and folklore their contributions are unique. The 

Mappilas being a class of people enthusiastic about their religious observances 

used the Arabic terms in connection with them. There are quite a large 

number of words used by the Mappilas in their daily life. So many common 

Arabic words have become part of the original Malayalarn language especially 

in administrative records and judicial court records. The rich literature of 

Mappilas consists mostly of Mappila songs and Arabi-Malayalam literary 
2 Mrct-2, 

works. The Arabi-Malayalam a mixture of two languages, the script belongs 

to Arabic and language belongs to Malayalam, was the lingua-franca of 

Mappilas of Malabar. The bulk of Mappila literature in Arabi Malayalam is 



however in the form of Mappilapttu. The one time glorious language of 

Mappila heritage, Arabi-Malayalam has gradually loosing its grip with the 

advancement of Education among the Mappilas. The Mappilas are now more 

and more using Malayalam scripts to compose their literary works, including 

religious compositions. The 'Mappilapattus' are popularized with the coming 

of professional troops. The Mappila 'Kathaprasangam' is also the attraction of 

general public. The present day 'Mappilapattu' has shun out of traditional 

Tarnil and Hindustani words and become more Malayalam fiiendly. 

The Mappila festivals like 'nerchas' have lost their old glory and so 

many of them are either reduced to only ceremonial rites barring fairs, 

'Pettivaravu' and other folk celebrations. This has been due to the increased 

violence and untoward events in the course of nerchas which led to problems 

of law and order and the interference of government authorities malung so 

many restrictions in this regard. ~h;\llamalrestricted the celebrations such as 

fire work and anti-Islamic plays performed in the nerchas, so many of the folk 

beliefs and taboos have been lifted from the society due to the repeated 

propaganda of the reformisi Ulama'. The folk dialect of Mappilas or 'Mappila 

Malayalam' is still prevalent through out the Mappila areas. The modern 

education has enabled the Mappilas to use polished Malayalam language but 

in common use they still prefer to use their own dialect 

b .  
The folk arts performed by Mappilas have alrno~t~extinct in the 

practicing level. The arts have lost its relevance as a folk play through which 

the common people have released their difficulties in life. But in the modern 



period, these fine arts have been taken by professional troops as a means of 

their livelihood and the people are confined as mere spectators. Another 

incumbent change is that these fine arts are performed by students of schools 

as stage competitions. It is through this way now the common people are 

getting awareness about this performing fine arts of Mappilas. So is also 

the case of marital arts. People are more or less accepting the dictum to see 

and enjoy rather than to perform, is a tendency developed as a by product of 

modernization. 

It has been rightly said that some elements in Mappila culture are 

evidently influenced by Hinduism. In the intermingling that has taken place 

between the followers of Islam, and the local Hindus many customs and 

practices of the Hindu society have crept in to Mappila society. An analysis of 

some of the Mappila social customs, especially those relating marriage and 

chld birth, would properly show that Hindu customs has been Influenced to a 

great extent. This is due to the fact that while the Mappilas are a part and 

parcel of the universal Islamic brotherhood, they are also locally rooted in age 

old cultural practices. In the process of the intermingling, both communities 

influenced each other resulting in cultural assimilation. Some elements of 

Mappila culture are evidently influenced the Hinduism in turn. The Islamic 

principles of equality a d  brother hood received a warm reception by the 

caste-ridden Hindu society of Kerala. The low caste Hindus found an asylum 

in Islam which provided them with equal treatment and assured them equal 

rights. The cultural contact of Islam also served the purpose of forbidding the 

, 



bad practices prevailing in the then Kerala society like the system of 

polyandry, half nakedness and intoxication. 

Undoubtedly the community has changed visibly since the last fifty 

years. In spite of all changes the Mappilas have remained faithful Muslims 

and they are increasingly recognized as a symbol of hope for other Muslims, a 

fact which affirms the unique characteristic feature of this peculiar Muslim 

community that enables to face the trial and tribulations through centuries and 

survive as a living force without losing its individuality even while becoming 

a victim of external influences and pressures. Mappilas who possess a 

glorious past and who are endowed with a rich cultural heritage can look 

forward to a future of bright prospects. 



GLOSSARY 

. Ceremony of sacrificing an animal for the sake of new born 
child. 

Call for Prayer five times daily from mosque. The colloquial 
term in Mappila Malayalam is banku, presumably derived from 
Persian language 

Ammayi : Sisters of father commonly known 

Andu nErcha : The nercha conducted in the death anniversary of a saint 

'Aqeeda : The belief matters of Islam 

Ara : A well decorated, furnished chamber for bride groom in the 
house of bride. 

&afi'u : Lac, resinous subject used in the making of ornaments 

Aranj - Znam - : Gold or silver bracket worn around waste by Mappila ladies 

Ar-apatta : Leather belt with many pockets 

Asmg : A type of black magic 

At har : PerfUme made out of certain herbs 

Awliya : A sufi saint commonly known 

BarZt h : An auspicious day in the month of sha'ban 

Barkath : The blessing from a saint or from his tomb 

Bay-th : Arabic poem in praise of Prophet or Saints 

Beedi : To bacco filled smoking material 

Beevi : Surname of Women among Sayyids and nobles 

Burqa : A black veil dress used by Bee\,is 

Chakku A device to extract oil from coconut 

Chandanakudam : Festival in honour of a saint 

Cheerni Mixture of coconut and snacks used in ceremonies 

Chellam A small box to keep betel, mane). etc 

Choott Roll of coconut leaves used for lighting 

Churutt A Cigar 



Copra 

DarGh 

Dars 

Eatham 

Elassu 

Erhid 

Fathwa 

Fiqh 

Fitr 

Ghusl 

Gurikkal 

Hafna 

Eialwa 

Hamd - 
Ihthikif 

Ishal 

Jaram 

Jilb>b 

~umda 

Kafan 

Kklapott - 

Kalappa 

Kalari - 

Kalayipayatt_ - 

: Dried Coconut Kernal 

: Tomb of saints 

: System of teaching Islamic knowledge in mosques for training 
priests 

: A device to draw water from wells and ponds for irrigation 

: A cylindrical shaped talisman tied to arms 

: An 'X' shaped wooden frame used to place the text of Quran 
open for the convenience of recitation 

: Opening chapter of Quran 

: Legal opinion of a Muslim scholar or jurist 

: The science of religious law in Islamic Jurisprudence 

: Grains giving in arms on the eve of Id Festival 

: Bathing of body to clean from major pollution 

: A teacher of any art 

: To clap hands 

: A special sweet of Calicut 

: Praise of Almighty God 

: Sitting in mosque in meditation in the last days of Ramzan 

: House of Nair class of Hindus 

: A person who leads prayers and other rites of Islam 

: Style of Mappilapattu Composition 

: The dead body shrouded ready for burial 

: Tomb of saint 

: A white veil used by ladies during prayer 

: Friday noon prayer 

: The white cloth used to wrap dead body 

: Cattle-race in paddy fields ready to plant 

: A plough used for tilling fields 

: A school of martial arts 

: An exercise of martial arts 



Kalima 

Kal yanam - 

KZniyath 

Kanniprik 

Kariimath 

Ki~agavar 

Kiiranavathi - - 

Kasavu 

Gtchi 

Kavi 

KZvu 

Kayil 

Khatham 

Khutuba 

Kindi 

KolZmbi 

Kottii 

Kuruthi 

Kuzhit halam 

Lailathul Qadr 

Langotti 

~ a c h w a  

Madhhab 

Madrasah 

Mahr - 

MailaLnchi 

MakkZni 

MamXkam 

Formula of Islam to profess the faith 

Marriage Ceremonies and celebrations 

Nikah. Solemnization of marriage 

A loose light upper garment of males 

A miraculous incident performs by an Auliya 

Elder male member of a family who manages property in joint 
family. 

Elder lady of a joint family 

Golden colour threads used for decorative works in dresses 

A rough coloured cloth with broad borders used by Mappila 
women. 

An Ishal of Mappilpattu 

An empty corner of house compound for performing 'pujas' 

Wooden spoon 

A complete recitation of holy Quran 

A Friday noon prayer sermon in religious matters 
' l  

A small tailed pot used for ablution 

A pot with big mouth for spitting pay chewing wastes 

Inner circle of a house having so many entrances to other parts 
of house 

A trapping device to catch fish 

Two flat dices for clapping to make sounds 

An auspicious day in the last days of Ramzan 

A piece of cloth to cover the loins 

A big boat running with help of wind 

School of Jurisprudence of Islam 

Religious school run systematically 

The value payable to bride to solemnize the marriage 

Hema, dye to decorate body parts 

A teashop in country side 

The prestigious festival of the Zamorin at Tirunavaya 



Ma~iyara 

MannZthi 

Maq bara 

Mathsv 

Melchzrth 

Methiyadi 

Mi r i  

Mudarris 

Muharram - 

Mullakka 

Mun'aj i th 

Musliy2 

Muthavalli 

Nahs 

Nahv - 
NhXrU 

Nikah 

Nis5b A 

Nukam 

Oppana 

OssZn 

Othupallj . 

PadZppuram 

PZcjasaram 

Panda1 

Same as Ara and Maniyara 

Same as Ara 

A low-caste Hindu women 

Tomb of saint 

Glittering dress of a bride with a combination of mundu, 
Kuppayam and thattam 

A promissory Deed to a tenant by jenmi 

A Wooden Chappal 

An auspicious day in memory of Prophet's heavenly journey 

A teacher of Dars 

Name of first month of Hijra era and an auspicious day on 10' 
Muhrram 

Muadhin, a general fbnctionary in the Mappila mosque whose 
special task is the call to prayer 

A teacher in Othupalli and helper of religious hnctions 

Welcome song before an audience. 

A religious priest 

A man managing a mosque 

Forbidden 

Arabic Grammar 

Young Seedlings of Paddy 

Ceremony of Solemnization of marriage 

The limitation that require to pay Zakath 

Yoke, to tie two cattles for ploughing 

A fine art among Mappilas in the occasions of marriage 

A Mappila Barber commonly known as 

Single teacher religious institution, elementary level 

The front part of malikaveedu with high platform to sit. 

The ornaments worn in ankles by women 

A temporary thatched roof made in the courtyard of house 
during marriage 



Panichipasa 

Penpagam - 
Pettichi 

Pi_n@kku 

Polichezhuthu 

RXnt a1 

RZC~ 

Rawka 

SalZth - 
Sarbath 

Sayyid 

Shaheed 

Soori 

Stridhanam 

Surma 

Swarf 

Thaj weed 

: Working yards with godowns connected with business 

: A gum of a tree used to paste leather 

: An art form of the mixture of Kalari and Kolkali 

: A wooden room or box to keep paddy 

: Tight jacket of Mappila ladies with laces on borders 

: Dowry, amount given by the bride to bridegroom 

: A servant maid attending to the delivered Mappila women 

: The cake of coconut remained after extraction 

: Cancellation of Deeds given to a tenant by 'jenmi' 

: A Mappila fisherman 

: Mattress made out of the fibre of herbs 

: A Muslim judge having the power to give ruling 

: An Arabic month when fasting is observed 

: A portable lamp with chimney 

: Ecstatic dance 

: A tight jacket used by ladies of low class Hindu 

: Blessing words towards Prophet 

: Soft drink 

: Descendant of Prophet's family 

: Martyr 

: Soft mundu with thin border 

: Same as pen-panam 

: Eye-stainer made out of some herbs 

: Etymology 

: Sufi way of living 

: Laws relating to recitation of Quran 

: A small mosque for prayer in public places 

: Round silver ornament used by girls in ankles 

: Along piece of cloth that tie around head 



Thiimbool 

Thanda 

Thangal 

T haraviidu 

T hasawwuf 

Thattom 

urukku 

UrGz 

UsthZd 

Uzu hi y y ath 

Varavu 

Vaya~itti 

Vellitti - - 
W a s  

Wuzu - 
Ycseen 

ZakZth 

Zamzam 

Betleaf, arecanut, tobacco and 

Round silver ornaments used by boys in ankles 

Member of a Sayyid family 

A joint family unit 

Islamic Philosophy 

A piece of cloth to cover head 

'Mantras' written on porcelain plate to be consumed for the 
cure of disease 

Same as nercha 

Teacher of Madrasa commonly known 

Animal sacrifice during Bakrid festival 

Procession in connection with 'nercha' bringing in offerings 

A mid wife to attend a delivery of a woman 

Same as Vayattatti, a barber woman among Mappilas 

Religious sermon, especially in night 

Ablution 

An important chapter of Quran which is recited on important 
occasions 

The legal alms from the property of a Muslim 

The holy well near Kaaba at Makkah 
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APPENDICES 



Appendix - l 

Kathr~kuthu Kaiyanam (Ear-boring ceremony) 

(song taken from old Kalyuncrpatt collections) 



Appendix - 2 

Kathu kutkumala (song of Ear-boring) 

(song taken from the collections of Pulikkottil Hyder) 



Appendix - 3 

Maniyarr (Bridal chamber) 

(song taken from old Kulyunupput collections) 
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Appendix - 4 

Appatharam (Bread Items) 

(song taken fiom old Ammayippat collections) 
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Appendix- 5 

Abharanam (Ornaments) 

(song taken from the Oppanappat collections) 



Appendix - 6 

Kalapoott (cattle - =  

(song taken fiom the collections of Pulikkottil Hyder) 



APPENDIX - 7 
Varieties of paddy used in Malabar 

during the British period 
(Taken from Manual of Madras Administration Vo1.67) 

Item of Paddy 
1. Aryan 
2. Aunaccanyan 
3. Aunacudom 
4. Auna Comban 
5. Calama 
6. Carim coora 
7. Carippaly 
8. Caroota Cadam 
9. Carootta Chara 
101 Caroottainy 
1 1. Cauda Caloottan 
12. Courany 
13. Chembaun 
14. Cheera 
1 5. Chembily piriyam 
16. Chempaula 
1 7. Chandaula 
18. Chendaumany 
19. Chittainy 
20. Churnauly 
21. Codavilootala 
22. Cokkan 
23. Colpunja 
24. Coly 
25. Coodivittu 
26. Cunny 
27. Jeeraca ary 
28. Krishna leela 
29. Macaran 
30. Mayil Caloottan 
31. Meshattory 
32 Moondagampala 
33. Moondagam 

Duration of C~.op 
4 months 
6 months 
6 months 
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5 " 

3 " 

4 " 

4 " 

4 " 

4 " 
6 " 
5 " 

4 " 

6 " 

5 " 

4 " 

4 " 
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9 " 
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6 " 

5 " 

5 " 
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APPENDIX - 8 
MAPPILA PERSONAL NAMES - DIVERSIFICATIONS 

Abdu - Andu 

Abdu Kutty - Abdutty, Addutty, Andukutty, Andrutty, Aythrutty 

Abdullah - Aula, Avala 

Abdullah Kutty - Avala Kutty 

Abdurahiman - Andru, Andraman, Arman, Adrman, Aydrose, Aythraman 

Abdurahiman Kutty - Andraman Kutty, Athrmaan Kutty, Armatty, Aythrman Kutty 

AbuBakr - Awakkar, Aukar, Avokar 

AbuBakr Kutty - Avukkarutty, Abootty 

Ahamad - Amu, Ayamu, Ayamad, Ammad 

Ahamad Kutty - Ayamutty, Ayamotti, Ammotti 

Ali -Aliyar, Aali, Aalippu 

Ali Muhammad - Aliyamu 

Ayisha - Ayishamma, Ayshu, Ayichu 

Ayisha Beevi - Ayshabi, Ayishambi, Aysheevi, Ayichu 

Ayisha Ummu - Ayshammu, Ayichammu, Ayshamma 

Ayisha Kutty - Ayshutty, Ayichutty 

Bakkar - Pakkar, Pokkar, Pakki, Pokku 

Bakkar Kutty - Bakrutti, Pakkrutty, Pokkarutty 

Fathima - Pathu, Pathi, Pathayi, Patheyi 

Fathima Umma - Pathumma, Pathummai, Pathuma, Pathoma 

Fathima Kutty - Pathukutty, Pathikutty, Pathutty 

Fathima Kunhi - Pathunhi 

Fathima Kutty - Pathukutty, Pathikutty, Pathutty 

Ibrahim - Ibrayi, Imbayi, Ibrain 

Kinhi Ahamad Kutty - Kunhamutti 

Koya Muhammad - Koyamu 

Koya Muhammad Kutty - Koyamutty 



Kunhi Ayisha - Kunhayisha, Kunheesha, Kochayisha 

Kunhi Ahamad - Kunhahamed, Kunhamed, Kunhayammu, kunhamu, 

Kunhi Ali -Kunhalan, Kunhali 

Kunhi Alikutty - Kunhalikutty 

Kunhi Bakkar - Kunhi Pokker 

Kunhi Bakkar Kutty - Kunhi Pokkrutty 

Kunhi Fathima - Kunhathu, Kunhathumma, Kunhi Pathu, Kunhi Pathuma 

Kunhi Muhiyuddin - Kunhi Moideen, Kunhi Moidu, Kunhi Moyan, Kunhi Moyin, 
Kunhi Moyitti, Kunhayi 

Kunhikoya Muhammad - Kunhi Koyamu 

Kunhikoya Muhammad Kutty - Kunhi Koyamutti 

Kunhu Muhammad - Kunhutti, Kunhami 

Kutty Ahamad - Kuttyamu 

Kutty Ahamad Kutty - Kuttiamutti, Kuttiayamutty 

Kutty Ali - Kuttiali 

Kutty Ali Kutty - Kuttialikutti 

Muhammad - Mammad, Mamad, Mayamad, Mammu, Mamu, Mammi, Mayami, 
Mammathu 

Muhammad Koya - Mamukoya 

Muhammad Kutty - Mammutti, Mayamutti, Maymotti, Mammotti 

Mohammad Kunhi - Mammunhi 

Muhammadali - Mayamali 

Muhiyuddin - Moideen, Moidu, Maydi, Moyin, Mayin, Moyi, Mithiyan 

Muhiyuddin Kutty - Moideen Kutty, Moidutty, Moyi Kutty, Moyin Kutty, Moyitti, 
Mett i 

Shaikh - Chekku 

Shaikh Ahamad - Chekkmad, Chekkamu 

Shaikh Ahamad Kutty - Chekkamutty 

Shaikh Kutty - Chekutty 



APPENDIX - 9 

MAPPILA LOCAL NAMES 

Males 

Beeran, Beeravu, Assu, Enu, Pariyayi, Kunhamu, Eramu, Enteen, Pari, Pareeth 
Enutty, Kunharamutty, Eni, Taruvayi, Kunhalu, Pareekutty, Beerali, Kunhimm, 
Kunhava, Kunhi Kammu, Kunhayan, Soopy, Kunhisoopy, BeeranKutty, Assainar, 
Assanarutty, Kareemutty, Alassan, AlassanKuty, Kunhassan Kutty, Yahu, Yahutty, 
Unnikkadar, Avukkadar, Avukkadarutty, Avulakoya, Kathirikkoya, Nallakoya, 
Imbichiali, Imbichiammad Antunhi, Rayu, Rayin, Rayin Kutty, Kunhikoya, Kunhi 
Rayin, Eramullan, Veerali, Veeravunni, Veerani, Antunhi, Pookunhi, Unnissan, 
Uluvan, Koyassan, Kunharu, Saidalu, Saidali, Mammadeesha, Avaran, Avaru, 
Kunhothi, Kunhessan Kutty, Pareekutty, Uneen, Unneen Kutty, Taha, Tahakutty, 
Koyatty, Kalanthan, Bava, Bavutty, Bavi, Bavan, Mammathu, 
Kuttiman, Bappu, Bapputty, Pookunhi. 

Females \ i 

Ummaya, Ummayumma, Umaymath, Umayma, Umaiva, Ummachu, Unneema, 
Ummatha, Ummothi, Ummuram, Katheema, Kathiyumma, Katheesumma, 
Kunheema, Kunhurumma, Kunhathumma, Palleema, Iyyathu, Thitti, Tayumma, 
Tithikutty, Titheebi, Kathiya, Thitheema, Thitheerumma, Kunhikkathiya, Mariya, 
Mariyumma, Mariyama, Maryama, Kalmai, Bichumma, Bichutty, Biyyan, Biyyz, 
Biyyathu, Biriyumma, Biyyutty, Koyyakutty, Arnu, Kunhami, Mammathu, Kuttikoya, 
Sara, Saru~nma, Saramma, Imbichutty, Imbicheevi, Imbichumma, Itheema, 
Ithirumma. Beevi, Beekutty, Beema, Maymoo, Sainabi, Saina, Sainu, Kaija, Khairoja 
Kaij akutty, Hawavumma. 


