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Vital Exchanges: Land and Persons in Kerala

CAROLINE OSELLA AND FILIFPCY OSELLA

INTRODUCTION

Valentine Daniel, in what is still one of the most useful analyses on
land in South Asia, scts out some fundamental principles governing
the ways in which a specific soil on a particular territory forms and
shapes those who live on it. He writes that, “The dr [village] can have
an effect on its inhabitants . . . for this . . . to be accomplished, there
need be no ingestion of food or water” (1987: 84). Further, “The
soil of an sr changes the purtf [mind] of its residents. The pusts and
£upam [disposition] of the residents, however, can also change the
substance of the soil' (1987: 94). Daniel shows how people planning
to migrate search mrérﬁ.l_].]_y for teentory which will be compauble
with their own natures, and outlines some ways in which character
and dispositions are held to be tansmitted to people by the land
on which they live. We have also alluded to this phenomenon in the
context of Kerala, where we have found that by contiguity even the
maost apparently impermeable matter can be altered by the subtlest
of influences(Osella and Osella 2002). :

In this W‘wﬂ from several periods of fieldwork in Kerala,
we explore'Malayili ideas about the interconnections berween land,
houses, and their residents (who may be human, or animals, or
spirits). We will summarize knowledge —held more deeply and in
berter detail by artisan and service castes, more superficially among
the general population— about the forces and influences present
on the land, and ways in which they can be managed. In exploring
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the ways in which people try to maximize auspiciousness within
their plots of garden land, house, and outbuildings, we find that
they are searching to bring territory into harmony with the beings—
both living and dead— resident on and around the land.' Kerala's
rather unusual —from a pan-Indian perspective- funeral practices
lead the way towards understanding how humans are able to settle
successfully on a patch of land and make it “theirs’ by vietue of
actually coming to participate in its substance. Thinking about
the opposition made berween parden land—as a place suitable. for
human habitation—and paddy-land—suitable for paddy but widely
felt as dangerous and polluting to humans—also distinguishes the
matginalized social position of those castes that live and labour ©
produce rice. While we will suggest that recent wotk stressing the

~—— partibility, permeability and mutability of the person is also useful in

understanding data on land, we will take issue with the suggestion
that all phenomena can be understood as examples or types of ‘body
metaphors’ or ‘body symbolisms’,

The various periods of fieldwork on which this @r/hﬁ based
took place from 1989 to 1999 in and closely around cnie panchayat
we call Valiyagramam.® This consists of two named villages which
have no clear houndary either between them or between their
neighbouring panchayats, representing the type of dense flat land
settlement for which Kerala, with its enormously high population
density, is famous. Valipagramam is a mixed graman (hete: village,
rural sertlement) characterized by a rapidly expanding middle
class, 2 small and declining elite, and a substantial and increasingly
impoverished working-clss sector. Villagers are also divided and
stratified by sammadayam or fati, community or caste. Hindu families
of traditionally high caste stats (such as Brihmins and anstocratic
Nayars) live largely in the village interior near to temples; Christians
and lower-caste Hindus live scattered around the village. Residental
areas are divided between a few neighbourhoods inhabited by
single communities, and several mixed areas, Members of Dalic
castes—Pulayars and Parayars—continue to live in segregated areas
{some of which are formally designated ‘Harijan colonies’) at the
edges of the paddy-fields; they are stll overwhelmingly emiployed as
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labourers, moving into areas such as house-construction or inlnd
fishing as the agricultural cconomy continues to decline.

LIVING PLOTS

Ketala’s land is divided by geographers and inhabitants alike into
three natural longitudinal divisions: the ‘shore-land” or low-lying
coastal and backwater strip; the ‘same-height-land’ or central zone,
30-200 m, characterized by red laterite soil and serub land: and
the ‘mountainland’ which used to be thickly forested, now less so.
Valiyageamam lies in the flat lands, bounded on the south and east
by a river and on the west by an artificial irrigation canal separating
its paddy felds from those of the neighbouring panchayat. The
northern border, not demarcated by any boundary, is where the
village runs into the next panchayat, a small Muslim and Christian
trading town. Following state land registry boundaries, the panchayat
of Valiyageamam (covering the two villages) spreads over 3,577
acres, divided into three types of land: to the west stands the pais,
2,985 acres of one-crop paddy land, which gets flooded during the
monsoon, being 2 m below sea level. This land forms the south-east
corner of Kuttanad, Kerala’s rice-growing region. To the east is the
wirsgppw, 758 acres of land lying just 0.5 m below sea level, and which
yields three harvests (two of paddy and one of sesame). Between the
puifa and the niruppu lies the 1834 acre sip of papapipw, or garden
land, which is used For habitation and the cultivaton of coconut,
banana, jackfruit, areca, mango and cashew trees; root vegetables
such as kappa (cassava/apioca), cina (Arwm campanuiatum, a type
of yam), and ampw (Caladisn escalention, a large yam indigenous to
Sri Lanka); and secondary cash crops such as pepper and, most
lately, rubber. The distinction between habitable and non-flooding
garden land (paramps) and the rest is the major feature differenuanng
village land. Land in the seasonally fiooded pagia—thickly planted
with paddy and home to the lowest castes and fiercest spirits—is
viewed with ambivalence by those not living on it. The vast majority
of people living on the western puije are Pulayars, former agrestic
slaves who even now are identified as an agricultural labouring caste.
The eastern pimfipn is home to a mixed settlement of Pulayars and
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poorer Tavars, again mostly working as agricultural labourers. These
two areas, especially the puia, are avoided by most villagers and held
tor be both the abodes of dangerous and ambivalent spirits, fierce
and wild deities and demons and also places harbouring disease,
“bad air’, dirty water and so on (Uchiyamada 1998, 2000). If garden
land (parapps) stands for fruit trees, the possibility of building a
good permanent house, proximity o temples, bus-stops and shops,
then the paddy field lands stand for temporary huts and relative
isolation from services. We will begin this paper by setting out some
ways in which houses and people are grafted onto domesticated and
auspicious garden land—positive spaces and moments in the lives
of the respectable bourgeois and higher status familics—before
moving on to a greater appreciation of the significance of flows
of influence and qualitics by way of thinking about some spaces
and moments considered by those mainstream families as disruptive
and dangeraus: death and funerals, and the flooding of the paddy
lands during monsoon.

Land and landscape in Kerala are alive and, like the humans and
animals seen on them, subject to continual Aux. There is a lively
market in land, as since the 1960s many of the village’s wealthier and
more educated professionals (notably Nayars and Christians) sell up
and move out to the cities while upwardly-mobile families (especially
Tlavars and lower-status Christians) buy up the vacant plots and
sometimes also houses, shifting into mote prestipious areas of the
village. Daniel records the importance for rural Tamils of ensuring
compatibility between land and people, often expressed in terms of
caste, such that the soil in certain arcas is said o be ‘sweet’ and hence
suitable for members of a cermin community. In Kerala’s crowded
and highly mixed coastal belr settlements, the various zones of the
main village do not have such strong associations with patticular
social groups; here it is an individual plot that is assessed in close
detail, and whose characteristics may furn out to be completely
different from those of the plot next door.

When land is bought ot transferred, 2 haroscope is deawn up for
the plot, using the date of purchase or access as birth date: “When
we buy or get a plat of land, it is like giving birth to ir’ explained
one Adiri (building artisan). The hotoscape can be drawn by anyone
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with kinowledge of astrology, but clients prefer to consult a member
of the Agiri caste, a group which in rural areas continues in the
caste occupation of building and carpentry work. The makgfran or
“ruling star’/asterism of the house is calculated according to the
name of the plot. For example, the mitial of a plot to be known
as “Vellayil Tekketu' is the Malayilam letter “Va', and the waksatram
which corresponds to this letter is mbini. Such information will be
needed by the diagnosing astrologer if there are later disturbances
or prablems with the house or land.

According to Agari informants, during a fight between the
Devanmir (gods) and Asuranmar (demons), Mahavisnu fell to carth
and became Vastupurusan (land man —see Madan 1987: 139). Each
and every marked plot of land contains one Vastupurusan, plus the
81 gods wha live on his body:.! When humans wish to setde ona plot
of land, the Vastupurusan dwelling there must be made comfortable
and his body respected, as we will oudine below: Melinda Moore
(1990), writing about the ideal erala house, has suggested that there
is only one Vastupurusan covering the house, but our informants
were clear that there are always at least two to be considered: the
one whose body maps or fixes a plot of land, and the one(s) whose
body/ies form(s) the house. Against Moore’s understanding that
Vastupurusan actually is the land, we shall work with an assumption
that is both in agreement with what has generally been written about
land in India (c.g, Fuller 1992: 43, 193), which certainly seems
to make more sense of our data and which is also suggested in
Caldwell’s recent notes on land in northern Kerala (1999: 104£). This
is that land is a female divine being (Bhiimi-Déva) who, like other
female beings, must be pacified by a male being if her transformative
and protective powers are to be safely used in the human world
(cf. Ostér 1980: 199). Menon and Rajan (1980: 1} state that when
Kerala was formed: “The newly reclaimed land presented many
problems—floods, landslides, earthquakes. [. . ] Parasurama is
believed to have stabilized the land and made it habitable through
the installation of 108 Sivalingas and 108 Shakthipeedhas (fixed
seats for male and female generative powers) and consecrating them
with tantric rituals.’ Vastupurugan is not, then, the land itself but the
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consort of the laind who, by binding and contaning her, domesticates
het: if Bhiimi-Dévi is life, Vastupurusan is form,

Where we depart sharply from Caldwell is in then refusing to
consider this human body/land body homology as a totalizing
metaphor. We therefore avoid assuming a consistency or durability
across discourses and realms, so that, for example, we do not
wish to suggest or assume that Vastpurusan necessarily for all
Malayalis at all times is focused on stabilizing Bhiimi-Dévi by
means of sexual intercourse. We will suggest a far more cautious
interpretation, which is that at some times, certain parts of natural
phenomena are held to resemble each other. Some features of
the human body or particular aspects of human reproductive
processes are pilfered to make metonyms with which to explain
animal and paddy reproducton and vice versa, but these metonymic
relationships of resemblance, contrast or homology are not drawn
into neat metaphors by means of which any phenomenon can then
be understood in terms of another.

We also differ considerably from Melinda Moare in our positioning
and orentation of Vistupurusan on the land and in house. When
we worked with village practitioners in the field of Ayurvéda we
found a close correspondence, with only minimal variation, between
the ‘authorized version’ as presented in pan-Indian texts and actual
local practice, but in the realm of architecture /geomancy (fescusistra)
we claim the existence of a semi-autonomous local tradition. But
this does not mean that Kerala Afiris are less serupulous about
respecting fdstra or more informal in their knowledge-practices; the
Adgdris we interviewed did not rely on memory or oral transmission, .
but had their own hand-written manuals, passed down from father
to son and consulted carefully.

While Moore expresses amhbiguity and doubt on the subject
of Vistupurugan’s orentation (1990: 182), our informants were
very clear that land man fell to earth face down, his arms and legs
outstretched, and that he rouches the earth at four eardinal points,
ie. at his spread hands and feet. His buttocks are maised, his back
is straight, and his head is raised to look south-west, towards the
Ocean, His position as described (and acted out) to us is similar to
a four point prostration, like that adopted when greeting a deity in
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performing the siryanamaskdran (see Fig, 5.1). Tt therefore differs
considerably from the orientation given by Beck (1976) and picked
up by Moore (1990), in which land man lies, arms and legs folded
irwards, flat on his back or stomach, and always facing north-east.!
The places where his hands and feet touch earth according to our
informants’ positioning (Fig. 5.1), named by Adars as the four &afi
{knots or bound points), furn out to correspond exactly to the four
cardinal points. This makes sense in view of the understanding
that space is something to be held down and bound, and land
something to be stabilized: with his extremities firmly flat on the
ground, fand man not only maps but also ties and fixes physical
space. When building a house, Vastupurusan of the land plot
must not be disturbed, so the Agiri’s first job is to locate him
and map him out.

—
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T Famust piita
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Fig 5.1 [ astapmrnsan as he is descnbed by artisan. practifioners.

v “ The directionality given here reproduces exacily what Adaris told
| us, Thus, while Europeans are accustomed to a geography and a
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cartography in which north is the top and in which north-south
is the direction of the primary axis, the Asiris we met spoke of a
south to north axis, while in diagrams they draw ‘upside down’ from
the orientation usually given in western conventional maps. In this
ethno-geography, south is ‘up’, while north is ‘down’’ Another
particularity is that the land—in this coastal region, apparently
totally flat—is actually said o have an unseen slope, running from
south-west to north-cast—in the direction also taken by monsoon
winds, a fact also confirmed by Moore (1990; see her discussion
pp- 187EF on ‘the presumed underlying and universal cline’ and ‘an
underlying flow of good influence from the south-west towards
the north-east’, p. 189). Water runs from south-west to north-east,
which is why, for example, 2 house well in placed at the north-east
corner, o take advantage of the ease with which water will flow at
this corner. While Moore, following building manuals, places the
goddess Nitrt in the south-west corner, our informants placed Dievi
there—haoth as Bhiimi-Dévi embodying or protecting the land and
a5 Mahilaksmi in the form of the rice-store; we note that the head
of land man also comes in this corner. Given the nature of these
entities, and given the presumed unseen slope, we can think of the
south-west corner as the nppermost point.

RETURN TQ THE TARAVATU

The unit of reproduction of the Nayar family—the matrilineal
taravitu—has heen the subject of many anthropological explorations
of kinship (Gough 1961; Fuller 1976; Jcmgm [1976]). Moore
(1983} stresses the importance of understanding that the old Kerala
Nayar matrilineal fazsedtie were not simply matrilineages, but, crucially,
units of house, land, and people wgether: what she does not say,
but which is clear to us in Valiyagramam as in Valentine Daniel’s
Tamil ethnography (1984), is that land and houses, like people,
are considered to be living beings imbued with particular qualities
(gugam). Tt is also clear that many qualities are passed and exchanged
between land, house, and people. The living household is not
composed only of its human members. At the same time, houses,
paddy-land and garden plots do not merely reflect the statug of

#/
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their owners: they constitute, like individual persons, objectifications
of the wider family group, of the latter’s name and reputation,
and, like people, act both as a source and as a target of qualiry.
Mouore also neglects to mention the house-land-people units of
other communities: many families among Kerala's Tiyyar and Tlavar
communities were also matrilineal and ran large fapardfe, while
patrilineal Christian families built large homes modelled either on
taravite or on colonial styles. Brahmins meanwhile had their i
and Ksatriyas their &offaram (palaces). All such buildings of ‘big
families’ are better thought of not simply as ‘houses” but as large
structures suppotting many dependants and servants. Dilip Menon
has explored the historical signifieance and working practices of the
nineteenth-century fayardfy and demonstrated the politico-cconomic
indivisibility of its component parts: land, house, people, animals,
and crops (1994).

While the number and extent of a house’s dependants and attached
propetties have generally declined and while the faraiafy as such
no longer exists since the legal abolition of matriliny (in a range of
legislation between 1912 and 1976), an idealized fararaty model sall
prevails. Whether named as faravd, ilam, £offaram or simply house
{vita), the house is the long-lasting and concrete embodiment of a
family’s success or failure, its relative worth and reputation, indicated
in the identity between family and house-names. In Taussig’s terms,
it is & monument to the family (1997}, It is particularly understood
as the objectification of the worth of the family’s senior male, the
householder, who provides the cagh to buy land and build the house.”
A mans firse duty, after marrying and fathering children—taking
on Hindu houscholder status—is to build or improve the family
home, leaving behind (usually to his youngest son) something of
value and which speaks of a certain starus. Buying, renovating
or building a house is a prority, as brick and tile houses replace
thatched or wooden huts, and concrete or costly granite and teak
replace brick. As considerable capital is required to build a new
house, this is usually a long-term goal (an average of between Rs
1,50,000 to 250,000 in 1990, Rs 4,50,000 -to 7,50,000 in the early
2000s for a prestigious concrete three bedroom house, excluding
the cost of the land).
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Since conerete houses have become relatively common, wealthy
villagers have begun to maintain distinction by having their new
houses built either brickwork style, or according to traditional
neisketn design (traditional Kerala four-sided house built around a
central courtyard, discussed below). Houses are constructed over
a period of years: the ritual placing of a foundation stone is like a
vow (mérced), in which the Hindu carpenter (Asin) acts as priest, and is a
public commitment to build, years before the cash to continue work is
raised, Side extensions, verandas, extra storeys, may all be added long
after the original house has been built. A house is a never-finished
project: as a family’s wealth, reputation, prestige and membership
grows, the house will also grow: But this growth is far more than a
matter of symbolic capital or embodiment of householder’s manan
(prestige, standing). Growth is an attribute of living things, and
successful growth testifies to the auspiciousness of the house and the
land on which it is built, a positive quality which will act favourably
upon residents (cf. Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995).

BUILDING A HOUSE

Melinda Moore (1990; see also 1985) has already described the layout
of a traditional Kerala high-caste four-sided house, or mdlukeitn,
and has discussed the facowfdstrs (manuals about the science of
house building). Although most new houses now are built using
non-traditional materials, and often to new designs, Hindus and
Christians alike continue to consult and employ the Hindu Asiris]
since the choice of suitable site and layout depend upon factors
which enly these specialists understand. Migrants may buy plans
from a Gulf-based architect, but take the Asad’s advice on alterations
necessary to bring the house structure into line with fasfrik poneiples.
Agaris allow leeway in interpretation to permit desires for a filmi-style
house rather than a wabkeyn, For example, strings of small holes
which should be placed in house walls to allow the passage of rays
{wind) (Moore 1990: 175) can be improvized: “We can count a
door or window as a hole, and put more windows and doors into
the house in the necessary places’, Vasudevan Asri explained. A
recent counter-trend to the extravagances of the 19705 is 1o uen
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to the restoration of existing properties or to build anew, but in
traditional style.® Often the existing azt (paddy-store) of an old
house, referred to as the heart of the house or as Mahilalsmi, is
preserved, renovated, and used as the core of the new building
The ara, a5 much as the kitchen fire, is a core living part of a
building which itself lives, having 4 life-span, a horoscope, and
being subject to the same laws and forces as those which affect
other organic bodies.
In house-building, first the plot must be squared-off and measured
aut, and the lines of force mapped, so that Viistupurusan is correc tly
aligned. Thankappan Asari told us that there are 10 or 12 types
of house, classified according ro size and directionality, and that 4
mélkesin, four-sided single atdium house, actually holds not one but
four land men, The mdlukein, 2 four-sided building around an open
central courtyard, is the basic model or prototype for all houses; an
ettwieerrer (double atrium house) is just two malekefin side by side. The
majority of houses in Valiyagramam are what the Asan call adharma
grbasiah (adharmic houses), being half (the commonest house) or
one quarter of a sdlukagty (cf. Moore 1990: 171},
Nalukertu means ‘four knots’ or ‘ted down in four places”. Lines
are drawn in on the squared-off land plot as a whole before placing
the first &4 or knots which will tie and stabilise the plot and enable
building (see Fig, 5.2
1. East to west = Brabwa sifram, the line of Brahma, supreme god.
2. South to north = Yawa sitraw, the line of Yama, death or
darkness, The eentre cross of the south to north and east to west
axes is marked as Brahma sthinam (Brahma’s place, at the centre
of the plot, considered by Moore (1990} and Beck (1976) to be
the location of the navel of the lind man, but according to our
informants and diagrams, it is at the xafw, the lower back (see g,
5.1). In a house, the point where the axes cross corresponds to
the open courtyard, a square of earth left open to the sky, where
a sacred basil may be planted.

3 South-east m}Narth—wcs: = Mrtyw ssitrams (the line of death}; if
the house touches this line, death will come.

4 South-west to North-cast = (given by informants in Malayilam
as) Kafwman sitram, and translated by a research assistant as the
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line of the neck or jugular vein. Moore (1990: 173) gives the
name of this axis as &arman, and translates it as ear, diagonal or
corner line, from Sanskrit.

In deciding where on the plot to build the house, some rules are
followed: the house must be situated in one of the eight spaces
produced by drawing the above four axes, in such a way that it does
not intersect any of the lines (see Fig. 5.2). Permissible locations
for the house are the following triangular spaces within the original
plot: south-south-west, west-south-west, north-north-east and
east-north-east. The house then sits either in the upper portion of
land man’s body, or in the space between his legs. In other words, it
cannot be placed externally to his body, but must be encompassed by
it; the house must be tied or held in place by the land. Vastupurusan

South
‘L‘"‘szm' il
L £ s
’f_% ah % B ,;5““
% [
,q:fJ ] “;"'\ B
East Brahma sttram &\\— West
[—Brubra
1 i stlanam
P nf
North

p =permissible locarion for building a house
up = not permissible

Fig, 5.2: Lines of influence as they are doawn in on a land plot, and
permissible locations for building a house.
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therefore acts as an unseen bridge holding together and merging into
one object two physical entities, earth and the house. The rules
about axes not intersecting make clear that the earth is subject
to cosmic influences which travel across the land and which have
cffects on the built structures upon it. It is perhaps the body of
Vistupurusan, connected to both, which acts as transmitting medium
for these influences to pass from earth to house, The ‘rules’ are
of course normative expressions of ideals, such that while we
have never seen a Brahman illaw which contravenes any of the
Adaris’ ideals, there are houses in Valiyagramam which flout one
or more of them. At the same time, problems in the families of
those living in such homes are quickly attributed to the adharmic
nature of the buildings."”

The house itzelf is also built by human bodies, in the same
all-fours, head rmised, buttocks-raised attitude described above for
the land man on the plot, but with the arms and leps less widely
spread to allow for the fact that the spaces to be fixed here are not
squares, but rectangles (see Fig, 5.4). The nalwkettu is considered
by Agiris the basic and best model, consisting of four full men.

Sourh
v
&
East L West
A
V= verandah 3
A = atrium
=
North
Fig, 5.3: How more than one attapurssan are put together in a Tl ki
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‘All other houses ate just portions of a mafuksd, and this is then
what makes them adbarma grhastah (demonic/amoral buildings):
our diagrams clearly show the way in which they would then be
incomplete, holding dissected portions of what should ideally be
whole bodies of Vastupurusanmir or land men (Figs. 5.3 and 5.4).
This is, aftee all, appropriate, since they are tditionally the houses of
Christians or amarya jaf, who by orthedox reckoning are incomplete
persons: Nambutiri s, Ksatriya £oftanam and high-status Nayar
tapavai alone are alleged to be complete neilreieetfie"!

! b South g b
f h
f &
East A\ West
! b
/ !
Az i Nogh bl
= hand
= foot

Fig, 5.4: Nafwkeyin and the four | Stuparigans,

In the arrangement of space-fixing male bodies around a house,
the positions of the hands and feet show that the general principle
of arrangement is that the men ate odented towards the south-west
corner. OFf the four men who form the four sides of the house
around the central atrium, one is considered pre-eminent, the fekkn
pérn (south-side person), The south side of the house is the most
important side, referred to by Agaris as sthay (fixed); it is the side
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along which the main veranda runs and is, we note, firmly held
down by four hands,™

When a house is to be buil, the Adiri and householder rogether
first plant a splint of jack-fruit, a white latex-bearing tree, at
the compound’s south-west point. Here, post-cremation, family
members’ bones will be buried, to be later transformed into fertile
substance (discussed below). This south-west corner is the most
significant angle: it is where the initial foundation-stone is hid, often
years before any further building work takes place, where the first
splint of jackfruit wood is planted, and where all initial paar are
done. After this will come the doorframe and then the east-west roof
frame, house-man’s spine. Tedks pene is the man on the principal
(south) side of the house, he whose head lies in the south-west
corner of the building, whose spine forms the east-west axis which
‘holds everything together’’ and whose ribs mark out important
south-north axes (Fig, 5.4). In the best and commonest sort of
nadketin, the parittare (west) house, whose front porch and main
entrance are to the east, the beams of wood—whose Theads’ (tops of
the beams) must always face west—run in exact concordance with
south-man’s spine, the top of which 15 also in the west. The three
lesser men whose spines form the other roof-beams are arranged as
shown in Figs, 5.3 and 5.4, the rule being that no head should lie in
the north-east corner, which must be left clear,

The central atelum, which Moore perspicaciously links to the
empty centre and to the Hindu cosmos (1990: 199), is in our
understanding empty not, as she claims, because it corresponds to the
navel of a single house-man, but because it is the central point where
the axes eross and the Brabmasthanam of the house. Here the earth
is left empty and unbound, free to connect with the universal source
of power and energy (papasakir), while all lines of cosmic influence
come together in a ‘hot spot’ of power (Fig. 5.2).

The doorframe of the main enteance to the house, which 1s the
first structural part to be placed after the foundation stone and
jackfruit wood splint at the south-west corner, is, according to Agiris,
the anus of the main house-man (see Figs. 5.3 and 5.4). We have
double-checked this assertion, even if it is clear from the diagrams
that the entrance does correspond indeed to an anus. Perhaps any
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problem we have in assimilating this information lies in thinking of
this door as an entrance: for family members, whose proper place
after all is not outside the house but within it, this door is more
appropaately an exit. Family members and friendly visitors rarely
use this main ‘entrance’, preferring to skip around the side (males)
or via the kitchen (females).” Often the door is placed there simply
for faccafiitic vequirement, and is actually left closed up and never
used. Knowing that this ‘official main door’ door is land man’s anus
also throws extra significance on the fact that corpses and departing
new brides are ceremoniously exited by this door, excreted, as it
were, from the house.

All these initial steps—foundation stone, jack-split, doorframe,
east-west roof frame—before building proper commences are
accompanied by piids performed by houscholder and chief Adan
together. A small piece of gold, a litde paddy, some red Howers,
and some milk—items clearly related to the material world, to
prosperity and fruitfulness—are buried under the foundation stone,
Thankappan Asar told us: T do all these priga myself, 1 pet dekgnd
for it: money, betel-nut, a new cloth. Brihmins know nothing about
all this, they cannot do it What the Adari is stressing here is that he
has knowledge and a power for action which the Brahmin does not,
remunerated and respected exactly like Brahmanical knowledge, with
dakying. This knowledge and technical skill relates to the material
world and to the life-processes of organic beings. Even a Brihmin
must call an A to plan his house and do the necessary pus; his
knowledge is not powerful enough to allow him to act here for
benefit in the realms of matenal prosperity and fertility.

After the ceremonial inauguration of construction-work, the Addns
are left to finish the house. In house-plans, twelve hoxes representing
the months of the Malayalam year are drawn surrounding the house,
in exactly the same way as is done when preparing a person’s birth-
chart; Adaris referred to this as drawing up the house’s horoscope
(Fig. 5.3). The scheme for placing rooms and facilities is done
by reference to the horoscope and not to the cardinal points (cE
Moore 1990: 172ff), since houses need not always be built Facing
east; an east-facing house is the best but not the only possible
dharmic building (also Moore 1990: 174). We can, however, draw
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Fag. 5.5: The house and the months of the calendar.
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out a general implication that life-sustining powers of fertlity
and increase are highly concentrated around the rice store (ara)
and the foundation-stone, while physiological processes bringing
pollution (childbirth, excretion) are kept in the next corner (moving
clockwise). In an ideal home, these would be the south-west and

north-west corners.

RECYCLING THE DEAD

An aspect of Kerala life which never fails to provoke unease or
even horror among north Indians is the practice of keeping the
family dead very close by. Unlike north Indian funerals, in which
a polluting dead body is removed to a cremation ground outside
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the village or the urban residential area, and subjected to rites
which aim at complete removal of the dead (Parry 1994), in Kerala
villages dead bodies remain around the house, in the compound,
while aspects of the dead person are actively sought, captared, and
passed on to living relatives.

A good death is one which is slow and prepared for, so that the
soul and the body have time to separate properly (cf. Madan 1987;
118, 125; Parry 1989: 503ff). Informants’ idealized responses to
questions about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ deaths indicate that the best death is
that which comes in very old age, after a long illness which involves
bed rest at home and much suffering, with one’s family around and
the names of the gods on one’s lips at the final breath. OF course,
people are actually happy not to see relatives suffer and linger and
may very well hope for a smooth and painless death for themselves,
but are able to take comfort from slow deaths in an ideal which
teaches that the more you suffer while waiting for death, the more
your lifetime’s sins will be patd for, leaving less to be dealt with
after death. Since karma phalam (the froits of action) are held to
affect not only the individual sinner but also close associates, the
house, the livestock; and the land, a slow death by painful illness
saves not only the sinner bur all those around from future torments.
While people sometimes refer to (individualized) &armanm they are
more likely to express these ideas in terms of [more generalized)
dagam. As we will explain in more detail below, the negative fruit
of the actions of a sinner affect not simply their individual soul
but the entire family group, and are transmitted largely through
the land and house.

Death, then, should be slow, at home, and at an appropoate time
with regard both to one’s own age and place in the family (e,
a son should not die before his father), when it will be accepted
gratefully as a liberation from the body and from this world. A
painful death is often spoken of as the sinner paying for their sins
before dying, thereby, as we will see, leaving less digam 1o be dealt
with by descendants, The souls of young peaple (who still hold
desires or attachments to the world), of those who die suddenly
without preparation, or of those weighed down by unpaid for sins,
are unlikely to be able to leave the world. Their spints are expected
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to hover around, trying to re-embody themsebves via possession,
in ordet to experience the earthly life which they stll crave, to take
revenge on those who caused their untimely death, to pay for or pass
on to others their sins, or to stay near their loved ones from whom
they cannot yet bear separation.' ;

We interviewed informants from all the Hindu communities, plus
funeral specialists like barbers and woodcutters, about the funeral
procedures; there was substantial disagreement over fine details.
Newadays in Valiyagramam washermen and the drummers refuse to
come to funerals, so all the &armar and preparations—apart from the
woodeutting, which i still done by the Tantins (woodcutters)—are
conducted for Nayars and Tlavars by the community’s own barber;
Pulayars do everything themselves, while Brihmins have their own
funeral priests, Partly because of the difficulty of finding barbers,
washermen and so on to participate in the rites, the NS5 and
SNDP community associations (Ndyar and Ilavar respectvely) have
published booklets explaining how to conduct a ‘do-it-yourself’
cremation.'”

There are five rites, cremation, exhumation and purification,
food sacrifice/pinram balls, feasting, taking to the ocean. Death
day is day one, and even if the cremation 15 not performed on
this day, it is always treated as though it had been; from that day,
a family may decide to keep pollution {fwls) and do the first four
rites spaced over seventeen, cleven or— as is usual— five days,
depending upon convenience.” The usual practice now is to keep
five days’ pollution and then collapse the safapanan (purification and
burial under jack-tree of cremains'), bali (sacrifice) and salfys £api
{pollution-breaking feast) all together on the fifth. One year after day
one, the purified cremains are dug up and taken to the sea. Brihmin
funerals are even more complex, while for pragmatic reasons
Scheduled Caste and poor Tlavar funerals are often stripped down to
a simple and inexpensive bural on the compound land,

Persons in Kerala do not suddenly disappear at death. At death
and in the ensuing rituals, they must be subjected to extreme
fragmentation and many transformations. Cremauon and the
ensuing rites appear, like birth, as similar to the orginal creative
sacrifice (Beck 1976; Parry 1989: 503ff). This is not surprising,
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because birth and death are often associated: a death in one arena
is a birth into another (Beck 1969; Kapferer 1991: 298). This does
not mean that the one is an exact metaphor for the other; and again,
we reiterate our unwillingness to force the data into the sort of
interpretation which would make the one (and already one would
need to ask: which one, death or birth?) into a template for the
other. We are instead dealing with an association of two semantic
domains by virtue of drawing metonymically on loaser and mutually
resembling principles, in this case more general processes of union
and separation (Ostor 1980: 180-1). In such processes, what is held
together is broken apart and spilled, yielding both the regenerative
seeds of new life (cf. Shulman 1980) and also some unwanted
negative residues. This type of process is, as we shall outline below,
also observable in paddy agriculoore,

Ower the course of funeral rites, through a great many successive
transformations which take place at increasing distances from
the death-place, various parts of the person become less and
less personalized and more anonymous or undifferentiated; these
parts, good and bad, are refined and separated out by the actions
of persons, trees and land. The component parts of the person
which are broken down are many. First, there is clemental matter
in combination which is first broken back dewn into its constituent
pafeabbita and returned to the immediate physical environment
of the house compound (on the paicablita or five elements, see
Subbarayappa 1966). This breakdewn is achieved by prayer {Tlavars)
or by ritual actions (Nayars) done before the pyre is it. The pyre
itself effects a second transformation. After it burns for two or
three hours, people watch to see the body break in half and collapse
inwards. When the burning body breaks at the lower back; pdpam or
digam (sin or faults, evils including and bringing with them bad luck,
illness and so on) are said to be liberated into the air along with the
soul, a5 the stomach bursts and the lower back breaks (note, not the
skull as in north India, but the rmat—the part corresponding to the
empty bare earthen courtyard in the house and the crossing-point of
lines of force in the body of Vastupurusan). At this point further
transformations are effected, when the barber performs rituals
using a pot of milk to try to ‘catch’ and neutralize the released
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digam, What is not caught will settle on the land and contribute to
its charactenstics. Some substances, however, remain in the ashes
and bones in the pyre pit (the cremains). After cremation, some of
these cremains are ritually washed (purified with holy water, cow’s
urine, and 30 on) and taken away to the compound’s south-westerly
jackfruit tree by the chief mourner. The remainder is left in the pyre
pit, which will then be dug over.

These early-day transformations of the dead body which begin to
break the person down and settle different components in different
places around the compound, wansformations which are begun
by living persons, are then continued over the next years by the
actions of trees and the land. Because household members do not
disappear to cremation grounds but remain around the compound,
actually becoming part of the compound and its vegetation, a plot
can become ‘ancestral” land very quickly and easily—as soon as
one person has died there—facilitating Kerala’s fast-moving land
market. When new people move into a plot, they generally take over
and adopt the ancestral spirits already existing around there; the
possibility of incorporating high-status ancestors and high-quality
infuences and substances from the land into one’s own household
is acrually a strong motivating factor for families seeking to buy

" land from city-bound high-status families, such as the many Tlavars
who have moved into former Navar plots or the few Nayars who
have managed to buy old Brahmin plots and houses. The wealthy
ex-untouchable Pantaram (pappa/am-making) family with a son in
the USA who have managed to buy an old Ksatriya koffdnam are an
extreme example of this ‘capturing’ of auspicious and high-status
qualities, At the same time, a plot with undesirable ancestral spirits
or influences can casily be diagnosed and ‘cleaned” by the actions of
an asteologer and appropuate rituals.

After sasayanarm (cremain putification), the pyre pit is planted with
three important fruit and root bearing plants; banana at the south
(head) side, coconut in the stomach (central) side, and a tuber at the
north (feet) side. The dug-over pit, with s cremains, 15 then left
on the land to feed (to become the food of, i.e. to be transformed
by) trees, which will then feed the house dwellers. Betore the pit is
filled in and planted, some fragments of the bones have been taken



by g

224 CAROLINE OSELLA AND FILIPI OSELLA

and washed in saffayarar, after this purificatory ritual washing, these
cremains—which must include skull fragments—are then buried
for a year underneath the jackfruit 1ree at the extreme south-west
corner of the compound, left to be transformed by the tree. Any
residual digam left in the cremains will go into the newly-planted
pyre pit plants and the jackfruit tree. The jackfruir, which yields a
cold white fluid and large fruits made up of hundreds of smaller
seeds, objectifies household fernlity, prosperity, and increase; the
fruit is a good icon for all members together on the ancestral plot,
for the jamicenval, martcenval (all fapevin members, including those yet
to be born and those already dead) invoked as such during funeral
rites. The tree will during the year transform the purified cremains;
something from them will remain in the cremaing and something
will enter the tree. This jackfruit tree must never be cut down, and
gives continuity of cool refined ancestral substance, distilled by the
tree from cold whire bones."

The final remnants of transformed matter are dug up from under
the jackfruit tree after one year, presumably completely transformed
by now, and are taken by the chief moumer to the Ocean.™ If the
soul is now ready to detach itself from the land and family, it will
go with (in) the purified and transformed cremains to be released
into the ocean, The scattering into fast-flowing water of the soul
can be understood as enacting s, the final obliteration of the
self, merger with godhead. The highly refined remains (the exhumed
cremains) going into the water also contribute to the continuance
of a larger and less differentiated circular flow of lite. We can,
following the funeral’s sacrificial logic (see ez, Beck 1976; Parry
1989: 503fF, Hiltebeitel 1990: 357), think of them as the sacrificial
remnants which contribute to new life (the cooled-down ‘fiery
seed’—Shulman 1980: 90-3). If the fdtmairy (individualized soul)
successfully de-differentiates itself during its post-cremation year
of wandering, it will settle in the bone fragments and go willingly to
the ocean, where it might go to heaven or into total dissolution. If
it remains attached (to the land, to the people living there), it might
stay in the compound® as a domesticated and now deified ancestor,
tied and fixed into a &wydls (ancestor sheine), or as a disembadied
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and unsatisfied ghost (piie), who will eventually find its way to the
paddy fields, where many disembodied spirits wander.

We see, then, that the qualities of the person are also frapmented.
Some sin is burnt off by the bodily suffering immediately prior to
death, which is why a long debilitating illness is preferred. Some
is buent in the pyre; the more it smokes, the more dosam and sin
are burnt off. “To make more smoke” is given as a teason why
green wood is used on the pyre and why men must smoke cigareties
at funerals. Some more disam and sin comes out of the corpse’s
stomach when it bursts and the lower backbone breaks. Some of
this goes into a pot of water carried by the chief mourner, fram
where it may be neutralized by the barber through the addition of
cows’ milk. Any residual disam which remains firmly ‘stuek’ o the
bones and ashes after all the rites are concluded will go into the
three trees planted in the pyre pit, and from there, into the bodies of
the descendants who eat the fruit of the tree. The fate of the soul
meanwhile is uncertain. People simultanecusly claim that it remains
on the compound land, sandering swiders around the village unal it is
reincarnated; goes into the &unwls (ancestor shrine); stays under the
jackfruit tree; goes to heaven; merges with “Visnu’s leg’; and goes to
the sea and dissolves there into universal spirit.

Most often, a soul is too differentiated and too attached to the
earth to be able to go off to the sea in purified bone remnants, and
it stays wandering around its old neighbourhood. It may be weighed
dawn by ddsam which is said to be so ‘sticky’ and ‘heavy’ that it will
not pass from it. Or it may simply be attached because of unfulfifled
desires: to see a grandson born, to stay around a much adored wife,
to continue living in the house it loved. If the funeral rites were
not carried out properly, or if the death was a bad one, the soul will
certainly be unable to detach from the death place. In all the above
cases, it will initially be unhappy and probably cause disturbance
to the family, so that they will realize that it is there, and help it.
Bhuimi dogam and bhavana dasars (problems with the land and with the
building respectively) are common causes of family troubles such as
illness, unemployment, and family squabbles, If dagaar needs to be
put tight, the astrologer can diagnese it and advise treatment, after
which the spirit can be comfortably settled in the ancestor shrine.
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If a spirit has no digass, but is simply agtached, wanting to carey on
being part of the family, then it can; but only on condition that it
accepts its new smtus and stays in the place now appropriate for it,
the &wryita (ancestor shrine). It may tavel the slow road to meka
(releasc} like this. After a while, it will merge with the other familial
spirits in the £wrydls, unal it becomes only part of de-differentiated
Appuppan (granddad) the group spirit of all dead family members.
From here, it is a short step to toral dissolution.

Not only the soul and the dign but other qualities and parts of
the person also remain in the earth of the family compound. There
they will be transformed by the land to give substance to trees whose
fruits will be eaten by family members. Any sticky (extremely bad,
severe) residual digam or sins which resisted rransformation by the
pyre and have also resisted transformation by the land and by the
tree, will then be passed on to the descendants. When they eat the
jackfruit, banana, coconut and tubers, they will be eating transformed
ancestral substance: in Kerala, £arma phalam, the fruit of the actions
of the ancestors, is not an empty figure of speech bur is lirerally
ingested and assimilated by the living descendents,

FLOODS AND PADDY LANDS

The monsoon, breaking shortly after hacvest, brings chaos to the
village: canals and rivers overflow their banks, wipe out many of the
roads, travel is difficult everywhere and in places impossible, the rain
destroys houses, sometimes crops and animals, and finally deparis It
leaves the paddy fields flooded to a depth of 2 m with a sea of water
in which float rotting plants, dead small animals, human exereta, the
wreckage of houses, and scores of tny fish swimming in the silt dch
water. Fish is valued only second to rice as a food by non-Brahming,
is served daily in those homes which can afford it, and its relative
absence in the diets of the poorest is sorely lamented, Monsoon iz a
time of abundance of this food, as boys from all the non-vegetarian
castes go to fish in the canals and paddy ficlds.

“This water then, contains life, in the form food and a multplicity
of living creatures; and death, in the form of chaos, destruction, and
excreta, all abundantly mixed. Tt is also out of control, overflowing,
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threatening to invade the ordered centre of the village, where the
temples are, and where the higher castes live. Higher castes puiluly
picture the Harijan colonies as even more dirty and miserable
than usual during the monsoon, and arrange alternative emergency
aceommaodation in the village primary school for the season. But
many refuse to go, moving in with family who live nearer the edges
of the pwijz, of, if they are lucky enough to have brick houses, staving
put, ignoring the water which laps around and even in through the
front door, travelling to market and receiving visitors by boat. When
the monsoon arrives, many Pulayar young people told us, “You must
come out in the boat with us o see the flooding’. We assumed that
they wanted us to see the extent of the damage suffered by their
community; many had their entire houses destroved. But there was
another, equally strong, reason, that we should see and share thei
enthusiasm for the beauty of the flooded paddy-fields.

The beauty of the pusiz was a recurrent theme of our conversations
year tound. Pulayars spoke about the pusia {aur purfa, they always
called i) with more attachment and sentimental regard than even
the most traditional high-caste landlord. High-caste mformants
told us, “We are attached to the land, that's why we don't like to
migrate, that’s why we shouldn’ sell it’, but in truth they are mastly
attached to their garden land. As regards the paddy-fields, they are
attached only to their refined end product and to the concept of
land-owning, of being rooted within the village (Miller 1954; cf
Strathern 1990 [1988]: B1{f).

The Pulayars, who often jokingly reminded us that they were the
‘true sons of the soil’, living and working on the paddy land, had
a qualitatively different relationship with it from any other group:
they continually praised its beauty and power, and their attachment
to it. When we asked whether they felt it was unfair that they were
stuck in colonies at the edges of the village, and asked whether
they would like to move nearer the centre, they were emphatic that
they would not, Even during the monsoon, they pointed out, only
those most desperate and with nowhere else to stay went to the
village school; everyone who could, stayed on the purja. What they
wanted, they told us, was to stay living in that place, but in solid brick
houses instead of huts. When we talked about land reforms, they



At B DT

sy

aguic B L

reamp

L Lt
¥ [ %

228 CAROLINE OSELLA AND FILIPPCY OSELEA

acknowledged that they had done badly, compared to the middle
communities who, having been tenants, got the right to buy at fixed
prices. The Pulayars had never legally controlled land, and so had
no right to buy. However, they continued to regard the pwija as
their own land; on paper, they pointed out, it had been unrightfully
usurped years ago by outsiders, but in spirit it stll belonged to them.
They lived there, their dead were buried there, their ancestors, and
other spirits which only they knew how to deal with, walked there
{Uchiyamada 1998, 1999, 2000).** The upper castes have usurped
the products of the land, but they have not really managed to take
control of 1t they do not go there that often, some only once a year,
to supervise the harvest, and all of them, mcluding the Christans and
the ex-untouchable Tlavars, are terrified ra go near the pusja at night.
Only people from the lowest castes—Pulayars and Pagayars—are
completely unafiaid and happy to be on the puia.

As monsoon water levels recede, ‘bundhs’ {dykes) and irrigation
channels (sealing, bounding, channelling flow) are built by Palayar
men, while cleaning and weeding (refining, transforming) is done
by Pulayar women, to clear out the dirty or unwanted life-forms
and to prepare the pround for the culmired crop of rice. From the
point of view of high-caste villagess, the water is now channelled,
under control, its rotting and unwanted elements disposed of by
ex-untouchable caste members and its fertlity put to the social
purpose of agriculture. Just as low-caste ritual specialists deal with
a polluting corpse, trying to neutralize sin and dégam in milk while
liberating a person’s soul to become a benevolent resident ancestor,
the Pulayar labour in filth to turn the chaotic rot of the paddy
fields into a bounty of rice. As might be expected, among Pulayars
another viewpoint exists, This accepts the abundances (fish and rice;
progeny) brought about by floods and accepts that the forces and
powers which energize and move the material world into productivity
must, of necessity, scrabble in the dirt. Unlike the Nayar bank-clerk,
the Brahmin schoolteacher, and the lavar shop-owner, all of whom
have a horror of manual labour and a general ambivalence about the
mess and disorder involved in productive and generative processes,
the Pulayars, who stll have no option other than manual work and
residence on the site, are more accepting of the ambivalence inherent
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in material life (Kapferer 1991: 298; Kapadia 1996). The Adiri,
making his point about the laying of the foundation stone as being
a prifd, also reminds us of the complexity of life-processes such that,
as another Addri remarked, when talking about menstruation and
childbirth, ‘even these things have their own sort of purity’.

FLOWS AND CONNECTIONS

Bringing together what we can understand about the land plot,
house building, and funeral rituals, we can see that what is being
stressed in all cases (as also in A}mn’(’:da] 15 connection and few,
with a need for the non-obstruction of channels, These channels
exist within the bodies of Bhimi-Dévi, Vistupurusan—Iand man
and house-men—and persons, living and dead. Bodies—seen
and unseen—should be bounded externally and fixed while still
permitting fux within and permeability to the outside, so that forces
and substances are able to circulate healthily. This can be done by
marking out a plot, building walls and a roof, and always respecting
lines along which influences move and substances flow. Spaces
must always be left within the boundaries, to allow circulation and
the exchange of qualities and substances between bodies: human
and non-human. Particular emphasis is placed upon enhancing
and fixing the re-generative qualitics of paddy, carte, and humans
within the land; lines of flow of substance circulation sustain this
process (ransmission of ancesttal qualities to the living via cremains
transformed into food; of the lines of flow; the most important 1s
that which originates in the south-west (Moore’s ‘underlying flow of
good influence from the south-west towards the north-east’, 1990:
189). Tracing its course inwards, it moves past (not across, since
none of the diagonals must be intersected) the jackfruit tree in the
compound under which cremated family members’ bones are buried,
the foundation-stone of the house, the newly-weds’ bedroom, the
paddy-store and/or pud room, the head of the major house-man,
the atrium, the kitchen and the well.

Flows, although they may appear to be linear because our
knowledge permits only part of their course to be tracked out with
relation to the house,™ actually appear to be like flows within the
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human body—contnuous, re-cycling and transforming the matter
that passes through their spheres of influence and touching various
stopping-off points along the way, If we plot the movement of
paddy — the substance of lifef—it can be seen to How anti-clockwise.
It is brought upwards from the paddy fields on the villages west
side to the age (paddy-store), where it becomes an embodiment
of Mahilaksmi in the house’s south-west corner; thence it moves
downwards to the kitchen, where it is again transformed by the
cooking fire in the north-east corner; it is further processed in eating
and digestion by the humans of the house; finally its residues’are
excreted in the latrine, usually placed towards the north-west corner
of the compound, at a convenient distance from the north-easterly
well, Eventually, this human excreta will be broken down by the
land, and more crops will be produced.

Human beings meanwhile appear to follow a complementary
clockwise trajectory. If we plot their movements, they are born
in the north-west quarter, moving upwards to live and eat in the
north-east corner. They die and are laid to rest in the south-cast
quarter and are transformed into spirits and fragmented subtle
substance in the topmost south-west corner. The soul (Fdtnamm)
may well stay on the land, fixed into a &uryals (ancestor shrine) at the
south-west. Part of their subtle matter and possibly also their spirits
(if they have not been fixed, but are sull wandering) will continue
to be re-cycled, moving towards the pwiis to the west, helping to
fill it and contribute to its nature as a place full of spirts, ghosts,
influences and untied substances.

We also notice that architectural principles place the jackfruit tree
{containing white fluid, pure refined substance of the ancestors)
directly opposite the latrine. This splitting of the final end-products
of human beings into two parts, a refined and pure precious white
Auid associated with ancestors and a dirty and polluting unwanted
part, underlines by metonymic resemblance stmilar processes taking
place within the paddy land. In the case of humans, the agent of
transformation is the garden land and its trees; for paddy plants, it is
ex-untouchable humans who refine and separate out the harvestable
rice from the initial chaos of the flooded field. Human persons
clearly stand in opposition to the growing paddy: they mature and
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grow inside the house, and on the east side of the atrium, while
paddy matures and grows cutside of the house/compound, and on
the west side. Flows of humans and of paddy run parallel to each
other, crossing and connecting, and being transformed and re-cycled
by the land, the house and the persons within.

Cecilia Busby (2000) and Rich Freeman have both recently
proposed that we can best understand the complex and shifting
nature of persons in Kerala and the ways in which Malayalis act
to alter the environment and the people around them by means of
ethnosociologically-derived concepts: permeability, flux, and so on.
Freeman notes, ‘in a culture where personhood can be bestowed on
inanimate objects, invested in architectural sites and projected onto
entire polities, and where even mundanely human bodies throng
inwardly with multiply individuated beings, and extend outwardly into
invisible zones of pollution, Evcr}rd:lj' western models of the person
and its powers are hardly a helpful guide’ (1999: 173),

Naoting that the temple is considered the deity’s physical body,
Freeman is picking up on a fact which could lead us towards the
sort of analysis given in 1976 by Beck, in which the perfect (male)
human baody is given as a sort of template for the temple and
indeed the cosmos (Freeman 1999: 167; Beck 1976). Like Beck,
Das (1985) too is precccupied with the ways in which human and
cosmic bodies mimic each other, and takes the human body as a sort
of root metaphor or primary motivator. But Freeman’s complex
understanding of what Kerala personhood represents, and hence
what a Malayili human body actally is, means that his analysis does
not suffer from the literalism of the ‘master metaphor’ as explored
by Beck and Das, Freeman'’s insistence on holding on to the fluid
and partial nature of the embodied person also echoes Bushy’s
exploration of how Malayali persons come to be pendered (2000).
As Busby notes, ‘(1he incorporation of substnces through eating,
intimacy and exchanges is an important part of understanding bodily
identities and relationships, and thus what men and women dbo is very
much understood as part of what they ar (2000: 219). What Freeman
and Busby reiterate in the case of personhood and the human body
goes then also for other entities, which themselves often draw upon
principles embedded in the realm of the human,
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Another recent writer on Kerala, Sarah Caldwell, has unfornately
gone against the fresh and nuanced current proposed by Busby
and Freeman and instead slipped back into a literalist and heavily
formalist style of analysis, tooted in conventional understandings
of normatively stable and unitary personhood, in which the body
is taken as an a prion fact and in which the realm of the body and
especially sexuality is taken to provide the principal motivaror (both
in terms of psyehie, personal and symbolic motivation) of culrural
life (1999). In cur own (1993) theses we traced out in some detail
many parallels between human and paddy reproduction, but still
refused to consider these as constitutive of an all-encompassing
correspondence between realms. Caldwell has been less restrained
and has enthusiastically argued for human sexual reproduction as a
gort of master-metaphor (1999).*

The data which we have presented on land and territory, which has
necessarily broadened out 1o consider houses, persons, and spirits,
suggest that human reproduction and the life-cycle are not modelled
on or mimicking paddy production, but stand in a relation to it
which is similar in some aspects but also in opposition. Humans
are not crops but are complementary to crops, while humans and
crops feed each other and contribute to each other’s processes of
growth and change. Correspondences between domains are based
on metonymic principles, and not on an all encompassing root
metaphor which can then be used to understand every cultural
domain from gardening through cooking to social organization. That
no ‘model’, which entails predictability, coherence, consistency and
so on actually exists, becomes apparent when it is measured against
actual processes. The notion of resemblances and correspondences
based upon immediately observable (externally motivated) internal
metanymic principles, at first appears to be far less powerful than that
of a consistent cultural {internally motivated) metaphor (see Barley
1983). However, this type of bricolage may in the long run turn out
to be far more generative and suggestive of connections, since it does
not straitjacket data or force certain interpretations,

Indeed, thinking about Kerala itself—densely populated, with
no clear boundaries between villages which themselves also have
no central nucleus, shows us the way forward for thinking about
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Malayali persons, houses and land plots (Miller 1954). “Naukarra,
after all, means ‘tied down in four places” the corollary may then be
that the rest of an entity is not tied down, but remains Auid. While
land needs to be stabilized and tied down at the cardinal points, the
rest of a plot is carefully left open to the outside: house-builders
purposely leave extra holes in houses to permit the flow of influences
and qualities; the entire centre of the home is left as bare earth and
described as a major erossing-point where cosmic influences Aow
Meanwhile, Vistupurusan’s (form) attempts to stabilize and hold
down Bhami-DEvi (life) are best thought of as a continual process,
not an accomplished fact. The annual transformation of the west
side pudia offers another clear reminder of life's Aux and of the
mnability of humans to control their lived environment as monsoan
rains flood roads and houses but new life forms suddenly proliferare,
and the visible environment is completely transformed. Kerala’s
landseape is constantly irﬁﬂux, while land in the rice-growing villages
of Kuttanadu, lying at and below sea-level, has a close relationship
to the sea. Coastal backwater villages, where dense habitation nestles
between lagoons, also mark the closeness of Keralas relationship
with the sea and the ease with which land can be transformed
into water. Popular geopraphy, meanwhile, remind us that when
Kerala was formed, ‘the newly reclaimed land presented many
problems—floods, landslides, earthquakes” (Menon and Rajan 1989: 1),
Zimmerman has explored the classical oppesition between the north
Indian dry lands, the jungle (iaggais) and the marshy lands (dnsipa)
where buffalo roam (1987). Perhaps we need a different south Indian
ecology and geography in which the ocean—surrounding the sub-
continental tip and offering us the breathtaking spectacle of the place
where three oceans meet—is given its due importance, and where the
importance of the fluid in the life of the land is not lost.
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NOTES

. Paddy land also forms part of this complex, but for rewsons of space

we have nph:d not to discuss or include it here,

. See Osella & Osella 2000 for a full-length ethnographic monograph.
. The art or science of knowing how o deal with laind and houses and

Vistupurusan(s) is generally known in north India as saste, but in Kerala
was referred to as faowidniram—'carpenter’s knowledge”.

. Beck (1976) and Kramrisch (cited by Moore 1990) writing about space,

were actually working from temple building manuals. House-building i
not analogous to temple-building: see Klostermaier 1989: 300

. This disposition 15 indeed peculiar in that it does not follow either the

one in use in India, or in Kerala by other specialists in architecture
and astrology, where it is the cast which is always placed at the top
of diagrams (Editors” note). ’

. Gaenerally, voung couples stay for some years with the husband's parents,

until they have enough capital to construct a scparate house. Nuclear
families are the norm, with youngest sons remaining at home to look
after the ageing parents. In patrlineal (Christian) families, youngest
som inherits, but among ex-matrilineal (Nayar and Tavar) families even
now the family home may be given to a daughter as dowry, leaving
the youngest son to construct his own new home where he will take
has parents to live with him,

. Also used as a genenc for the wider community of artisans/craftsmen,

divided into carpenters (Taccigin), stonemasons (Kalasin), blacksmiths
(Kollan), goldsmiths (Tafrin) and so on.

. Laurie Baker, an architect of Enghsh ongin settled for over 40 years

in India and recently awarded citzenship, has long worked with the
Kerala government and HUDCO (Housing and Urban Development
Corporation) to encourage low-cost housing built using as far as possible
traditional materals {including mud) and house-building prineiples. The
demand for his houses among the fashionable of Tiruvananthapuram
aity is helping the movement away from the expensive and uncomfortable
concrete Gulf/ filmi-style mansions (see Bhana 1991),
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. We are here synthesizing and cutting a large body of information

collected on famwiinrne in order to present only what seems pertinent
tor this paper.

. An intetesting development in Delhi is a shift away from psta (35 1t is

there known) and towards the use of Chinese feng sbw. This is perceived
a5 @ cheaper and casier alternative means of making one’s living space
auspicious (personal communication, Radhika Chopra),

- Even today, there is only one four-sided house in Valivagramam owned

by an awarna family; the rest all belong to the higher jiti.

. Moore [1990: 183) quotes Kramnsch as claiming that in the temple,

the north side iz considered most fixed, but goes on to admit thar
she found no such idea among her own Kerala informants relating to
houses,

« The mistayputtaram, compound of ments, face and witaras, toof beam,
. W are not suggesting that people know that the main door is an anus;

apart from specialists who have access to house-plan knowledge, they
certanly do not. However, this door is normally kept locked in many
houses, and people cleatly do have some sense—perhaps because
they see that Beihmins do not use the “front’ door—that it is not an
everyday enteance, but a formal exir.

. The worst death is in childbirth, after which the thwarted and jealous

mother will surely teturn as a paks (female spirit) to harass more
fortunate women, Other bad deaths include suicide, violent accidents,
murder, and the deaths of people who have not yer satisfied their
earthly desires for marriage and children. Young unmattied women
who die are especially prone fo return and, out of jealousy and a desire
fo experience matried life, take possession of the bodies of hrides.
In an atcempt to avoid this, they are sometimes buried dressed in
bridal finery, but the numbers of such spirits around indicates that
this subterfuge often fails.

- This may have contributed both to the standardization of the rite

among those members of the non-twice-born castes who have seen
and used such booklets, and to the confusion about ‘correct’ practice
among those who have not, but who are relving solely on the bather to
have what knowledge was once shared berween himself, the dremmers,
and the washermen.

Different communities used to keep different lengths of i, as would
be expeeted from the literatuce (see c.g., Orenstein 1968, 1970; Panikkar
1918; Gough 1959). Nowadays, pulz is something not telated by st

\4SE -*‘ff- :
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prople to caste status, and familics choose for how long 10 observe ir.
Mayar and lavar barbers told us that ‘in the old days’ Brihminos and
Nayars kept 10/11 days, Tlavars and Pulayars 16, but ‘now we're all the
same, 50 we all do the same. For convenience everybody can do the
rice balls, sasfiayanam, and tea-party on the fifth day if they want’. This
is the ‘reformed’ funeral as promulgated by the NS5 and SNDP caste
associations. Brihmins still keep 11 days peds, because they reason that
it takes 1] days to build a new body for the spirit (cf. Parey 1985); most
other people do not know that this is what is supposed to happen. This
novel sitnation reverses two of the usual features of death-pollunon
lengths: the highest caste keeps the longest penod of pwls (cf Orenstein
1968; Marglin 1977); in line with this fact, observance of puia is
thought to be an index of orthodoxy, so that longer pile means higher
status, For non-Brihmins, it is normal to collapse all the ceremonies
into five days, and break the pals on the fifth; it is osrentatious o
do more unless you are a Brihmin. Nobody keeps 17 days: it is a
theoretical possibility entertained only by barbers. Tt should be noted
that the reformed practice of keeping five days, and of collapsing
ceremonies into one day, 15 more economical: this fact was often
pointed out by informants.

. A now widespread term in English to designate the remains after

A cremiation.

. The jackfruit tree vields a very ‘cold’ fruit, and a white latex. The

white latex, as cool and highly refined substance, is then like semen
or breast milk. When a new house is built on the compound, some
of this substance is placed in the foundation-stene. The fruir is a
many-held-together in the one, having many tny seeded fruits held
within one skin. Jackfruit is both an extremely cold food, and 15
renowned for causing wind, Le. to be indigestible. Pregnant women
often immediately go off jackfruit; its raste and even snell makes them
sick. Tt is then apparently a powerfully symbolic plant. While Caldwell
notes several aspects of the juck, especially the fruit's likeness to breasts
(1999; 111), and associates it with Bhadrakili, we prefer to think of vas
a mulii-valenced and ambiguous, over-productive symbol which cannot
be fixed as male or female, the fluid neither breast-milk nor semen, nor
even characterized as being about death or regeneration, but as offering
possibilines of assocations with all these things,

. Preferably Kanyakumari, the place where three oceans meet.

MNever in the house. Persons are kept on the Inside, bur spints belong
to the Cutside.
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22, Of coutse, some of this ‘tough ralk’ is part of a self-conscious and
politicized ‘sons of the soil' theroric. One imagines that if a Pulayar
family were to make enough money to be alile to move mnto the centre
they too, like the Pantirum family mentioned here, would relish. the
chance to buy up an old high-caste faravatu.

23 An illusion compounded by our diagrams' use of straight lines.

24, See Malamoud 1975 for a similar exercise, in which cooking rather
than sex becomes the master-metaphor for all. We plan to argue
elsewhere in more empirical detail against Caldwell’s highly partial
view of Kerala society, which appears to us to be influenced by
mechanisms of projection and onentalist sexualizing fantasy and to
make rather sweeping clims, considering that it 15 somewhat lightly
tooted in anthropological participant-abservation feldwork (fwo weeks
continuous residence in a village plus longer-term feldwork of wrips
out from a lasge town to view performances and conduct interviews,
Caldwell 1999: 51, 201).
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