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INTRODUCTION 

The proposed study is an attempt to understand how the caste, citizenship, and identity 

questions were raised by the Dalit land movements in Kerala. The Dalit communities are 

contesting the socio-economic and political marginalization and the denial of equal 

participation in various social spheres. Their unbending attempt for social transformation 

through constant political affirmations aimed at not only for internal autonomy but also 

inter-subjectivity. The Chengara and Arippa land movements fundamentally address the 

particularities of caste by problematizing citizenship and identity to receive a universal 

position. Therefore, it poses the claims for the egalitarian redistribution of resources and 

recognition.  

It is perceived that these political affirmations constantly engage with social institutions 

to transgress the stigmatized caste identity and the normative, deficient categorizations of 

social actors. Thus it repairs their reduced subjectivity and subordinate social status. 

These identity movements fundamentally addressed the question of social justice by 

challenging the institutional cultural values of the caste. That critical intervention has 

given visibility to their universalistic aspirations for an egalitarian society. Moreover, it 

is grounded in radical political assertions in order to transform their non-privileged social 

status into a dignified identity. Therefore, it challenges the political establishments for 

equal participation and full citizenship.  

The Dalits as a community were not only excluded from the land ownership but their 

habitus also became the new spaces of caste discrimination. Hence the civil society 

refuses to consider them as equal members and full citizens. Besides, the denial of liberal 

ideals threatened the social fabric which degraded certain communities as lesser citizens 
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on the basis of cultural values. Therefore, the land movements fundamentally organized 

various disenfranchised social groups to transform the society profoundly. “These 

movements often used their identity consciously for social justice since they knew it as 

resources of knowledge for social change further they place marginalized groups in the 

forefront of their liberation by which they attempt to transform the society for better.”
1
 

Broadly, the identity-based liberation movements were often branded as special interest 

groups and their leaders were portrayed as opportunist because their politics deviate from 

the common public good. The right-centric thinking considered these movements 

threaten individual freedom whereas the left-thinking identified it against the progressive 

coalition and it wallowing in victimization. The present land struggles brought the 

marginalized communities‟ struggles into the public sphere through different political 

perspectives. Hence, it radically transgressed the categorization of special interest groups 

by problematizing the relationship between caste and land and it has given visibility to 

the hierarchical social order particularly to the matter of caste.  

In this context, the aim of the present study is to problematize Dalit citizenship, 

recognition, identity, resource distribution and the question of Caste and Class through 

the study of Chengara and Arippa Land Struggles in modern Kerala. 

Significance of the Study 

Dalits in Kerala, historically, have been excluded from resource ownership due to their 

social status in the graded caste system. The Dalit subjective experience is often outlined 

in knowledge discourses with constructed bias. In other words the deliberate silence on 

                                                 
1
 Linda Martan Alcoff, Michael Hames-Garcia, Satya Mohanty, and Paula M.L Moya, eds. Identity politics 

Reconsidered (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), p.2. 
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certain issues corners subjective matter as an emotional argument because it is emerging 

from an individuated position that challenges the existing epistemology.  

For any socially deprived community, history remains blank, due to the absence of the 

historiography. Accordingly, they have been often placed in a defensive position in the 

mainstream historiography. So they have been struggling constantly to convert their 

experience into written knowledge. Contrary, it is often quite obvious that the 

communities who have written knowledge hold an autocratic control over the past that 

extends even to the present. Hence, the objective perception and modes of historiography 

are always considered a privileged analytical method to understand social facts. 

However, the ordinary people‟s unwritten knowledge has to be traced out from non-

historic sources since they are rooted in memory and struggles. Such discussion disrupts 

at the beginning itself even before one brings experience into the knowledge engagement 

discourse. Consequently, deliberate cultural silences corner the less privileged subjective 

experience through the knowledge-power exercising communities. Lived experience is 

often considered as subjugated knowledge since it is based on experience. Therefore, it 

discards certain groups from the theory-building process. The ground rules of knowledge 

production reject the experience/subjugated knowledge as irrational, further maintaining 

the hegemonic genealogies of the social system. It is argued that theorizing memory is an 

epistemological alternative to get a new perception that would certainly validate 

subjugated knowledge as authentic sources in the knowledge realm. 

In this context, the present study problematizes the land question by giving focuses to the 

caste, citizenship, and identity since the present land movements expose the parental 

consciousness of the privileged social groups and political parties towards the 
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marginalized community. Contemporary social philosopher and epistemologist, Gopal 

Guru observes, “in India, the writing of history and intellectual practice have failed to 

interrogate the persistence of hierarchical practices that endow the world of Bahiskrut 

Bharat. Mainstream scholars of history direct their acrimony toward colonial racism but 

refuse to contribute any criticism on the question of caste outside of rhetorical 

accommodations in the nationalist agenda.”
2
 

 

Nature and Scope of the Study 

The current study looks at the history of property relations in order to better understand 

the role of caste in property issues, particularly the lack of resources among the ex-

untouchable castes in Kerala, the southern state of India. To comprehend the social 

situation of slave castes and how they were barred from land rights, this study critically 

analyses the theoretical and philosophical components of property. The current research 

focuses on the numerous tenancy rights that existed in Kerala, as tenancy is one of the 

factors that led to the formation of the caste system in pre-modern Kerala. The purpose 

of this study is to critically assess the Dalit land movements in Kerala, as well as to 

address the issue of citizenship and land ownership, as the land movements are primarily 

concerned with civil rights and full citizenship. Finally, the current study explores how 

Dalit groups asserted their autonomous identity in the Arippa and Chengara movements 

led by the Dalits and the Adivasis. 

 

 

                                                 
2
 Gopal Guru, “The Indian Nation in Its Egalitarian Conception,” in Dalit Studies, ed.Ramnarayan S Rawat 

and K. Satyanarayana (Ranikhet: Permanent Black, 2016), p.39.  
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Review of Literature 

There is no dearth of literature available on the Dalit land movements in Kerala. Many 

studies have been produced on the movements, but this study looks at these movements 

from a human rights point of view. History says that the agrestic slave position within 

the caste hierarchical society discarded the untouchable community from the resource 

ownership. Moreover it reduced their privileges in the social hierarchy.  

T.C. Varghese (1970) explains that, in Kerala, the Brahmins seem to have acquired the 

land for themselves in the name of temples, with the help of Nayar chieftains and the 

administrators. While acquiring the land for the Brahmins, the Nayar chieftains also 

acquired land for themselves, which they mainly took from the actual cultivators and that 

land was converted into demense land. Thus, the new land owners neither cultivate nor 

supervise the cultivation. The people who had been dispossessed from the land were 

forced to cultivate land.  

Varghese says that, the new land owners did not mix with other social class due to their 

ownership of land and their caste hierarchical rigidity imposed by the Brahmins which 

created new land relations and new groups of masters the society. Through coercive 

method, the land had been transferred to the Brahmins, however, the chieftains and the 

cultivators remarkably accepted this process as a token of respect to the higher authority. 

According to Varghese, this process led to the emergence of kanom tenure which is 

considered as one of the important tenures in Kerala. The new owners conferred kanom 

rights over the transferred land and anyone they liked. Besides the Nayars were the main 

beneficiaries for this tenure however the direct cultivation considered as disgraceful for 

the owners the whole land taken on kanom basis leased on pattaom to the other 
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communities belonged to the lower strata particularly Christians, Ezhavas and Muslims. 

Varghese thus concludes that the lower caste communities pushed down to the position 

of agricultural laborers further the whole structure of land relationship determined and 

governed by the caste hierarchy.
3
    

E. M. S. Namboodiripad (2010) argues that the, landlordism is not only an economic 

category; it is also social, cultural, and political. For instance, in terms of caste, in the old 

system of landlordism, the dominant castes were the caste Hindus and Syrian Christians, 

the caste Hindus in particular, and, among caste Hindus, Namboodiris in particular. 

According to E M S Namboodiripad, this was the caste form of landlordism and this has 

changed now in contemporary Kerala.
4
 

Thomas Isaac (2008) claims that the land reform was one of the most important events 

in the independent Kerala. Issac says that the twenty-eight lakh tenants received 

ownership rights and 5.3 lakhs hutment dwellers were got Kudikidappu right. The 

bargaining power of agricultural laborers were increased which paved the way for social 

reforms since it destroyed the feudal dominance. However the land reforms policy had 

an important weakness that it could not abolish landlordism completely. Moreover, 

Varghese reiterates that compare to other states, Kerala has less number of landless 

people and the inequality in the land distribution is comparatively low. This is the 

situation even if the large scale plantations exist there.
5
    

                                                 
3
 T.C.Varghese, Agrarian Change and Economic Consequences: Land Tenures in Kerala 1850-1960 (New 

Delhi: Allied Publishers, 1970), p.15. 
4
 E.M.S. Namboodiripad, History, Society, and Land Relations: Selected Essays (New Delhi: Left Word 

Books, 2010), p.232.  
5
 T .M. Thomas Isaac, Land Reforms what‟s Next (Trivandrum: Chintha Publication, 2008), p.54.    
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Ashwini Deshpande (2000) using NSS data for 1993-1994, Deshpande, reveal that, 

even in a relatively egalitarian state like Kerala, inter-caste disparity continues to 

underpin overall disparity for rural and urban areas nearly 50 years after India's 

independence in 1947. According to her, there is a significant inter-caste difference 

between the SC/ST populations and the other population in terms of food consumption, 

clothing expenditure, land ownership, and education levels of heads of the family. As a 

result, in the others category, the elite group, or upper class, is much more apparent than 

in the SC or ST categories.
6
 

Laha Gopalan (2009) strongly argues that “the Kudikidappu Act led the Dalits toward a 

miserable condition which caused them to live in two-room houses having many 

members for several years. The land reform does not provide the equal justice proposed 

by the constitution therefore these movements try to change the material conditions of 

the Dalits through the constant demand for ownership in agricultural land.
7
  

Chantal Mouffe (2005) formulates that the identity movements often recognizes as 

coherent identity in order to find the other possibilities for a new political movements 

therefore they try to unite with a particular aims.
8
  

Harriet Bradley (2015) notes that, there are three forms of social identity that may 

function like active, passive, and politicized. An individual or a social group with such a 

passive identity is unconcerned with their identity. Individuals, who are generally aware 

of belonging to a particular identifiable group, whether by class, gender, ethnicity, or any 

                                                 
6
 Ashwini Deshpande, “Does Caste Still Define Disparity? A Look at Inequality in Kerala, 

India," American Economic Review, Vol. 90, no. 2 (2000), pp.322-325. 
7
 Laha Gopalan, Interviewed by Anu Warrior. The Sunday Indian, 27July- 9August, 2009, vol.2, Issue 42, 

p.34.  
8
 Chantal Mouffe, The Return of the Political (London: Verso, 2005), p.82. 

https://www.google.co.in/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Harriet+Bradley%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=5
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other association, have developed active identification. He says that when someone is 

discriminated against, active identities are fostered, and when identity is used as a basis 

for collective action, it becomes politicized.
9
 

Thomas Issac and Richard Franke (2002) argue that, the Kerala state carried out most 

successful land reforms compare to other parts of India by transferring agricultural land 

to the tenants and houses were provided to the agricultural labors. Moreover, it raised the 

income of the farmers and the bargaining power of the laborers. In addition to that it 

undermined the hold of upper caste in the villages, hence caste continues as a powerful 

influence but class associations overcome it to a large extent.
10

  

Richard Franke and Barbara Chasin (1992) study analyses that the Kerala‟s land 

reforms are considered as the most radical and successful reforms in south Asia. 

According to them, it has four major components: a rice levy on the largest owners, to be 

collected by the government and redistributed to the poor through the fair price shops; a 

ceiling on absolute size of land-holdings, with excess land to be redistributed to the 

landless; the abolition of tenancy, and thus the abolition of rent from the operators to 

non-cultivating landlords; and the abolition of tenancy in house-compound land, and thus 

the abolition of rents to the landlords who held title to them.
11

  

Franke and Chasin opined that the widely accepted massive redistribution of land rights 

was taken place through the abolition of tenancy and the income of the farmers has been 

increased from the land. Moreover, the situation of „inferior tenants‟ the 

                                                 
9
 Harriet Bradley, Fractured Identities: Changing Patterns of Inequality (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 

2015), p.122.  
10

 T.M .Thomas Issac and Richard W. Franke, Local Democracy and Development: The Kerala People's 

Campaign for Decentralized Planning (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002), p.22. 
11

 Richard W Franke and Barbara H Chasin, Kerala: Development through Radical Reform (New Delhi: 

Promilla&Co.Publisheres, 1992), p.54.     

https://www.google.co.in/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Harriet+Bradley%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=5
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Verumpattamdar were in a difficult position since their lease often terminated by the 

superior tenants and landlords. They argued that, the Verumpattamdars were the actual 

cultivators of the soil who belonged to lowest-caste untouchables hence they were forced 

to pay exorbitant rent due to the insecurity of their tenure.  

While quoting data from the 1971 survey, Franke and Chasin elucidates that, fifty 

percent of agricultural land controlled by Brahmin landlords as a result the wealth and 

power has been concentrated in the hand of these landlords.
12

 They reiterated that, the 

same Brahmin landlords controlled the garden sites where the agricultural labors 

constructed their houses hence the landlords collected rents for the house compound land 

as well. Thus Kerala land reforms abolished tenancy and fifteen lakhs tenants became 

mere land owners that made them free from the rent and forceful eviction further it 

helped them to produce basic foods for their needs.
13

  

Sanal Mohan (2011) pioneering authority on the contemporary Kerala argues, that „In 

the instance of Kerala‟s Dalits, despite their importance in agrarian productivity, they 

were barred from owning land under the ancient caste system. With the introduction of 

land reforms in the late 1960s and early 1970s, this situation did not significantly 

improve. Former tenants became landowners as a result of these reforms, as they could 

prove their status as tenants by showing rent receipts. As laborers, Dalits were unable to 

lay such claims on the property. As a result, Dalits were allocated small parcels of land 

on which to build their huts. The total amount of land they could own under land reform 

legislation ranged from 0.04 hectares in rural to 0.02 hectares in cities. Despite their 

continuous function in an agrarian culture, Dalits will never transform into land-owning 

                                                 
12

 Franke and Chasin, Kerala: Development through Radical Reform, p.56.  
13

 Ibid.  
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peasants due to the legal prohibition of ownership and access to land.‟
14

 The prime 

objective for the land reforms was the elimination of landlord system hence it was 

succeeded through the tenant reforms and Kudikidappu law. This process helped the 

middle caste tenants to become the land owners where the untouchables have been 

excluded due to their slave position in the agrarian society.  

Ronald J Herring (1980) explains that, among the tenants majority of the land went to 

relatively privileged and well-off tenants and the tenants who had very small holdings 

received little land.
15

   

K. T. Rammohan (2008) in his article expresses that, there is a need for land policy 

which must address the deficiencies of earlier land reforms. According to him, the 

present movements indicate the importance of caste and community aspect since the 

earlier land policies have given priority to the class aspects. He argues that apart from the 

imaginations in the academic and policy making circles the question of land has been 

unresolved in Kerala.
16

  

J. Devika (2010) notes that, the rise of Kerala‟s heavily laden communist egalitarian 

developmentalism were primarily comprised of two major political triumphs: the 

communist extension of anti-caste campaigns and the harmonization of the Malayalam-

speaking areas‟ language unification movements. Devika says that the, recent land 

protests by Tribal and Dalit people show that caste inequities still exist at Kerala. She 

observes that, in a protest event supporting the Dalit land fight at Chengara in March 

                                                 
14

 Sanal Mohan, "Land Struggles in Contemporary Kerala," The Hindu Business Line, December19, 2011. 
15

 Ronald J Herring, “Abolition of Landlordism in Kerala: A Redistribution of Privilege,” Economic and 

Political Weekly, Vol.15, no.26 (1980), p.67.  
16

 K.T Rammohan, “Caste and Landlessness in Kerala: Signals from Chengara,” Economic and Political 

Weekly, Vol. 43, no.47 (2008), p.16. 
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2008, where the members of the left party‟s women‟s wing conducted the traditional 

aditcchutali an upper caste „pollution cleansing-ritual‟ against alleged sexual 

indiscipline. As a result, the public absence of old caste customs cannot be interpreted as 

evidence of the caste culture‟s extinction.
17

 

M. S. Sreerekha (2010) questions that, the present land struggles in Kerala shows that 

the flaunted history of land reforms is questionable since majority of Dalits and Adivasis 

remain fully landless in the state of Kerala. She says that there are failures in the in the 

implementation of land reform which had been discussed for years but their voice neither 

heard or well-documented.
18

  

Prakash Louis (2008) examines that, the Chengara land struggles indicates the 

relevance to address the Kerala land reforms where the caste and community aspect have 

to be considered. According to Louis, the left/Communist parties demoralized the 

interest of Dalits and other marginalized groups therefore the dominant castes and other 

exploiters appropriating the land and other resources. Louis argues that the repressive 

nature of the state and biased nature of the media has to be exposed.
19

 

C. R. Yadu and C. K. Vijayasuryan (2016) explains that the social inequality, the land 

ownership continuing in Kerala. According them, in the pyramid of land ownership, the 

Hindu dominant castes and Christians are largely land owners whereas; the Dalits are at 

the bottom level. Hence the dominance of land-caste nexus even today has erased the 

presence of the Dalits from the mainstream. They opined that in order to guarantee the 

                                                 
17

 J. Devika, “Egalitarian Developmentalism, Communist Mobilization and the Question of Caste in Kerala 

State, India," The Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 69, no. 3 (2010), pp.799-820. 
18

 M. S. Sreerekha, “Challenges before Kerala‟s Landless: The Story of Aralam Farm,” Economic and 

Political Weekly, Vol.14, no.21 (2010), p.55. 
19
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full participation within the development process the land ownership becomes a 

necessary condition to the marginalized social groups and the land ownership rights were 

fully denied to Dalits under the land-based caste system. Yadu and Vijayasuryan study 

shows that during the pre- and post-land reform periods, all land reform measures 

excluded Dalits from their scope, Dalits were not recognized as soil tillers during the 

1970 land reforms and Dalits are currently excluded from land ownership due to their 

incapacity to participate in the land market.
20

  

Libina K Sebastian (2019) explains that the passive citizens, the Dalits, who were 

treated as consumers of the national welfare program, become active citizens, and aware 

of oppressive social conditions through active civil society movements. According 

Sebastian, land was treated not only as an important value product for Dalits, but also as 

a status symbol, it was also seen as related to culture, identity, and livelihood.
21

 

Deepa Kylasam Iyer (2019) says that there are two master frames of rights that given 

by opposing interest groups as a result of the Chengara struggle. First argument, asserts 

against the large farms‟ land concentration, calls for property rights redistribution with 

the state playing a key role. Second, the agricultural laborers and small growers are 

included in the global plantation value chain by seeking contractual rights in agriculture. 

In addition, to land-use rights in plantation areas, claimants, in this frame, sought 

restructuring of land-use rights within plantations, extension facilities, and working 
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capital from the state.
22

 

M. Manosmita C. Aruna and K. Libina (2012) argues that the Chengara struggle is 

more than a land dispute, it is a political struggle for identity and citizenship that ushers 

in Kerala's democratic struggle. Further, they say that Chengara struggle is a self-

initiated campaign led exclusively by landless people from the Dalit groups, who have 

suffered greatly as landless and ostracized for decades. They argued that, it may appear 

unusual, but it picks up a struggle that the traditional Left in Kerala has left undone, 

since land reforms have done nothing for the landless Dalits, except just residential land 

to pursue agriculture, nothing has changed.
23

 

Sunny M Kapikkadu (2017) claims that the Chengara is one of Kerala‟s more 

significant social movements, such an uphill battle could not have been imagined ten 

years ago. He says that, earlier Adivasi land fights revealed that there is land available 

for distribution that is also suitable for agriculture. According to him, ninety percent of 

Chengra's occupants are Dalits, Dalit Christians, or Adivasis; they are, without a doubt, a 

typical example of landless people in Kerala. He laments that the Dalit community 

accounts for eighty-five percent of landless individuals, whenever land question arises, 

the ex-untouchable caste take up the fight, at Chengara, the same thing has happened.
24

 

K. M. Salimkumar (2008) observes that the Congress and the Communist governments, 

since both embraces philosophy of Brahmanism, pushed for ownership for aristocratic 

castes, as a result, these political parties reject the Dalits‟ eligibility for ownership rights. 
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Salimkumar says that these land battles are more than just an issue of landless people; 

they constitute a critical protest by social groups that were denied the right to ownership 

during land reforms. Hence, the power and ethics of the land movements are reflected in 

the content of these communities, these land movements expose the hidden nature of 

land-caste relations to the public.
25

  

C. S. Chandrika (2009) argues that the Dalits‟ current independent struggle in Kerala is 

mostly over land which put the mainstream political parties, particularly the left, to the 

test. Chandrika says that, as a result of Dalits exclusion from land and resources, the 

Dalits have found themselves on the periphery of socio-economic and political power 

systems. Since the Dalits have been deprived from agricultural land and agriculture, 

these movements might be classified as resistance. According to her, these movements 

raised new concerns about class, caste, and gender that challenge the left's dogmatic 

paradigms.
26

 

K. Sunilkumar (2008) explains that historically, peasant movements led by the 

Congress and left parties, in united Kerala, were largely concerned with tenant rights. 

The Kerala Agrarian Relations Bill of 1959, introduced by the Communist government 

of 1957 led by E.M.S. Namboodiripad, proposed rights for agricultural land to the 

tenants, which declared landlordism ended in Kerala, overcame legal obstacles and 

became law in 1970. According to Sunilkumar, twenty-eight lakhs of tenants gained six 

lakhs acres of land, with five lakhs of Kudikidappukar (hutment dwellers) receiving 

rights of habitation primarily untouchable agricultural labors. However large-scale 
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plantations, on the other hand, were exempt, that benefited large corporates such as Tata 

and Harrison. Sunilkumar‟s study interestingly points out that several Kerala legislative 

assembly committees discovered these corporates illegally acquiring land and selling it 

by terminating the lease agreement, but no action has been initiated yet.
27

  

Anu Varrier (2009) study says that the most critical question that the Chengara land 

dispute raises, in Kerala, is who owns the agricultural land. Varrier opined that the 

Chengara will be regarded as a battle that enabled the Dalits to establish themselves as a 

key vote bank in Kerala. Chengara is a wider society in which life becomes a struggle, 

and the strength of this movement reflects this.
28

 

Sreeraman Koyyon (2009) the leader of Arippa land movements voiced that, despite 

their rebel status, the families are still regarded as second-class citizens and offered 

inferior pay after seven years of battle. Koyyon argues that in the years 2017 and 2018, 

revenue officials performed surveys in the region and discovered a total of 479 families. 

He questions that the government officials arrived unannounced for field verification, 

and the list they compiled eliminated many families who had left the colony in search of 

job. The government, according to Koyyon, now claims that only a few people live here 

permanently, and that the majority of us have relocated. Koyyon claims that the officials 

are not; however, prepared to double-check information, however, this never-ending 

negligence will not dampen our spirits, as we want to fight until the last end.
29
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Although there is an enormous literature that is available on the modern Kerala, the 

present confined to survey only on the land struggles of Chengara and Arippa. Most of 

the literature that reviewed above very rich in their understanding and analysis of the 

land struggles. However, despite their rich contribution to the subject, the present study, 

taking the clue from these studies and makes a modest attempt to understand critically 

the various concepts which produced by the Chengara and Arippa land struggles during 

their course of struggle.     

 

Objectives of the Study 

The main objective of the present study is to study the land struggles of Chengara and 

Arippa which, were led by the Dalits and Adivasis in modern Kerala. The way they 

articulated various important concepts or the problems, in the course of the movement: 

the caste and class, the problems of ownership, recourses, citizenship, recognition, 

redistribution and identity from the movement point of view. The secondary objectives 

of the study that are raised in the present study are:  

 To study the different property discourses and different tenants, land ownership 

based on the caste interlinked in the property relations in India. 

 To study the various land rights and tenants in Kerala and to analyses the role of 

caste in the social formation. 

 To study the nature of Dalit land struggles in Kerala and it examines how the 

land movements re-imagining the resources and ownership. 

  To analyses the question of citizenship and how the citizenship of marginalized 

castes has been addressed in the Dalit land movements. 
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 To assess how the identity question has been debated in the land struggles and it 

also examines how the question of recognition and redistribution discussed in the 

movements.  

 

The Methodology of the Study 

The proposed research is based on both primary and secondary sources of information. 

Interviews are the primary data, whereas existing theoretical works, such as books, 

journals, and web sources, provide the secondary data. This research was conducted 

using an ethnographic approach. According to Karen O‟reilly the “ethnographic research 

is a means of learning about people‟s lives from their own point of view and within the 

context of their own lived experiences. This entails not only talking to them and asking 

questions, but also observing them, participating in their life, and asking questions based 

on what we've seen and experienced. Participant observation is the most common 

approach in ethnography, and it is a very distinct method. Participant observation entails 

observing and questioning people in their regular lives over a period of time, taking 

notes and gathering various forms of data. Participation and observation roles and goals 

might change depending on an ethnographer‟s philosophical position, relationship to the 

group, routes of access and roles are taken and practical concerns.”
30

 

Thus the ethnography is a descriptive account of social life and culture in a specific 

social system based on comprehensive observations of what people actually does. The 

scholar was a participant-observer in both the Chengara and Arippa land struggles, 

attempting to comprehend the nature of their protests, living experiences, and various 
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marginalizations. The scholar had interviewed activists and leaders of land movements 

as part of fieldwork. Secondly, open-ended questions were asked in order to trace the 

origins of landlessness among Kerala‟s oppressed caste groups. Gathered leaflets, 

newspapers, and watched press conferences about the demonstration, which assisted in 

analyzing the Dalit land movements in Kerala.  

Chapterisation  

The present thesis is divided into five major chapters along with introduction and 

conclusion separately. Introduction deals with the problem, scope and significance, 

methodology of the study. Further, review of literature was critically presented and the 

objectives of the thesis were also explained.  

First chapter deals with the theoretical understandings of property, since the Dalits were 

the properties of Jenmis. Attempt has been made to understand various property 

discourses in relation to ownership rights. Therefore, this chapter critically analyses how 

certain groups have been excluded from the property relations. Moreover it is an attempt 

to understand the philosophical foundations of property discourses.  

Second chapter deals with the caste and social formations in Kerala and it‟s a 

description of various tenant rights. It is argued that the tenure rights have been 

concentrated in the hand of few elite caste and the tenurial rights of the Dalits often 

terminated in the landlords who made their situation more vulnerable. The temple 

economy in Kerala has been controlled various property relations has been analyzed. 

Third chapter is an attempt to understand how the present land movements reimagining 

resources. Further this chapter provides a detailed analysis of Chengara and Arippa 
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movements and it tries to describe how these protests problematize the social dynamics 

of caste and power relations in Kerala.   

Fourth chapter explores how the land movements try to redefine the citizenship 

question of the Dalits in Kerala. It is argued the Dalits could not enjoy the full benefits of 

modern state as a citizen due to the closed nature of caste system which resisted 

individual mobility and modern citizenship. Further, the caste capital helped the 

dominant castes to enter into the modern institutions such entries denied to the 

untouchable castes since they were identified as lesser citizens have been analyzed.   

Fifth chapter discusses how the land movements dialog about identity, redistribution 

and recognition. The marginalized caste groups exposed their sufferings raising the 

question of identity; recognition and redistribution the movement deinstitutionalize the 

cultural values of caste. Further it convinced the relevance of redistribution of resources 

to the public. Moreover, the Dalits have been misrecognized due to their social position. 

Therefore, they affirm their identity for recognition and demand redistribution for social 

transformation was analyzed.    

Conclusion is a summary of all chapters. Through their constant fight, the Arippa and 

Chengara exacerbated the issue of caste, citizenship and identity. They‟ve sparked new 

debates about Kerala‟s social development from a subaltern viewpoint, questioning the 

privileges and social capital that disproportionately benefit some communities.    
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CHAPTER-I 

LAND AND CASTE: A THEORETICAL DISCOURSE. 

In Indian context, the land and caste are interrelated themes and caste has to be analysed 

within the inquiry of „property‟. The land and caste are the arrangement of resources for 

the dominant castes communities through which they directly exercise the mechanisms 

of economic, social, cultural and political power. “In the social science, the concept of 

property or property rights refers to social mechanisms that control the use of valuable 

resources and create opportunities and incentives for private and public actors. Those 

mechanisms have profound consequences for social outcomes and overtime are shaped 

by social outcomes.”
31

 The land as the property, in Indian caste-ridden society, has been 

considered as „social capital‟, which gives dignity and identity. The aim of this chapter is 

to understand the philosophical and theoretical base of the term „property‟ and the 

historical interconnection of categories like caste and identity with the property of land. 

The Concept of Property: Western Context 

Various dimensions of property such as land, capital along with its connection to 

ownership rights has been extensively examined in Western as well as Eastern 

philosophical thought. The history of property begins with the early history of mankind 

which was divided into savagery and barbarianism, while the golden age is considered 

the classical period of mankind within which everything was common. Plato says man‟s 

original form as idyllic pastoral life and all the properties were shared equally and 
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believes that the utopian primitive communism as the best possible picture of the ideal 

state. He explains when a group of people collects and settles in one location, each with 

their own set of needs, this is referred to as a state. This understanding of what society 

should be, and ultimately is, serves as the foundation for all of Plato's ideal state theories. 

According to Plato, everyone in the society needs different things and requirements are 

to work together with gatherings having a mutual exchange system. Food and shelter are 

the necessary things for the society and each individual works to satisfy his needs in 

early society. He further argues that, the collective ownership must be continued for the 

better condition in the society, otherwise the people divided into various categories and it 

may destroy the commonness in the society. Plato says that, “In the first place, none of 

them should have any property of his own beyond what is absolutely necessary; neither 

should they have a private house or store closed against anyone who has a mind to enter; 

their provisions should be only such as are required by trained warriors, who are men of 

temperance and courage; they should agree to receive from the citizens a fixed rate of 

pay, enough to meet the expenses of the year and no more; and they will go and live 

together like soldiers in a camp.”
32

  

The entire idea of Plato on property is reliant on common feeling instead of 

individuality, believed that the common interest of the community would disappear with 

the emergence of private property. For Aristotle, ownership over property produces the 

free man in society which is good for citizenship. In fact, Aristotle rejects the idea of 

communal property originally proposed by Plato, argues that only private property can 

provide opportunity which would help the citizens to act morally in the society. 
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Communal ownership of the property does not provide any opportunity in the society; 

therefore, it creates various inequalities in the society. He further says property is part of 

the individuals, human existence is not possible unless they get the sufficient necessities 

in the society, in the case of the worker she needs the proper instruments of her work. 

Property is an art of getting wealth in the society; therefore, having a slave itself is the 

part of owning a property.
33

 Aristotle clearly argues for the individual right over the 

property in the societal functions. 

Thomas Aquinas who developed a concept of property in medieval period followed the 

Aristotelian idea of property that there wouldn‟t be any values among people unless the 

people own the individual property. He believes that human beings have the right to 

procure the necessities for their human subsistence; property in earth is common to all by 

nature. Thomas Aquinas tries to understand property through the perspective of 

teleology.
34

  

John Locke is one of the illustrious modern political philosophers who expounded on 

property and its relationship with the state. Locke‟s theory of property is based on the 

canonical understandings, believes that the God has given this to land to all people; 

therefore, any individual possessions would be treated as moral problem. Locke explains, 

“Though the Earth and all inferior creatures are common to all Men, yet every Man has a 

Property in his own Person. This no Body has any Right to but himself. The Labour of 

his Body, and the Work of his Hands, we may say, is properly his. Whatsoever then he 

removes out of the State that Nature hath provided, and left it in, he hath mixed his 
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Labour with, and joined to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it his 

Property. It being by him removed from the common state Nature placed it in, it hath by 

this labour something annexed to it, that excludes the common right of other Men.”
35

 

Here, he tries to combine the significance of labour with first occupancy theory and 

identifies the labour of his body and his work as something which belongs only to him. 

Thus if any individual does not own property in the community, he cannot claim that he 

belongs to that community.  

Nevertheless, Locke believes that private property existed in nature itself in the 

beginning of time, and that therefore man has the right to preserve it as long as it exists. 

Gough observes that for Locke, “private property is an institution which owing its 

existence to civil society had existed in the state of nature itself and the prime task of 

government was to preserve it unharmed.”
36

 For Locke, everything common in the 

society and his philosophy of property is connected to the theory of first occupant 

proposed by Rousseau. Locke says that, the state does not provide any property to the 

society, therefore, the state has to protect the ownership rights of the people, and also the 

state does not have any right to take it back. According to Locke, the idea of property is 

collective not individual but private occupation is needed for the subsistence of the 

society.  

Immanuel Kant theorises property in a metaphysical way and discusses property along 

with the question of agency of the state and seriously concerned about the concept of 

rights, especially property rights. He believes that the individual in the society would 
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argue for their possession to claim against other‟s assets. Kant says that, people try to 

negate others possessions by claiming their property in the society, advocates for the 

legality of property and its rightful acquisition as inherent right to all claims. He 

describes right to property in things begin with land, contract rights, and right to person 

similar to the right to things. For Kant property rights are essential for having freedom, 

thus he argued for private rights to an object which is physically related to a person. In 

his work “Ground works of Metaphysic of Morals‟, Kant talks about the innate rights of 

property and its legality. He says that, the state should act as an agency or authority to 

deal with property by maintaining an account or record of the property that belongs to it 

with survey reports. For Kant, land is not merely private property, explains the need of 

publically recognized land and a publically accessible record of the survey undertaken by 

the government. He further says that the property rights could be made determinate and 

enforceable by the state only.
37

 It was against the viewpoint of Locke‟s argument of 

justifying private property.  

Jean Jacques Rousseau famous work, Discourse on Political Economy and the Social 

Contract translated by Christopher Betts, reveals that the various dimensions of property 

discourses. Rousseau defines property as “that which is earned properly in order to assert 

a valid claim to one‟s assets.” Right does not equal might, according to Rousseau, and a 

right can never be derived from the force. A right must be granted properly, which 

implies it must be bound the right by a moral and legal code, making it a contract in 

which one‟s rights is applied to the rights of everyone. Once a right has been established, 

it is useful and important for the individual to use that right efficiently in his and the 

                                                 
37

 Immanuel Kant, Moral Law Ground Work of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. H.J Paton (New York: 

Routledge, 2013), p.96. 



25 
 

community‟s best interests. This drive is aimed at forming a community and so forging a 

social compact between individuals who band together to behave as a unit. Rousseau 

says that, the right of the property is related to the right of the first occupant and this 

occupancy has three important forms: no priority for inhabitants, it is dependent upon 

their need for subsistence not their greed and lastly, the land should be for cultivation. 

Basically, the piece of land becomes combined to the public territory then the rights will 

have protection of the state, which is not practicable with a bad government.
38

  

Rousseau believed that private property is evil when it comes to monarchy or feudal 

relations, the state must be the supreme power on property and other goods through 

social contract. Rousseau, concludes that the right of all individuals has over their 

property is always subordinate to the right of the community and the community has the 

right over every people. Otherwise it will lead to a lack of true power and the weakness 

of the sovereign. Rousseau discusses about how primitive society does not have law and 

morality which was the first form of the state of nature, says that, the division of labour 

and private property was needed in the developed society. The inequality in society 

comes through possession and it is overcome the lack of natural rights. J. I. Macadam 

says that, “Rousseau goes deeper than Marx in holding that personal property is itself an 

effect of the furore to distinguish oneself. The possessions enable those who have to 

dominate those who have not, because being is having. Rousseau recognise that this 
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inequality is a species of dependence in the sense that your superiority over me, through 

your possessions.”
39

  

Rousseau believed that by the emergence of political societies the inequalities has 

increased in society; the establishment of private property rights was the reason for this 

inequality.  The set of laws will remove all arbitrariness from one human being to 

another and the law of legitimacy would determine the interest of all the individuals in 

society and it may cause to the lack of arbitrariness, finally each individual have to 

depend others. Rousseau was trying to differentiate between primitive and modern 

understandings of property, based on general will through his political philosophy. 

Philosophers like Ferguson also developed ideas on the concept of property. According 

to Ferguson, private property is the precondition of the man‟s higher development, 

believes that man has alienated from his original condition and in the process of 

development society came to know the difference of poor and rich. He divided the 

history of mankind into two phases that is savage and barbarian, finally the property is 

the matter of progress.
40

 In the 19th century, this thought had encouraged scholars to 

enquire about the history of property. Anthropologists have done work with existing 

primitive people.   

Lewis H Morgan also worked on the history of property says that, during the savage life 

crude weapons, fabrics, utensils, stone and bone, personal ornaments were the chief 

items of property, the land hardly a subject of property and no importance. Morgan says 
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that after barbarianism the property transferred through inheritance, the ownership of all 

the arable land and other material goods primarily belonged to the clan, it eventually 

transferred to the family and finally to the individual.
41

 By the time towns and nations 

appeared, property had become divided between state property and individual property. 

Marxist scholars give more importance to Morgan‟s concepts on property. Basically 

Morgan studied about the three stages of man‟s nature - savagery, barbarianism, and 

civilization to analyse the history of property. Marx and Engels in fact welcomed 

Morgan‟s theory. 

Karl Marx‟s materialist history is related to the history and origin of property and says 

that the property relations are a legal expression of the social relations of production both 

are referring the same phenomenon. Marx writes that there are two types of property: 

economical and legal. He describes private property as the antithesis between labour and 

capital, because private property is the result of alienated labour.
42

 Communism is the 

synthesis which means it is the negation of the alienation. According to Marx in the 

process of historic evolution private property arises within the higher development of the 

productive forces, the beginnings of the social division of labour and exchange of the 

products of labour. Production should be considered in its broadest sense and Marx 

describes it as the „appropriation‟ of nature on the part of individual within a specific 

form of society. 

Engels pointed out that forms of production in primitive societies were collective, 

similarly, consumption was also collective in the smaller communities, later, and 
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however, the masters controlled the process of production. Agricultural and artisan 

production increased as a consequence, giving rise to surplus production, for the 

maintenance of it the additional labour was required. This was provided by slavery.
43

 

Engels explains that the slaves were the part of process of production, thus they were 

considered as the property of the masters. He argues that personal and collective 

ownership existed in the primitive society.
44

 Thus, the Marxist‟s materialist conception 

of history, property can be defined only within the context of production relations.  

Land, Caste and Property: Indian Context 

Property discourse, in Indian context, has necessarily to be explained along with two 

interrelated important concepts of land and caste. In fact, land is not only merely a 

spatial category but also a sociological phenomenon. The hierarchy in Indian society is 

the reflection of unequal land distribution among various caste groups. The caste person 

who owns land as a resource could easily dominate others. Thus landless caste suffers 

more due to the lack of property ownership in the society.  

Domination of dominant social categories, it is argued, in India derives from them 

having ownership over land as well as the privilege of caste.
45

 The concept of property in 

Indian case is relatively different from the universal perspective of historical social 

process. The specific character of this process in Indian society is that the untouchable 

castes were prohibited to hold property especially the land, because of the customs of 

entrenched caste structure. Therefore, present-day society also witnesses the awful 
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landlessness among lower caste people, especially the Dalits. To hold ownership over 

property as a right has been denied to the Dalits by caste Hindus until the recent times. 

This graded inequality originated in Indian society by the laws of Manu, the Sudras, the 

fourth Varna had only to drudge in service and must remain Adhana, or without any 

property, were not allowed to hold or possess any property. Out of seventeen ways only 

one way the Seva (to serve) is recognised for Sudras.  

The untouchables are barred from property like land, cows and gold so on due to the 

Varna system.
46

 Presently the Dalit masses live in villages and more than eighty 

percentages of them work as landless agricultural labourers in landlords‟ fields. They 

depend on others‟ land holdings to get employment in their field, and consequently they 

are forced to do other menial jobs than their work. The question of land and its relation 

to caste begins with ancient history and land has played an important role in the temple-

centred economy especially in south India. Some historians say that the land was 

considered as territory not property for various tribal units.  

D. D. Kosambi says that, the Aryan people were not a race, their distinctive feature and 

language indicates that they are a pastoral-nomadic patriarchal tribal unit. There was 

fighting as well as coalitions between Aryans and primitive forest tribes existed in India 

and the primitive Indian tribe continued through Aryanization. He says that, “For this 

neo-tribal economy land is territory not property. Cattle have been common tribal brand, 

hence are held in common.”
47

 The king considered weapons and tools as his private 

property. Kosambi analysed that these tribes are not primitive, and have the rudiments at 
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least of a class structure, there was no separate claim over surplus product, they 

themselves being as a tribal property.
48

  

Kosambi applies the Marxian analysis of relations of production to interpret the 

formation of early Indian history, and also believes that the Asiatic mode of production 

existed in India, hence there was no actual history or the historic development. India has 

a unique social division, the endogamous caste system, explains that the caste is a class 

at the primitive level of production, a religious method of social consciousness in such a 

manner that the primary producers are deprived of his surplus with the minimum 

coercion.
49

 

 Kosambi‟s idea of caste and its relation to property can be contested at various levels. 

First of all, the reading of caste as class is problematic, though the Varna system had a 

class nature; each Varna is a mixture of caste groups which was really functional at 

every level as a long-standing institution. Kosambi says that the early Indian civilization 

especially the Indus valley culture as a pastoral nomadic tribal system and as a result two 

caste groups existed there, later it developed into four caste-classes by 800 B C and the 

primitive feudal culture existed in Satavahana period. According to him, “The 

emergence of private property, even in land began earlier than AD 400 before the prime 

of Gupta Empire. Pure feudalism begins in the later Gupta period but enormously 

stimulated by Muslim trade and military penetration after AD1200. Modern capitalism, 

culminating in the rule of new indigenous bourgeoisie that came into being less than 

hundred years ago through European trade, factory production, share capital, under 
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British colonial rule.”
50

 The notion of property was a reality, at the same time people 

might have had distinct rights over their property in ancient India. R. S Sharma says that 

the laws on property began to be written in the middle of the first millennium B.C. One 

of the earliest law books, the Dharmasastras, gives some information on the subject of 

property, and this was the source thorough which property acquired by higher castes. 

There were three sources to acquire the property: inheritance, sale and gift. In fact, the 

Brahmins acquired property in different ways: gifts and sacrificial fee. Kshatriya 

acquired property through conquest. Vaishya acquired it through agriculture and cattle 

rearing. Sudra acquired it through service.
51

 He further says there is no mentioning of 

private property in land in law books. Cattle were considered as important property. 

Weapons and utensils were categorised under movable property. In Gupta period 

Brahaspati and Katyayana made a distinction of property between „Sthavara‟ or 

immovable, and „Jangama‟ or movable.
52

  

Historically, the structure of property relations, in India, begins with the classification 

done by Yanjavalkya who categorised three forms of properties, that land (bhu) 

nibandha (maintenance or source of subsistence) and gold jewellery (dravya), the term 

nibandha also mean as land. The early law books did not provide much attention to land 

or immovable property, but they were concerned with the problem of possession. The 

possession of property was legitimised by a certain period of time and it was not 

applicable to the Brahmanas and Kings. The early law books considered the property or 

possession in terms of „bhukti‟ or enjoyment, but by the Gupta period it was „agama‟: a 
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title which was introduced by Manu.
53

 The concepts agama and bhukti, indicates „title‟ 

and „possession‟, interestingly, the possession is backed by the titles and the title might 

have received more importance than simple possession; as a result, it was truly beneficial 

to Brahmins who gave land to the villagers for cultivation by lease. The Brahmins were 

able to take back their land through royal charter whenever disputes arose between 

villagers and themselves for the question of possession. In fact, the Brahmana lawgivers 

helped the landlords to continue their landlordism by these charters, whoever was on the 

top of the social structure enjoyed the position of power thorough the subjugation of 

others who were at the bottom.  

Marxist historian Romila Thapar says that the traditional Indian economic structure can 

be understood as pyramidal, the king was at the top and the self-sufficient village 

communities were at the bottom, the village community was self-sufficient because 

agriculture and manufacture located among them and land was not considered as private 

property, the subjugation was needed to get maximum surplus to the king.
54

 According 

to Thapar, “the land as a factor in historical evolution land being the continuous and 

basic economic unit. This relationship can be seen from many perspectives such as, the 

proliferation of agrarian village communities and settlements of new land, the question 

of new land ownership which involves ascertaining not only who owned the land but 

equally who worked the land and how was the agrarian surplus obtained.”
55

  

However, the question is, who worked on the land has to be enquired further because the 

higher castes like Brahmins do not cultivate the soil. The Dharmasastras and other texts 
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give an idea that the Sudras were the cultivators, therefore the term Sudra needs more 

analysis. It is believed that the term Sudra includes cultivators, artisans, slaves and hired 

labourers. The land relations have been changed by the prevalence of post-Gupta period 

and the land grants were started by this time, thus the struggle has emerged to acquire the 

power in the society and it has been continued till the changes of land relations in the 

colonial period.
56

  

The relation between land and caste is allied to the production of surplus from the time 

when land was considered as private property in the post-Gupta period. Interestingly, the 

Brahminic literature do not provide much information about the cultivators who 

produced surplus, whereas the Buddhist texts give equal reference to slaves and hired 

labourers who worked on the land of wealthy landowners.  

The division in society emerged through the accumulation of surplus concentrated in 

people those who are in the apex of the caste structure, but it may be more controversial 

towards the division among the labourers in this context. Specialised skilled labourer, 

permanent settlement, private ownership of land and trade were also needed for plough 

cultivation, thus, the change from tribal to peasant society happened through plough 

agriculture. Tribal identity decreased with the creation of social division. It is believed 

that the use of plough technology created a new techno centric agrarian foundation in the 

Mauryan Empire. By the spread of this technology in village economy the private 

ownership of land was also established. The possession of land had to be established to 
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preserve the family history of caste. The genealogical records of families along with 

property are considered the proof of arrangement in ownership.
57

 

Another argument placed by historians is that the earlier development in historical times 

is not done only with technology, of course, other developments also happened. Tribal 

identity paved the way to territorial identity, lineage, speech and customary law were the 

three criteria of identity and status in the earlier tribal society, but lineage was central to 

political control and land ownership. Ksatriya tribe possessed land in tribal society and 

they become the royal linage in later centuries. The cultivated land was owned by the 

Ksatriya tribe, and the real tilling done by Dasas (slaves) and hired Britakas (hired 

labours and servants). The new formation of territorial identity is also called as 

Janapadas. Lineage rights include the land ownership keenly recorded, the terms Jati 

were used for the stress on kinship ties and this term appeared in the later texts 

(Katyayanas‟ Srauta Sutra) which were used in the sense of an extended family. After 

the appearance of term Jati the term Jana declined (tribe) and the term Jati became more 

widespread. The Buddhist texts defined the term Jati in the sense of caste, implying an 

endogamous kinship group ranked in a list of specialized occupations and service 

relationships reflecting an increase in social stratification.
58

 

The question of caste in relation to land is highly debatable and quite complex. It is 

argued that only the Ksatriya tribe were landowners and the Sudras were the tilling since 

the formation of territorial society. In fact, the cultivation taken up by slaves and hired 

labourers that includes the strata of Sudra Varna. However, it is difficult to categorise 
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which caste worked as hired labour or slave caste. The classification emerged after the 

formation of wealthy Kshatriya families in the later Vedic period. 

Romila Thapar argues that, “The emergence of larger estates owned by individual 

Kshatriya families during the time of Buddha (sixth to fifth century AD) was a major 

change in the agrarian structure, and the criterion of wealth came to be associated more 

with land and money, rather than cattle, which had been the measure of wealth in earlier 

Vedic period literature. The land was primarily transferred within the same social group 

that had previously shared joint ownership. As a result of the rise of the landed class, the 

number of wage laborers, hired laborers, and slaves has increased noticeably.”
59

 The 

ownership of land has continued as a debatable issue in Indian social history, therefore, 

truly relevant to any inquiry into the historical past to understand the social structure of 

ancient India. According to Bongard Levin, “the epigraphic data on land ownership 

appeared not earlier than the first centuries A.D and the Sastras setting forth the 

principles of the Brahminic schools vis-a vis land ownership rights are even more 

recent.”
60

 There are various debates among scholars about the ownership of land in 

ancient India. The first view is that the land is owned by the state, for that they give 

examples from Arthasastra and the report by Megastanies who said the land tiller paid 

this land tax to the king. Another group of scholars believe that the private ownership of 

land was practiced in ancient India. The third view is that the ownership of land was 

communal.
61
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The Dharmasastras described the possession of property in various ways. For 

Yanajavalkya possession (bhoga) is valid when it is accompanied by a class title, and the 

owner who has no legal right is treated as a thief. According to Narada, a person using 

land without a written document is to be punished for theft. Further, Yanjavalkya 

clarifies the possession of property for three generations and gives the owner the right to 

legal ownership. The Visnu-Smruti says that if somebody possesses something with a 

property title it can be never taken away from him.
62

 It is very clear that the importance 

of land become high when agriculture developed, and it is considered as important object 

for wealth. It is believed that the state considered the right to ownership only applicable 

to the cultivable land where the state did not make any claim over waste land.  

The Buddhist texts (Mahavastu, Divyadana, Therigatha) give a lot of examples of private 

ownership of land in ancient India. The private estates which owned by Brahmins and 

Kshatriya Rajas were very common in Mauryan period. The Suttanipata, one of the 

earliest Buddhists canonical writings, mentions a household where 500 ploughs were 

used. Big estates belonged to the Brahmins and Kshatriya Rajas. The large agricultural 

fields were tilled by the slaves and hired labourers (Karma Karas).
63

 One can conclude in 

this debate that the ownership of land in ancient India is both community-centric as well 

as state-centric. The property transactions also take place by the participation of the state.  

According to the Dharmasastras the King was the supreme power called the lord of the 

soil which means the owner of cultivable land. The King has collected taxes for the sake 

of his subjects, and at the same time the king was the real owner of the royal lands. The 
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royal lands were tilled by the slaves, hired labourers (Karma Karas) and people paying 

off their fines by personal labours, as well as by tenant farmers who received half of the 

produce and sharecroppers.
64

 The historical works hardly give any information about the 

hired workers and slaves and it is believed that these people might have belonged to the 

lower sections of the society. Many historians say that it is difficult to identify their 

caste, but it is clear that the hired labourers were directly attached to the soil. The 

mortgage system also existed in ancient Indian society. The Sastras make one thing clear 

that the Brahmins were lived as priest groups who have got land from the King and it 

was exempted from land tax.  

B. D. Chattopadyaya quotes R. S. Sharma, “a good portion of the produce of the land 

went as tax to the rulers who were called Kshatriya. Another portion went to the 

Brahmanas and the other religious elements in the form of gifts. For supplying labour to 

the three higher varnas including the Vaishya peasants and merchants, the Sudras were 

considered to be the common source. But really Sudra labour seems to have been utilised 

more by landowning communities or individuals comprising Kshatriya and Brahmana 

who were exempted from taxes.”
65

     

The non-tax land system Brahmadeya existed in south India too. As a community the 

Brahmins could occupy land from the rulers, wherever they existed and the priesthood 

position of this community helped them hold power in land where they lived. Burton 

Stein observes “in the Brahminic locality power associated with the land control, south 

India appears quite unique. South Indians temples of the medieval period were unique in 

                                                 
64

 Ibid., 148-49. 
65

 B. D. Chattopadhyaya, “State and Economy in North India,” in Recent Perspective of Early Indian 

History, ed. Romila Thapar (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1995), p.330.   



38 
 

the degree to which they provided the message for Brahman temple functionaries to 

exercise not only ritual primacy over all other castes and religious institutions, but also in 

that temples were headquarters of bhakti sects through which organizations the religious 

allegiances and the ritual activities of most Hindus were ordered.”
66

 Thus, the ritual 

supremacy helped the Brahmins as a community get power over various properties like 

land, temples and so on. The Sanskritization process in bhakti tradition made them to 

build up a temple-centred economy, eventually they possessed the land near by the 

temples they lived in.  It could easily be assumed that the ritual communities could 

possess property like land through their priesthood positions in India.   

Thus land has played an important role in the Indian agrarian system too; hence it gets a 

more important place in the property analysis discourses. It could be proved with the 

case of Brahmadeya (Brahmin Property) villages in south India, in which the Brahmins 

were in the position of spiritual preceptors and they could make a peasant group to work 

in their fields. The land became the basis for a social relationship among various caste 

groups; as a result, the system could make certain castes the important part of an agrarian 

economy. Apart from Brahmins, the cultivating groups also possessed power over the 

economy. Stein argues that, an agrarian system being social arrangements involving in 

the uses of land and its products, it is to those persistent and normative relationships 

among social groups that one turn first. The core social relationships involving the land 

in medieval south India was that between Brahmanas and peasants.
67
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Stein further says that the most important cultivating groups, such as Vellalars, Reddies, 

and Kammas along with Brahmanas. The peasantry in south India helped the Brahmin 

community to be the centre of devotional Hinduism. The essential cohesion in religion 

made several fundamental relationships in south Indian society; after all, the people who 

were in upper strata of the society only benefitted from the peasantry in south India.
68

 In 

south India there were three groups who subsequently had the rights over land. The state 

in the top position collected surplus from land. The Brahminical intermediary groups 

held the second priority in land rights, and the tenant cultivators the bottom.
69

  

The land was owned by the rulers and local chiefs, the Brahminical groups held their 

own property (Brahmasvam) and the property of the temple (Devasvam). Subsequently 

the tenants (Karalars), occupants (Kutiyalars) and the labours (Adiyalars) were at the 

bottom. There were service tenure labourers too; it shows that the lower caste remains as 

labourers without any rights over property like land. The tradition of Dharmasastras 

gives the rights only to the higher caste to hold land in the society which was also 

exempted from tax.
70

 It is believed that a variety of land rights existed in India. Hence 

how different caste groups enjoyed the rights over the land has to be clarified. The 

Smruti commentators say that individuals were the owners of property, therefore ancient 

India might have had individual land ownership. Hence there is no proper understanding 

of who owned the property like cultivable land on a broader level.
71

 

In addition, land was considered as property in the Indian history therefore one can prove 

that the different caste groups occupied different ownership rights. According 
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Arthasastra there were two types of cultivable land. One belonged to the King and the 

income from this land was called „Sita‟. Another category was the fields of individuals 

who had to pay land revenue to the King, which is called „Bhaga‟.
72

 Moreover, in India 

the religious system and caste hierarchy paved the way for the practice of feudal property 

relations in land, otherwise the hierarchical relations of caste among various 

communities helped the unequal property relations over land easily. It can be assumed 

that the victims of caste did not benefit in land relations.    

The unequal distribution of land started in ancient times where the land was considered 

property in the society. These divisional hierarchies over land become more prevalent at 

a large scale by the eighth century onwards. In fact, these hierarchies were almost the 

same both in the southern and the northern parts of India. There were five gradations of 

land ownership by the time of Colas of Tanjore. This gradation created a new landlord 

division as well as a tilling group in the society. Thus the gradation attached the tillers to 

the soil as wage labourers.
73

 In a sense the actual tillers of the soil did not benefit by this 

various gradation. In reality the landlords and the intermediaries were the real 

beneficiaries of this system. 

As property, land has reached the hands of various communities in different ways, in 

other sense, there were various strategies that might have been played by the different 

caste groups to occupy the land for their subsistence. “The Brahmins acquire it through 

sacrificial fee, Kshatriya through conquest, Vaishya through agriculture and cattle 

rearing and Sudra through service.”
74

 Obviously there is no mentioning the untouchable 
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castes, and historians did not give any attention to the unwritten past of untouchables. It 

can be assumed that the relationship between the untouchable and property was that of a 

slave labourer.  

The concept of property in the form of land becomes prevalent in the modern period, 

most possibly, pre-industrial period. The caste system helped the agrarian structure, 

importantly; the landlords benefitted by the means of production belonged to the higher 

castes in India. In this context, the untouchables even if they owned land it were really 

difficult to produce something on their field because public tanks and wells were not 

accessible to them and even if they possessed land, they could not have benefit from the 

production.
75

  

The caste system alienated Dalits from the production system; therefore, they were not 

able to possess any form of property. In other words, being in the Dalit status meant 

being forcibly shunned from the production system. The gap between the production 

systems was one of the reasons for the formation of the feudal system in India which 

further stratified the society on basis of class. R. S. Sharma observes that by the 4
th

-6
th

 

centuries AD ancient India had become feudal by large scale land grants. Apart from 

princes and warriors, no one had social and spatial mobility which favoured the growth 

of the caste system based on hereditary occupation. 

The marriage within the caste, rusticated inter-dining so on in fact, disconnected the 

untouchables connections to the relations of production which might have been forced 

the Dalits into menial labour though they were kept away from the feudal production 
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system. Interestingly the people who moved away from physical labour as well as 

primary production were categorised as purer and noble. The lower caste in general and 

the Dalits in particular had to work as undignified labour which placed them in the 

graded caste system supported by feudalism.
76

 

Indian society has primarily been stratified on the basis of social category like caste, 

though the lower and higher gradations are categorised on the basis of caste it has 

connected with other property resources. Feudal formation, historically, was one of the 

reasons for the unequal distribution of property among various caste groups. Thus, the 

caste hierarchy has restricted ownership rights to certain communities; consequently the 

entire society had to accept the words of feudal lords. Historians say the citizenship right 

was only applicable to the twice born communities in India; the twice born could easily 

occupy the social surplus in the feudal society. Secondly citizenship made them achieve 

more surpluses in feudal production as well as other material benefits. The primary 

producers did not have any right over the product which they produced. Sharma says that 

the categorical differentiation on the basis of occupation in Varna system might have led 

to the formation of the untouchable community in India.  

According the R. S. Sharma “the twice born were entitled to Vedic studies and 

investiture with sacred thread, and fourth Varna or Sudras excluded from it, the twice 

born called citizens and Sudras non-citizens, therefore the Brahmanas were not allowed 

to take to the plough and manual work. Gradually the contempt of the higher Varnas for 

manual work reached such limits that they developed hatred for the hands that practiced 
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crafts and thus came to look upon certain manual labours untouchables.”
77

 Moreover, 

according to Dharmasastras the untouchables do not have any rights over property in the 

society; this is one of the reasons for the lack of property like land even in the present 

day.  

Property relations especially about landed property continued as a puzzle in history and 

it is very clear that there is a strong connection between the Varna system and the 

ownership of property in India. The feudal state itself originated to protect women and 

property and the Brahminical law endorsed it. Conceptualizing the property is more 

complex where human being treated as property in the society by the principles of 

Dharmasastras. In India, specifically the south India, the lower caste community was the 

property of feudal lords who had better position in the civil society, whereas the lower 

caste remained in a pathetic situation creating unequal divisions among the various caste 

groups. Historians hardly admit this fact about social order which created new servitude 

in the society.  

In fact, the economic understanding of history may not enough to interpret certain Indian 

realities like caste. Ambedkar argues that, “religion, social status and property are all 

source of power and authority, which one man has to control the liberty of another, one 

is predominant at one stage that is the only difference.”
78

 Thus it is clear that there were 

some other resources to help the dvija caste to occupy property like land in India. To put 

it differently, the dominant religion created an easy way to occupy a social status by 
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accumulation of property. It can be argued that unequal property relations originated in 

the principles of Hindu social order.  

According to Ambedkar, there were three social orders which created inequality in the 

society. The first and foremost is graded inequality, the second is the fixity of 

occupation, and the final one is the fixation of people within their respective classes.
79

 

This graded inequality paved the way to unequal distribution over people on the basis of 

religion, spirituality and morality. Nevertheless, the Hindu social order also discourages 

equal need, equal work and equal ability as the basis of reward for labour. This order 

reflects each sphere of social life and it worked as a protector against equal rights in the 

society, the graded inequality supported by fixity of occupation. Manu, the founder of 

the Hindu social order, assigned various occupations to each caste group; the Brahmins 

were assigned to teaching and studying the Veda, and to receive gifts from others.  

In context of south Indian, the Brahmins have received most of the landed property in the 

name of Brahmadeya and Devadhana. In a way this social order prevented individual 

choice, therefore they could not achieve property like land. In fact, the European society 

achieved land and other resources on the basis of individual liberty, but Hindu 

Dharmasastras completely fixed the choices of the individual on the basis of their birth 

and this social order did not allow changing status from one class to another, therefore, 

graded inequality has been continued without any change. In fact, the fixity of 

occupation transferred an idea of unequal social status into the society, as a result the 
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livelihood occupations of the higher caste become more precious, and the people who do 

menial work came to be considered as lower caste or low grade status. 

Thus, this graded order did not provide any free unity among different communities; also 

it could not admit the principle of equality. The fixation of people in respective classes 

emerged out of this social order by which there was isolation among the different caste 

groups. This isolation might have led to the formation of privileged and underprivileged 

classes as well as masters and servants.
80

 In such social conditions people who belonged 

to the higher class had enough opportunity to acquire property like land by the help of 

this social order. Moreover, the same social order gives different rights to citizens on the 

basis of their birth.  

By theorising property in Indian context, Ambedkar negates the Marxian understanding 

of property relations based on economic interpretation. He says that for socialists the 

property is only source of power, therefore they propose the equalisation of property to 

reform the social system. Hence the socialist gives more importance to economic reform 

by negating various social institutions like religion and caste. In India most of the kings 

and other feudal lords were governed by the Brahmins or the priestly class by the help of 

Hindu social order. Hence Ambedkar rejects the validity of the socialist economic 

interpretation of history.  

Ambedkar, raises the question, is economic reform possible without bringing the reform 

into the social order first? In fact, the feeling of equality and fraternity is more important 

in Indian society, therefore achieving reforms by socialist revolution without fraternity is 
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meaningless.  Also he says that, people would not join in the revolution until and unless 

they are treated equally in the society. As long as discrimination continues on the basis 

of caste and creed the socialist idea may not be possible for economic reforms in India.
81

 

Though the priestly classes are poorer than the rulers and landed aristocrats, they are 

treated as higher ranks in Indian society. It can be read that the caste has more dignity 

than any other property discourses in India. Therefore, having a higher caste status along 

with landed property creates a new social order which is prominent even today in India. 

It can be argued that, having any economic property does not promote the social status, 

but it is dependable to various other social institutions like caste and class.  

The division of labour is another important matter to problematize property relations in 

India, the universal division of the labour system certain rights are given to labour to 

occupy property and other resources which is absent in India. The labour was further 

divided on basis of caste, which does not provide any rights to labour. The idea of labour 

and its division was one of the important debates in Indian political history. Gandhi and 

Ambedkar seriously debated the different dimensions of labour and its dignity. In fact, 

Gandhi has been defended for the caste occupation on the basis of division of labour 

which proposed by the Dharmasastras, whereas Ambedkar argued the caste system is 

not only the division labour also is the division of labours. For Ambedkar the caste 

system was not a domination of a certain community; it is also a complete denial of the 

acquisition of property and other economic resources.  
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Ownership of economic resources in the caste structure is more difficult for 

untouchables. Thus Ambedkar certainly was a supporter of the division of labour in the 

society, but he was seriously concerned about further divisions among the labouring 

castes. He says the “caste system was not merely a division of labours which is quite 

different from division of labourer. It is a hierarchy in which the divisions of labours are 

graded one above the other.  In no other country is division of labour accompanied by 

the gradation of labourers.”
82

 Also in a system featuring a traditional division of labour 

one individual can easily shift from their occupation to another, but here one cannot 

leave their caste occupation created by the Hindu social order. Nevertheless, the property 

relations, occupation, dignity of labour and ownership rights are controlled by this social 

order.  

Thus the idea of property and its implications in the society need to be problematized in 

different ways, the social condition of India is still static, which did not provide any 

rights to the lower caste citizen to hold the property like land. Moreover, the Hindu 

social order has classified the property rights in various ways. Any property of Brahmins 

cannot be taken back by the state or King, even in the absence of legal heirs. 

Interestingly the resources of other classes can be confiscated by the King if there are no 

legal heirs. These types of fixed laws are the basis of Indian social order. Even if a 

Brahmin commits an offence requiring punishment, his property must be secured, 

whereas the Sudra and slave groups do not have any right to property.  

Thus, nowhere else in the world has such difficult and rigid property relations, European 

societies have given certain power positions to individuals on the basis of property, In 
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India, having property does not give such type of individual power. Even though land 

has been continued as an important possession it did not give any significance without 

other resources. Ambedkar describes the situation of slaves in America where they had 

the right to possess property and other resources. By holding property, they could repay 

their masters‟ debt. Secondly slaves were considered as the property of masters, 

therefore, the master had to do work for the well-being of slaves, even if slavery is a 

disadvantaged system, the slaves had certain advantages; as a result, slaves were free to 

think about their shelter and clothes. In slavery a skilled labourer got more demand than 

an unskilled labourer, and for that reason the masters were giving training to them, a 

trained slave was an asset to the masters. 

Ambedkar says that the “Slavery was never obligatory. But untouchability is obligatory. 

A person is permitted to hold another as his slave. There is no compulsion on him if he 

does not want to. But an Untouchable has no option. Once he is born an untouchable 

caste, he is subjected to all the disabilities of an Untouchable”, he says that, “The law of 

slavery did not permit emancipation. Once a slave always a slave was not the fate of the 

slave. In untouchability there is no escape. Once an untouchable always an untouchable. 

The other difference is that untouchability is an indirect and therefore the worst form of 

slavery”, further, “A deprivation of a man's freedom by an open and direct way is a 

preferable form of enslavement. It makes the slave conscious of his enslavement and to 

become conscious of slavery is the first and most important step in the battle for 

freedom. But if a man is deprived of his liberty indirectly he has no consciousness of his 

enslavement”, and “Untouchability is an indirect form of slavery. To tell an untouchable 

„you are free, you are a citizen, you have all the rights of a citizen‟, and to tighten the 
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rope in such a way as to leave him no opportunity to realise the ideal is a cruel deception. 

It is enslavement without making the untouchable‟s conscious of their enslavement. It is 

slavery though it is untouchability. It is real though it is indirect. It is enduring because it 

is unconscious. Of the two orders, untouchability is beyond doubt the worse.”
83

  

Thus, the untouchables did not gain anything from this social order and it prevented 

them from having any social status. Property relations in India are connected with 

various other social and economic institutions like land, agrestic servitude, and customs 

and so on. Indian form of property relations is deeply rooted in the caste system; hence, 

the question of citizenship is more important in relation to property. The untouchables in 

India had gone through various forms of disabilities and social stratification; therefore, 

holding property in any form was a difficult task for them. Untouchability is an 

inevitable part of Hindu social order, and that is the reason why their labour has been 

exploited. In India the theory of exploitation is deeply connected to the caste system, 

further, all property relations were controlled by the caste system. In fact, the past 

ownership rights reflect the present property relations in India. Thus, some of the social 

groups forced to work on the land to produce for the survival of the society. R. S. 

Sharma argues that the Varna society was based on the production activities of peasants 

called Vaishya and Sudra labours, Vaishya worked as tax collectors for the King who 

gave salaries to them. This social order continued till the fourth century AD without any 

drastic change. The third and fourth centuries witnessed a crisis in the social order.  
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It is believed that the Gupta period is the classical period in Indian history. This is the 

period when salaries were paid as land instead of cash. In this period cash salaries were 

restricted only to military purposes. In fact, there were two kinds of land grants, 

Agrahara grant was one type of land grant prevalent in Gupta period, and agrahara grant 

was exclusively for Brahmins exempted from tax. The other forms of land grant existed 

in lieu of salary to officers, the land was granted to officers as a reward for their services. 

These land grants were not common in comparison with agrahara grants in the 

beginning. In later centuries both land grants became common and the agrahara grant 

created a special privilege to the Brahmins in the society.  

The agrahara grant made the Brahmins into a very privileged power position, whereby 

the domination of the king in the society became weakened. The central control of the 

state vanished because of such land grants. As a result of these land grants, the Brahmins 

became a dominant political opposition in the state.
84

 It can be argued that caste 

domination as well as possession of land becomes prevalent first in the Gupta period. 

These situations made the Brahmins the unquestioned caste authority in the society. It is 

clear that they worked like a parallel state in Gupta times, where the producers of surplus 

degrade by caste or less privileged positions. Thus there were three types of land like 

waste land, crown land and private land. Generally it was the waste land granted in lieu 

of salary, and the crown land which was cultivable, which provided income to the state.
85

 

Hence it is believed that this crisis disordered the functions which assigned for each class. 

Also the lower order tried to occupy the status of higher order. The lower orders were 

forced to give heavy taxes to rulers, but it refused in that time, and also the refused the 
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protection of the King, this situation is known as Kaliyuga in puranic text. Manu 

somehow resolved this tension, and he did not allow the three classes to shirk their duties, 

this is the context wherein land grants started to the priest and officials instead of salaries 

and remuneration. Hence the new cultivable land comes into existence by this process but 

the tribal people were taught to obey the King wherever they exist.
86

 The Manusmriti 

formed a new social division to rule the society by granting land to the lower class in the 

society. It may be reason that the Vaishyas and Sudras got landed property in comparison 

with the untouchable caste group in India. Sudra caste has to be analysed in relation to 

the producers of surplus in the production and the workforce of Dalits might have been 

included in the Sudra category.  

D. D. Kosambi observes that, “the existence of the Sudra caste had a peculiar effect upon 

later Indian society. Chattel slavery in the sense of classical European (specifically 

Greco-Roman) antiquity was never to be of any size or importance in the means and 

relations of production in India. The expropriate surplus could always be produced by the 

Sudra; the development of caste foreshadowed a general class society beyond the 

exclusiveness of a tribe. Brahmins had begun to officiate for more than one clan or tribe, 

which implied some type of relationship between several groups and few Brahmins at the 

other end of the economic scale had begun to advance into the dense forest to the cast, in 

fairly small groups with their own cattle; sometimes even as individuals with no property 

and no arms for defence or hunting.”
87

 

The division of class society might have been created by the idea developed by 

Brahmins, but it is not enough to interpret how the Brahmins became the sole authority 
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over property in ancient India. It can be argued that the Smriti literature has given more 

authority to the Brahmins to occupy property, by developing their priesthood Brahmins 

occupied land in terms of granting to their own as well as temples. Interestingly, all this 

land was tax exempt, in south India; the temples are surrounded with Brahmin 

settlements. By performing duties and customs in those temples they survived, the 

priestly Brahmins would not plough the land. The Smriti texts do not allow them to till 

the land, the Brahmins lands were cultivated by hired labour. In the absence of labour 

they give the land for lease, the Sudra and other lower castes worked on the Brahmin land 

and produced surplus to run the society.  

Lallanji Gopal says that, “the traditional Indian point of view on the question of the 

ownership of land is best reflected in the legal texts and Indian legal system had no 

distinct notion of ownership. The pronoun svam and its derivatives are used to express 

ownership, while the derivatives of the root bhuj indicate mere possession or enjoyment. 

Later works basing their conclusions on earlier smrtis define ownership svatva as 

property capable of being disposed of as one likes. There is also a discussion about the 

nature of ownership, as to whether it is a separate category padartha or a capacity.”
88

  

Right to ownership is defined by the sastras in ancient times that gives privilege to the 

elite class groups. There is a general understanding that the post-Vedic era was the 

beginning of land ownership in India. During the Aryan pastoral era cattle were 

considered as the source of wealth and there was no individual ownership over land in 

ancient India. Most of the cultivable land was considered as common for everyone. 

According to mimasa sutras, the king does not have any right to take over the land. 
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During Mauryan period, ownership was placed in the hand of king and at the time of the 

post-Gupta period the king become the ultimate authority over the land. Hence idea of 

property in relation to land became more prevalent by medieval times.  

The laws of smriti gave importance to the idea of property relations in India. Gokulesh 

Sharma observes that the idea of private property existed in earlier times; the concept of 

Gana is not based on individual possession. The Santi Parva gives reference to the 

attachment of man to wealth and property, being a powerful social group, the possession 

over landed property made the Brahmins wealthier. The Vedic principles tell us that the 

king enjoys all the property except Brahmin property.
89

 Thus it can be seen that both 

individual and communal ownership existed in India, but smriti writers gave more 

authority to the king on property. 

According to Lallanji, “king cannot give away the State territory. It may, however, be 

claimed that, according to the Smrti injunction, a king is the lord of (the property of) all 

excepting Brahmanas, and land is the property of the paramount ruler. But the purport of 

the Smrti text is that the king's lordship is for the purpose of correcting the wicked and 

supporting the virtuous. Land is not the property of the king but is the common property 

of all beings enjoying the fruit of their labour on it. Therefore, although there can be a 

gift of private asadhadrana land, there can be no gift of the State land.”
90

  

Further, the “Kharndadeva also declares that even a paramount sovereign has no 

proprietary right over the land, for even conquest produces proprietary right only with 

regard to the personal property, houses, fields, etc. of the enemy, the conquest of land 

merely produces the title of sovereignty, which is limited to protecting the kingdom and 

                                                 
89

 Gokulesh Sharma, Ancient Judicial System of India, (New Delhi: Deep and Deep, 2008), p.116. 
90

 Lallanji, Ownership of Agriculture Land in Ancient India, p.98. 



54 
 

eradicating evil, and for that purpose only the realization of taxes from cultivators and of 

fines from offenders is legitimate, but no proprietary right on the land arises therefrom. 

Houses, fields, etc., acquired by purchase and so forth, may, however, become objects of 

gift.”
91

 The idea of property right in Dharmasastras and later in Kautilya‟s Arthasastra 

linked to the caste system. The smriti writers tried to exclude Brahmins from taxation and 

no one has the right to take over the property of Brahmins. It is clear evidence that 

unequal property distribution was very prevalent in ancient society and the present-day 

issues over land ownership are the result of caste system of property relations in India. 

Romila Thapar strongly argues that the idea of private ownership emerged in India by the 

emergence of village economy.
92

  

Mitakshara and Dayabhaga were the two important Hindu property systems prevalent in 

India to govern the property rights as a family law. It is believed that the Dayabhaga 

system existed only in Bengal and Assam, and the rest of India was under the Mitakshara 

system. In Mitakhsara the right to property was bestowed to the son by birth whereas, the 

son is entitled to the father‟s property only after the death of the father in Dayabhaga 

whereas in Dayabhaga system everyone‟s share is fixed and there would be common 

tenancy. But in Mitakshara the ownership over property is not defined, and also there is 

joint tenancy, in Dayabhaga one person can transfer his property, but in Mitakshara this 

is not possible.   

Property rights also created gender inequality in India and joint family property and 

ancestral property were the types of property system in India. The joint family property 

was inherited through a male in the joint family. The Mitakshara law permitted the son to 
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have rights over property, but it is not permitted for a female member to hold property. 

The coparcenary is not applicable to the female member of the family. The Mitakshara 

School allowed women to own separately as an individual while in Dayabhaga both the 

daughter and son do not have the right to hold the property as long as his or her father is 

alive, however, they can inherit their father‟s property after his death. Miatakshara in 

which, the daughters also had equal share of their father‟s property, in Dayabhaga gives 

complete freedom to the father to sell his property as he wishes. Hence the Hindu law 

does not give any independent right to woman to hold the property rights.  

Romila Thapar says that the Mitakshara and Dayabhaga were two basic family laws 

which existed till recent years with regional and caste differences, referred to the male 

members of the family in terms of property. The Dayabhaga system was prevalent in 

eastern India, which allowed the son to take over the property after his father‟s death and 

in Mitakshara the son could claim the right when his father was alive. In fact there were 

mentions of the inheritance of daughters at the time of cross cosine marriage and in the 

matrilineal system.
93

 Thapar also argues that wealth was gifted specifically to woman. In 

Rajasthan some wives of the rulers had the right to own land and these rights were 

applicable to the ruling class. Therefore, rights over property by women were generally 

negated by the Hindu laws.
94

 

It is argued that the low status of Dalits and women is not a recent phenomenon, and one 

which can be traced back to the caste system, moreover, the Dharmasastras and Hindu 

lawgivers did not allow women and Dalits to possess property in ancient India. In fact, 

the present day violence against Dalits is also related to the question of the lack of land 
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and other forms of property. Sukhadeo Thorat observes that, “The traditional Hindu 

social order continues to govern the thought process and behaviour of the large majority 

of Hindus in rural areas. The provisions in the Constitution and law are secular and equal 

but the customary rules of the caste system and the institution of untouchability are based 

on the principle of inequality in social, economic, cultural and religious sphere.”
95

 He 

asserts that “this obviously brings a conflict between what is contained in the constitution 

and law, and what is contained in the traditional customary rules, norm, and values of the 

caste system and untouchability. People continued to follow the latter because it provides 

immense privilege and serves their social, political and economic interests. And when the 

Dalits try to get equal access and 'assert' their rights, it often invites the wrath of higher 

caste persons in the form of atrocities and physical violence.”
96

 

The Dharmasastras restricted certain sections to occupy the landed property, while 

paving for top of the caste structure benefitting property resources. The unequal 

distribution of land ownership is directly linked with the caste system and landed 

property is concentrated in the upper section of the society whereas the lower castes are 

totally excluded resulting the upper castes to enjoy the social position in the society. The 

landed aristocrats always wielded power over the landless class which leads lower caste 

into vulnerable situations; the lower castes in India have an inequitable distribution of 

land.
97

 The linkage between land and caste is the reason for the social inequality in India. 

The lack of property and the caste system exploited the lower caste both economically 

and socially.   
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Land and caste are the two important aspects to give enormous opportunities to people, 

the absence of property made the low castes untouchables subjected to terrible social 

deprivation. In India, the distribution of property created a social deadlock which 

obstructs all engagement of the individual with the society. The lawgivers have given the 

explanation for these unequal property rights, therefore those Hindu laws have to be 

analysed in a modern theoretical sense. Thus Hindu law books assigned duties to the four 

castes, the upper section of the society enjoyed rights whereas the lower castes were 

assigned to perform the duties to higher castes. Most of the Hindu law books admitted the 

supremacy of the Brahmin caste which made others to be dependent and ignorant to 

them, the system of caste created a complete degradation, and therefore no possibility to 

a person to be admitted into a higher caste status.
98

  

Orientalists believed that the Hindu Dharmasastras prescribed everything a person must 

do in life and tried to control the lower castes assigning more duties instead of rights. 

According to Manu “a Brahmin shall never beg from Shudra, property for performing a 

sacrifice i.e., for religious purpose,”
99

 Further, the Shudra who have had unguarded or 

guarded intercourse with a woman of a higher caste will be punished as follows: If she 

was unguarded, he should be put to death and his property should be confiscated; if she 

was guarded, he should be put to death and his property confiscated.
100

 Manu says that, 

“a wife, a son, or slaves should not possess property. The property of Brahmins must not 

be taken by the king but the property of other castes may be taken by the king.”
101

 Manu 

is clear that no other caste groups own property except Brahmins and justified 
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untouchability to maintain the gradation in the society and says “The slayer of a 

Brahmana, (A twice-born man) who drinks (the spirituous liquor called) Sura, he who 

steals (the gold of a Brahmana), and he who violates a Guru's bed, must each and all be 

considered as men who committed mortal sins (Mahapataka).”
102

  

The Dharmasastras divide the society on the basis of caste; therefore the people who are 

in the top of caste structure can enjoy the benefits in land and other forms of rights. Manu 

says “the dwellings of Kandalas and Svapakas shall be outside the village, they must be 

made Apapatras, and their wealth (shall be) dogs and donkeys.”
103

 and “Their dress (shall 

be) the garments of the dead, (they shall eat) their food from broken dishes, black iron 

(shall be) their ornaments, and they must always wander from place to place.”
104

 Thus, 

the Smritis and Sastras tried to keep certain sections from getting wealth and rights and 

the very idea of human rights has been restricted to a particular section of the society in 

terms of Varna system.  

The Dharmasastras and Srutis treated the people unequally and created society based on 

the inequality, giving benefits only to the higher castes, different property rights and 

various punishments on the basis of Varna which prevented the mobility in the society. 

The extreme unequal situation originated because of the severe prejudices over 

untouchables thereby, equating them with of cattle and dogs. Since the animal does not 

need any property for existence, the same case with the untouchable too. The Apastamba 

Dharma Sutra declares that, if any person touches the Chandala he must plunge in to the 

water, if one sees him one should immediately look at luminous bodies in the heaven like 

sun, moon, stars etc. and severe punishment if anyone had a sexual relationship with a 

                                                 
102

 Ibid., XI-55. 
103

 Ibid., X-51. 
104

 Ibid., X-52. 



59 
 

Chandala woman.
105

 There was no idea of social life, as a result large section of society 

could not possess any wealth and other property resources negating the basic rights of 

humans, the Dalits and women became extreme subjects of the laws proposed by 

Dharmasastras.   

The Dharmasastras gave the rights of ownership of property to the higher caste through 

inheritance; particularly sons have enormous priority over other female heirs in that 

family. According to Baudhayana Dharma Sutra “the core group of inheritors of a man's 

property includes his siblings, son, grandson, and great-grandson from the same Varna's 

wife. The Apastamba Dharmasutras declare that if a son is unable to inherit the property, 

it should be given to the nearest sapinda, which includes the daughter but not the wife. 

According to Gautama, the riches of an heirless individual should belong to his sapindas, 

sagotras, or wife.”
106

 There was preference for the wife over the daughter, later 

Dharmasastras completely excluded wives from inheriting the husband‟s property and 

any woman wants to claim the husband‟s property she has to undergo the chastity 

claims. Inheritance of property applicable to the higher caste whereas the lower castes 

have no option to hold property, consequently, the society structured on the basis of caste 

as well as patriarchal consciousness. Property relation in India is not just based on land 

or economy but also has the linkage between caste and gender.  

Private property in land is related to the function and structure of the family, therefore 

inheritance becomes an important issue. The Dharmasastras proposed that inheritance 

should be patrilineal, whereas, the Buddhist texts suggested that both father‟s and 
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mother‟s property should be generally divided among sons and in the absence of a son 

the property must go to the next kin or to the state. The Buddhist texts have given 

preference to transfer the property to a male child or a male relative in the family through 

inheritance. In general access to property and the inheritance of women was limited and 

has varied according to custom, caste and region. Another version of Buddhist teaching 

says that women had owned property. Gail Omvedt says that, many women from royal 

families become nuns after Buddha‟s death. In western India the Satavahana records 

shows women giving donations as their own. Arguably it is evidence that women had 

possessed property as their own.
107

  

The Hindu and Buddhist traditions give different views of ancient Indian society, thus the 

idea of property varied in Hindu and Buddhist traditions. The concept of property is 

associated with the ownership of land in Hindu tradition and maintained property on the 

basis of virtue, the king possessed the authority to take over the property of the wicked. 

The Buddhist tradition proposed the non-attachment to worldly possession, property was 

treated as an evil, the acquisition of property was a general activity, in its attitude toward 

women and lower caste people, and Buddhism is marked by a greater liberality in 

comparison with Hindu traditions.
108

 Therefore the balance of rights and duties is fairly 

equal in Buddhist traditions. Ideas on property and laws are found in the Buddhist canons 

and Vinaya-Pitaka. The individual ownership, sense of human society was developed by 

the time of Buddha. The properties of peasant called khettapati, khettasamika, or 

vatthupati cultivable land, the boundaries of land were fixed for owners and land also 

was categorised with movable and immovable property like cattle. The Buddhist texts 
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have given references to the sale and mortgage of land. The term Cullavagga indicates a 

law suit over individual ownership of land. The Diganikaya gives reference to the 

stealing of another‟s plot.
109
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CHAPTER-II 

CASTE AND SOCIAL FORMATION: HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF LAND 

RIGHTS IN KERALA 

 

 

This chapter deals with the relationship between land and caste and to understand the 

various property discourses on land relations in caste based unequal and stratified social 

formation in Kerala society. Historically, the people privileged by caste have maintained 

the landed property and elite status. Geographically, the present Kerala divided into three 

parts: The Travancore, Cochin and Malabar. The Travancore and Cochin were the 

princely states, and Malabar was the part of the British-Indian province of Madras 

Presidency prior to independence. These three were integrated, after the States re-

organization process to form the present state of Kerala in 1956.  

However, the historians have divided the social history of Kerala into ancient, medieval 

and modern period. The current chapter primarily discusses the history of social 

formation and various land tenant relations in Kerala, which is more complex in nature, 

also how it segregated the society on the basis of property. The land history writings on 

Kerala have a problematic approach in discussing the land tenant relations over time. 

The available records on land consist of comprehensive description of landlords who 

were very predominant in caste hierarchy, and gives very few details about the lower 

section of the society, those directly attached with the soil and the land tenant relations in 

Kerala society were not comprehensive.  

Kerala “has one of the most bewildering complex man-land relationships in India and 

probably in the whole world. There are no other places in India which practiced such a 
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variety of land tenure relations. It is unique in complexity and diversity. However the 

tenure systems of Malabar, Cochin and Travancore had common features but it varies 

from another according to the regional disparities.”
110

  

The ancient Kerala society was the part of Tamilakam, called Sangam period and 

presently it is called early historic period. The Sangam literature gives more insights of 

ancient Tamil macro region. The “Tamil macro region has five micro ecosystems called 

tinai which derived from a poetic concept called aintinai. According to tinai concept the 

land is divided into five ecosystems which are Kurinji (hilly back woods), Mullai, 

(pastoral tract), Marutam (wet-land), Palai (parched zone) and Neithal (litterol). Each 

tinai had its own forms of means of subsistence like hunting gathering in the Kurinji, 

plundering and cattle lifting in Palai (palai were uncultivable land also it is draught) 

animal husbandry and shifting cultivation in Mullai, wet land agriculture of Marutam, 

fishing and salt manufacturing in Neithal.”
111

  Each tinai had the material productions 

practices like plow agriculture, craft production and animal husbandry. And each tinais 

had produced different forms of material goods for their subsistence. “The Mullai tinai 

had produced milk, curd and ghee, Marutam tinai paddy and sugarcane, Neithal tinai 

produced fish and salt and the Kurinji tinai collected goods from the forest.”
112

 

The property relations and ownership right in Kerala are directly connected to the caste 

based occupation in Kerala and the formation of caste based society is always debatable 

in the history of Kerala. It is believed that the formation of caste society is linked to the 
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land owning system which made certain section of the people as just laborers of the land. 

The Marxist interpretation on Kerala history says that, there is various types of 

production relations had been emerged by the introduction of the plow agriculture 

system. This modified system of plow agriculture might have been the reason of division 

of labour and the labour dispute. Interestingly, the Brahmins were not agricultural labors, 

they were full time priests, therefore there are chances of emergence of new type of 

production relations in their centers and they might have given their land to the Atiyalar 

groups for cultivation. Moreover, the production relations had happened outside the 

family structure of Brahmins, as a result, some of them were not related to the 

agriculture but they were the owners of means of production like land. At the same time, 

“the other group did not have the ownership right over land, who worked in Brahmin‟s 

land as landless labors. Hence this may sow the seed of caste based society in Kerala.”
113

  

During the Sangam period the society was divided based on the different forms of 

cultivation of land. The Aintinai land was further classified into “Vanpulam (non-

agrarian region) and Menpulam (purely agrarian region). Vanpulam included hill region 

also quite larger than Menpulam. Vetar and Kuravar caste groups were the cultivators of 

Vanpulam. The advanced farming economy of Menpulam have produced surplus which 

was enough to the people who were directly or indirectly involved in the farming 

economy. Thus the society was structured by the specialization of labour. The land was 

owned by ruling aristocrat called Vallar, the scholars (Pulavar, including Brahmins and 

warrior-chiefs and merchants). The people who have landed property called Uyarnder 
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(high-born) and the landless as Ilisinar (low-born).”
114

 There is no much information 

about the relations of production in Menpulam. However, the land in Vanpulam was 

owned by the chieftains and warrior chiefs. The owner of the land in Vanpulam called 

Natan and Menpulam is Uran. Thus the “Brahmins with their social status and ritual 

primacy took the lead in the task of making organizational and institutional changes in 

the Menpulam agrarian setup, through a new ideology of loyalty.”
115

  

By the time of Sangam period, the Brahmins, as a community were receiving enormous 

gifts from the villagers as well as chieftains and started the possession of wet land. Large 

scale of land that was controlled by the Brahmins called Brahmadeyas originated by the 

time of Pallava-Chola period and the Brahmins‟s land exempted from plunders because 

of their priest status in the society. Holding the status of priesthood, Brahmins have 

controlled the peasants and other social groups under their control. The Brahmins “were 

well enough to manage the peasant economy with their ritual status. The other 

landowners were incapable to stable an organization for peasants. By using the warrior 

power to the peasants the Brahmins colonized large scale of agrarian land. The royal 

grants also made them to possess the wetland in south India.”
116

 

The period between the third century BC to the four century AD were generally 

identified as Sangam period and the Sangam literatures are the best source to get the 

clear picture of the ancient Kerala society. Monarchical system was very prevalent in 

that period. In Chola and Pandya period the property inherited through the patrilineal 
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system particularly in the Royal families and no evidence of matrilineal system of 

inheritance. The people of Sangam enjoyed the freedom and equality with dignity, and 

the rigorous caste system and social division did not exist in the period. There was no 

evidence of degradation on the basis of occupation and the dignity of labour and the idea 

untouchability was completely unknown to the Sangam people. The woman had enjoyed 

high status and they had the right to education, adult marriage was very common and 

there was no child marriage practiced. Sangam literatures also show that there was an 

economic prosperity in the society, private property existed in this period but it was 

given for agricultural purpose. It is believed that “from 5
th

 century onwards the Aryan 

culture began to spread over the most part of Kerala. The dominance of Aryans might 

have created degradation in the society.”
117

 Thus, the Sangam period was quite ideal in 

terms of equality and other forms of rights.  

Modern historical evidence suggests that the Aryanization went to its peak stage by 

eighth century AD in Kerala which influenced all spheres of life. Aryan missionaries 

made propaganda against Buddhism and Jainism and established their ideology both in 

religious and social life of the people. Simultaneously, the Brahmin immigrants started to 

construct Hindu temples in great extent to establish their religion. There was a drastic 

change in the social life of the people by the influence of Aryan dominance. The Aryan 

ideology primarily based on a Chaturvarna system which foisted on Sangam people who 

do not have the idea of caste. It is believed that the Brahmins started yagas and other 

ritual performances for the prosperity of local rulers by which they convinced their 

scholarship to the rulers. Thus “the local rulers might have influenced by the Brahmins 
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by accepting their knowledge over Vedic literatures. In fact the Vedic Aryans established 

their supremacy in Kerala by defeating the Buddhist tradition.”
118

   

This ownership of Brahmins and non- Brahmin ruling caste over land was very prevalent 

in ancient Kerala. The historical documents are available to understand the land 

ownership like Brahmaswam and Deavswam. The Brahmaswam is Brahmin property 

and Devaswam is the property to God but practically it was for temples. Interestingly, the 

Kerala history itself was silent on non-Brahmin agrarian relations. According to the 

historiography of Kerala the Pulayas were at the bottom part of agrarian society and 

there is no evidence about their wages or gift and this community does not have any right 

over the product which they produced. In fact the primary producers did not have right 

over the product in an agrarian based Kerala society. The surplus was produced by the 

peasants and other slave caste groups, but they were completely lacked the ownership of 

land. It assumes that there is a strong relationship of caste hierarchy in land relations of 

Kerala society and believed that the Jenmis of Kerala were the feudal aristocrats who had 

enormous landed property. 

Brahmaswam and Devaswam were the two important ownership rights existed in Kerala 

and these ownership rights over the land emerged during the medieval Kerala. The 

Brahmaswam refers to properties held by Brahmins and their particular kind of rights 

over land called Jenmam rights. The word Jenmam rights denote the birthright to hold 

properties and the available evidence shows that a Jenmam right is of the family rather 

than individuals, this Jenmam rights do not bestow absolute ownership rights over land 

to the holder.  
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The Jenmam rights enabled the Brahmins to lease out their lands the, “Brahmaswam land 

had so many features that first of all the Jenmam rights is conditional, there was a 

multiplicity over it apart from Jenmam rights, this land was exempted from tax, 

subsequently liable to pay tax, the land subject to light tax. There were multiple rights on 

Brahmaswam land. Numerous rights were held by various groups on the same piece of 

land.”
119

 Moreover, the people who had Jenmam rights were permanently exempted 

from tax, and as a community the Brahmins only occupied such kind of rights during that 

medieval period. It can be argued that the special category called Jenmam right created 

the divisions among various classes and communities which made the tenant as 

dependent to the land lords. 

The Nampoori Brahmins were the primary holders of right over the Brahmaswam land 

even if other tenant group also had the possession over such land.  Though it called as 

Brahmaswam land the Brahmins did not have the absolute ownership rights over these 

lands. Essentially these lands were never given to other Brahmins or Devaswam by 

absolute sale. Even if it is alienated to the other caste for money matters, they had to pay 

„rajabhogam‟. These lands were given for various tenures in different times, there were 

multiple rights over Brahmaswam land held by various groups for the same land. Thus, 

Under “Kanapattom tenure thousands of people occupied land for generation to build 

houses and churches and other improvements have done in the land since it was 

considered as a permanent tenure. There was no problem for the land owners if the 

tenant continues to pay the tax without fail.”
120
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Although, the Nampoori Brahmins were primary holders of the land bestowed to them, 

many caste groups have attached to the Brahmaswam land. But the Nampooris do not 

transfer the right of ownership to any other caste; as a result they have enjoyed all the 

benefits of land which has given them the Jenmi status along with priestly supremacy. 

This has historically reinforced the dominance of Nampoori Brahmins in Kerala. There 

was another type of tenancy right called Kanom which was based on tenant at will this 

rights might have given to sub-lease but it is not clear, however, in comparison with 

Jenmam rights the Kanom rights was not transferable, when the Kanom rights are 

mortgaged, then the revenue rights over the land alienated.  

Under the Kanom tenancy the right of the tenant would not be disturbed if they pay their 

dues on time. In fact, the Kanom rights vary to different community on the basis of their 

relationship between the landlords. The malayala Sudras, “Nairs did not pay rent or 

michavaram fee called Kanom to the Brahmins though they got family allotment and 

household from Brahmins. Hence the Sudra caste did not cultivate the land instead they 

made it through serfs and slaves.”
121

  Thus, it can be argued that the various forms of 

tenancy rights placed the people into different strata which created the gradation among 

society. Interestingly, most of the tenancy right have occupied by the middle castes that 

gives more predominance to them to suppress the lower caste and slave castes in Kerala. 

To put it differently the tenancy right were the reason for the emergence of slavery and 

other severe forms of casteism in pre-modern Kerala. 

The middle caste groups have mortgaged the Kanom rights to Jenmi and received them 

on lease by agreeing to pay rent as well as interest from the total production of land.  
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Since “the Kanaom tenure was always in high due to its interest and lease on it. Thus it 

was a customary tenure as well as hereditary to middle caste in Kerala.”
122

 In fact both 

Jenmam land and kanom rights leased out to a group called „Karalar‟ who were Sudra 

caste in Kerala. The Karanma system was existed in the temples and Brahmins land 

which allowed certain section of people to get the profit of these lands without working 

in the soil. It can be argued that though the means of production existed in the hands of 

few Jenmi castes but the right of tenancy leased out to various other castes except lower 

caste and slaves. As a result, the net profit has been accumulated in the hands of 

Nampoori Brahmins and their service caste in the name of lease and other tenancy rights. 

The supremacy over land has reflected in the political structure too, therefore the 

Nampoori Jenmis were able to possess enormous land in the name of Brahmaswam 

which gave them dignified life by that they suppress the lower caste in the society.
123

  

K. N. Ganesh observes that the different land tenure existed in Venatu region which is 

located in present day southern part of Kerala, stretching from Kallada in Kollam district 

to Kovalam in Kanyakumari district. The nature of land rights, Ganesh argues, 

undergone changes after thirteenth century and under Karanmai tenure the members of 

the ruling house and local chief transferred their land and temples is declined. Though 

the Karanmai tenure has declined other tenure like pattom became dominant lease with 

different varieties. Pattom tenure had various features which collected the share of the 

overlord called melvaram and another pattakkanam have collected from the garden 

lands.  

                                                 
122

 Ibid., 120. 
123

 Ibid., 122. 



71 
 

After thirteenth century, under kanom tenure the land transaction has done through lease-

cum-mortgage tenure which increased substantially. It is believed that “the large scale 

Kanom transactions had happened between members of the ruling family and major 

temples like the Padmanabha temple of Thiruvananthapuram. Kanom tenure has 

continued and renewed for centuries and the ruling house has given it out to the ordinary 

peasants. In fact, around 160 people hold tenure rights under Kanom in 

Thiruvananthapauram which is also known as adhikaram. Kanom transactions were not 

only limited to the food-crop regions but also house sites, gardens growing coconut, fruit 

growing tress also mortgaged. Kanom tenure also found in association with other tenure 

called Kulikkanam.”
124

 

Historical evidences are available to prove that the tenure rights have concentrated in the 

hands of few elite sections in the society. In Kerala, it has proved that the ruling families 

have controlled the temple property and same groups transacted their Kanom rights for 

their livelihood as well as engagements in the temple centered economy. Since, the 

untouchability and other forms of caste system were rigid, the lower caste has no entry 

into temple therefore they might have lost their right over tenancy like Kanom. Despite 

the various tenure rights available they utterly failed to give any possibility to lower 

caste and slaves to enter into the temple related economy that resulted in forceful 

exclusion from the property relations which continuing even in the modern Kerala social 

formation.  
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The tenures like pattom, kanam, kulikkanam had different features of rights over 

property especially on the land. To put it differently, the tenure rights made the people to 

possess various rights under same property which fixed their social status and political 

supremacy. Initially the hierarchy over land or property emerged in the food crop regions 

which controlled or mediated by temples and Brahmins. However, the emergence of 

these tenures, “two tendencies have happened that, the tenant become very rich and 

temple and royal servants acquired more lands. Since the cash crops also produced under 

the kanom tenure forest land also might have converted as garden lands. The tenure 

holdings have given different right over the property from land lords to peasants 

including temples, therefore the right over the land or property had divided on the basis 

of tenure which specifically mentioned and classified land and its rights.”
125

 The 

developments of Kanom tenure indicated that the cash crops like coconut, areca and 

pepper were spreading, therefore the people had the tenancy right called kanom could 

accumulate money.  

By the emergence of garden lands as well as food crop regions, there the changes 

happened in the form of hierarchy in land holding and its rights. The famous ruling 

family called Attingal had large shares of land called pandaravakai which means it 

belongs to treasury and etavakai which is for royal relatives. The ruling families have 

occupied these lands through their tenure rights and the transaction with temple lands. 

The largest landholders, in fact, were the temples, like Padmanabha temple in 

Thiruvananthapuram and Sucindram temple which are located in the southern Kerala. 

Apart from temples the Nampoori Brahmins and Malayali Brahmins controlled most 
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parts of lands, along with this; the Brahmins also established their aryanization process 

by getting political supremacy over people.  

Since they were owners of the property it was very easy for them to segregate the people 

by fixing their work in relation to land. Arguably, the rigid caste hierarchy has developed 

initially in land rights which given enormous power as well as dominance to the 

Brahmins. The ruling families‟ engagements in land were also the reason for their 

dominance and political power. In fact, the non-Brahman landlords were disappeared 

and became the subordinate to the ruling house and temples, or they might have become 

servants of temples and ruling houses, hence, there are no evidences of the non-

Brahmins landlords in Kerala.  

Most of the people “either pattom or kanom holders of that period who paid their tax 

called varam and other things which required by landlords. The primary producers were 

Atiyalar who were transferred along with land who provided their labour service to the 

landlords and pattom holders.”
126

 There is a clear division of society on the basis of 

occupation which organizes people into different caste categories. The Atiyalar groups 

were treated as the properties for landlords or kanom holders. Since they were treated as 

landless, the Atiyalar might have confronted the problems such as lack of dignity and 

right at that point of time. The land patterns and the land ownership in particular along 

with intermediaries forced the Atiyalar caste groups as the properties of Jenmis and 

kanom holders.
127
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Further, it is argued that the land pattern was the main reason for the formation of caste 

based society in Kerala which made Atiyalar as the menial workers of the land. Thus the 

primary producers became the landless laborers without any rights over the land 

whereas; the people who owned land have accumulated wealth as well as social status. 

This historical process of accumulating wealth in the hands of few people has rightly 

described by Marx and Engels in communist manifesto. They have explained that the 

people who are doing wage labor has no right over the property; therefore, the 

bourgeoisie makes profit out of the surplus of the labor.  

In fact, the Marxism says that the wage labor does not create value for labors; instead it 

produces capital by the exploitation of labor. Capital cannot increase unless it exploits 

the laborers, therefore, whenever the labor increases capital also increases. Thus, it says 

that simply an individual cannot become a capitalist or it‟s not being purely personal and 

also it is a social status by involving in production. Hence, the capital is a collective 

product and motion that depends upon the members of the society. Therefore, capital is a 

social force, Marxism gives a different dimension of property in the context of capital, 

that even if the capital converts into common property into the members of the society, 

the personal property is not transferred as social property. But finally the character of the 

property may change; also it loses it class character.
128

  

The Atiyalar caste groups, in Kerala, who worked as the labor force to landlords, have 

produced the capital for the needs of the society. Since, the majority of the Atiyalar caste 

groups belonged to the ex-untouchable castes and they might have faced dual 
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discrimination. As a labor they have been exploited by upper caste landlords on the other 

hand they were ill-treated on the basis of their caste too. The Kerala Brahmin capitalist 

has not only exploited the economic labor of the peasantry, but also their religious life, 

which placed the Brahmins on the top of social hierarchy as capitalist as well as 

dominant social caste. Thus, the power hierarchies in Kerala have divided into four like, 

Naduvazhi, Desavazhi, Karalar and Atiyalar.
129

  

Naduvazhi was the most powerful position in this system which consists of many Desom 

(regions). Desavazhi had the supervisory control over Karalar, and the Karalar were the 

tenants of land owned by Desavazhi, Brahmins and Temples. Atiyalar were slaves who 

worked in the soil without any right. Land owning Brahmins were known as Uralar who 

occupied the ownership right over land and temples. In medieval Kerala, the Uralar has 

given the tenant right to the Karalar which created the land lord Naduvazhi system in 

Kerala. The Karalar were Nayars and the domination of both Brahmins and Nayars were 

the reason for the formation of Jenmi system in Kerala. Since the formation of 

intermediary castes like Karalar, the entire land pattern was aggregated on the basis of 

land ownership. In this hierarchy, the most vulnerable group was Atiyalar who, directly 

attached to the soil, also forcefully worked on the land for food production.  

Since the Naduvazhis and Karalar required more production, all the burden of workload 

satisfied by Atiyalar castes. The wage of the Atiyalar caste is unknown in most of the 

historical writing, while the statistics available for Brahma swam and Devaswam land 

about their total production. As Karl Marx and Engals explained the Atiyalar caste faced 

discrimination for wage therefore their workload benefited for the landlords in Kerala. 

                                                 
129

 K. N. Ganesh, “Land Rights and Political Structure in Medieval India”, p.150. 



76 
 

Thus the social division over land rights created the division of labor which was 

mediated by the caste system.  

Various tenure rights formulated among Karalar caste, therefore the division of labor 

might have required for the food production. But it could be argued that there was not 

only mere division of labor instead laborers themselves divided on the basis of caste. For 

example, the Karalar was the tenant group but they did not cultivate in the land, but they 

forced other caste to cultivate for food production and to satisfy the Uralar as well. Thus, 

“the primary producing group belonged to different castes called Ilavar, Canrar, Pulayar 

and so on. Generally, these castes were the Atiyalar for the temples and ruling families. 

Ilavar and Canrar enjoyed relative independence because they were associated with cash 

crops, but the Pulayar and Parayar were held as part of property even in Pandaravakai 

lands.”
130

  

The castes like Ilavar and Caliyar held the relative position in society not only associated 

with caste also they acquired tenancy right in subsequent period. Since Pulayar and 

Parayar forcefully attached with soil for the food production, they could not achieve any 

tenure rights in caste based society because they were treated as labor force for 

landlords. Here the fact is that the Paulayar and Parayar were treated as property of 

Jenmis therefore never got an autonomous right over themselves to achieve space in land 

relation. These complex dual liabilities towards landlords made the Atiyalar in general 

and Pulayar and Parayar in particular into more vulnerable labor force in temple centered 

economy. It is very clear that “there was no monolithic land relation existed in Kerala. 

The gradation has changed from cash crop to food crop regions.  There was diverse caste 
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relation existed in midland and coastal region. It is believed that that fisherman in the 

coastal region has autonomous right when it compares to untouchable caste. The 

landlords and temples always tried to control the labors under their supremacy and it was 

both judicial and ideological forms, the right over land and the political supremacy 

located under this system of control.”
131

  

Along thus with economic control of the production, the caste has also acquired the 

ideological domination. The Jenmis of Kerala became more powerful not only through 

the achievements of capital but also the caste domination. Since the caste system was 

more rigid the labor cannot crack their barriers unlike the labor in the European context. 

The caste system forcefully made certain section of the laborers as mere operative which 

was assigned as their caste duty to perform or to serve for higher caste. K. K. Kochu 

observes that the Karanma, Pattaom, and Otti emerged and it was not separated in the 

beginning but the strong land relation emerged in Kerala which continued till the modern 

period. He further criticizes the Marxist interpretation of Kerala history especially about 

the landlord system.  

K. K. Kochu says that “till 9
th

 century AD there was different land relation existed in 

Kerala, which indicates that there was no centralized power structure controlled the land, 

land relation in general. But after 12
th

 century temple documents say the temple became 

the most powerful land controller like Devaswam, Brahmaswam, Cherickal etc. Along 

with this the pattom (lease) became an important activity in land relation.”
132

 He 
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concludes that, “therefore this change in the land relation was not merely economically 

dominant landlordism but it was economically dominated caste system.”
133

  

Thus there is a paradigm shift from the traditional analysis of land relations in Kerala, 

the interpretation on the basis of economically dominant caste system. Most of the 

analysis on the agrarian relations in Kerala connected with Jenmi system which has 

given more importance to production. It can be argued that the dominance of Brahmins 

and Nayars in Kerala not only emerged through Jenmi system but also they economically 

dominated by creating agrestic slavery, the caste domination functioned even in temple 

related activities where the Atiyalar caste groups were excluded from its structure. It is 

clear that the laws of Smritis especially the laws of Manusmriti have been operated in the 

social structure to exclude certain section of the people on the basis of purity and 

pollution. Therefore, even if the Atiyalar caste groups have the right to hold the tenancy, 

their social conditions were backward.  

Hence the dominance of temple and Brahmins in the medieval period cannot be read 

simply on the basis of production relation, since it is totally connected to the caste 

hierarchy in Kerala. The caste has operated as an additional benefit to the Uralar and 

Karalar and the role of caste in exploiting their labor force to get maximum surplus from 

the production is abundantly evident. The people who worked cash crop region 

obviously got relaxation as the cultivation had done annually, but the Pulayar and 

Parayar were attached the soil ever since the production of food was daily activity. 

Moreover, the ideology of Manusmriti had an important role in the temple centered 
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economy which has given enormous right to the higher caste to occupy land and other 

rights.
134

 

The land relations by the 12
th

 century AD were divided into four categories more visibly. 

Firstly, the Brahmaswam land (Brahmin Land), secondly, the Devaswam land (Temple 

land), thirdly, the Cherickal land/Pandaravakai land (Royal Land), lastly the Virthi 

Bhoomi (Allotted Land). Brahmaswam land was directly controlled by Brahmins where 

in Devaswam was under Uralars, who were the trustees of the temple. Uralars were 

Brahmins therefore the Brahmaswam and Devaswam were under the control of Brahmin 

landlords. Cherickal land belonged to the Naduvazhi or King and Viruthi Bhoomi used 

for temple Kashakam. Karalar was the caste groups played an important role in all these 

lands as tenant, the Karalar was the operational groups connected with Brahmins, 

Temples and Atiyalar. These lands were cultivated through pattom, Kanam and so on. 

And they have to give a share to the landlords as well as Atiyalar. Hence the caste 

background of Karalar is a debatable question but most of the history writers placed 

them as Nayars.
135

  

K. K. Kochu further argues that the Karalar were not Jenmis or feudal lords, owned 

tenure rights like Kanom for cultivating the land but they were not land owners. 

Therefore, the Karalar has continued their social dominance by controlling Atiyalar 

caste. The different people were there in Karalar‟s land who have done physical 

activities and other works related to agriculture. Further, the people called Panimakkal 

(labor force) received share at the time of harvest and also received the pattom for 
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temples divided among them. Since the wealth has accumulated in the hands of temple 

and Brahmins the importance of production also increased, therefore agriculture got 

more importance than land without much advancement in agriculture. Thus, “the Karalar 

has no ownership right over land; therefore, they could not modify the agriculture sector 

with irrigation, modern equipment and so on. As a result, they have exploited the labor 

force to the maximum level for more production by negating the basics necessities of 

Atiyalar caste. Nevertheless though the Karalar was not land owning caste, they 

themselves converted as an exploitative group in Kerala economy.”
136

  

The Atiyalar were exploited menial workers of the land who were treated as the 

properties of landlord‟s. Thus, it is debatable that whether they were slaves or the slavery 

attached them to get more production for the Jenmis. It can be argued that, temple related 

activities made it as sanctified one but those who detached from it considered as lower 

caste or their work considered as awful. Though the majority of labor force came from 

Pulayar but there were other communities also participated in the agriculture activities. 

Increasing cultivation of paddy in the food crops region, required division of work force, 

once the economy transformed these jobs became traditional occupations which have no 

sanctity since it is away from the temple related activity. This non-sanctity of the labor 

was the reason for the division of labors in society also it treated as the labor force as 

untouchable caste groups.
137

  

Devaswam refers to the properties of religious institutions. Devaswam lands were 

granted for God, but in reality it was the part of temple, therefore, the historians say that 
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there were many groups to manage the Devaswam land called Ganas, the Brahmins were 

exclusive members of this Gana. However, there were many caste groups who survive 

with the Devaswam land and the caste groups who got land from Devaswam did not 

cultivate it and in turn they leased it to the Karalar, the Karalar groups were not directly 

involved to agriculture since they were tenants for Brahmaswam land. It also had the 

jenmam rights over land.  

Devaswam, thus, possessed extensive landed property which was called 

“Sreepandaravaka” which belonging to the holy treasury as stated earlier the Sree 

Padmanabha Swami Temple comes under this land system. The Sabhayar had great 

control over land and they were the custodians of temple holdings. In Travancore state 

“the Hindu temple had enormous land as the part of Devaswam property. The managers 

had to pay certain dues to the royal authorities who protected the temple and temple 

land.”
138

 The Devaswam land cannot be confiscated by the ruling class. In fact, the 

priestly class might have benefitted such type of land arrangements, thus the Hindu 

temple could possess such a huge tract of land through various rights.   

Evidence suggests that the Dharmasastras has given the authority to hold the large tracts 

of the land by Brahmins; in fact Dharmasastras did not allow the Sudras, lower caste 

and women to hold any property rights. Therefore, the roots of Jenmi system connected 

with Smritis cannot be problematized by the traditional analyses of land relation in 

Kerala. The temples enjoyed lot of revenue from the land owned Brahmins, Crown land 

also endowed to the temples therefore full authority of the land was concentrated in the 

hand of Brahmins which gave more political power over people including Kings. Thus 
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the Brahmins were the proprietors of Devaswam land, large share of the land was 

controlled by them, and the non-Brahmin people have also transferred their property to 

Brahmins for two reasons, “one was to get exception from taxation and other one is 

spiritual to get moksha. Every day their areas of land have increased and the majority of 

land they have achieved through Jenmam rights which sanctioned the Brahmins to get 

property as their birth right.”
139

 In Travancore, temples were commonly constructed with 

endowed property and the revenue of the temples used to meet the expenses like 

worship, festivals and feeding of Brahmins. The management of the temple property 

belonged to Uralar and in many of the cases they mismanaged the temple property and 

became the Jenmis of that land. 

 Sri Padmanabha Swami temple which belonged to Trippappur Swaroopam holds 

extensive lands in fact the Swaroopam was the power center in the hierarchical setup, 

further they have used other power structure like Desavazhi, Karalar and Atiyalar for 

their own supremacy. The Devaswam land managed by Yogakkars who had control over 

temple property and every one of the tenants were the holders of Devaswam land. Thus it 

is proved that the “Hindu temples in Travancore had large tracts of land which cultivated 

by tenants on the basis of rent. Also temple authority paid dues to the royal family to 

protect the temple and its property.”
140

  

Brahmins could achieve the large tracts of the land in Travancore and other parts of 

Kerala, promoting the idea of moksha, thus the caste and spiritual supremacy were the 

reason for the landlord system in Kerala. Therefore, the formation of Jenmi system 
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simply cannot connect with economic dominance of land relation in Kerala alone; it is 

also a social, the caste dominance and hierarchy. The tenure right called Karanmai, the 

Karalar groups were remitted their dues in the form of paddy to the temples, the normal 

share of the temples from the Karalar was either 1/3 or 1/5 of the production. The 

Karanmai right were hereditary but at the same time there were restriction to the 

individual Brahmins to possess the Karanmai rights and the temple was recharging by 

giving away the Karanmai rights to Karalar and Kudimai rights to the artisans 

respectively to retain the property right Uranmai.
141

  

The Brahmins occupied higher status in all Malabar, Cochin and Travancore regions that 

is why the land relations in these regions have many similarities. In Malabar, the land 

system which connected with the caste domination can be explained saying that the 

Brahmins were not only on the top of the social order but also they were the dominant 

land owners who possessed the absolute ownership right. Majority of cultivable and 

uncultivable land have controlled by Jenmis in this region. Nayars were second position 

who had superior tenancy right called Kanom and the Kanom and Pattom were the 

common land tenure which existed all over Kerala. Ezhavas has the third position in land 

relation and had the right called Verumpattakkaran means a lower tenant in the system. 

Agriculture labours were at the bottom, and most of them belonged to slave caste groups. 

The Karalar groups transferred their holdings to lower tenant since they had permanent 

tenure rights over land, the Izhavas were tenant-at will without any rights over the 

holdings. K. K. Kochu rejects the dominant arguments that the Karalar were Nayars, 

argues that “many caste-religious people had the ownership right in medieval times, 
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therefore the arguments that the Karalar as Nayars is a deliberate attempt to place them 

as the dominant political class in Kerala. The traditional Sudra historians have begun this 

reading to establish their own caste as a politically affluent class in the history of 

Kerala.”
142

 The Brahmaswam and Devaswam first mentioned in Malabar during 10
th

 

century which means it was formed around this period, however, in Venat it was formed 

in the period of 12
th

 century, when the dominance of the Perumals was diminished while 

fighting with the Naduvaazhi for the power.  

In Cochin, the land ownership almost similar to Malabar, even then the state tried to 

control it directly; therefore, they have reduced the power of chieftains. By the 

eighteenth century around forty percentage of the cultivable land was under the control 

of state, and rest of the land belonged to private landlords. In Travancore, where majority 

of the cultivable land under the control of state and the jenman tenants faced terrible 

condition across the state. Jenmam tenants‟ groups were minority in Travancore and 

Cochin and they were majority in Malabar. Compare to Malabar, the conditions of the 

peasants were good in Travancore in terms of obligation, therefore they have got more 

incentives in modern period. Moreover, land rights were an important factor in the 

economic structure of Kerala which has divided the people on the basis of ownership. 

Ownership of the land was the base for the social status, the precious form of wealth and 

also the symbol of power. Along with land, caste was the other rank which decided the 

superiority or inferiority in the society. P Shungoonny Menon observes that, “Devaswam 

possessed immense wealth and landed property, and they enact the rules and regulations 

to manage the huge tracts of land. It is believed that the Devaswam tenants were at the 
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mercy of Devaswam community. Generally the King did not interfere into the affairs of 

Devaswam and Brahmaswam land.”
143

 The temple based agrarian economy was formed 

in medieval period by the establishment of Brahmin settlement in Kerala and the 

appropriation of the surplus production has been the crucial reason for the new temple 

centric economy which resulted in absolute ownership right to the Brahmins.  

Since land is the principal matter in the process of production which determined the 

various relations of production in the land, it is clearly evident that the land and caste are 

interlinked in a complex manner in pre-modern Kerala society. The monopoly of the 

Devaswam and Brahmaswam formed a huge division in land relation, the landless 

people as tillers of the land with the tenure rights; the intermediary caste got an 

opportunity to involve relations of production. The royal families, Swaroopams, and 

caste were the deciding factors of power which also controlled the relations of 

production. “The extension of plough agriculture demanded permanent labor force that 

resulted the formation of the caste system. To hold the dominance over labour Brahmins 

made the labour into extreme servility. But no doubt that the Brahmins and ruling 

families joined together to extract more surplus from the labours.”
144

  

To comprehend the genesis of the caste system in Kerala, the very idea of a permanent 

labour force is an unacceptable fact. In an agrarian society, the Dalit critique is 

differentiated when it comes to the permanent labour force. They claim that there were 

no Atiyalar who labored as indentured servants for no pay. There were Kutiyalar who 

used their work power to dwell in Jenmis country. The Kutiyalar were from various 
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castes and did not own any land to cultivate. It is claimed that because the Kutiyalar did 

not assert ownership rights like the Karalar, they may have been subjected to terrible 

servitude by the dominating caste Jenmis. As a result, certain mediaeval land records 

mention thalavila, mulavila taxes for the Kutiyalar caste, implying that they could pay 

such taxes to the landlords even if they were landless laborers. „If a laborer works in 

Jenmis land without a wage, he or she will certainly be unable to pay such taxes. As a 

result, imagining a permanent labour force with no rights may be a mistake in 

interpreting the social existence of the Atiyalar caste groups in Kerala.‟
145

       

The caste had been the basic determinant; it enabled to acquire property and other forms 

of wealth in Travancore. Historical suggests that there was a perfect combination temple 

and temporal authorities in extracting the tax from the lower castes out of their meagre 

wage earnings. The temple authorities by the help of Rajas imposed and collected, along 

with land tax, variety of taxes on the body parts of the lower caste like Thalakkaram 

(head-count tax) and Mulakkaram (breast tax), such taxes were exempted for other 

dominant castes like Nayars. The head taxes were counted from untouchables between 

the age group of sixteen to sixty. There were number of such tax collected by Rajas of 

Travancore which concentrated in the vaults of the temples. Roopvari, Aandakazhcha, 

Kuppakakzhcha, mudi eduppu, alankaram, kaikooli, thankasseri velikettu, munduvechu 

thozhal, ezhavathi, Mannanmattuvari, Kachappanam, thirukal-yanam taxes from the 

lower caste.  

M. S. Jayaprakash observes that, “It won‟t be an exaggeration to say that Travancore 

economy was a kind of breast tax economy. There is a shocking episode in the history of 
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Cherthala (a place in Alleppey district in Kerala) an Ezhava lady chopped her breasts and 

presented them on a banana leaf before the tax officials who came to collect breast tax. 

The piece of land where her house situated is still known as „Mulalchiparambu‟ i. e, 

„breast-land‟ („mula‟ in Malayalam means breast).”
146

 Thus it is noticed that the huge 

tracts of wealth concentrated in temples is not just because of the agrarian economy, but 

there was severe other taxes which collected by the Travancore Raja for Sri Padmanabha 

temple. Therefore, agrarian economy was not only the reason for the formation of caste 

system in Kerala, especially in Travancore region but also exploitation of lower castes 

based on their social position.
147

  

The lower castes, in Kerala, could not possess resources due to forced labour and 

multiple castigatory tenacious taxes imposed on them by the temple authorities and 

rulers as well. As a result, their condition had become worse and more vulnerable than 

other resourceful caste groups. Kerala, by 12
th

 century, became agrarian based economy 

in which land was the prime means of production, linked to the production relation. 

Since land is the most important aspect for the production, the ownership of land gets 

more attention. The owner of the land was the King but practically it was divided among 

various land lords. There were Brahmin and non-Brahmin settlements and non-Brahmin 

land was not gifted by rulers. Thus the non-Brahmin settlements have taken over by 

others and setup Devaswam land. Interestingly the people who have associated with 

temples for any works like Kooth, Vaadyam, Bhagavatha Parayanam were given land 

called Virutti. The “people who have associated with land did not cultivate the land also 

they have their land to the Karalar for cultivation. Here the fact is, whoever assisted the 
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temple related works gifted with land and their occupation considered as a sanctified 

profession.”
148

 

Rajan Gurukkal and Raghava Varier observe that, Atiyalar were the last groups in the 

chain of production relation in Kerala and, Pulayas were the Atiyalar and there is no 

mention about their wage. Since they were last section of the people in the agrarian 

economy they were denied right over the product. Paddy was the main cultivation in 

Kerala and the people attached with paddy had to work for an entire year for the 

production as the permanent labour forces. It has become common practice that the 

Pulayas were transferred along with the land whenever it was transferred to others and 

the Pulayar were the foremost paniyal (workers) groups in that land along with other 

artisans.  

In the process of production, initially Karalar collects paddy from the Atiyalar and this is 

the first phase of distribution, in this stage an amount of paddy redistributed for the 

labour class and others who indirectly related to the production. In the second stage the 

product goes to the land lords and they share their resources to their relatives and 

dependents. “The Landlord has given a share to the Naduvazhi in the redistribution 

process. Moreover, temples were the largest accumulating centre of resources which has 

come through pattom and kanom rights. Majority of the Brahmin temples were very rich 

in terms of accumulating paddy especially in river valleys. A large share of paddy has 

spent for feeding Brahmins.”
149

 

There are few other arguments about Pulayas that they were the agricultural labour 

grouped as field labours. The field labours remained as agrestic slaves till the middle of 
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the nineteenth century. They have tilled the land without having any right over it. K. 

Saradamoni quotes Buchanan, “the „chermas (Pulayar) are absolute property: they are 

part of the livestock on an estate.  In selling and buying land it in not necessary that they 

should follow the soil: both kinds of property are equally disposable and may fall into 

different hands. The chermas may be sold, leased, or mortgaged like the land itself, or 

like cattle or thing. Further he says the husband and wife were not sold separately. Thus 

children could be separated from the parents and between themselves.”
150

 It is believed 

that the Pulaya castes were part of process of production but they did not have any right 

over themselves since they were the property of others. Thus, the Atiyalar castes paid 

different tax to the Travancore Rajas in the medieval times, it is debatable question how 

they were able to pay such tax as the history categorised them as mere agrestic slaves. 

Hence they were not allowed to possess the land and or any other valuable property; 

therefore, they may not have any other option to choose except forced labour.  

The agrestic servitude of Pulayas may not be applicable to all Pulayas because there was 

patron client relationship that existed. Joseph Tharamangalam observes, that “strong 

personal bondage and loyalty existed between Pulayas and their masters. The idealised 

version of Pulayas responsibility for their master‟s property is an example of the 

relationship between them. But the bondage with their masters was terrible in most of the 

cases and they had to work for the land owner according to their requirements. Along 

with that the labour castes have to do all other odd job to the masters, and there was no 
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payment for such jobs. Moreover caste prejudices has controlled the social 

relationship.”
151

  

Caste and untouchability has practised in society. There were three categories of slave 

caste and considered as out caste: Pulayas, Parayas and Kuravas and there was a relative 

value for slaves in pre modern Kerala. In fact, the category called agrestic slave is a 

European category applied by the European travellers and slavery existed in second half 

of the Nineteenth century. The emergence of private property resulted landed aristocracy 

who controlled the means of production, therefore, the social condition created the slave 

to cultivate the land in the process of production. This peculiar landed aristocracy created 

the three forms of social relation, “On the top of this system placed by Jenmis had 

absolute ownership, next to that Kudiyan and slave caste at the bottom. But 

unfortunately the Jenmi-Kudiyan system did not give any attention to the labour caste; 

also the landlords met their expenses by exploiting labour. This caste ridden aristocracy 

created such labour divisions which gave enormous power to higher caste.”
152

 

The prevailed social relations led to the concentration of the properties in the hands of 

few caste groups. P. Sivanandan observes that the economic basis of slavery can be 

traced back as early as the origin of private property and accumulation of wealth in 

Kerala. Applying Marxian perspective, Sivanandan says that the class division 

characterised by the development of field cultivation that took the form of caste division 

destroying the primitive communal society and the division of society happened in the 

ninth century, stimulated by Chera Empire. Those who occupy more wealth became the 

higher caste and those who did not categorised as lowest in the social formation. 
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Brahmins succeeded establishing their supremacy over others and given privileges to 

other castes which supported them.
153

  

Chathurvarna system becomes more prevalent which, subjugated, degraded and divided 

the labours, the Pulayas and Cherumars were lowest. Thus, on the basis of social and 

economic privilege each community enjoyed and had various production relations like 

ownership of land, involvement of trade and commerce etc. There are arguments, 

however, saying that Kerala society had never undergone the Chathurvarna system like 

other parts of India. Marxian scholar like E.M.S. Namboodiripad (E. M. S) observes that 

the caste in India conceals the essences of class division. He argues that the “caste 

system in India fit into the social organisation called in the Marxist terminology called 

primitive communism, slavery, and feudalism. There are many elements of tribal 

organisation can be seen in the caste organisation. Caste was a social organisation 

therefore the society could not completely outlive from that. Hence the caste is 

superimposed on tribal society which established the superiority and inferiority within 

the caste to serve the purpose of division between slaves and owners. When the society 

transformed from slave to feudal caste has covered up the social relations.”
154

    

E.M.S further argues that the caste system in India has positive and negative elements. 

Europe moved from feudalism to capitalism but Indian caste hierarchy unable to catch it.  

In India the caste operates as monotonous repetitions so one has to do the same job for 

generation after generation.  Hence the absence of trading caste in Kerala shows that the 

production for the market was insignificant in the social life of the people and the social 
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evolution had happened in the form of caste stratification only. The transformation of 

land, land lord tenant relation, land revenue and other taxes during the British 

colonialism added misery to the rural population, the people had to suffer because of the 

slow emergence of capitalist formation, therefore, the pauperisation happened because of 

this prolonged process which did not leave any caste groups. Since the capitalisation 

process was very slow the people had to attach with their traditional jobs which made 

them into more miserable conditions.
155

 

Different perspective narrated about the formation of caste, some argue that the division 

of labour were the reason for the formation of caste system but others opined that this 

was the division of society based on a value system. It can be argued that the basis of 

caste system connected to the bondage between work and value system. The temple 

related activities were considered as holy and higher in social status others categorised as 

the lowest and menial strata. The ritual supremacy made the Brahmins on the top of the 

hierarchy, to hold that higher status, created the untouchability among people with the 

help of Sastras. But, the division of labour was inevitable in the social formation process 

and occupational divisions have been continued as a traditional job for all caste groups in 

Kerala.  

Another argument about unequal property mobilisation is associated with Chera Chola 

war in 10
th

 century A.D. Since the Nampoothiris Brahmin were top in the social 

hierarchy helped Kulasekhara to fight against Chola‟s attack. The educational institution 

called Salai which was the place for Vedic studies converted into military centres. Thus 

this war increased the social and economic power of Brahmins, because in 9
th

 and 10
th

 

centuries many people have gifted and donated the land to the temple and educational 
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institution which were controlled by Brahmins. The requirement of war landlordism 

reshaped Kerala‟s land relation. Nampoothiris were the trustees of the temples during 

those period enjoyed landed properties, endowments and revenues. The ordinary 

peasants who owned land and other properties transferred to Brahmins to have an 

exception of tax from the state however later these lands made it over as Brahmaswam 

and Devaswam lands. Thus, “this newly accrued economic status made the Brahmins is 

powerful in Kerala, under this circumstances the Jenmi system emerged in Kerala. By 

the time Jainism and Buddhism disappeared and Hindu society was formed on the basis 

of caste.”
156

  

Historical evidence suggests that, in the Sangham period, there was no division among 

the people based on Chathurvarna or caste. The Arya Brahmins affiliated with the 

farmers in Tamil Nadu where they had established their power by making an affiliation 

with warrior caste in Kerala. With the support of this warrior gotra they have protected 

the temple and collected land for temples, gold, and paddy from Rajas, Naduvazhis and 

local chiefs. The Brahmins became a dominant political force by achieving property and 

knowledge dominance. The caste system was formed in Kerala when the Hindu 

Dharmasastras attached with Dravidian customs. The “Brahmin migration happened by 

seventh or eighth centuries, by that time untouchability might have begun to practice 

Kerala. The huge land ownership of temples, surplus wealth and its distribution were the 

reason for the formation of caste system in Kerala.”
157

 Therefore the formation of caste 

system cannot be easily connected with agrarian economy; it also associated with the 

domination of Vedic Brahmins, Knowledge hierarchy and so on.  
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Kerala undergone the Vedic tradition and it influenced the people in various level, the 

Smritis, Vedangas got importance in the society, the people got high ritual status by 

learning it, also it helped to get the supreme position in social relation. By 8
th

 century 

Sankaras‟ Advaitha Darshana became famous and he was the representative of the 

people who have completely involved in the studies of Vedas. “Sankara has given that 

epistemological world view of the Brahmin land lords who were socially dominant 

during that period.”
158

 The people who dedicated for Vedic studies themselves assigned 

work to others in their own land to earn profit. The knowledge engagement became a 

reality with the surplus income and enormous land tracts achieved by the help of Sastras. 

In fact, Atiyalar‟s labour force was used for the extensive production by which the 

Uralar had got surplus time for knowledge related activities and the same labours 

became untouchable by the Sastra rule. Thus, by the help of Dharmasastras, the caste 

law was enforced and it made the social relations is more rigid. Here the fact is the 

ideology became more prevalent which directly involved in the relations of production. 

Compare to other states in India, there is no much evidence for the land grants to the 

temples or Brahmins by the King. Even in the absence of such land grants the Brahmins 

become land owners in Kerala with the help of agrarian economy and dominance of 

caste ideology as well. Sankara‟s Vedanta made the Nampoori Brahmins equal to God 

propagated tried to prove that the ultimate knowledge is Vedas by which they have 

appropriated the new religious traditions of Bhakti movements into Hindu fold.  

Secondly, by the help of this philosophy they have controlled all the temples which were 

constructed during the time of Sankara, received gifts and other items from the 

Naduvazhis and local people. The temples became very dominant and controlled the 
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entire societal relation headed by Brahmins. Sankara created sixty-four customs which 

divided the Kerala society on the basis of caste and Brahmins set their domestic life by 

internalising it. Thus the Sankarasmriti, has created a social condition which is temple 

centric also given dominance to Brahmins. Further, “these 64 customs became the 

essential part of caste system which influenced the political structure too. Hence it de 

promoted the techno scientific knowledge as well as the expansion of trade and 

agriculture. In short Sankara tied to keep the medieval society under caste system which 

completely destroyed the social progress in Kerala.”
159

 Therefore, the present difficulties 

of the lower castes especially the Dalits might be a setback of ideological dominance by 

land owned communities.  

The social dominance of the higher caste in Kerala is merely connected to the ownership 

of land and production relation. Thus the land and caste determined the relations of 

property system in Kerala, the dominant caste groups acquired properties in the process 

of production but the primary producers were excluded from the ownership right 

especially in medieval times. Temple centric agrarian economy created the occupational 

division among the people which was materialised by Sastras. Large majority of land 

came under the Brahmaswam, Devaswam, and Cherickal, controlled by Brahmin 

landlords, resulting forcing the lower section of the people as landless labour. V. K. 

Ramachandran observes “land system and caste system are closely connected, therefore 

there were close link between agrarian relation and marriage and the family system. 

Subsequently, hierarchies of land ownership, caste, and ritual purity overlapped. But the 

ritually inferior‟s caste had to bore the double burdens of caste and class, As a result the 
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untouchable caste groups faced oppression and subjected to slavery also faced various 

forms of bondage and slavery even after the formal abolition of slavery.”
160

 

The ritual hierarchy directly reflected in Kerala‟s land relation, also it determined the 

power, wealth and supremacy. Moreover, the land tenure system of Kerala was very 

complex and there were twenty-eight different tenures existed. One of the Atiyalar 

castes, the Pulayar was ancestral property and they attached with plot. By the formation 

of agrarian cum temple centred economy the caste groups were divided like service caste 

and temple castes. The service castes like washer man, artisan, and barbers had to 

perform their duties according to the requirements.  Since “the caste system was so rigid 

the lower caste did not liberate themselves from the oppression and caste ties. Ritual 

hierarchy reflected in the economic position too.”
161

 The caste was historically rigid, 

gained economic power with the ritual supremacy. The higher castes, in Kerala, achieved 

economic power by the super imposition over the non-Brahmin land which made them 

as the proprietors of the large land tracts.  

The medieval Kerala is characterised as the Jati-Jenmi-Naduvazhi system, temple centric 

agrarian economy influenced the socio-economic and cultural life of the people, land and 

the caste ideology determined social relations, ideological reproduction of the caste 

system reflected in social relations and same pattern continues even today. The agrarian 

system in Kerala is the chain of Uralar, Karalar, and Atiyalar who had different role in 

the process of production which created a different societal relationship. Compare to 

North India, Kerala had a different habitat, in north, Brahmins had stayed inside the 
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village and the untouchables were in outside wherein Kerala, various caste groups stayed 

nearby due to the geographical features, therefore caste has determined with the distance 

of body.  

The property relations in Kerala is controlled and mediated by land ownership and ritual 

supremacy. The ownership right and control over the lands were separated, and the 

landowner means those who have the titular rights over land as applied as Jenmam and 

Swam. Also there were two types of ownership rights like birth right and customary 

right. The term control means the actual control over the processes of production and 

distribution. “The people had traditionally birth right who held the direct ownership of 

the land. Also the land grants were received by the land lords. Due to the predominance 

of Jenmam lands, hardly get the evidences of non-Brahmin land lords in Kerala. If any 

non-Brahmins had the possession over land, it may achieve through their might which 

became as a birth right after generation. The non-Brahmana land owner takes pleasure of 

autonomy under Brahmanas landlords, which means, they had to do service for the 

Brahmin landlords.”
162

  

Hence there is a need of clarity towards the janmi (land lord) system in Kerala to get 

more understanding of Kerala‟s land relations. “The janmi has been defined in the 

Malabar tenancy Act of 1930 as a person entitled to the absolute proprietorship of the 

land.”
163

 Some of the scholars believe that the Kerala janmi system was a prototype of 

European feudalism and this system could provide more power to the janmis to suppress 

the lower sections of the society. Other says that “The janmi system in Kerala was very 
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exploitative of those at the bottom but which provided with tremendous economic, 

political, and social power to the social groups who placed in the top of the system.”
164  

The janmi system accelerated the agriculture consequently there were lot of agricultural 

labours attached with the soil. It means the janmi system fuelled the caste hierarchy in 

Kerala.  The janmi system had been practiced till the abolition of slave trade in 

Travancore and they have exercised their power on slaves in order to hold higher status. 

By the beginning of British rule, they were forced to hand over their power to the British 

administration. The abolition of slave trade in Travancore was one of the revolutionary 

steps taken by Travancore Royalty by the influence of British. “In 1792 the English east 

India Company issued a proclamation against slave trade in their territory. In Travancore 

during the reign of Gouri Parvati Bai (1815-29) a Royal proclamation abolishing slave 

trade was issued in 1818. Cochin also issued a similar proclamation in 1821. The 

abolition of slavery was a nail struck into the coffin of feudalism in Kerala.”
165

  

This janmi system has created so many gradations among the society. “With the 

development of janmi system the land which came under the direct control of the janmis 

and it began to be leased out in the form of „otti‟, „kanam (land tenures) and so on. These 

arrangements made the land productive and Brahmin janmis got a portion of surplus 

from the land regularly.”
 166

 The caste system was widespread in all spheres of Kerala 

during the medieval period. The terms jenmam has common and the janmi shows the 

concept of rights over the land, and land grants to the Brahmins were the reason for the 
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emergence of jenmam rights in Kerala. It was a permanent right over the surplus that 

continued as a hereditary right. The growth of the jenmam rights is also related to the 

growth of the temple and the privileges of Brahmins who controlled the activities of the 

temple. These Brahmins have received land and other privileges by the King and other 

people. “Along with these developments, the Naduvazhis and Brahmins had maintained 

the patron-client relationship which ultimately made Brahmins the dominant authority all 

over Kerala.”
167

 Moreover the jenmam right has given enormous power to Brahmin land 

lords by which they occupied supremacy over land over time to time.  

The tenure system in Kerala was largely a caste based janmi system. The historians 

assume that some of the caste groups were the land owners in Sangam period and they 

became landless people after the Brahmins gained supremacy over land under Chera‟s 

rule until the first quarter of the eleven century. “Prior to that (until fifth century) Kerala 

was known to be in Sangham age. Hypothetically the private ownership of land began in 

Kerala even before the Sangham age and owners of land were Pulayas, Idayas, Vedas, 

Villavas all belonging to either cultivators or chieftains.”
168

 Further, “The ownership 

passed to the present class of land owners in the period between nine and thirteen 

centuries.”
169

 There is necessity of historical understanding that why the non-Brahmins 

groups were forced to give their land to the Nampoothiris and temples. New kind of 

economic structure emerged by the influence of Brahmin landlords that created new type 

of tenure system. After the Chera Kingdom the Kerala became a Brahmin dominated 

state which completely stratified and divided the people on the basis of ownership right.  
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Various land tenure system which practiced even during the colonial period. The 

agrarian economy transferred into overseas trade especially the arrival of Europeans, in 

17
th

 century, new intermediaries emerged and the tenure relations began to be redefined. 

The system of pattom-panayam (tenures) became popular in the place of simple pattom 

system and new forms of land tenure like kuzhikanom evolved. The ruling class had 

jenmam rights and the intermediaries were controlling the rights. After the invasion of 

Mysore in eighteen century, Kerala especially Malabar region had undergone the direct 

taxation on land which was not common in Kerala before the invasion, “By eighteenth 

century the state was the biggest janmi through conquering all the land and they 

converted it as circar land or pandaravaka.”
170

  

Nevertheless, the pattom proclamation of 1865 has changed the agrarian scenario in 

Kerala, which was one of the pioneering efforts to change land relations. This 

proclamation has given ownership right to the pattom tenants who were the tenants of the 

state and they received the right to transfer their land freely. Over the years many people 

have sold their land among cultivators, however, this proclamation has given the 

assurance to the tenants from the arbitrary eviction; it was a radical proclamation which 

destroyed the monopoly of the land lord aristocracy. Thus the valuable properties like 

land become commodity in the market; the development of the land market has given 

opportunities to all communities to buy land. The Christians and Muslim communities 

involved in trade and commerce which made them to mobilize money, hence they could 

buy landed property in the post- pattom proclamation times. Over the years the inferior 

caste bought landed properties of higher caste which shattered the traditional land 
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ownership pattern in Travancore. Moreover, this proclamation led towards an egalitarian 

land ownership in the later periods, the Jenmi Kudiyan Act of 1896 was another 

important step taken by Travancore Raja which gave permanent occupancy right to the 

Kanom tenants in Jenmam lands. These all reforms were favorable to the agrarian 

condition.  

Travancore emerged as a powerful state, by 1788 A. D through suppressing the local 

chieftains, it was estimated that one half of the cultivable land were under the state 

ownership out of 0.7 million acres. Before that in 1750 the Travancore ruler 

Marthandavaram dedicated to his tutelary to the Sri Padmanabha, later he himself called 

as Sri Padmanabha dasan (servant) which is known as Tripadidanam, the land belongs to 

the Padmanabha temple treated as sircar land. Henceforth both Pandaravaka and non-

Pandaravaka lands considered as sircar lands. “In 1812 the Travancore government has 

taken over the private properties of temples along with the properties of royal relatives, 

farm land of the temple monarch, and the Swaroopam. Even then the main Jenmam 

rights have been continued with respect to the nature of right. During this period a Pattah 

has started to give all tenants specifying tax levied on each property.”
171

 In 1818 the 

wasteland also treated as sircar land which was given for the cultivation to the people 

with tax concessions. Compare to Travancore, the Malabar region did not undergo such 

proclamation which prevented the lower caste to possess landed properties. The 

invisibility of Devaswam land helped the Jenmis controlled the land for long. But in 

Travancore the sircar land had been cultivated under the tenure rights called Pandaravaka 
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Pattom. The net result of the pattom proclamation was the ownership right given to the 

tenants which changed them as peasants from the category of tenant farmer.  

All these proclamations have given changes in the life of tenants in Kerala which 

reflected in the social relations as well. However, these developments in land ownership 

did not create much difference in the life of Atiyalar caste like Pulayas and Parayas. In 

continuation of Pattom proclamation, the Europeans and natives have started huge 

plantations. Both these activities are completely made the land as commodity in 

Travancore. By the emergence of plantation, the ownership of land has been 

concentrated in the hands of few people. In the post independent times the Europeans 

withdrew from these plantations therefore the ownership right has concentrated in the 

hands of individuals, companies and the government. This new land relation helped 

higher caste Christian and Muslims to become the owners of landed property and the 

middle caste groups acquired dominance in that new social relation therefore they have 

achieved landed properties. It is believed that “some of the caste groups could not 

achieve any property in the new forms of land relation due to untouchable status hence 

they continued as landless labors in Jenmis land. These untouchable castes were lived in 

the land of Jenmis and tenants as mere laborers doing agricultural and related work 

almost like slaves.”
172

  

The agrestic slave position made the depressed classes to continue as a landless labor in 

Kerala. T. C Varghese observes that around 0.8 million acres of land cultivated by 0.5 

million tenants. Among the laboring population majority of them belonged to Cheruma 

and Pulayas who were the agrestic slaves to the families. Though the slavery was 
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abolished 1843 no much difference happened in the economic conditions of the slaves. 

In Malabar “these slave castes attached with cultivating families. Even after the slavery 

abolishment the social condition forced the depressed caste people to work like 

dependent labour. Thus the growth of cultivated land increased the wage and 

employment position of labors. Hence the opening of plantations also did not give any 

changes in the life of depressed caste laborer since the cheap labour was available from 

Tamil Nadu to work in the highland plantations.”
173

  

Thus, it can be argued that these unusual circumstances did not give chance to the 

Atiyalar caste to occupy the landed property in Kerala. Needless to say caste and 

production relations were the major reasons for the unequal property distribution in 

Kerala, which caused for new land movements by the marginalized caste groups.   
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CHAPTER-III 

REIMAGINING RESOURCES: ANALYZING THE POLITICS OF LAND 

STRUGGLES. 

 

 

In India, the question of relationship between „right to land ownership‟ and „the dignity 

and social position‟ is an age-old debatable subject. Unequal land ownership pattern 

promoted hierarchical divide between owner and tenants, it encouraged an imbalanced 

social relationship among the people, and being born into a particular caste might have 

helped to get the right to hold property and other social status to an individual, thus 

rejecting all the possible ways towards an egalitarian society. Dignity and social position 

is based on caste system, the socio-economic and cultural backwardness of lower caste in 

India, identified with the lack of land ownership. The caste or communities with no 

ownership right have suffered cultural, social and economic disabilities. Hence, caste is 

the centrality in Indian social organization; it has given the right to ownership to the elite 

castes, those positioned in the upper strata of the society. The aim of this chapter is to 

analyse the unequal social order that practiced in Kerala which divided the people as 

backward and forward in relation to caste and resource ownership habitually defined the 

mobility of individuals. 

In the last few decades, Kerala has been witnessing the struggles for land ownership led 

by Adivasis and Dalits. In fact, these struggles have brought many fundamental 

questions on the model of Kerala‟s social development into the public sphere. Hence, the 

present work is limited to the land struggles lead by Dalits; it addresses the questions of 

caste, identity and citizenship. According to the protestors, it is a revolt against the 

governments who never considered them as equal citizens even after more than seven 
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decades of Indian independence; they have not found any space in the well acclaimed 

Kerala land reforms. The marginalised groups in Kerala say that they have continued to 

be the victims of land reforms since the reforms placed them in the margins of Kerala 

society. The controversies and struggle for land highlights that the land question is still 

unresolved in Kerala; further, it raises the democratic questions about the unequal pattern 

of land ownership. In fact, the land struggles posed a critique to the social development 

model of Kerala often used an emancipatory mechanism by the marginal groups to 

express their vulnerabilities in the public. 

Land serves as an essential resource to make the people owners, and it gives identity to 

those to claim the rights of citizenship in the public by state categories. The land 

struggles expose the hidden part of land reforms. Though the land reforms transferred the 

land to the tenants, it did not give the agricultural land to the labourers who were 

attached with soil. The numbers of landless people increase every day among the lower 

caste groups due to the scarcity of housing as well as agricultural land, obviously they 

chose the struggle as a matter of protest to get land from the government. This chapter is 

an attempt to problematize the lack of resources and inquire into the new imagination of 

social capital by the Dalits even after the renowned Kerala land reforms.  

Chengara: Analyzing the Impact of Land Reforms in Kerala. 

The Chengara land struggle started on August 2007 under the leadership of Laha 

Gopalan, the founder of Sadhujana Vimochana Samyuktha Vedi (SVSV)*
174

 it was a 

historic move with the migration of three hundred families to Chengara rubber plantation 

in Pathanamthitta district of southern Kerala by SVSV activists and other landless 
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individuals. After one year, the total numbers of families increased to seven thousand 

and seven hundred. In Chengara, the majority of the protestors were from a Scheduled 

Castes (SCs) and converted Christians, indicating that these communities continue to 

remain landless even today. These landless people have demanded agricultural land at 

Chengara plantation, which had been leased to the Harrison Malayalam plantation by the 

government of Kerala.  

Historically, the Chengara estate leased out for 35-years to the Kandathill Varghese 

family, one of the most dominant Christian families in Kerala and the publisher of 

Malayala Manorama, the largest daily in Kerala and one of the leading regional papers 

in South Asia. Once the lease ended, the Harrison Malayalam Limited got it for ninety-

nine years, which continued till 2006. However, when lease ended in 2006, the land 

should have been transferred to the „original owner‟, the feudal ruler or in the absence of 

the feudal ruler, it should have been taken over by the Government. However, the day of 

the government, without much following the land transfer formalities, simply made an 

agreement with Harrison Company to fell the rubber trees, resulting in a huge profit for 

the company. The Harrison Malayalam Limited has thirty-three estates like Chengara in 

Kerala.
175

 

The Chengara people opposed the illegality of Harrison Company and its land lease 

saying that the company has not paid the lease money to the government since 1996. 

Thus the Chengara people led the struggle against the Harrison Company and the leaders 

of the Chengara struggle have raised many irregularities in the lease agreements that 

peaked suspicion in the public‟s opinion towards the company. For instance, in Chengara 
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itself, “the actual amount of land given by the feudal ruler to the Harrison Malayalam 

was 1,048 hectares, but it is reported that the company has occupied around 60,000 acres 

of land under its custody through illegal means. The leaders of the land struggles accuse 

the Tata company of occupying around 50,000 acres of land in Munnar, Kerala. Though 

the left government earlier directed officials to unearth the extent of land owned or 

occupied by the Tata in Kerala, this move could not be carried to its logical conclusion 

because of inner-party rivalry.”
176

  

Hence, the Chengara land struggle originally started in June 2006 at Chandanappally 

estate of Koduman Plantation Corporation by the Sadhu Jana Vimochana Samyuktha 

Vedi (SVSV) activists. Later this protest withdrew after the discussion with the then 

revenue minister K. P. Rajendran. There were twenty-two demands submitted to the 

government by the SVSV, demanded agricultural land to the Dalits and fifty thousand 

rupees to the protesters in order to cultivate it. Other demands were one government 

employee from each scheduled caste and scheduled tribe families, the inclusion of Dalit 

Christians into the scheduled caste category, declare Ayyankali‟s birthday and the death 

day of Ambedkar as holidays, and  five acres of land for the development of Kalleli 

Appoopan Kavu* situated in Konni Pathanamthitta district. However, minister assured 

the agitators, they would distribute land like the former Chief Minister, Achuthan 

Menon, the Communist Party of India (CPI) had done or the way in which Mr. 

Karunanidhi Government had done in Tamil Nadu. However, the government failed to 
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fulfil the promise, the Chengara people again started struggle, the leader of Chengara, 

Laha Gopalan observes that, “we were forced to start the Chengara agitation again since 

the government did not keep their promises. Consequently, they have encroached the 

Kumbazha estate of Harrison Malayalam plantation in Pathanamthitta district.  Initially, 

the government tried to destroy the struggle with police forces. The rubber trees in the 

area were not good for tapping even though people have collected small amounts of latex 

for their income. The SVSV demanded five acres of land, but they changed to one acre 

to resolve the problem as early as possible. Hence the labours of plantation also started a 

counter protest one day before the district officials began to collect the detail of the 

protestors in the land struggle.”
177

  It was found that the lease became untrue and the 

property reverted back to the government in 2006, however, both left-right wing 

governments did not show any interest to take it over, the landless agitators gathered and 

demanded the government distribute the land. According to the protestors, there were 

possibilities for the state government to take over this land from Harrisson Company, but 

no such initiatives have occurred.  In the fifth year of the struggle, the left government 

distributed land in different parts of Kerala as the part of Chengara settlement package. 

Beneficiaries complained that the distributed lands were not worthy for cultivation, 

geographically alienated places and nearer to forests. The Chengara package* ended 

paradoxically, but the leaders of the land struggle have been demanding agricultural 
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land; unless and until they get it, they have decided to not leave from the Chengara 

plantation. 

Since the beginning of the Chengara land struggle, human rights violations have taken 

place: police torture, harassments, rape, and assault against Chengara women. These 

sorts of violence were the result of the protest started in front of Chengara estate led by 

the various trade unions backed by political parties. Protestors argued that it is a state 

sponsored violence against the marginal groups to prevent the assertion for landed 

property. The resistance of Chengara cannot be read as the mere demand for land but for 

the resources that give individuals dignity and self-respect. Earlier the government and 

society tried to negate their rights over resource ownership by imposing the barriers of 

caste and other social norms based on Dharmasastras; therefore, it is well evidenced that 

the basic concept of human rights does not exist in a society dominated by the caste 

elites. K. T. Ram Mohan says that the signals from Chengara are clear, “there is need for 

a land policy that engages with the serious deficiencies of the earlier land reforms. The 

reforms of the 1970s sought to address, even if partially, the class aspect of the land 

question. The present situation demands to address its caste and community aspects. 

Given the marked asymmetries in land distribution and intensifying struggles by the 

landless Tribal people and Dalits, and the ploy of absolute scarcity may no longer work. 

Indeed, it is possible to make land available to the landless Tribal people and Dalits 

without disturbing the small and middle holders. Very large extent of land could be 

mobilised but not renewing the leases of big, corporate plantations.”
178

 The question of 

caste has been neglected in modern land reforms since it was entirely an economic 
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reform; it never considered the caste as a matter which played a crucial role in the long 

process. Hence, many studies carried out on Kerala land reforms had projected land only 

as an economic unit; it does not have any other social implication over the people in 

terms of resources and ownership. However, few other works tried to understand the 

sociological aspect of land reforms problematizing the ownership pattern including the 

definitions of land, owner, and labour.  

Moreover, the land as social capital gives power and pride to the people in the society; 

the real beneficiaries of land reforms became rich and identified as middle class in 

Kerala. In contemporary Kerala, the Christians own five times more land, the upper 

castes four and the other backward castes (OBC) and Muslims own three times more 

land than the Dalits.
179

 It creates a huge divide as well as hierarchies among the 

communities and shows the upper castes only own landed property. The leftist 

organization called Kerala Sasthra Sahithya Parishath (K.S.S.P) conducted a survey in 

2006, and concluded that, “in Kerala as per the land ownership per family is the upper 

castes have 105 cents, Christians 126, Muslims 77, the OBCs 63 and Dalits only 27 

cents.”
180

 Further, “Any enquiry into the differential impact of land reforms on different 

communities is interpreted by the civil society and the intelligentsia in Kerala as divisive, 

which is not the case when it is based on a class or regional basis. And this hides the fact 

that property and power is still with the upper castes.”
181

 

Last fifty years of modern Kerala, changes in the economy and politics hardly touched 

the traditional caste hierarchy, the large chunks of economic resources are possessed by 
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upper and middle caste groups, and the modern land reforms helped all other castes 

except the Dalits and Tribals to acquired ownership rights. The Dalits had been 

prohibited from property rights in the traditional caste society and could not capture the 

capacity of ownership even in the democratic setup. The land reforms are considered as a 

key stone of the socio-political changes of Kerala, but in reality the Dalits excluded from 

the proclaimed Kerala model of development. The traditional caste has worked as a 

social base in the modern Kerala. Four decades of land reforms, the figures show that 

there is a huge distance in terms of ownership of the land among various caste groups. 

These “facts show the Kerala model land reforms may have drawbacks since it was an 

economic process and not a social reform.”
182

 Land reforms in Kerala, an economic 

reform policy that provided land to the landless communities, barring the majority of the 

marginalized Dalits and tribal from its benefits, as a result, it violated the basic rights. 

Land is not merely a resource of wealth but a sign of lot other things in life, self-respect, 

security, independence. B. B. Mohanthy says that the “in recognition of the fact that 

scheduled castes and tribes are the most disadvantaged in terms of land, which accounts 

for the majority of their perpetual property and make them vulnerable to injustice and 

exploitation, union and state governments have attempted to promote and protect their 

land control and use rights. Even after fifty years of planned initiatives and policy 

measures, the landholding situation of scheduled groups and some states has not 

improved significantly; in fact, it has deteriorated.”
183

 It is evidenced that the Dalits who 

had the ownership of land faced less violence than the landless; the ownership of 
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resources gives precise power to the powerless groups which may enrich their social 

mobility. The “Dalits managed to possess even a small tract of land; they were less 

vulnerable to assaults and human rights violations. Therefore, the state policies want to 

empower Dalits need to start earnestly with pivotal measures of land reforms as basic 

rights.”
184

  

Further, the “Record on land distribution in the year of 1857 shows three percentages of 

Pulayas (Dalits), four of OBCs, seven of Nairs and five of Christians were landowners in 

the princely state of Travancore.”
185

 The data illustrates that the non-implementation of 

modern land reforms made the state of Dalits more vulnerable, therefore, Dalit scholars 

argue the left government implemented land reforms by the influence of Kerala 

renaissance but does not imbibe caste as a reality and they expose it as one of the major 

draw backs of Kerala‟s social development.  

Studies indicate these reforms have begun long process that made the foundation for 

Kerala model of development. Chandra Bhan Prasad pointed out few draw backs of 

Kerala land reforms in a comparison with Uttar Pradesh and the rest of India. He raised 

the question that what prompted the Adivasis/Dalits of Kerala to raise the question of 

land reform.  
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Table: I 

   Landless Agricultural labours in Kerala, Uttar Pradesh and All India (Per Hundred) 
 

Category/States Kerala Uttar Pradesh All India 

SC 53.79 38.76 49.06 

ST 55. 47 ------- 32.99 

Non-SCs/STs 20.78 10.03 19.66 

Source: From Dalit Diary: 1999-2003 Reflections on Apartheid in India.  

The above figures establish two points most emphatically, one that in comparison to UP 

(It has a negligible tribal population) in most of India, it is only in Kerala that more than 

half the SC/ST population consists of landless agricultural labourers. Two, the index of 

inequality is much too high in Kerala. For instance, in the difference between SC/ST and 

non-SC/STs in terms of proportion of landless labourers is 33.01 and 34.69 per cent, 

whereas in UP, the difference works out to 25.73. At the all-India level, the difference is 

29.40 and 13.33 per cent.”
186

 He says there is a need of conclusion from these figures 

taken from the census of India that, in Kerala, a land of reforms, the condition of SC/STs 

is worse than in areas known for their backwardness and lack of land reforms. He poses 

criticism on left intelligentsia for not telling the nation that land reform policies of EMS 

Namboodaripad were more hostile to SC/STs than land reform measures elsewhere in 

the country. Moreover, these divergent facts specifically lead towards the new 

understanding of Kerala land reforms through a human rights perspective since it was 

more hostile to untouchable communities. The agitators emphatically pointed out the 

Dalit settlements became new spaces of cultural domination to the caste elites; further, it 
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viewed the settlements as uncivilised and depicted them as ghettos full of wicked 

fellows.
187

  

Kerala is the only state where Dalits live in the separate „colonies,‟ and it hardly 

addressed by the democratic governments, therefore, the protesters says casteist 

governments are more interested in making more colonies than providing land in order to 

reproduce their saviour consciousness of upper caste over Dalit subjects. Geographically 

these colonies are located outside, boycotted by the society, branding like untouched 

spaces. Consequently, land struggles try to obliterate hopeless living conditions and 

recreate thriving defined notion of ownership/resourcefulness that may leads to the 

dignified life mobility as well. P. K. Michael points out, “The socio-political movement 

led by the Communist party in Kerala had two major slogans for their popular 

mobilisation that successfully materialised one for united Kerala and the other for 

comprehensive land reforms. Both of these slogans had their appeal beyond class, caste 

and community feelings. Nevertheless, it was not as mobilizing a programme as the land 

reforms or unification of Kerala. It seems to have not been completely successful in 

realizing the widely held expectation that further developmental initiatives will be driven 

by social movements and civil society organizations in the wake of the campaign. It also 

failed to fully integrate previously marginalised sections and their demands.”
188

  

The meaning of land goes beyond mere property discourses, resonate different space, 

security, and self-respect. From the ancient period onwards the property has divided into 

two kinds like movable and immovable property in India. As R.S.Sharma notes, “In the 

earliest Vedic age movable property was almost identical with cows and was far more 
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important than immovable property, Immovable property included land and house.”
189

 

Hence earlier times onwards the Brahmins were the owners of property like land, cows 

and so on. As a superior caste group in villages the Brahmins used their power to possess 

land. S. Selvam quoted Beidelman; “caste system entails inequality in the distribution of 

power. It considers the land as the major integrative factor around which the caste and 

village system operate.”
190

  

Modern India has witnessed several opinions on the question of land and its ownership. 

Ambedkar pointed out “Agriculture shall be a state industry, the farm shall be cultivated 

as a collective farm, and the land shall be let out to villagers without distinction of caste 

and creed.”
191

 As a policy the state was a failed to distribute the land to the villagers in 

modern India. “The Indian states tried to make changes among the agrarian relations, but 

it did not touch the real intermediaries who owned land and it had not chosen radical 

reforms in agrarian structure; instead, it gave emphasis to reorganise the agrarian relation 

and redistribution of land.”
192

 Land reforms concentrated for sectorial changes in society; 

however, did not problematize much on property discourses in relation to ownership. It 

can be argued land reforms addressed ownership questions slightly, but the major share 

of the property concentrated in the hands of the higher caste farmers who could easily 

continue as agrarian surplus groups. In contemporary India, landlessness of Dalits 

receives attention; nevertheless, it was not proposed as a social justice issue, and they are 

not treated as equal citizens unless they become land owners. According to Sukhadeo 
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Thorat “The pattern of landownership is highly skewed against SCs. Nearly 70 per cent 

of SC households either do not own land or have very small landholdings of less than 0.4 

ha. A very small proportion (less than 6 per cent) consists of medium and large farmers. 

The scenario of land ownership among SCs is even grimmer in Bihar, Haryana, Kerala 

and Punjab, where more than 90 per cent of SC households possess negligible or no 

land.”
193

 Land reform policies have not provided agricultural land to the Dalits in Kerala; 

consequently, they were not able to generate income from this limited portion of land 

where the other agrarian class heavily benefitted since they were holding enough 

agricultural land.  

According one study, “The Harijans (Dalits) continue to be a depressed section of the 

society in terms of income and property as well. For instance, among scheduled castes, 

the basic agricultural communities like Pulayas, Cherumans, and Kanakkans, more than 

58 per cent of the households are landless and even among the owners 90 per cent have 

only less than half an acre, only two per cent own more than two acres.”
194

 The majority 

of the untouchable castes were forcibly attached with soil like slave labourer that might 

have caused for immense hierarchical segregation from the mainstream socio-political 

discourses; further, it alienated them from resource ownership which is visible in terms 

of their mobility nowadays. Ravi Kumar states, that the relation between Dalits and land 

is strange, “they are inextricably tied to the land but do not have any right over it. The 

ownership of land might change but the coolies stays with the land.”
195

 The Chengara 

protestor states that the Dalit community‟s lack of ownership rights is due to norms of 
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caste in the ancient societies, and it has been repeated even in the modern land reforms 

program which obviously led to the struggle for land. On the other hand, the government 

generally considers the landless people as a single category which would hide the present 

realities of landlessness. Present struggles are an alternative way to achieve justice 

through a democratic approach promised by the constitution.  

Land Struggle: The question of Dignity and Resources 

The state and its machinery usually obstruct any agitations carried out by untouchable 

groups since these groups are socially weak and politically powerless. However, in 

Chengara the protesters beaten up by the labours of the plantations belonged to various 

political parties. Protestors argue that planned violence strategically corners emerging 

voices of untouchables to silence the dignity question in the public sphere since 

ownership would obviously change the nature of their occupation and provide freedom 

from the given identity of mere wage labourer. The traditional caste society always 

desires to place the untouchables either as wage labourers or agrestic slaves; therefore, 

new forms of struggles get constantly rejected by the social elites. Ramnarayan Rawat 

pointed out “the occupation and dignity were the parameters to analyse Dalit 

histories.”
196

 During this blockade, Laha Gopalan spoke to the media, saying that the 

sanctions of the state had forced the landless poor to remain strong in the struggle and 

they were ready to die even by starvation. The present siege has consciously done to 

provoke protesters to create law and order problem in Chengara which also aims martyrs 

from the plantation workers, however around 250 civilians were attacked.  
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The entry into the Kumbazha estate of Harrison plantation happened a year after, and 

since then the government did not keep any of their promises. Gopalan said that the 

withdrawal of the then existing struggle were not good enough for the workers because 

they were surviving by it. He alleged that the plantation workers began siege when 

district administration had decided to distribute questionnaire to find eligible people in 

the Chengara. The workers realised if the information was collected, the landless victims 

are more likely to receive benefits from the government others would be dismissed. 

Around six thousand applications have collected which showed one thousand families 

were living in rented premises. However, Chengara agitators never demanded land in 

Chengara alone, similarly showing their interest to move any places but till then would 

continue there.
197

  

Gopalan, the leader of the struggle says that the government must give land to whoever 

participated in the struggles if it is difficult to acquire land in Chengara, they could take 

over other leased over plantations through available central funds.
198

 The protestors of 

both Arippa and Chengara were not merely demanding agricultural land but instead 

problematizing the social dynamics of caste and its power relations in the society. There 

is no doubt that the “accessibility and redistribution of land would give more opportunity 

to the deprived section to wither away from the caste-based occupation that would 

obviously make changes in their mobility and would allow them to achieve dignity.”
199

 

Present land struggles are the attempt to erase the element of inequalities and imagining 

dignity, social space, and resourcefulness. Hence, these new imageries may help to 
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rewrite the history about Dalitness differently and break the cultural colonization of caste 

elites over untouchables, leading towards an egalitarian society where the marginalized 

groups may feel autonomy over identities. These struggles envisioned disrupting 

traditional barriers of caste that never allowed every individual to hold landed property; 

therefore, it is a discursive formation of the untouchables which rejects all forms of 

subjugated memories. Secondly, it often confronts Brahminical nature of the state and its 

ideological apparatuses. Thus, it is an engagement with modernity since the untouchable 

castes, constantly neglected; further their claims on modernity have not been recognized 

by the state or in Hindu society as well. As a policy, land reforms tried to actualize the 

constitutional provisions in the post independent era, besides the deprived section 

enjoyed the aids of modernity that integrated them into national mainstream. Modern 

claims such as ownership, education, lifestyles had been rejected to untouchables since 

they were treated as mere agrestic slaves or wage laborers. Thus the “Dalits became limit 

to their caste based inferior works and other social inferior jobs because of the caste 

Hindu mind set of the state and Hindu civil society.‟
200

 

There were 7,000 (seven thousand) odd families living in Chengara, waging a struggle to 

change their material condition that imposed by caste imperialism. They were gathered 

from desolate living conditions across the state at Chengara where an alternative 

community was built. They found certain places to live, cultivate, and worship. It cannot 

be understood as protest against anyone; instead, it was an effort to regain spirituality 

that would lead to a counter-culture or Dalit renaissance. The tents “with plastic roofs 

have given place to semi-permanent huts with raw earthen bricks and tin sheets. These 
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people have showed a new method of self-expression and aspiration in this hilly region 

of planation by saying; we were left out from the well acclaimed land reforms.”
201

 

Moreover, their life is connected to land and its nature; hence, they demand that „giving 

us agricultural land would do labour in it‟. It is noticed that the untouchable castes were 

attached with soil but hardly owned it, often defining the social position of individuals 

particularly in the agrarian society.  

Those who largely acquired agrarian surplus invested on other ventures to earn more 

profits where the actual producers never enjoyed the benefit since they had to undergo 

servitude of caste. Ironically, the state not showing any interests to the landlessness 

question of marginalized groups brings this struggle and Kerala‟s developmental issues 

to the public, “if there is no access to land, would it be challenging to make the surplus 

that provides the cultural capital like education, mobility so on and so forth.”
202

 

Present day disadvantages of untouchables in Kerala is not just limited to caste, since 

there is an absence of ownership of landed property, in addition to that, the state and civil 

society have not engaged with them as  equal citizens. Land reforms tried to abolish 

intermediaries, “it made former tenants mostly upper and middle caste citizens land 

owners, as they could prove their status as tenants by presenting rent receipts.”
203

 The 

landlessness question created new debate around the absence of resources and the 

problems of accessibility into modern life of the marginalized castes. The “livelihood 

matter became more problematic to the Dalits and other indigenous groups since they set 

aside from the resources which forced them to reimagine the need of ownership over 
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landed properties. Hence this may be treated as one of the drawbacks of Kerala land 

reforms.”
204

 Protestors say these struggles would reveal the hidden characteristics of 

Kerala model of development that never gave importance to certain groups.   

The Chengara land struggle occurred in the Kurumbatti division of Harrison Malayalam 

planation, at Athumbukulam near to Konni, Pathanamthitta district, Kerala.  In the initial 

days, they made around four thousand huts out of plastic, later most of them have 

constructed their own houses. They had to cross a small stream to reach there, where a 

bridge was built.  Compared to other struggles, the children shouted slogans „time and 

story has changed and it‟s the time for poor‟ „give us land or bullets‟. They strictly 

maintained discipline to make the struggle a success. Alcohol was prohibited in 

Chengara and volunteers used to check bags in the front office. The total areas of land 

struggle were divided into six counters; each one had the places for worship where they 

kept photos of Buddha, Ambedkar, Ayyankali and Kallara Sukumaran. Generally, day 

starts with a common prayer followed by attendance, started nurseries for kids where 

qualified youngsters taught.  

Interestingly, these people arrive from various colonies and other slums even though 

there was no abundant publicity about this protest. The landless masses have taken it as 

an opportunity to become owners of landed property; struggle has provided new 

perspective about the contemporary politics thus they have been raising serious critiques 

to the leftist parties who initiated the land reforms. These landless laborers showed unity 

among themselves in order to fight against the oppressors which brilliantly broke the 

broad consciousness that the Dalits do not have unity.  In other words, land became a 

focal point for them to form as a community to fight for their justice; subsequently, it 
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broadened as one of the vibrant social movement of untouchables in the post- colonial 

times.  

Land struggle: Political Redefining of Dignity    

The Chengara struggle raised fundamental question on the land control in Kerala saying 

that who controls the agricultural land in Kerala? Protestors voiced that the unequal 

distribution of land puts them into dangerous social crisis and pushes them to the bottom 

of the society. Hence, “the land has been transferred into other modes of property like 

gold shares nowadays; therefore, traditional farmers became landless as a small minority 

kept buying huge tracts of land, consequently victims of the land reforms once again 

were humiliated in the new land market economy controlled by the huge real estate 

groups.”
205

 Recently, land became an important capital for investors and they created an 

artificial shortage by keeping agricultural land empty, further unifying urban land, which 

decisively changed the idea of land from agriculture to investment.  

The ex-untouchables in Kerala are the workers of the tenants, their rights were violated 

in land reforms leading majority of the ex-untouchable castes to live in the Harijan and 

the one lakh colonies. Moreover, they often faced violence since they raised the 

fundamental questions on land that questioned the traditional caste structure. Dalit 

intellectuals opined that there has been an unequal distribution of land through land 

reforms, therefore, the Dalit movements and people groups have repeatedly raised these 

questions since the 1980s.
206

 In January 1970, a bill was introduced in the Kerala 

legislative assembly proclaiming that the landlord system abolished, and it is called „land 

reforms bill of Kerala‟. Earlier some other bills were also introduced to reform land, but 
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they were changed by the influence of right wing political parties and struck down by the 

court. Prior to the land reforms Act, the Kerala agrarian relations Act was introduced in 

1957 which suggested land to the landless people then it reintroduced with certain 

amendments.
207

  

Records show that the ex-untouchable castes were not tenants, they were the labours of 

the tenants doing agricultural and other menial works for their (Jenmis) masters and in 

fact these masters were considered as tenants in the government‟s account since they 

hired the land from the landlords for farming, and it belonged to Ezhavas (OBC), Syrian 

Christians, and Nairs (Kerala Sudras). Further, the 74
th

 clause of the land reforms Act 

defined the tenants as farmers, allowing them to cultivate land nearby their house. 

However, by this bill the workers of the tenants (Dalits) got ten cents of land in 

panchayath, five cents in municipality and three cents in major municipality, since it was 

insufficient the left government has introduced „one lakh colonies‟ to the landless 

mass.
208

  

The studies over the Kerala model of development often stated that the land reforms 

paved the base of it, contrary; some studies critically evaluated it through subaltern view. 

Since ex-untouchables were the properties of feudal lords (Janmis) during slavery they 

were exchanged as commodities in Travancore, Cochin, and Malabar, and this practice 

has continued till the abolition of slave trade in these regions, hence, some groups claim 

properties like land to redefine their slave identity. 

The Kerala land reforms Act has been debated a lot within India and abroad since it was 

an effort to abolish feudal lords thereby, the Kerala model of development studies 
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consciously received higher preference. M.A Oommen says “with effect from January 1, 

1970 (as per the land reforms Amendment Act, 1969) landlordism in Kerala has been 

legally abolished. All the rights of landlords on land have been vested in the government 

and the tenants are declared the virtual owners of the land.”
209

 However, there is a need 

of understanding about the relationship between tenure system and caste hierarchy since 

there were numerous tenures which made the land reforms process much more complex.  

K. K. Kochu argues that most of the land ownership had been concentrated in 

Brahmaswam, Devaswam and the local chieftains in Kerala. The Hindu Dharma Shastras 

were the reason of above situations that introduced the caste system which prevented 

untouchables to become the owners of land. From nineteenth century onwards the need 

for land reforms were realised, the colonial government introduced under different forms 

in Travancore, Cochin, and Malabar. The first law over land was introduced in 

Travancore on 1865 June called Patta Vilambaram which means the declaration of lease 

and it also known as the „Magnacarta of the farmers.‟
210

 This law endorsed the 

possession on the leased properties of the government, besides preventing the illegal 

eviction from the government‟s property. Historically, by 11
th

 century onwards the 

Namboothiri Brahmins functioned as trustees of all the temple properties by which they 

accumulated much tracts of land and wealth and during this time the ordinary tenants 

were forced to hand over their land to the local Brahmin and the temples, with the help 

of regional rulers. Thus the Brahmins could control land and temple property for a long 

period of time, this „ownership on resources‟ gave the power to the Brahmins and non-
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Brahmins Janmis to dominate over other caste groups. Moreover, the above land tenure 

system existed till the modern land reform came into existence.
211

  

Kerala land tenure systems never gave opportunities to the untouchables to access any 

kind of landed properties. After the Patta Vilambaram proclamation in 1865, most of the 

middle caste groups acquired the right to own property. Since the untouchables were 

only caste groups directly attached to the soil they had to continue in agrestic slavery 

even after the proclamation. Sanal Mohan quoted K Saradamoni, “down to the 

nineteenth century, all land in Kerala not owned by the state was the property of big 

landlord families and temples. The Maharaja of Travancore‟s Pandarappattom 

proclamation of 1865 gave proprietary rights to cultivators, and there emerged a middle 

stratum peasantry drawn mainly from the upper castes which included a substantial 

number of low caste Ezhavas. But these changes had only marginal effects on the 

untouchable castes of Travancore, who were in the main the actual tillers of the soil.  

On the contrary, the lower castes, particularly the Pulayas and Parayas, were reduced to 

the state of agrestic slaves a form of labour relations having a long history in 

Travancore.”
212

 From 1850 onwards, numerous laws were introduced in Travancore with 

diverse changes from time to time, but there was no law that proclaimed the ownership 

of Dalits over land, at the same time they were forced to do agricultural and other menial 

work for the tenants and landlords. The untouchable castes were called Kudiparppukar 

(those who live in tenants or landlord‟s land). According to the land reform bill, the 

tenant can be the owner of land if they were living in the same land before 1963. By the 

                                                 
211

 A Sreedhara Menon, A Survey of Kerala History (Kottayam: DC Books, 2007), p.76. 
212

 Sanal Mohan, “Religion, Social Space and Identity: The Prathyaksha Raksha Daiva Sabha and the 

Making of Cultural Boundaries in Twentieth Century Kerala,” Journal of South Asian Studies, Vol.28, 

(2005), p.36. 

 



126 
 

result of it, around five lakhs tenants got land till 1976, but none of the untouchable 

castes have benefited since they did not include in the tenant category defined by the 

government, consequently they continued as mere labours without any rights. 

Paradoxically, the Dalits received maximum ten cents, at the same time, tenants and 

other small farmers of non-Dalits received up to twenty acres of land through the 

provisions of land reform bill.  

This decisive impact of land reform expelled untouchable communities from getting 

agricultural land further and placed them into a more vulnerable situation.
213

 However, 

the 74
th

 clause of land reforms bill (Tenancy Reform Act) passed for the landless 

community particularly those who did not have any kind of possession over land. 

According to this clause, the untouchable groups received ten cents in panchayath, five 

in municipality, and three in corporation. Since untouchables never had any kind of 

possessions, they became principal beneficiaries under it. By implementing this bill, 

around five lakhs families became mere owners, even though a large amount of people 

remained landless. Around “1.2 lakh acres of land was identified as „surplus land‟ 

through land reform, but it is noted lakh of „surplus people‟ also existed without any 

possession over land.”
214

 The rehabilitation of landless people was a difficult task; 

therefore, the C.P.I government introduced a programme called one lakh houses scheme 

for untouchables and to the landless lower castes. It is observed that Dalits and Tribals 

forced to live in the colony which clearly showed they were neglected from the land 

reforms further these realities shadowed in the Kerala model of development discussions.  
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Hence larger number of Dalits and Adivasis live in the colonies where their situation is 

pitiable since many of the families have maximum three cents which comprises a house 

and toilet. After generations, members of families were increased but land continued as 

the same, subsequently, they very often faced problems with burial ground, drinking 

water, and other infrastructures.
215

  

Protestors from Chengara and Arippa said that apart from colonies, large amounts of 

people still live in roadside, canal, and wasteland, yet to be include in the government‟s 

record. Dalit movement has been raising various debates and questions on unequal land 

distribution and the caste dynamics of land reforms over the last two decades. Their 

constant critics on the issue of landlessness received slight responses in Kerala‟s public 

sphere lately.  

Chengara and Arippa aroused from this new Dalit consciousness that problematized the 

lack of resource ownership in relationship to caste. Protestors opined that both 

Communist and Congress governments did not show genuine concern to take over and 

distribute surplus land. Further they argued the making of the colonies to the untouchable 

was a conscious act done by the governments in order to silences the question of surplus 

land.
216

  

M. S. Sreerekha observes that the “land reform survey in 1966-67 identified 0.11 million 

acres of land available michha bhoomi, (surplus land) the kind of land suitable for 

distribution, but the land declared as miccha bhoomi in 1978 was just 1.5 lakh acres, 

while only 1.32 lakh acres were identified by the government to retrieve for distribution. 
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By 1989, only 92,338 acres of land taken over by the government in which 24,333 acres 

were distributed among scheduled castes (SCs) and a meagre 5,052 acres were 

distributed to the scheduled tribes (STs).”
217

 According to the Clause 81 and 82 of KLR 

Act, “the total land in Kerala was classified agricultural and plantation land and as per 

the 81
st
 clause there were no limits to possess plantation land. Another possibility to 

include in the third sub clause of the 81, if any landlord wanted to convert their 

agricultural land to plantation could do so through a gazette notification. Thus, the 

landlords could easily hide their land from the government‟s account. Moreover, the 

KLR Act was not applicable for Kuttanadu region and plantation lands.”
218

 In 1824 

during British colonial period the state authority gave the forest land to the Europeans to 

plant different crops, as a result, large plantations emerged after the lease proclamation 

of 1864 since it made the land as an exchangeable commodity.  

After 1947 most of the European companies withdrew from the plantation business and 

the ownership reverted back to the government and private individuals. These exchanges 

happened all over Kerala, and the government has formed a coffee board, tea board, and 

rubber board in order to promote the plantation business. Moreover, total area for rubber 

plantations increased from 2.5 lakh acres to 11.75 lakh, coffee increased from 41,600 

acres to 2.09 hector.
219

 During this period, the total area of cash crop plantation was 

larger than total agricultural land, consequently, the food production declined. In turn, 

coffee, tea, cardamom, and rubber were the major plantations, therefore, the government 

                                                 
217

 M. S. Sreerekha, “Challenges before Kerala‟s Landless: The Story of Aralam Farm,” Economic and 

Political Weekly, Vol.14, no.21 (2010), p.56. 
218

 K. Mukundan, Kerala Bhooparishkarana Niyamam: Marxistukal Thozhilali Vargathe Vanchicha 

Charithram (Kerala Land Reforms Act: The History of Marxist betrayal to Proletariat) (Calicut: Bahujan 

Sahithya Academy, 1995), pp.10-11. 
219

 Ibid.  



129 
 

decided to exclude it from the land reforms. It is observed that most of the owners of 

these plantations were “the upper castes and big companies like Tata and Harrison. 

Through the land reforms bill the government fixed the limit of land holding of each 

family up to 20 acres. Hence the government has identified 7, 20,000 acres‟ surplus land; 

nevertheless till 1991 government took over only 93,178 acres. In these 93,178 acres the 

government has distributed around 64,237 acres.”
220

 It is argued that large majority of 

untouchables have not benefitted through the land reforms and that is reflected in the 

lack of material mobility of Dalits. K. K. Kochu argues “many untouchable families 

became landless throughout land reforms; they continue to ne landless even today and 

are concentrated in Chengara, Arippa, indicating one of the visible draw backs of Kerala 

land reforms.”
221

   

 

Arippa Land Struggle: From Colony to Agricultural Land 

The Arippa land struggle began on 2012 December 31, by Adivasi Dalit Munnetta 

Samiti (ADMS), was another important move initiated by Adivasis and Dalits, who 

occupied Arippa forest in Kollam district, Kerala. Later it became known as Arippa 

Bhoosamaram (Arippa land struggle). The protestors demanding agricultural land and 

their motto is „from colony to agricultural land,‟ the protestors task was successful since 

they entered into the Arippa forest on night of 31
st
 December along with their children 

and women much before the activists of Communist party of India Marxist, CPI (M). 

Later the CPI (M) activist also started their protest at Arippa calling „pointing surplus 

land‟ to the government. However, the party sponsored activists withdrew their protest 
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by making an agreement with the then Congress led government that the deadline of 

application for „Zero Landless Kerala‟ would be extended. Contrary, the ADMS has 

continued their protest despite the CPI (M) activist withdraws their struggle. According 

to the sources, ninety acres of Arippa land possessed by a Muslim feudal businessman 

named Thangal Kunju Musaliar (Late), actually, “it was leased to him for ninety years 

but he possessed it up to 102 years, nevertheless in 2011 the government of Kerala took 

it over and declared surplus revenue land. Out of these ninety acres, 21.54 acres given to 

the Chengara protestors as part of Chengara package, 13 acres were given for the 

Ambedkar model residential school. Now the government has kept 55.47 acres for 

developmental purposes where protestors are doing their demonstration by saying it must 

be distributed to landless Dalits and Adivasis.”
222

 

The Arippa along with Chengara struggle brought the inequalities over resources to the 

political spheres and have given more visibility to the landless untouchable mass. 

These struggles, first of its kind intensely problematized the ownership of the plantations 

since it carries the legacies of colonial economy, hence, these movements received 

threats from the middle caste and state that adhered to the colonial consciousness. 

Communities at the bottom of the graded caste structure frequently suffer violent 

outbreaks by dominant caste elites in general and the middle castes in particular 

whenever they raised political questions over land, resources, and ownership. Thus the 

Chengara and Arippa land struggles encountered similar experiences of attacks from the 

middle caste plantation workers who targeted the Dalits and the Tribals with the support 

of dominant political parties and the state. In fact, these middle caste groups, despite 

massively benefitted from the earlier initiated land reforms, they habituated to discard 
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any sensitive debates discard any other sensitive debates raised by the Dalits and 

Adivasis particularly over resources.  

Smita Narula observes that the “first wave of land reforms in the 1950s aimed to offer 

the ownership rights to the tenants. The land reforms legislation vehemently destroyed 

the feudal landowners who owned huge tract of land called Zamindars; further, it created 

medium size owners many of whom were OBCs. After this first wave of legislation these 

groups tried to block the further land reform process that would have benefitted to the 

farmers and landless labors they belonging to the lowest strata of social hierarchy, most 

of them were Dalits.”
223

 The untouchables‟ uprisings obstructed by the feudal dominant 

castes at the time of pre independence, continues by the middle castes associated with 

political parties even today. In the context of Kerala, majority of middle castes have been 

politically organized by left parties; moreover, they became sheer owners of land 

through land reforms. It is argued that their opposition to land struggles is to maintain the 

Dalits into margins in order to seize political power.
224

 

The claims of landless Dalits and Adivasis are to democratize the resources in Kerala 

society. The KILA (Kerala Institute for Local Administration), a government agency‟s 

study (2011), found that around 26,198 scheduled castes (SC) authorized colonies and 

6588 scheduled tribe (ST) colonies exist in Kerala. The unauthorized colonies might be 

more in number where they have maximum three cents of land for meager housing. 

Several times, it is reported on the lack of cemeteries in Dalit colonies, therefore, they 

often dig graves on their veranda and kitchen to bury the dead, these realities manifest 

that untouchables are not only left out from ownership but their habitus became new 
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spaces of discrimination, as a result, an invisible caste border drawn over each colony 

which depicts them as fourth grade citizens in the eyes of society and the government. It 

is argued that these “colonies reproduce parental consciousness to dominant caste and 

dependency to Dalits, although it geographically situates within Kerala, considered 

uttermost excluded spaces. The present land struggles aimed to leave these excluded 

spaces that birth pitiful lives to the untouchables.”
225

 

The struggles have created a new notion among Dalits that it is essential to become more 

resourceful in terms of material things like land in order to have a better and dignified 

caste free life. Secondly, Dalits and Adivasis have realized the importance to fight for 

themselves instead of receiving help from the dominant political parties. Most 

importantly these struggles are not framed under the traditional left party struggles which 

focus only on landlordism and retain silence on the resources of marginal communities. 

K. M. Salimkumar observes “these movements emerged out of the political parties, those 

who led land reform movements and the other socio-political structures which developed 

in modern Kerala. Hence these struggles are not „self-extensive‟ but it has a political 

ideology behind it, which evolved among Dalits from the time of abolishment of 

landlordism in the seventies. The earliest Dalit leaders like Kallara Sukumaran 

summoned the Dalits to conduct land struggles by calling themselves the „children of the 

soil.”
226

 It is broadly believed that Kerala has completed the land reforms process 

successfully compared to other Indian states; this impression is largely supported by the 

political parties and the left-right wing intellectuals. However, the present Dalit 

movements prove that they have not benefitted from these land reforms; therefore, the 
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present struggles are the culmination of Dalit experiences which directly problematized 

the common agenda of both Congress and Communist governments that were aimed to 

concentrate only to the abolition of landlordism and limit the land possessions. The 

exclusive focus on the abolishment of landlordism prevented the Dalits to become 

owners and failed to consider them as the people who have right over resources like 

land.
227

  

The deficiency of resources for Dalits and Tribal is not only an old phenomenon but the 

post independent governments in Kerala have decisive roles in it. With regard to the 

untouchables‟ landlessness, the Communist party accuses Congress that backed the Nair, 

Christian, Muslim land lords during the notorious anti-communist Vimochana Samaram 

(liberation struggle1958-59) which led the dismissal of first elected communist 

government in Kerala on July 31
st
 1959.

228
 Prior to the land reforms bill EMS 

Namboodiripad‟s government introduced the Kerala stay of eviction proceedings Act, 

1957 that impeded the eviction of peasants (Kudiyans) by landlords. In united Kerala, 

the first land reforms bill was passed by the Kerala legislative assembly on June 10
th

 

1959 called Kerala Agrarian Relations Bill 1957. This bill had certain important 

provisions like a ceiling on individual land holdings, distribution of surplus land among 

landless people, permanent ownership of land to the agricultural labors and so on. The 

provisions of this bill created tension among the landlord communities like Nairs and 

Syrian Christians; therefore, they started to protest against the elected government that 

was backed by Nair Service Society (NSS) and the Roman Catholic Church. Eventually, 

Vimochana Samaram dismissed the first Communist government, paving the way for 
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president‟s rule in Kerala under article 356 of the Indian constitution. The left parties 

constantly nailing Vimochana Samaram was the foremost reason for the landlessness of 

Dalits and Adivasis since it opposed an egalitarian society that might have happened 

through the re-ordering of Kerala‟s land relations.
229

  

Thomas Isaac, left lenient intellectual held the view that the main reason for the lack of 

land ownership among the Dalits, that prevented them to transform their position into 

landowners from landlessness was Vimochana Samaram.
230

 Thomas says that after 

obtaining power in 1957, immediately the left government issued an order to stop 

eviction, comprehensive Agricultural Act was passed in 1959, for which, the landowners 

created troubles in eroding the spirit of the law.  The law was passed by the state 

legislature but delayed for president‟s approval, later the bill became law with the 

approval of president in 1960 which was passed in 1959, the section of „will‟ was added. 

Most importantly, “the plantation had to be exempt from the land ceiling as per the 

directions of the Central Planning Commission. It is noted that between December 18, 

1957, and July 27, 1960, there were ten lakhs land transfers that happened which 

indicates massive land transfers took place in order to undermine the land ceiling 

system.”
231

  

The comprehensive land reforms Act passed in 1968, by that time around 7.5 lakhs acres 

of surplus land had been transferred. According Thomas, around one lakh acres of 

surplus land acquired but only 20,000 acres were distributed and acquired surplus land 
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was sabotaged by the Congress party which would have reached to the landless Dalits.
232

 

Laha Gopalan takes the movement position and attacks on the views of left parties with 

his personal as well as movement experience. He says that “the land reform Act stated 

the kudikidappukar (tenants) would get ten cents in panchayath, five in municipality and 

three in corporation, but in the subsequent years the average three cents were fixed to the 

Dalits. The Act enforced thirty years back, but Dalits have never received more than 

three cents. Now the untouchables cannot buy three cents either in rural and urban areas 

with the amount offered by the government; therefore, they often get land on the hills, 

rock, or other areas where no connectivity of roads exists. „There are three or four 

families living in these three cents from the time they are born; hence, a minimum fifteen 

people live in each one. They need a house, toilet and well; meanwhile, the government 

gives goats and cows but everything needs to be accommodated within three cents.”
233

 

The protestors of Chengara and Arippa struggle rejects the view that the Vimochana 

Samaram was responsible and the reason for the Dalits and Tribes landlessness, in fact 

they vehemently argued that the so called land reforms betrayed and let down them and 

driven out from public sphere. They argue that the land reforms bill of EMS government 

was a trap since a group of people were called Kudikidappukar (tenants) had been 

rejected selectively from getting agricultural land.
234

 They substantiate their arguments 

with another point that the Communist party, who was the sympathizer of marginalized 

groups, came into power various times in the post Vimochana Samaram era; however, 

they have not taken any action against huge plantation owners who grabbed huge tracts 

of revenue land under their custody without any proper documents.  
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They argue that the Rajamanickam report
235

 clearly states around 58 percentage of 

revenue land under the custody of big companies like Tata and Harrison due to false 

documents. People of Chengara say that the land we are in is not Harrison‟s land; it is 

encroached by the company after seventies but not a leased space. The workers of the 

Harrison plantation admit the same, so we are housed in a recently occupied land by 

Harrison. 

Politics of Land Struggles: Re-Imagining Resources 

The present land struggles demand the redistribution of land and resources which made 

them to reimagine their material condition that would obviously lead to an inquiry into 

the role of democratic governments for the past fifty years in Kerala. The political 

changes over the past fifty years did not obstruct traditional social structure; 

consequently, the resources have continued to concentrate in the hands of higher and 

middle caste groups. Land and resources helped the elite castes to move a lot and acquire 

economic capital while untouchables were driven out due to the political pressure created 

by the dominant castes. The idea of “re-imagination over resources has been obstructed 

to landless Dalits, further; they had to remain mere assets to the land lords for their own 

survival. It is noted that whenever the Dalits fight against landlords retaliation comes in 

the form of the denial of wages, other social boycotts and non-supply of necessary 

items.”
236

 New Dalit imagination over land has faced the same types of attacks from the 

upper and middle caste groups since it addresses the exclusion of Dalits from the 

                                                 
235

 As directed by the government under the provisions of land conservancy Act Ernakulam district 

collector M.G Rajamanikyam was directed to conduct an inquiry and submitted the report. He pointed out 

that that Harrison Malayalam Limited misinterpreted the Kerala Land Reforms (KLR Act) to their favour 

to grab the land. In his report that nearly 30,000 acres of land were occupied legally by the HML in the 

districts of Kollam, Pathanamthitta, Idukki and Kottayam. 
236

 Shivashankara B, Somashekhar J, “Social Inequality and Land Holding for Dalit in India,” The 

International Journal of Business Management and Technology, Vol.1, no.2 (2008), p. 36. 



137 
 

economic resources. Moreover, the question of right to ownership is unattended in the 

land reform, new movements for land demand more radical change in the social 

structure.  

In fact, the tenure system became illegal when the land reforms Act came into existence. 

However, some tenure was continued particularly in the agricultural sector. P. K. 

Prakash observes that, “not the agricultural laborers but the people who were doing non-

agricultural work primarily received agricultural land through land reforms. They did not 

have any interest to cultivate the land; therefore, they developed the tendency to keep 

land empty. Consequently, unemployment became severe and agricultural labors were 

forced to get the land through tenures in order to find jobs.”
237

 Both Chengara and 

Arippa struggles openly declared their interest to cultivate the land, they felt that it is a 

right solution against keeping agricultural land empty particularly paddy fields. 

Secondly, it also addresses the present crisis in the agrarian sector like the lack of 

agrarian productivity. It is important to note that the land has been provided to the 

farmers through „land to the tiller‟ policy, but it does not ensure the agrarian 

productivity.
  

Further, the agricultural land has been fragmented to the smaller farmers that the agrarian 

sector into more complexes. Arippa struggle showed their greater interest for cultivating 

paddy fields, they transformed muddy fields into fertile paddy land which has not been 

cultivated more than hundred years since it was mere muddy holes filled with palm 

leaves and thorns where people used to graze cattle.
238

 This muddy hole was a 

promenade of water leeches turned into cultivable land, initially they used wooden board 
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to clear the land, it was pulled by two persons and four were stepped on it. They say “it 

was a hectic process but recaptured their tribal culture, and they realized the importance 

of collective farming, thrilled to do this processes since they were forced to live in the 

colonies like mites and pushed into slave life since they were dispelled from their own 

land in which they lived without burden since the shifting agriculture ponam krishi.”
239

 

The land reforms Act of 1969 banned the tenure system and prevented new land tenures.  

Hence tenants got permanent ownership rights where landless Kudikidappukar got just 

ten cents of land where they lived. It is observed that both of these processes have been 

completed successfully, however, failed to take over the surplus land in order to 

distribute for remaining landless groups. Consequently, “land reforms law did not affect 

the large-scale farmers who were doing their own farming before land reforms and they 

escaped becoming landless through finding loopholes in the acts. The small-scale 

farmers also were not much affected by the land reform law.”
240

 Prakash further argues 

that “the existence of tenure farming and the exploitation indicate that land reforms were 

not introduced in the right manner.”
241

  

The protestors in both land struggles realized the defects of first land reforms; they often 

demand second land reforms by which they may become the owners of agricultural land. 

Moreover, present struggles lead them to imagine a better life by achieving resources in 

order to transform material conditions. The slogans and demands of the protestors depict 

the relationship between caste and land which problematizes Kerala‟s social 

development. The land reform process has ignored the realities of varna-jati structure, 
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reflects in the disparity of land relations. Radhakrishnan. P. did a comparative study over 

the changes in the land system in the pre-and post-land reforms period in a Kerala 

village. According to him, “the land reforms have reduced the extreme concentration of 

land in a single group by breaking the larger holdings. The size of the leased holdings 

varied tenant to tenant, however, the people had larger holding were more benefitted 

than the smaller holdings. The service castes, untouchables and Muslims not benefitted 

much by the implementation of this Act since they were not part of the tenant. Therefore, 

land reforms have still not achieved its wider national objectives of eliminating the 

constraints on agricultural production and securing social justice to the different section 

of the agrarian population.”
242

  

Radhakrishnan‟s study clearly shows that the middle castes became the owners of land in 

the post reforms period since they had larger holdings where the untouchables hardly any 

progress in their ownership rights. Hence, the demand of permanent ownership for 

agricultural land can be identified in relation to caste since the untouchable had multiple 

exclusions from ownership.  

Another study by Yadu and Vijayasuryan finds the triple exclusion of Dalits placed at 

the bottom of land ownership. The land-based caste system, land reform policies, and the 

inability to participate in the land market were the major reasons. Land reforms of 1970 

did not recognize Dalits as the tillers of the soil, the social inequality in land ownership 

continued. Yadu and Vijayasuryan goes on to state that the “forward castes are five times 

higher in the land owned and eight times higher in case of land cultivates when it 

compares with untouchable castes. Hence the land-caste nexus not disappeared that often 
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prevented the Dalit presence in the mainstream.”
243

 The tenancy reforms Act or land 

reforms act did not address the specific issues of untouchables since the government 

considered tenants a homogenous category. 

The changes that happened in the middle of 19
th

 century have affected the material 

conditions of Dalits since the ownership rights transferred to the middle caste tenants and 

peasants through various laws related to land. The “Royal Proclamations of 1865 and 

1867, along with the Janmi Kudiyan Act of 1896, granted ownership rights to the 

cultivators in Travancore. The Cochin Tenancy Act of 1914, the Cochin Tenancy Act of 

1938, and the Cochin Verumpattomdars Act of 1943 were the major legislations initiated 

in Cochin. The Malabar Tenancy Act of 1930 brought radical changes in the case of 

tenancy reforms in Malabar. Hence, Cochin accomplished more achievements with 

regard to tenancy reforms in comparison with Travancore and Malabar.”
244

  

Though Kerala abolished the janmi system, it failed to abandon the land-caste nexus 

since the untouchables were not considered as tenants. The left government more 

concerned about the land-tenant relations, did not give priority to the untouchables who 

contributed to the major share in agricultural labor. T. T. Sreekumar observes that these 

land struggles have the ideological base that fundamentally questions the idea about the 

success of land reforms. He criticizes the formula that emerged during land reforms that 

the agricultural land to the tenant and homestead land to the agricultural labors.
245
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Hence, from 1979 to 2009 four times the left parties have come into power, reluctant to 

distribute the land to the labors or to resolve these limitations, instead, they created a 

general opinion that the idea of land reforms is almost over. According to Sreekumar the 

Left parties claim often that “there are 28 lakhs tenants received ownership rights, and 

5.03 lakh homestead tenants got right over homestead land nevertheless only small 

amount of surplus land were retrieved and distributed since major share of it was 

transferred by the landlords. It happened since the Kerala Agrarian Relation Act of 1957 

sabotaged by the Congress party therefore the agricultural labors have been continued 

landless.”
246

 From this point of view, two features need to be stressed here that the 

agricultural labors did not get the cultivable land because of someone‟s deception and 

secondly, there was no proper decision that what kind of land to be distributed to the 

untouchables.
247

 

N. Krishnaji says that, “under various tenancy agreements the ownership rights conferred 

to the Kudikidappukar (Hutment Dwellers) and to the poor peasants who used to 

cultivate landlords‟ land. The overall impact of land reforms assessed with three factors 

like, hutment dwellers, tenancy and land ceilings. Kerala Land Reforms Act of 1963 (as 

amended in 1969 and 1972) gave ownership rights to the hutment dwellers who were 

essentially landless agricultural labors living in the huts on pieces on landlords‟ land. 

Most of the Kudikidappukar obtained ownership rights to such land although in a 

number of cases rights may still have to be secured.”
248
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Hence, the right to land secured and protected by the left movement gave them a special 

character for a wage laborer with some land that is a better fighter than one without any. 

Krishnaji clearly stated that “the gains to the agricultural labors in terms of redistribution 

of land might not have been very impressive. However, the left has emerged as a 

stronger force especially in the struggle for a better working condition for the labors.”
249

  

One of the major goals of the land reforms was to abolish janmi system and somehow it 

succeeded. The tenants who had larger holdings became new landowners and the 

agricultural labor‟s Kudikidappu was protected. The idea of land ceiling and the 

distribution of excess land to the landless agricultural labors were not fulfilled since the 

large-scale land transfers from 1957 to 1966. The big landlords “rightly believed that 

their feudal interest in land would be at stake when the first communist government was 

formed in Kerala in 1957, and this fear paved the way for large scale land transfers in the 

state even before the Agrarian Relations Act of 1960 was adumbrated. Hence, the 

Agrarian Relations Act of 1960 and the Kerala Land Reforms Act of 1963 prompted 

some hectic sales and transfers around those years. Over the 40 percent of the disposals 

of leased out land during the decade 1957-1966 took place in 1963. These evasive 

transfers limited the abolition of tenancy effectively.”
250

 Krishnaji critically observed 

that the left parties have not shown interest in the struggle for excess land after land 

reforms.  

Hence, the movement had not been able to prevent big land owners from successfully 

evading the ceiling law. They believed the capitalist landlords ceased to exist even after 

the land ceilings and the abolition of tenancy was virtually eliminated. The fierce protest 
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of hutment dwellers in 1970 was the reason for „land grab „movement launched by CPI 

(M) in 1972. The aim of this movement was to unearth the surplus land bringing it to the 

notice of the government. This movement lasted 80 days and about 175 thousand acres 

came to light in the process besides it did not yield any land to the agitators. It is noticed 

that “the gains would have been more substantial that surplus land brought to the notice 

of the government and distributed. Since many legal obstacles were there, a small part of 

it actually got distributed.”
251

 The CPI (M) has backed off from these land grab 

movements, shown any interest on the question of second land reforms in their land 

policies. Besides, the CPI (M)s withdrawal from the land movements might have 

happened because of their severe confusion about land reforms. Communist party‟s 

policies of land reforms in Kerala often determine the socio-economic-class divisions on 

the basis of land ownership. They try to find their class enemies and own class on the 

basis of land ownership, hence, the introduction of land ceiling divided the people into 

two categories, they need to eliminate the class groups, who were placed above the 

ceiling and the people below ceilings kept with party as part of revolutionary strategy.  

Thomas Isaac says “the agricultural protest was aimed to fight against Five percent of 

jenmis by unifying Ninety Five percent of farmers and labors. However, the people 

demanding second land reforms are trying to organize 20-30 percent labors against the 

elite farmers who are 20 percent in agricultural sector that may destroy the people who 

wished to join in the people‟s democratic front.”
252

 The CPI (M) prime focus of farmers‟ 

unity obviously wiped out the idea of land reforms, therefore, no radical change 

happened to the hutment dwellers rather the mere shift to the wage laborer.  
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The reality in Kerala is that the Dalits and Adivasis have been continued to be landless 

even after the revolutionary land reforms. K.Venu says the trouble is that the Indian 

Communists failed to understand the problematic Indian reality based in varna-jati 

structure. They have handled class approach mechanically which led to the class 

reductionist method, they could not understand the problems of Indian land relations. 

Land reforms are not mere abolition of land-tenant relations, if it is viewed through the 

class perspective since the majority of agricultural laborers would be the tenants in the 

traditional feudal system.  

The people who are working in the agrarian sector become owners of land by the 

eradication of the janmi system and transfer of land to the tenants. The aims of land 

reforms would be completed once the land-tenant relations come to an end; however, it 

is not that simple in Indian situation.
253

 It is observed that the untouchable castes did not 

have the right to own leased lands because of the varna-jati hierarchy; Dalits continued 

as agrestic slaves and forced to do labor not only for land lords but to tenants. They were 

never elevated to the position of dignified agricultural laborer. Hence the land reforms 

should have given the ownership rights to these real agricultural labors in the jenmis‟ as 

well as tenants‟ land since they were driven out from the social system. Venu says that 

the exclusion of plantation lands from the land reforms was another drawback because of 

mere class approach. Capitalist relations would emerge by the abolition of feudal 

relations.
254

 Further, the capitalist relations would be terminated by the emergence of 

socialist revolutions, planation was excluded since it is capitalist enterprise and justified 

the exclusion of plantations since the land reforms was exclusively focused the abolition 
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of feudal relations. Thus, Kerala‟s specific situation, the landlords who took it is an 

opportunity to protect huge tract of surplus land under their custody.‟
255

 

In short, the Communist ministry has passed Kerala Agrarian Relations, Bill 1957 that 

led to the deliberate Vimochana Samaram, furthering the dismissal of the government 

under article 356. The then Congress led government diluted the law in favor of land lord 

class. Hence, the jenmis and their well-wishers have got 13 years of gap when the 

Achutha Menon government passed Kerala Land Reforms Amendment Act in 1970. 

They got enough time to protect their interest through finding the loopholes by analyzing 

the provisions of land reforms. Huge tract of land transferred to benami name and the 

plantation land were registered under trust. Moreover, the landlessness issue of Dalits 

and Adivasis would have been solved if these surplus lands captured and evenly 

distributed, however, in the absence of such initiatives the untouchables had to continue 

without any right to ownership over agricultural land. Political parties diverted their 

attention from it to the increase of wage and right to work. Dalits and Adivasis land 

struggle, however, strongly out busted in the form of Chengara and Arippa struggle. 

The most important critique that the Kerala land reforms faced is that it did not do any 

favor to the right to ownership of the tillers of the soil. Therefore, the process has ended 

without giving a piece of agricultural land to untouchable castes. Ronald J Herring 

pointed out “the most common charge against the Kerala land reforms is that nothing has 

been done for the labors who were the most depressed class in the agrarian system. The 

most important potential benefits in the reforms for the labors were the redistribution of 

surplus land to the land less and option to purchase the nominal prizes with government 
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assistance the hut sites or kudikidappu of up to 0.1acres, frequently including a site for a 

kitchen garden and a few productive trees.  

However, first potential was vitiated by the small amount of surplus land made available. 

The second applies to only those laborers who have a house site on someone else‟s land; 

these kudikidappukars traditionally occupied a status akin to that of attached labors or 

agrestic slave.”
256

The pertinent question was raised on the status and position of 

Kudikidappukars during land reforms. There were no exact ideas about their numbers, 

figure shows in 1966-67 survey is 3.43 lakhs. Actual application for the purchase of 

Kudikidappu came to 433,106, of which 265,829 were allowed (61.4 per cent), most of 

the remainder rejected or settled outside official channels.
257

 The relatively low 

acceptance rate should not necessarily be constructed as a defeat for the hutment 

dwellers, many of the cases withdrawn were settled voluntarily between land lords and 

Kudikidappukar to the satisfaction of the later. 

Ronald J Hering quoted A. Aiyappan that “the redistribution must be considered in 

comparison with situation of serf-castes historically, and with the situation of landless 

laborers elsewhere in the subcontinent. Hence, the amount of land involved in 

kudikidappu cases was not large; it was about 21,000 acres or 0.08 acres per family.”
258

 

The homogenization of tenants was a conceptual problem that continued even today and 

identified as one of the reasons for the landlessness of untouchable castes in Kerala. 

Tenants enjoy relatively high status particularly Kanamdars who employed sub-tenants 

and wage labors to cultivate their holdings. The commercialization of agriculture and the 
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rise of agriculturist community through tenancy helped the elite castes to acquire and 

exploit the land. However, the majority of the tenants who received lands in the reforms 

were poor and socially oppressed. Herring identified that, the poor tenant‟s poverty was 

the reason for the small holdings; therefore, they received very little land through 

reforms.
259

 Technically the tenants in Kerala were part of production relations who were 

legally controlled land and labors process naturally benefitted surplus. It is noted that the 

Kerala legislation defined tenancy in terms of property relations rather than production 

relations.  

The land reforms focused exclusively on tenancy reforms; therefore, the elite-middle 

castes largely benefitted by securing agricultural land, the untouchables were remained 

mere hutment dwellers. Most importantly it has continued the traditional caste structure 

through the exclusion of the Dalits from the ownership rights in agricultural land. Hence, 

it is an example to incorporate the dominant caste groups and separate the socially 

oppressed groups by using the modern democratic secular ideas. The land reforms did 

not give much impact to the agricultural sector; therefore, the land reforms had various 

drawbacks as a social reform as well as an economic reform. It not only excluded the 

Dalits from ownership but their habitus turned into new spaces of caste discriminations.  

Sanal Mohan observed the migration of Dalits in 1950s was an example to acquire the 

ownership in agricultural land, however, their migration from Travancore to the various 

places of Malabar regions were not much studied, whereas, the same migration by the 
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higher castes was greatly emphasized. Migration seen as the control over the land, 

however, it was limited due to the socio-economic pressures.
260

  

It is noted that the greater changes in the ownership of land happened mainly in the post 

reforms period. Agricultural land to the labors was the foremost aim of the land reforms. 

However, the very relevant question like, „Who are the labors?‟ was not defined 

specifically. The Dalits, the real agricultural laborers, did not become the owners in the 

newly introduced system.  

It is argued that the land reforms were favorable to the tenants, not the untouchable 

agricultural labors in the Kudikidappu land. Interestingly, the people who produced 

agrarian surplus became landless laborers, the people who did not take part directly in 

the agriculture and land related work included in the labour category, despite their 

owning of land. The protesters seriously raised certain serious contradiction in the 

agrarian sector which the left parties need to address. It was an agenda of Communist 

party before; however, it was not reflected in the land reforms when it introduced an 

agenda of the government. Hence, it indicates the demand of a new social order that may 

rearrange the various rights related to the land historically.  
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CHAPTER-IV 

 

REDEFINING CITIZENSHIP: RELOCATING  

CHENGARA AND ARIPPA 

 

 

The Chengara and Arippa land struggles can be considered as a post-colonial social 

movement that redefines identity and citizenship of ex-untouchable castes. The aim of 

present chapter is to understand how these protest struggles problematized the question 

of citizenship in the liberal democratic system. These movements made a difference 

from other protests, the marginalized caste groups unitedly carried out autonomous 

struggles without mainstream political parties support. The difference was that the 

landlessness among higher and lower castes, challenging the notion that landless people 

are single categories.  It exposed the role of caste capital in relation to land ownership 

through their experience which identifies the historical wrongs done to the untouchables 

by the state and civil society. For the Dalits, it is an attempt to secure social justice in a 

democratic society since the experiences in „the colony‟ as well as „the hutments‟ made 

their conditions static, further, it prevented them from migration, occupational 

specializations and other social transformations.  

It often confronted the conception of dominant justice which distanced the socially 

oppressed groups in the periphery because the public consciousness in Kerala is not 

mature enough to completely accept a dignified untouchable individual even today. 

Therefore, the Malayali society and the political groups strategically ignore the land 

ownership question of the Dalits and Adivasis since it determines social position of 

every individual. Protestors observed that the title–deed issue of higher caste migrants 

often gets serious considerations by the political parties, while maintaining extreme 
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silence over these land struggles led by the lower castes. Hence, there is a paradigm shift 

in the Dalit movement that shifted their focus into civil rights matters in order to achieve 

citizenship status from religious and other discourses. Chengara and Arippa struggles can 

be read as initiatives which categorically demanded the state to reconsider them as equal-

dignified citizens of this country.  

The course of Chengara struggle articulated and raised the slogans like „give us land or 

bullets‟ showing they are exiled citizens and highlighting the state‟s triviality towards the 

protest and dispiritedness towards the lower caste people. The laws of land reforms 

driven to the structural exclusion of the untouchable caste in the modern state of Kerala. 

People who had any productive relation with land entered into the modern society, 

enjoying the benefits of it, landlessness is not just related to land but it may reject all the 

possible ways into the modern social system. The struggle for social justice needs to 

connect with the social position since a Dalit may be discriminated just for being Dalit. 

Hence, one cannot interpret these struggles as mere protest for material property instead 

of as Dalit assertion for self-respect through ideological affirmations from the grass root 

level which made them fight against the oppressive forces. There is a power that exists in 

these land struggles that tries to renew the Kerala society by problematizing Kerala and 

paradoxes in its model, therefore, these struggles are not mere land movements since it 

brings out the new debates over dignified civic status.  

Bryan S Turner observes that the “Citizenship is the combination of legal, political, 

economic, and cultural behaviors that define a person as a full member of society and, as 

a result, affect the flow of resources to individuals and social groupings. Second, because 

citizenship is inextricably linked to the problem of unequal distribution of resources in 
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society, this definition of citizenship brings the idea squarely in the debate about 

inequality, power differences, and social class.”
261

 According to him, the “citizenship is 

concerned with the content of social rights and obligations, as well as the form or type of 

such obligations and rights, the social factors that produce such practices, and the various 

social arrangements through which such advantages are dispersed to diverse segments of 

society.”
262

  

These ideas wither away from the traditional understandings of citizenship that relates 

with various legal, political, and social entitlements which often define the privileges of 

the citizen. The Dalit land struggles address the unequal distribution of resources by 

problematizing the questions of inequality and power differences. Rajamma, an activist 

from Chengara says that this “struggle is not just for us but for entire landless Dalits in 

India because our people have to learn what is dignified life. I don‟t have a space to go, 

why other castes do not have such issues? Aren‟t we the citizen of this country?”
263

 Her 

dynamic words critically engage with the social construction of citizenship, forcefully 

revealing how this can be redefine through political struggles. 

Citizenship privileges, in India, linked with the caste positions which institutionalized 

violence against the untouchables making inferior civic subjects since it maintained a 

closed system. Surinder S Jodhka says that the “caste was an epitome of traditional 

Indian society, „a closed system‟ in which succeeding generations did similar kinds of 

work and lived more or less similar kinds of lives. In addition to that, it was exactly 

opposite to the western industrial societies where an individual could change their class 

                                                 
261

 Bryyan S. Turner,ed., Citizenship and Social Theory  (New York:Sage,1993), p.24. 
262

 Ibid. 
263

 Rajamma (Activist, Chengara Land Struggle), interviewed and translated by the Researcher, December 

2019.   



152 
 

position in the social ladder, that level of individual mobility was not possible in caste 

system.”
264

 In short many caste groups were incorporated into the modern citizenship 

including middle castes in the post land reform period in Kerala. However, the Dalits, as 

a community, were neglected due to the closed nature of caste structure. The internalized 

nexus of caste and capital helped the higher castes to engage with the political 

institutions where the entries of untouchables into the modern discourses often get 

rejected. It is observed the organized caste groups trying to protect the interest of their 

community through interpreting the concepts like democracy, secularism, class and 

nationality.  

The possession of land gives power and prestige, it provides an independent source of 

income, however, in the absence of it, inequality prevails among various caste groups 

that may cripple the egalitarian principles in the society. Niraja Gopal Jayal pointed that, 

“equality is the premise of the citizenship but equal civil and political rights in and of 

themselves are poor guarantors of substantiate equality, their egalitarian promise 

constantly undermined by the social inequalities that obtain in society.”
265

 Caste division 

as social inequality played a crucial role to prevent the untouchables to acquire land 

which undermined their civil and political rights.  

An activist from the Arippa struggle, Shijo, says that “these are not just struggles rather 

ideological challenge against the state and society; therefore, it proclaims the politics of 

land in contemporary Kerala. In many places the untouchable caste lost their 

kudikidappu land even for betel leafs, toddy and salt. The lack of education among the 

Dalits is related to landlessness, it will give better education to my three daughters, if I 
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get agricultural land. If we have land we would get better education by that we could 

overcome the barriers of caste then it would certainly lead us to dignified life.”
266

 

Therefore, possessing the land, in Kerala, is an important for Dalits and other weaker 

sections in order to gain the socio-economic and the rights of full citizens. The land 

relation and its distribution in Kerala had undergoing serious criticism raised by the 

Dalits arguing that the Dalits were not considered as separate social category during land 

reforms since the process disastrous in problematizing the land and caste relations; 

therefore, once again it threw the ex-untouchable castes to natural hierarchies of 

traditional caste system.  

Though the land reforms, in Kerala, tried to give the ownership rights to the landless but 

utterly failed to destroy the caste dominance over land. Land reforms have given the 

opportunity to become the owners of land, but the same opportunity to get the 

agricultural land consciously denied to the Dalits since their specific issues were 

unrepresented in the law making process. Thus, “Land reforms were the most important 

developmental initiatives of Indian sates in the post independent era. It aimed to weaken 

the non-cultivating landlords and the transferring the land to the tillers of the soil. Even 

though land reforms legislation was only partially successful, it weakened the upper 

castes who were traditionally powerful and numerically small groups in the social order. 

However, the land reforms hardly did any benefits to the Dalits since these laborers were 

not seen as the tillers of the land.”
267

   

Chengara and Arippa struggles led by the socially oppressed people who had been 

denied justice historically for various sociological reasons, exposed the state and civil 
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society and the nature of ownership of agricultural land in Kerala. Initially, the 

respective governments called the Dalits struggles as an aggression by the Dalits; 

however, the agitators realized that unless and until they occupy the land their right to 

over land may not be satisfied. For the ex-untouchable castes, the land is not just for 

cultivation but a resource and citizenship by which social capital and political power can 

be secured, through the liberal frame work. Anupama Roy explains that the “notion of 

equal membership in the liberal framework involves the universal generalization of 

citizenship across social structures, implying equal application of the law and the 

promise that no person or group is legally privileged.”
268

 It is quite problematic while 

facilitating uniform application since it overlooks the differential position of individuals 

in the society and individual needs to be disassociated from the socio-economic and 

cultural contexts to engage in this masking process. It is observed the caste, race, gender 

determine the individual participation in the public-political role of citizens. Further, Roy 

says that the “dissociation may not be equally practicable to all, hence, the dissociation is 

a hegemonic idea since people shedding their ascriptive identities like upper caste, upper 

class, to enter into political community.”
269

 According to Roy, the multiculturalist has 

questioned the primacy of the masked, right bearing individuals. The existing framework 

of liberal citizenship unfolds putting the minority community at a disadvantage.”
270

 

Hence, these kinds of masked citizenship rights do not consider the social position of 

untouchable communities, it puts them into the more vulnerable frameworks, and merely 
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adding into the framework of citizenship discourse may not provide the qualitative life, 

though the liberal law says no person or group is legally privileged. 

Theoretically, the multiculturalism takes the position on the historical wrongs and tries to 

alleviate the discrimination since it explains the political community is heterogeneous. 

Since, India has had the history of citizenship with entitlement rights, but without land 

entitlement the Dalits are exposed to insecurities. The right over land is legitimacy of 

belongingness that often restrained to ex-untouchables; therefore, it takes away their 

legal and constitutional rights for centuries. However, the struggles led by the Dalits are 

finding the new spaces in the citizenship discourses through deconstructing the blocked 

social relationship which is based on the traditional form of caste rigid exchanges in 

society. The Chengara and Arippa land struggles, in this context, clearly demanded the 

right to citizenship in order to get the access into modern nation, by the process of 

acquiring the assets and these struggles in the process tries to altered the idea of political 

community since the heterogeneity placed for the democratic public space.   

T. H. Marshall says that “the citizenship is a set of rights consisting of three basic 

components: civil, political, and social rights are all important. Civil rights are required 

for individual liberty, political rights for participation in the exercise of political power, 

and social rights, which include everything from the right to a basic level of economic 

security to the right to fully participate in the social heritage and to live a civilized life in 

accordance with societal standards.”
271

 Further Marshall says that the, “social class is a 

system of inequality, whereas citizenship is a position encompassing inherent equality of 

rights and duties. As a result, it is realistic to predict that citizenship's impact on social 
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class will take the shape of a confrontation between opposing values.”
272

 He argues that, 

the citizenship redistribute the resources while capitalism inevitably involves in 

inequalities between social class, while the rights share equally all. Marshall asserts that, 

incorporating social rights into the status of citizenship is progressively to undermine the 

whole pattern of inequality and says that, it is hardly possible to maintain democratic 

freedom in a society which does not contain a large area of economic freedom. 

The political process of land reforms, in Kerala, were one progressive social rights 

initiated for the citizens, however, they do not address the inequalities prevailed 

particularly in the land and caste relations. The ex-untouchables achieved democratic 

freedom in the post-independent era but the post-independent state could not provide 

economic freedom on the material properties like land. Hence, the Dalit intelligentsia 

understands the social rights were manipulative, therefore, they stress on the radical 

restructuring of land reforms and rural assets in India. While confronting with the caste 

mind realities, the Dalits, the landless masses strongly argues that it is time to share the 

country‟s wealth which they created. 

The Chengara and Arippa struggles placed the land as the symbol of dignity, however, 

whether the land is distributed or not, these struggles, firmly underscores the relationship 

between the dignified citizenship and the land ownership in the public. The demand of 

land ownership by the Dalits is historical demand. It fundamentally challenges the public 

consciousness in Kerala which is influenced by various ideologies particularly the class 

understanding. Progressively, the Kerala civil society filled with several ideologies, but 

rejects the new voices comes from the subaltern Dalit groups which often challenge the 
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tradition based solid caste dynamics. These struggles provided an ethical language to the 

movement, speaking with the power and dominance that afford them to express the 

issues of unequal social power and the need for full citizenship. Hence, the present land 

struggles are more political since, it identifies the historical wrongs and tries to 

problematize two antithetical concepts like caste and citizenship.  

Modern Indian liberal state undermined the social hierarchy without addressing the thirst 

for equality of downtrodden groups by projecting individual over the community. Gopal 

Guru observes that “the hegemonic political groups in this country emphasized the 

individual over caste and creed in the independent India. Nationalism has provided a 

public domain to the individual which undermined the existing social hierarchy and 

paved the way for equality in respect of those who were in need of being equalized. 

Hence, the notion of citizenship offered Dalits an opportunity to taste equality of social 

status.”
273

 Guru argues that “the Congress and Gandhi were constantly denied the 

citizenship claims of Dalits with the Hindu bent of mind which also denied the status of 

private persons and citizens as well.”
274

 According to him, “The arrival of new political 

institutions promised Dalits a new identity based on an autonomous individual status 

through political representation, however, Gandhi denied it since it would a cut off of 

from Hinduism. Hence, they enveloped the claims of Dalits for citizenship within the 

citizenship claims that Hindus were seeking from the colonizers.”
275

 

Similarly, the Dalit claims for dignified citizenship arising from the land struggles were 

often enveloped by the political parties since they do not consider them as the citizens in 
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the spirit of public. The civil society, in India, usually dismayed by the new claims of ex-

untouchable, because of the casteist mindset which, prevent them from giving equal 

considerations in the society, consequently, they labeled the protestors are thieves and 

enemies. Dalits equal claims for citizenship deconstructed some of the progressive 

notions which also accelerated the democratization process. Hence, the social location of 

the protestors makes the civil society more appalling since the society has been 

practicing and offering respect to the certain sections those are identified as dignified 

Keralites; therefore, they cleaned the space with dung water where the solidarity meeting 

was conducted by the Chengara land struggle. Further, the paternalistic as well as caste 

prejudices forced some of the political parties to claim monopoly over these struggles. In 

this paradoxical context, Gopal Guru raises the question that, it is important to ascertain, 

which domain is more important for Dalits to establish their citizenship claims –civil 

society or state? 

Another pertinent question here is whether the Dalits enjoy equal respect from the 

political community or not? Guru explains that, “the Indian public sphere imbued with 

the ideology of purity-pollution that seriously destroys the possibility of any intimacy 

and it also erases the boundaries between the private and public, with social 

discrimination travelling freely from one sphere to another and eroding the secular 

notions like citizenship.”
276

 Thus the notion of purity-pollution exists even in the 

progressive Kerala civil society where the people cleaned the space occupied by the 

Dalits with dung water. These irrational acts of intolerance towards Dalits and their 
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struggles tell that Indian public sphere is not caste free; therefore, it lacks empathetic 

understandings which break the social and political interactions.
277

  

The land struggles led by the Dalits and Adivasis, approved the real progressive stand by 

breaking the purity-pollution monopoly existed in Kerala society historically. A. K. 

Ramakrishnan argues that the real progress of the downtrodden groups, to achieve the 

basic rights like citizenship through having the power over resources. It is observed the 

people who had rights over primary resources like land were positioned in the higher 

status in the society; the denial of these rights excludes various caste groups and pushes 

them to the margins.
278

 He opined that the state government has to consider these 

struggles as an opportunity to address the neglected questions during land reforms, and if 

it is addresses the ownership rights that would reach to the landless masses. Hence, the 

state and civil society should restrain from their negative attitude and indictment against 

struggles initiated by the Dalits and Adivasis. However, the civil society in Kerala 

interestingly expresses its apprehension about the question of second land reforms which 

are demanded by the Dalits based on the citizenship and resources redistribution.  

Liberal Democracy: Citizenship and Caste 

The Chengara and Arippa land struggles have not received awaited support from the 

Kerala civil society; instead, it tries to unsung the agential participation of ex-

untouchables since it is autonomous movement represented by them. The civil society in 

Kerala thus realized that it is not a mere struggle, instead, there is an agential declaration 

and identity formation happening through the assertion of subaltern rights in public. The 

state government on its part reduced the value of struggle as the problem of housing 
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which can be dealt through managerial mechanisms of the government. Thus both the 

state and civil society shattered the subjective questions which are related to caste and 

citizenship of the Dalits and Adivasis. It is argued by the subalterns that the best 

technique that the state and civil society exercised to control the people‟s protest was not 

to contemplate them as equal citizens, but rather as mere muddled folks.  

Hence, Chengara and Arippa are not mere lamentations about the land reforms but a 

highly charged political protest for citizenship. It can be argued that the liberal 

democratic institutions lacked the concern towards the subjective agential matters of the 

Dalits. K.Y. Ratnam observes that “the hierarchical caste relation provided a condition 

for the rise of Dalit consciousness hence its objective conditions transformed into 

democratic struggles when the Dalits are affronted with the liberal democratic 

principles.”
279

 Thus the rise of Dalit consciousness in Chengara and Arippa land 

struggles problematized the structural dimension of Kerala civil society which 

historically denied the liberal democratic principles to the Dalits through different forms 

of exclusions.
280

 

According to Gopal Guru “the liberal institutions would help the Dalits to reject the 

negative description of servile objects that was imposed on them for so long. Self-

esteem, equal respect for persons, equality before law, and equal civil and political rights 

were the integrated part of liberal thoughts, hence, the same were in the cornerstones in 

the Dalit struggle for emancipation.”
281

 It is apparent that the liberal democratic 
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institutions are more interested to offer social welfare programs rather than creative 

space provided by the constitution. However, these new social movements propose new 

visions of civil and political rights by rejecting welfare schemes, bringing contrary an 

alternative political discourse in the civil society. Hence, the non-institutionalized way of 

protest gives self-esteem and equal respect to the persons that democratize civil society 

into more radical forms.  

Further, these struggles critically gaze into the developmental model and its absurd 

nature in order to bring out the degrading and repulsive tendencies against the oppressed 

caste groups into the public sphere. It is noticed primarily, though these movements 

attempt to give visibility to the excluded identities through their new claims, 

nevertheless, the skewed responses of liberal democratic institutions are highly 

undependable and unreliable referring the Dalits as „free rider‟ that obviously provides 

chance for the dominant castes to resort deleterious reactions against which affects the 

Dalits self-respect and dignity. 

The liberal democracy has delivered contextual condition in which Dalits articulate their 

political rights and get access to public office and self-esteem. However, the notions of 

liberal citizenship discourses give priority to the personal liberty and private property 

since it believes individuals are the bearers of universal, equal, and publicly affirmed 

rights. Thus the caste biased liberal institutions reduced the space of Dalits into filth 

through wretched approaches, therefore, the civil society often diminishes their self-

worth.
282

 The people of Chengara and Arippa said that they have attained confidence to 

enter into the public spaces like police stations only participating in the protest by which 

they could transgress the caste boundaries and assert their self-esteem in the public. 
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However, “It is believed in the contractual liberal view the individual is the sovereign 

authority over themselves since they are having rational advantages as well the 

conception of good.”
283

 Since the state and civil which is disciplined to give respect to 

the ritually pure society and alludes that the Dalits are not par with their social status 

raises the debatable doubt that whether the Dalits can affirm their right in the public 

sphere in the liberal democracy.  

The state and civil society failed to admit the individuality of the ex-untouchable caste 

that often curtailed the sovereignty of individual self. Though the liberal view offers the 

individual is to not beholden to the community but the insulating nature of state forced 

lower caste more inferior through ritual supremacies of caste. Hence, it is noticed that 

“the politics would protect the individual from the interference of the government and 

exercise their right they inalienably possess. Hence, the individual needs to vote, pay 

taxes, obey the law as part of their political obligation against this protection.”
284

 

However, the people of Chengara lamented that the government has not showed any 

interest in the first few years of the struggle. The same attitude has been ventilated even 

in the Arippa land struggle where the political parties are constantly muted these 

struggles characterizing as the mere wiles of the servile, thereby preventing their limited 

resources.
285

 During the initial phase of Chengara agitation, the scheduled caste minister 

of Kerala commented that the „Dalits are not supposed to do such protest by encroaching 

land‟.  
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It is largely believed the political expression of the individual is possible through the 

strength of liberalism that would tolerate religious, political and cultural differences, 

therefore, the disputes are often avoided because of the conception of good. It is noticed 

that the Dalit assertion for dignified citizenship often leads to disputes and intolerance in 

the civil society which means the stigmatized society does not internalize the liberal 

principles that sabotages the Dalit claims. John Rawls argues that the notion of liberal 

justice may be viewed as a comprehensive moral doctrine that allows the emergence of 

overlapping consensus of moral principles between opposing doctrines. According to 

him, “these overlapping consensuses desirable to form the stability of the free 

society.”
286

  

However, it is mere balance of power among the citizens since they have different world 

views. It is important to notice that Rawls does not assert that overlapping consensus is 

achievable in every society and it cannot endure forever. He claims that “some societies 

may have similar convergence on a liberal conception of justice; however, some others 

have unreasonable doctrines until they overwhelm liberal institutions.”
287

 Rawls 

observed in liberal societies trust and convergences were deepening in belief among the 

citizens which would give the possibility to the overlapping consensus that would 

contribute to the social stability and free society.
288

 Hence, the promises of liberal 

institutions like overlapping consensus and convergence may not be easily materialized 

when the civil society is divided on the basis of caste norms of hierarchy.  

Historically, the caste biased institutions are not willing to accept the equality among the 

citizens, hence, the liberal conception of justice gets often undermine. The Indian society 
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is not the bunch of people who had equal rights, instead, it has numerous peculiarities 

where the ambitions of untouchable castes permissible within the caste limits which 

breaks the conception of justice and free society. The liberal doctrines when confront 

with the purity-pollution doctrines, that idealize the graded inequalities, ritual distinction 

and the caste boundaries, would blunt the egalitarian liberal principles. The impure 

identity forced the ex-untouchable caste to carry the stigma of untouchability since the 

religious hierarchy never allowed them to come out from political and religious 

subjugation. The „Brahminical imperialism and cultural colonialism led any meaningful 

changes in the ritual practices of purity and pollution, priestly authority, nor brought any 

changes in the administrative control of institutional power. Hence, the impact of science 

and secular humanism has broken some of the old cultural values. It is noticed the 

religion and political parties presided over by caste people tend to divide the Dalits since 

they are very heterogeneous people even in the same region.‟
289

   

In the post-colonial times, social movements led by the Dalits are in constant efforts to 

overcome the social taboos imposed on them because, the deprived and disadvantaged 

groups cannot access the justice without them easily. It is held that the liberal democratic 

institutions are neutral to the citizen by considering them as equal; however, Indian 

experience tells that “institutions do not have any control over individuals; therefore, 

they are often parochial and unfold their caste, regions, religion and so on.”
290

 Shafir and 

Peled observed that the “liberal state is supposed to be neutral with respect to its citizens‟ 

conception of good, and treat all them as equal, regardless of their ascriptive and other 
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affiliations, liberal theory must constitute the citizen as an abstract, universal subject 

stripped of all particularity.”
291

  

In India, the state and its liberal democratic institutions are not empty of casteism, 

therefore, the state institutions as well as the civil society eager to know the social 

location of individuals in order to judge and assess their ability. This illiberal attitude 

makes the individual constantly to be remain with particularity instead of reaching into 

the universal positions offered by the liberal democracy. 

Both the Arippa and Chengara land struggles faced relentless violent blockades and 

threats by both the state and civil society since their ascriptive identity located in the ex-

untouchable community. These struggles transformed heterogeneous Dalit identity to 

subjective agents that made them address the changes and their needs as a dignified 

social being. It is perceived that these people‟s movement and their sensible questions 

are proficient enough to address the fundamental issues of the nation since they are 

demanding the share in the resources of nation. Hence, the assertion for citizenship not 

only in an abstract way but it brings the new politics of social justice by asking 

participation and equal share in the resources in order to challenge the consequences 

even in the globalized era. The caste has given the right to superior castes, to define the 

actions of lower caste individuals, movements of their body language, and even their 

emotional expressions. However, the prejudiced and caste powerful exclusionary nature 

of civil society dishonored these protests. Thus, it is not merely connected with the 

attitude of individuals but the graded inequality that compartmentalized the people in 

different caste biased chambers. 
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Dalits and Adivasis land movements accelerated the idea to acquire ownership rights 

since the resources would bring the social position and self-esteem. However, the civil 

society lacks the ethical resources, in accepting the universal position of Dalits, which 

leads to social tensions among caste groups. The ethical questions of the Dalits often 

undermined without any deliberations, since the dominant caste refuse to treat them as 

morally equal. Rajni Kothari observes that “the invoking caste identity claims by the ex-

untouchables characterized obliterating, disparities and hierarchical. Hence, it undertakes 

basic transformation of the social order and does precisely what the larger secular order 

has failed to provide, that hoping a society free of exploitation and oppression. When 

more assertion takes place more backlashes happens from the upper caste since the rise 

of the masses is intolerable and it is something that they never have been used to, 

therefore, more efforts to divide and trying to co-opting the forces of changes.”
292

  

Moreover, these backlashes against the identity assertions of the lower castes are results 

of prejudices of the higher castes that prevents social harmony, thus the new citizenship 

claims bring the excluded identity into the center stage. Further, the states very often 

brand these new social movements as the „Naxalite groups‟ without understanding the 

ideological roots of the protest. Thus, “there is no clear and ideological framework that is 

relevant to undertaking these new struggles, the process of cooption, and buying up, of 

divide and rule by the dominant party or class continues. Hence, the mobilization based 

on caste, sub caste, and ethno-regional identities has happened because of their 

disappointment with the Indian state in which they relied a lot to end their 
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discriminations and oppressions.”
293

 Thus these mobilizations of the oppressed caste 

groups seek their own future with their identities and numbers in order to democratize 

the state and civil society.  

The political response of the political elites towards the new caste identity assertions 

were more antagonistic and unreceptive since it is always framed as animosity, therefore, 

the progressive groups including left labeled these identities as communal, though they 

assert their constitutional rights. The Chengara agitation prepared a pledge which says, “I 

like my country. I would obey the constitution and laws of my country. I will try for the 

aims of the constitution proposed. I would participate in the nation building process. I do 

not practice any discrimination against any Indian citizens on the basis of caste or 

religion. I realize ourselves that the owners of great tradition and the protectors of 

democracy. Nation for the people and the people for the nation.”
294

 Hence, the Dalits 

posed a challenge against their marginalization and mistreatment by upholding the 

constitution, which promised the democratic citizenship. Dalits exposed the liberal state 

that undermined the egalitarian principles of justice, liberty, equality and its role in ill-

treating the Dalits which is violation against the Indian constitution which would treat 

the Dalits as passive subjects. 

Hence, the Dalit‟s affinity towards the constitution makes them politically visible 

subjects in the civil society and the nation. Contrary, the liberal democratic institutions 

controlled them morally inferior that made them passive agents. The liberal ideas were 

given the possibility to change and reorder the individual themselves, however, this 

possibility always connected with one‟s own community. The structural impact of caste 
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has been rooted in Indian social system, therefore, its internal mechanism tries to keep 

them as mere fragmented identities and non-citizens. Anand Teltumbde observes that 

“the political parties in India try to entice them and the civil society too has various 

stakes in their preservation because their ghettoized existence provides low caste labour 

and myriad services to the dominant castes”
295

. He also emphasized that “their very 

existence serves as the source of psychological solace to many, and they serve as props 

for the social status quo holding up the social hierarchy of the society. Hence, the ruling 

class always wants to see them in fragmented conditions; moreover, the Dalits cannot 

have a unified identity with radical consciousness discarding their baggage of past 

attributions.  The class unity among the Dalits is the biggest threat to ruling class in 

India.”
296

 Hence, Teltumbde argues that the post-colonial political economy has had 

serious impact on the caste structure, collapsing ritualistic distinctions among the dwija 

castes which had adopted the capitalist mode first.
297

  

The entice attitude of the state and ghettoized existence made the Dalit life miserable. 

The new social movement for the resources, dignity, and equal citizenship nevertheless, 

creates new political discourses which breaks the Brahminical knowledge-power 

hierarchy. The new political discourse oriented the protestors to hold the value of 

constitution by which they intervene into the liberal states and articulating their 

demands. Natarajan, an activist from Chengara, observes that „nobody can find a 

struggle like this in the world since its policy is truly relevant, and 1495 families 

received land through this protest. Hence, this protest is not only known in Kerala but it 

crossed the boundaries of states and nation. We showed the strength of our Dalit unity, 
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therefore, the state engaged with us. I heard and learnt about the constitution through this 

struggle, therefore, I am not slave of any political parties. It is not about the issuing of a 

title-deed but we have to be considered as the dignified citizens of this great country. 

Some of the Dalits are devaluing this protest because they do not understand the 

constitution yet.  Many Dalits realized the importance to hold the constitution along with 

their protest.‟
298

 Further, “The new social movements based on caste identity 

ideologically shift from hierarchy to plurality, from ordained status to negotiated position 

of power, from ritual definitions of roles and positions to civic and political definitions. 

Hence, the politicization of caste undermining the rigidity of the system which makes the 

people bargains with political parties. The politicization of caste leads to the 

transformation of caste system.”
299

 The land struggles led by the Dalits accelerated this 

potential shift that sabotaged caste hierarchy, therefore, the consciousness of civil society 

over Dalits has been transforming slowly. Secondly, the undermining of the caste system 

provided a new outlook on life to the Dalits that has changed their way of looking to the 

society. Hence, these kinds of assertive political definitions for dignified citizenship 

enriched the self-consciousness of the Dalits since they realized that they have to move 

along with the progress of the civil society.  

Moreover, the present struggles created Dalit political space through reproducing 

subjective claims; hence it cannot be read as the reproduction of the potency of caste. It 

is argued that the secular claims of modernity undermine caste, religious and communal 

claims in the post-independent period with the western and Indian emancipatory 

traditions. The liberal democratic institution is supposed to give equal opportunity and 
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equality to every individual; therefore, it transforms the traditional caste identity to 

national identity. The Dalits “claims over modernity and modern liberal institutions had 

a serious setback by the lack of recognition by the state and Hindu civil society, hence, it 

did not offer any promising vocation to them.”
300

 The protestors from Chengara 

observed that the downtrodden castes must be united because caste systems created to 

destroy our unity and generated hate amongst individuals. Further, the caste biased 

liberal state and Hindu civil society are apprehensive about the Dalits achieving 

monopoly over the Caste Hindu society, therefore, they are afraid to concede the Dalits 

claim of any resources especially land. Society lacks the free will to accept the ex-

untouchable as free agents; therefore, they have been locked in various ideologies and 

other political parties like slaves.  

The land movements undoubtedly have given visibility to the Dalit masses who were 

pushed back to the backyards of Indian nation, these people serve as the backdrop to the 

Dalit critique, therefore, they put forth sensible questions about nationalism, liberal 

democracy, state and civil society. Laha Gopalan observes that „the Chengara protest 

became much more vibrant when the blockade began by the trade unions; it did not 

shatter the energy of the protestors. More importantly, in Chengara, it was not protest but 

we lived there, people often get sick, delivery and if there was need we went to the 

hospital, thus life was protest and protest was life. Therefore, the protest is done by the 

people who were affiliated with political parties not by us. We demanded land and took 

it over. If state and civil society are not allowing us to live, we will protest again.‟
301

 It is 

noticed that the Chengara and Arippa movements sensibly addressed the failure of liberal 
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democratic system in order to bring the substantive changes in their life which brings 

self-respect, and the notions of dignified citizenship.  These agitations have created 

consciousness among the people regarding the importance to uphold the constitution 

along with their protest. Their life experience revealed them that the state and civil 

society is not free from caste biases, it is hostile to the untouchable castes.  

In Chengara the study classes have been conducted for four years in order to build the 

confidence and to create awareness of constitutional rights. Laha Gopalan observed that 

the Dalits were fearful of the dominant people, were not showed any confidence to the 

struggle, hence, the study classes based on the constitution which filled them with more 

confidence to challenge any kinds of power structures in India. There were many 

independent protests that have emerged by the Dalits in Kerala which challenged the 

liberal state and political parties. However, primary focus of these struggles were to 

create collective Dalit emancipation rather than mere individual mobility that proposed 

by the liberal thoughts.  

The elected government has to take decisions over the sensible questions of citizenship 

raised by the Dalits; however, the liberal state considered it as a legal issue and more 

interested to settle in the courts of law. The state is supposed to initiate negotiations on 

the needs and try to settle the issues, however, liberal state institutions made their 

situation more vulnerable by resorting to more violent arresting people and filing false 

cases which try to stigmatized their identity into fragile. Hence, people were forced to 

take up more of legal activities like legal struggle of securing bails there by diverting 

their collective organized struggles and make them more of individualistic. Further, even 

mainstream trade union activists resorted to violate the rights of the Dalits during the 
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blockade. It can be argued that state and civil society showed their incivility towards the 

protestors throughout the protest, taking the men to warehouses and beating them, 

molesting women, pushing them into starvation and extreme chaos by blocking people 

who brought medicines and food for them. Hence, the civil society with casteist attitude 

unprepared to accept the Dalits have the grown up capacity to represent themselves, 

therefore, they labeled them as incomplete citizens in order to maintain caste-ridden 

society. 

Cheshire Calhoun observes, “the absence of civility turns nasty and sometime hazardous. 

Hence, it seems to be a basic virtue in social life. It has innate associations with etiquette 

or good manners; therefore, it distinguishes the civilized from the barbaric, the upper 

from the lower classes, and the members of the polite society from the rabble. Moreover, 

civility identified with complying with class-distinguishing etiquette rules it appeared not 

to be a moral virtue but a badge of class distinction.”
302

 Hence, the good manners include 

the distinctly moral: considering other‟s feelings, expressing gratitude, engaging in 

tolerant restraint, respecting other‟s personal privacy. Earlier “the civility meant for the 

fitness of civility in the post feudal society involved obeying authoritative law and 

refraining from violence, similarly civility existed as a mark of the good citizen in 

contemporary times.”
303

  

The Kerala civil society utterly failed to have civility when the new democratic questions 

arose from the subjugated identities since it interrogates the liberal democratic structures 

and enhances self-respect and redefines the idea of citizenship. The land movements 

represent the excluded social groups by symbolizing their excluded identity which brings 
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out the nasty and hazardous nature of civil society, further, they try to distinguish 

themselves as part of Dalit civil society not the dominant Hindu civil society. Since the 

state and its liberal institutions neither understand nor coopt this new politics, they are 

often frustrated, intolerant and branded as an irrelevant move by the Dalits, moreover, 

the liberal democratic institutions are not capable enough or tolerant towards the Dalit 

critique. The Dalits‟ citizenship claims often confronted with the Brahminic social 

norms, therefore, it is a difficult task for the community to organize and establish 

themselves.  

Kancha Ilaiah Shepherded observed that the caste system killed the basic initiatives 

among people to embrace others. He further argued spiritual fascism is the stagnation for 

Hindu society; therefore, the spiritual fascism and political democracy do not go hand in 

hand. Hence, it breaks the possibility to form as a nation. Moreover, a nation is not a 

political entity; it is a philosophical, economic, civilizational, cultural and spiritual 

entity. If civil society holds spiritual hierarchy imposes all kinds of restrictions on human 

development.
304

 It can be argued the political discourses in India are deeply connected 

with caste system and the individual entity measured with their social position, however, 

modernity and its liberal institution civilized the savage society into capitalist 

development with the colonial capital by the British. The rules of caste and religion 

made the Dalit claims of citizenship more complex and violent process. “The caste 

values of intolerance, indignation, and violence are performed most sternly against Dalits 
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in public life. The Dalits have been excluded from the public spaces, and it continues. 

Hence, Dalit politics aimed to democratize civil society and public space.”
305

  

In Kerala, the caste and its discourses often identified with the untouchable community 

alone for so long since the peculiar characteristics of the political environment. 

Therefore, the slogans aroused from Chengara and Arippa were not familiar to the state 

and civil society; hence, they assert claims over landed property by departing from the 

traditional left discourses. The new citizenship movements distinctively place an 

alternative initiative in order to address the issues of caste and self-respect. It I argued 

that the land reforms Act itself was a political idea of the middle class, therefore, it could 

not identify the downtrodden of the oppressed caste that led to these new social 

movements across India. The liberal democratic movements failed to understand the 

political discourses of the politics of identity and dignity which inevitable challenging 

the ideological dominance imposed on socially oppressed communities. Hence, the 

liberal democratic institutions have tried to fulfill the agendas of middle caste groups; 

therefore, the ex-untouchable castes were forced to organize themselves to fight against 

the dominant ideologies.  

Even after the land reforms were taken place, in Kerala, huge tracts of land were 

concentrated in the hands of local landlords where the Dalits are mere laborers; 

therefore, they could not transform their identity in the social rankings. The contradiction 

is well showed here that the people are protesting for land and dignified life in a 

progressive state which branded as for successive implementation of land reforms. More 

importantly, the liberal democratic state tried to use force on them with the state 

mechanism, therefore, they were forced to create a suicidal squad in Chengara. The 
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protesters cried that the state and civil society extremely lacked the civility whenever 

they confronted the non-familiarized agential question of the downtrodden caste because 

it proposes the transgression of social boundaries in terms of acts, speech and body-

language.  

In contemporary political discourse, “civility is considered as a virtue particularly in the 

liberal democratic societies; it fits in a pluralistic society and is closely connected to 

tolerance. Civil citizens respect the right of others; refrain from violence, intimidation, 

harassment. The tolerant self-restraint fits with citizen for life in the liberal 

democracy.”
306

 The people around the land struggle areas showed their intolerant 

behavior when these protestors entered into the estate which led to violent attacks on 

them. The basic concept of civil citizenship dismantled by the caste biased civil society 

at Chengara and Arippa that barred the doors of liberal democratic principle in the 

society. The “civil citizen should have an active willingness to listen others, and try to 

see the things in the point of view of their conception of the good, a fair minded 

accommodation to other views.”
307

  

The protestors in both land struggles observed that the state government was not willing 

to hear their demands, instead branding them as „the Maoist‟ since the majority of them 

belonged to untouchable castes. It can be argued though the civil citizenship proposes the 

accommodation of other views in the society, but the Dalit views were never 

accommodated easily. It is largely believed civil citizens magnanimously acknowledge 

opponent‟s views as a moral position; however, these moral principles are often 

overthrown by the Indian civil society since its moral values are closely linked to the 
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purity-pollution ideologies. Hence, it is observed that the Indian society is in contrast 

with the democratic civility and tolerance since hierarches and status privileges defined 

by the caste structure. The political civility enables the individuals to transform the 

quality of citizenship from barbarism to civil society; however, it produces an 

exclusionary attitude and intolerance towards untouchables since they are the members 

of polluting caste groups.
308

 

The idea of civility connected with respect, tolerance and considerateness; therefore, it is 

moral conduct and observed the citizenship practices in India do not show any interest to 

give respect to the individualistic rights of Dalits since the privileged social groups 

genuinely lack the civility in their attitudes which often produces biased social rules 

against marginal castes. The Dalits as vulnerable subject could not enjoy the full freedom 

and autonomy of modern citizens that offered by the constitution and liberal democratic 

discourses. Caste and the power of purity marked on the Dalits limited their possibilities 

of universal citizen though the modernity re-fixed their boundaries from the traditional 

caste bound spaces. It is observed the purity and pollution strategically used by the 

native capitalist to ghettoize the Dalits to keep them as enslaved citizens which curtails 

the political privileges.  

It is observed that the Dalits in both land struggles discarded their individuated self and 

transcended it into social to achieve resources. The emerging new Dalit sensibility 

among the ex-untouchables seek delink personal from social and it will organize thought 

and action around the social self rather than individual self moreover social would be 

defined by critiquing personal. It is believed that “the social sensibility of the Dalits 

would be helpful to accumulate moral hegemony by which they reach to public 
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recognition for the political initiatives.”
309

 The lack of moral hegemony often driven out 

the Dalits from the public realm because of the tenacity of the caste structure, therefore, 

these new social movements try to accumulate moral hegemony with transparent 

intentions would expand the democratic realm of public imagination.
310

  

Dalits have been excluded from the developmental activities and victimized their social 

position since the absence of moral hegemony in the public domain where the other 

dominant community safely placed in that social ladder by uprooting Dalits. Hence, the 

new discourses seek civility in social life; therefore, it tries to reveal the inequality of 

resources and concentration of capital among various caste groups in the progressive 

state of Kerala. There is a community-based reason for poverty and the concentration of 

wealth, hence, those historical wrongs identified by the new social movements which 

made them to protest against the state to attain assets for dignified citizenship. The 

present land movements transform the individual Dalit self into collective self within the 

framework of modernity. Therefore, the Dalit discourse often butt up against the modern 

liberal institutions while at the same time being part of it and raises fundamental 

criticism to democracy, largely holding its values and principles. It has been raising 

critical questions on nationality by admitting the existence of the nation state; therefore, 

they are demanding the protection of law.  

The Dalit protest pressures the state to consider them as an equals and dignified citizens; 

this alternative discourse interrogates civil society in order to democratize it. Gurpreet 

Mahajan observes “in a democratic setup the state has the obligation to enunciate a 

framework and protect a body of laws that enhance equal citizenship. Strong civil society 
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can demand the government to fulfill the obligation; however, a weak civil society needs 

to pressure the government to honor the fundamental obligations. Hence, various social 

institutions occupy with their agendas when the state is performing the task of 

formulating laws and the communitarian in the world are demanding for the withdrawal 

of the state to determine their own good life. The state has to enhance the equal 

citizenship since it is upholding the system of rights.”
311

  

The Dalit self is identified with therefore weak civil society they are forced to pressurize 

liberal democratic institutions in order to fulfill the moral obligations. Hence, “in the 

liberal democratic setup the state has to be entrusted to have the responsibility to create a 

framework where the civil society institutions can expand the necessary condition for 

freedom and equal citizenship.”
312

 However, as far as Dalits are concerned, the 

communitarian logic cannot be acceptable since they do not have any power enjoyed in 

the past; therefore, they often go for protest, or upholding constitutional values to 

address the humiliation and exploitation in the society. It is noticed that the state and its 

mechanism are quite suspicious when the Dalits transform their individuated self into 

social because it brings the sense of community to enable them to critically observe the 

lack of state‟s obligations. The protestors firmly believe these alternative movements 

would certainly provide a decent and relatively respectable position if they transform 

their social boundaries, otherwise, they would have to continue with their traditional 

social position along with demeaning jobs imposed by the caste system.
313
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The present struggles have been problematizing the liberal democratic discourses and the 

lack of civility by considering landed property as a reference point. Hence, this discourse 

exposes the construction of Malayali citizens through the constant critiques of modern 

liberal discourses that inform the caste and its mechanisms, which are widely operating 

in Kerala. J. Devika points out that “there is a dangerous silence about Dalit land 

struggles in Kerala. To some extent, the land issue was an agenda for the left parties till 

the end of seventies. However, in the post seventies, Kerala has witnessed various public 

welfare programs like minimum wage, one lakh houses, and developmental programs for 

unorganized sector and pensions so on. It is observed that, consumer citizen has emerged 

through these welfare activities by which Kerala moved to engaged citizenship process 

eventually and a state centered civil society has formed. Hence, the decentralization 

campaign started in the mid-nineties strategically buried the demand for the agricultural 

land to the Dalits, therefore, it has limited to providing minimum requirements to the 

needy.”
314

 Hence, an oppositional civil society has formed under the ex-untouchable 

caste in order to mobilize resources by transgressing the class categories of dominant 

political forces. However, “the secular-liberal political groups failed to understand the 

cause of these struggles, therefore, they often reduce the sensible questions emerged 

from it, further labeling it as a vociferous act by the frustrated individuals. Moreover, the 

secular left political discourses try to consider it as part of class struggle that limits the 

issues of caste. Hence, they offer more welfare programs and propose the eradication of 

poverty among the poor.”
315
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The dissenting voices of marginal communities for equal citizenship bring the systematic 

attention of the liberal institutions since it deals with socio-historical negligence towards 

them. More importantly it talks about the need for universal citizenship that could 

provide respectful treatment to the fragmented identities by breaking the normative 

understanding of the civil society. Activists from both land struggles point out those 

secular political forces that are influenced by the modernist agendas need to give more 

attention to the unrepresented identities since they believe in the language of equality. 

However, Kerala has witnessed the progressive discourses often giving priorities to the 

groups who follow the dominant ideologies in the society. The parental consciousness of 

the progressive groups believes that the marginal communities need to struggle for 

emancipation through their ideological framework. Hence, it always curtails the freedom 

of the Dalits to raise their voice themselves which also shows that the secular groups 

believe Dalit selves are still unfit and not accommodative both in civil society and the 

liberal democratic institutions as well. Moreover, the secular-liberal discourses consider 

these movements are only for material properties. Hence, they are more interested to 

settle it as a mere land issue by ignoring the radical questions particularly for equal 

citizenship and social justice. As a result, the secular progressive attitude can be equated 

with colonial administrators who enjoyed every institution by saying Indians are unfit for 

administration. Accordingly, the “Colonizers believed poverty and illiteracy as the 

impediments to the realization of democratic citizenship to the Indians mind, therefore, 

they became more authoritarian and intellectually snobbish and made them to cherish 

free institution for their own people by portraying Indians as individuals who cannot 

handle self-government.”
316
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Thus it is clear that the Dalits are forced to fight against the liberal institutions and the 

dominant civil society for the radical changes in their social setup. Acquiring equal 

citizenship, in fact, a radical challenge of the marginalized groups since it could provide 

the opportunity to transgress the spatio-temporal boundaries imposed on them. The 

Dalits are denied the right to hold property and personal liberty which impedes their 

ability to achieve civil citizenship further, it led them to continue as mere members in the 

society. In the absence of material property and other assets, they do not have the right to 

enjoy the privileges in various social institutions like the markets. It is evident that the 

hierarchies are visible in the market where quality goods sold at higher rates without any 

competitive bidding and bargaining, these initial times considered as a privileged slot, 

therefore, the privileged consumers can join it since they have the purchasing capacity. 

In the class characteristic it is moneyed and in terms of caste perspective the higher caste 

often enters into the market that considered being the prime time. Hence, “the Dalits and 

poor classes have marginalized notion of time and they enter into the market during the 

closure of the bazar.”
317

 The lack of purchasing capacity pushed the Dalits away from 

the market during prime time, further; they are satisfied with the perishable items 

through bargaining. The social factor like purity-pollution curtailed the freedom to obtain 

material properties; therefore, the oppressed groups culturally lacked the civil citizenship 

in the society.  

The complex nexus between property and civil citizenship often ignored in the dominant 

time-spaces that used as demarcating technique by the caste biased civil society hence, 

the collective Dalit self exposes such nexus to find out the material reasons for unequal 
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citizenship. Unequal citizenship created tremendous divide in every social institution that 

gives the priority to the privileged groups to have monopoly in the distribution of power, 

money and the ownership of property. The monopoly of privileged elites over power and 

wealth marginalized certain citizens; therefore, they demand several kinds of rights to 

maintain their collective identity and trying to restore justice in order to become 

accommodated within the liberal democratic institutions like an ideal citizen with full 

participation in the society.  

The Chengara and Arippa land struggles can be understood as the struggle for ideal 

citizenship, to have equal participation in every activity of the state and civil society, 

therefore, the idea of citizenship primarily represents the notion of participation in the 

public life which is broader than political life, meaning a greater emphasis on the 

relationship of the citizen with society as a whole. Secondly, “a person as a citizen needs 

to be governed in this act judgment, loyalty, autonomy is expected. Thirdly citizenship 

deals with a person‟s right and entitlements along with obligations in the society, hence, 

an active citizen in the public life must be willing to submit his private interest to the 

general interest of the society.”
318

 Steenbergen quoted Marshal saying that “in the 

eighteenth century first type of civil citizenship emerged that focused for the individual 

freedom, right to property, personal liberty and justice. The second type, political 

citizenship, emerged in the nineteenth century and gave importance to the political 

power. The third type, social citizenship, constructed in the twentieth century which 

demanded economic and social security from the modern welfare state.”
319

 Hence, the 
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social citizenship is considered as the final stage of the development and is also ideal in 

which full participation of the individual in the community could be realized.  

Nevertheless, as far as the Dalit struggles are concerned, they are in the struggle to 

achieve civil citizenship even today since they have been denied all social rights in the 

traditional society because of the norms of the caste. The moral hegemony has been 

denied to the Dalits due to purity-pollution ideology under Brahminic system established 

anti-egalitarian and segmental hierarchies among the communities which also curtailed 

the possibilities of transformation from the civil citizenship to political as well as social.  

The social rights are meant to give the formal status of citizenship; a kind of material 

well-being guaranteed for the citizen that would help the individual to exercise full 

participation in the society. However, social citizenship is not considered as ultimate but 

it is a historical development that would give new possibilities to think about new 

notions of citizenship like active citizenship, gender-neutral citizenship and so on.
320

 

The Dalits as a community could not enjoy the freedom to exercise the full participation 

in the society since they lacked the social rights collectively. Valsamma, an activist from 

Arippa, pointed out that „land is inevitable for the landless that could only change 

material circumstances of the Dalits. In colonies, the Dalits often fight each other due to 

insufficient spaces that always segregate them as mere individuals; therefore, the 

abundance of space would integrate them as a cultural community. People are much 

more comfortable even in the land struggle area since they have relative spatial freedom 

when it compares with their situation in the colonies. Collective consciousness has been 

derived from this protest that made people abandon fear on the state and its institutions. 
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Hence, it also pushed the people for a punctual and systematic life.
321

 She further 

narrates that „the untouchable castes are often mocked in various state institutions since 

they are repeatedly appearing there for the same reason, therefore, common interests are 

inevitable to get attention from the state‟s institutions. For any marginal communities the 

basis is important, otherwise, they cannot transform their unequal social condition.‟
322

  

Moreover, the governments showed their interest to distribute three cents of land to the 

landless groups; it can be read as one of the strategies of casteist state to pull out the 

Dalits from their collective demand for the spatial freedom to live like an ideal citizen. In 

addition to that, the three cent proposal clearly indicates the state and its mechanism do 

not want to see the Dalits as dignified-ideal citizens who are able to exercise equal 

participation in the society, instead, they forced them to remain with bitter memories of 

the past that would certainly delay all possible acts for justice and chances to form as 

collective groups rather than mere individuals.  

Bhikhu Parekh observes that, “cultural communities often demand for various rights that 

they think will maintain collective identity particularly in the multicultural society. It 

may be called collective or communal rights, and it is quite difficult to accommodate 

within the liberal jurisprudence. Hence, it raises difficult questions such as whether this 

concept of collective rights is logically coherent or not. There are various kinds of 

human collectivities like a groups formed by transient as well as long-term common 

interest to the historical communities based on a shared way of life. In these 

collectivities, rights also cover a wide spectrum like non-interference, exemption from 
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normal requirements, self-government, and claims on society‟s resources so on.”
323

 The 

Dalit land struggles can be seen as the collectivities of ex-untouchable communities who 

are having the common interest for equal citizenship, therefore, they have been 

demanding their share in the society‟s resources.  

In Kerala, the Dalit protests are much more focused for resources because they claim that 

being resourceful is the only option to overcome caste burden, even in the globalized 

situation. The long-term common interest for resources and equal citizenship made the 

land struggle more contemporary. Hence, they emphasize the collective Dalit 

consciousness for material well-being. Human well-being is the basis and rationale for 

all rights, individual as well as collective, however, the well-being of the individual 

cannot be defined in abstract. Some collective rights can claim universal validity while 

others vary from society to society. Bhikhu Parekh further emphasized that, “a 

community that has long been subjected to systematic oppression may have less 

confidence to compete with the rest of the society. Hence, the supportive group-specific 

measures and appropriate remedies would make them to be equalized with others. The 

ex-untouchables in India and African Americans in the United States meet this 

condition.”
324

 

The protesters observed that the offers for mere housing land are to create social tension 

among the landless community which would also pacify their struggle for emancipation. 

They further emphasized the Dalits need resources in order to become cultural 

community which would help them to acquire better education, in the absence of it they 

would continue as dependent individuals. Nevertheless, this is a radical movement as 
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well as unique in India since land issues and Dalit concerns are deeply interconnected.  

These new social movements have emerged from the intense emotion that the ex-

untouchable castes were completely neglected by the welfare state and political parties 

for a long period, particularly in the post independent era. Therefore, the present 

movements cannot be defined as a sudden anger against the liberal democratic 

institutions, instead, they are the culmination of prolonged social tension that has 

emerged among the downtrodden groups whose basic rights for equal respect and 

individual liberties have been curtailed drastically. The protestors argued the approach 

towards them by the state and civil society was very problematic since the moral 

framework of the society often gives less significance to the marginal communities. 

Hence, this neglectful attitude is the reflection of incivility that based on the social norms 

further it expressed through social language.  

However, social language signifies caste and its material forms in the public, to put it 

differently, language often try to identify one‟s caste in order to reproduce the relative 

hierarchy in every discourse. Hence, the eagerness of the dominant desire is manifest in 

its „subtle‟ attempts to expose the other‟s identity which effectively is a means to 

designate as well as reinforce their social position in order to put the other as lesser 

humans. Arguably, the usage of „valueless‟ terms such as poor and deprived in the liberal 

state language creates the image of Dalits as not-yet complete citizens. Hence, social 

language portrays Dalits as a heap of flaws. It then naturally validates the civilizing 

mission spearheaded by empowered citizens, the same constellation that grants 

recognition to others. This linguistic narration shapes the subjective contours of the 

marginal groups, those yearning for recognition from the dominant elites. The civilizing 
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project rejects the possibility of Dalit‟s self-fashioning. At the same time, it enforces the 

participation in the civilizing project which leads them to inextricable humiliation.  

That the welfare state hardly talks about the social citizenship since it carries the 

entitlements to social provision is evident. Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon addressed it; 

they say “social citizenship often brings social provision within the aura of dignity 

surrounding citizenship and rights; therefore, the people who enjoy social citizenship get 

social rights not handouts. Hence, the social citizenship is not only the guarantees of help 

in forms that maintain their status as full members of the society entitled to equal respect 

but also share a common set of institutions and services designed for all citizens, the use 

of which constitute the practices of social citizenship, for example public school, public 

parks, universal social insurance, public health services and so on.”
325

 The social 

citizenship evoked themes from the major traditions of political theory; “liberal themes 

of social rights and equal respect; communitarian norms of solidarity and shared 

responsibility; and republican ideals of participation in the public life (through use of 

public goods and public services).”
326

 Hence, it is observed that the social provisions 

remain largely outside the aura of dignity surrounding citizenship. Receipt of welfare is 

usually considered as the reason for disrespect, a threat to, rather than a realization of 

citizenship further the word public often used as pejorative since the stigma attached 

with public institutions.  

The social provision is often denied to the Dalits since they were not considered the full 

member of the society; therefore, they have been fighting for equal rights. Secondly, 
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their receipt of welfare schemes from the state branded them as state‟s subjects that 

produce humiliation and disrespect in the society since social stigma much prevalent on 

affirmative action programs. However, the legal equality granted to all citizens in India, 

therefore, the Indian constitution ensured social equality to the lesser privileged groups 

by making special provisions which largely benefitted the unequal group of citizens 

particularly Dalits. The constitutional provision for “legal equality does not fully help the 

ex-untouchable caste groups attain the goals of social justice, equality, liberty and 

fraternity due to the defects of the implementations. Hence, various Dalit movements in 

recent times effectively argue for the implementation of existing provisions that would 

attain the goals of Indian constitution, further, it would help the development and 

progress of the country.”
327

 

The social citizenship brings the idea of social provisions. Hence, the welfare state 

discards the spirit of it since the word „welfare‟ became negative, therefore, the idea of 

social citizenship sounds contradicting. However, the social provisions and other welfare 

measures not only provide safeguards to the Dalits but it tried to bring them into 

mainstream along with other dominant social groups. Therefore, “the mainstream in 

India philosophically constituted by the socio-cultural and literary traditions of upper 

caste where in the village level the mainstream filled with land owning and landless 

upper castes now it is being contested by the Dalits and other marginal communities.”
328

 

The concept of social citizenship does not reach to its goal since the stigma surrounding 

social provisions has given the dominant privileged castes the ability to brand the Dalits 

as people who get concessions. Hence, the non-Dalits in India often view social 
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provision as a special privilege doled out to the untouchable caste at the cost of others, 

and they say it is against the constitution because it treats all citizens are equal. However, 

in the Dalit‟s perspective these are the compensation against the discrimination and 

exploitation done to the ex-untouchable communities for centuries. It can be argued that 

the deprivation and discrimination are being prevalent in various forms even today, 

which says they are not much equipped enough to compete with the privileged class.
329

  

New social movements addressed the social discrimination and material disadvantages of 

the Dalits by problematizing the lack of proper implementation of the constitutional 

provisions and argues that, unless the proper implementation of social provision it would 

be difficult for the marginalized groups to achieve social, economic, and political justice 

in the caste ridden society.
330

 Thus the land movements demands a new socio-economic 

order in the society which would transform the social position of untouchables into full 

citizenship with equal respect which would enable them to play a key role to dismantle 

the hierarchies based on social norms. Social citizenship can provide self-esteem to the 

less privileged class since they have been humiliated under the local configuration of 

power under Brahminic rule. Notwithstanding the Dalit protest for citizenship 

strategically differs from the mainstream notions, therefore, it holds the constitutional 

provisions emotionally to show their pride against humiliation.  

The Dalit movements try to acquire dignified social citizenship through the interrogation 

against the dominant class in the local level; these confrontations are often violently 

opposed by the caste elites since they are afraid of socio-economic reforms. Nancy 

Fraser and Linda Gordon quotes Marshal that “the social citizenship is the third and the 
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final stage of the development of the citizenship process which is not only a modicum of 

economic security but also entitled a far reaching right to share in the full social heritage 

and live the life of a civilized being according to the standards prevailing in the 

society.”
331

 Hence, it can be argued that the Dalits as a community do not share the full 

social heritage; therefore, they severely lack the provisions of a civilized being and are 

forced to live without the prevailing standards in the society. The absence of socio-

economic security makes the untouchable groups for a sluggish move which also leads 

them towards inherent contradiction and ultimately bound up with civil citizenship 

discourse also denying the universal position of full citizen. Social citizenship could 

renew social relation for higher equality through giving the universal status to the 

excluded groups in the citizenship discourse. The people who were excluded from the 

citizenship category often understood that this discourse is discriminatory since it does 

not provide the minimum standards for the marginalized groups to achieve universal 

positions; therefore, they are forced to fight for constitutional provisions and material 

well-being that have been seen in Chengara and Arippa.       

The protestors observe that the categorization of citizenship on the basis of material 

property and class position would lead to the social inequality which is somehow similar 

to the Marshal‟s famous doubt that whether the uniform status could be achieved while 

respecting the inviolability of private property and market dynamics. Hence, these social 

movements do not demand the dismantling of private property, instead, they talk about 

the unequal distribution of resources including landed property, therefore, they 

frequently challenge the existing hierarchical order placed even in the liberal democratic 

system.  Social citizenship aims for the erosion of class inequality, protection from the 
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market forces, and other areas of domination in the social-democratic practices. Hence, it 

does not problematize gender and race dimension in the citizenship discourse since it 

theorizes the citizenship through the white man‟s experience. Moreover, civil citizenship 

helped to promote the modern forms of male dominance, white supremacy, class 

exploitation since the individual property right emerged with the civil citizenship 

matters. Hence, the Indian case drastically differs from it since the Dalits were the servile 

object who does not have any rights on property even in the civil sphere; therefore, they 

could not enjoy the civic status entitled with citizenship meant for a free individual. 

Hence, the modern state ensures citizenship to the individual irrespective of wealth and 

social background and the government tries to protect them through the various 

affirmative action programs to sustain their necessities. Herman Van Gunsteren observes 

“social security and the welfare assistance can be considered as equivalent to property 

which is also a prerequisite for citizenship that would help the underprivileged sections 

to access knowledge, culture and other organization. Hence, these are the essential 

factors for the effective practice of citizenship in the modern times.”
332

  Welfare 

assistance may not be good enough to get the admission into the citizenship discourse 

offered by the state, therefore, the marginalized communities often demand for material 

properties like land along with the social security and other welfare assistance from the 

state. It can be argued that the untouchable communities often lacked the citizenship as a 

moral choice since they are historically missed the essential factors for a dignified citizen 

like the ownership over private property, individual freedom and so on. Eventually, it 

becomes problematic to the less privileged groups since the civic spirits are contrary to 
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the traditional Indian value system that made obstacles against civic mindset also 

silenced the social provisions for long. Nevertheless, these land struggles show the 

absence of civic mindedness towards the underprivileged sections by the state and civil 

society because being a citizen is only possible to the people who historically belong to 

the dominant community. Hence, the efforts for effective citizenship are increasing 

among the Dalit community that political focus is viewed in these land struggle, 

confronts the prejudiced attitude and actions of the state and civil society. It has often 

undervalued the Dalit emancipatory struggles since it is considered as mere assertion for 

individuality, however, the present land movements have showed the communitarian 

agendas rather than individualistic freedom and autonomy. Hence, the Dalit assertion for 

citizenship gathered the attention of the public through its language of self-esteem which 

briefly explained their dehumanized social position. These land movements placed the 

question of citizenship as the central concern for Dalit struggles through their consistent 

articulation about the social inequality, marginalization, and non-implementation of 

constitutional provisions in the existing social order.  

Laha Gopalan points out that „the caste minded state does not want to acknowledge the 

individuality of the untouchables because they do not have any worth in the state‟s 

perspective. Earlier their labor was required for agricultural work, however, the 

withdrawal of the Dalits from the agrarian sector and the diminishing of agriculture 

placed certain sections of the Dalits as worthless untouchables. Hence, the state finds this 

worthlessness as an opportunity to deny their social justice. Therefore, the individual 

needs to grapple with the state in order to achieve civil status in the society. The state 

and civil society is appalling about the affirmative attitude of the downtrodden 
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communities since they demand the constitutional provisions which would actualize the 

principles of social justice, equal citizenship and other social welfares.‟
333

 Further, Gopal 

Guru argued elsewhere that “the denial of moral worth leads to the loss of self-respect. 

Hence, the state and civil society consciously make obstacles since they do not want to 

see the untouchables accommodated into the existing social order with equal citizenship 

since they are fearful about the social transformation that would bring radical changes by 

throwing out conservative as well as outdated social norms.”
334

  

The Dalits are often fighting for relative worth rather than equal worth when there is loss 

of self-respect; however, equal worth is considered as the fondest claim for liberal 

democracy. Chengara and Arippa land struggles are much focused on equal worth than 

relative worth, they do not believe in compromised ambitions. Hence, they transgressed 

the servile body language and speech through their moral capacity by breaking the 

framework of liberal democracy. These land struggles can be read as exclusive social 

movements that showed the unequivocal commitment to the marginalized groups further 

it acted as an altering social agent by breaking the social and cultural taboos which often 

labeled them as worthless and culturally inferior. The equal worth is connected with the 

basic concept of equality that gives equal moral significance as well as equal 

consideration to the individuals according to their goods. Although Chengara and Arippa 

are demanding properties like land which does not merely lead to the transformation of 

their socio-economic status and power positions all the more egalitarian in its spirit. Will 

Kymlicka observes that “there is an abstract and fundamental idea of equality in the 

political theory that treating people „as equals‟ leads to the equally acceptance of the 
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interest of every individual in the community. Moreover, the egalitarian theories wish 

that the government treat every individual with equal considerations, further, each citizen 

is entitled to equal concern and respect.”
335

 The basic idea of equality in the libertarian as 

well as Marxist that the equality of income and wealth are the prerequisite aspects to 

treat people equally in the society, however, the equal rights over one‟s labour and 

property are the precondition for treating people as equals. Therefore, it is understood 

that the abstract idea of equality can be interpreted in various forms rather its 

particularities like income, wealth and other opportunities. Hence, “the abstract idea of 

treating people as equals requires specific kind equality that may not be identified with 

every political theory though it is egalitarian in the broad sense.”
336

 

These movements demand equal worth in the liberal and democratic conceptions; 

therefore, it universally accepts the abstract idea of treating people equally along with the 

equal preference to the particularities like income, wealth and properties since the basic 

concept of equality is often forged in the hierarchical societies. It is observed if any 

theory claims that people are not entitled for equal consideration from the state would be 

rejected by the modern world since it treats people superior and inferior respectively. 

These social movements have been perceived modern political theory and its 

emancipatory traditions because of its egalitarian aspects attracted the untouchables; 

therefore, they have been critical to the Dharmasastra theories which created forceful 

obligations against them as part of the Brahminic social norms.      
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CHAPTER-V 

IDENTITY, RECOGNITION AND REDISTRIBUTION:  

CONTEXTUALIZING DALIT LAND STRUGGLES 

 

 

The Arippa and Chengara land struggle raised the question of marginality through the 

assertion of identity by the ex-untouchable communities. Hence the protestors held the 

view that they were forcefully cornered into the margins due to their caste position in the 

social hierarchy. The struggle for land is not merely for holding the properties but also an 

uprising against various kinds of marginalization which is contextualized as alternative 

political principles in the larger society. Dalit land struggles in Kerala created material 

space to affirm their identity, which, in turn, challenged the Brahminical discourses. 

Dalit identity politics turned against the unequal distribution of land and other resources 

which are historically denied. To put it differently, the land became a focal point that 

united the untouchables to address the particularities of caste bringing into the universal 

political realm.  

In this chapter, an attempt has been made to understand the contemporary land struggles 

along with the assertions of identity politics in Kerala. One of the particularities of these 

struggles is that the protestors openly assert their identity for universal acceptance of 

their politics in the liberal democratic society. It is noted these extra-political identity 

assertions were not included in the dominant framework of left or liberal discourses; 

rather it is viewed as a radical assertion which imbibes the annihilation of caste as a 

methodology in order to fight against the hierarchies of caste. 
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Identity struggles and Autonomy: 

It is observed that the downtrodden group often evolves as a community in their 

historical realization of oppression and suffering. Hence their shared notion of suffering 

underscores the need for a dignified identity that gives internal autonomy to the 

marginalized caste groups. Theoretically, speaking these land movements problematized 

the politics of location by critiquing the liberal democratic institutions which also gave 

visibility to the social locations of Dalit-Bahujan communities. Seleena Prakkanam, 

former secretary of SVSV observes that “Dalit liberation could be possible through the 

unification of scattered communities.  However, the Dalits need to be identified as a 

single category, a community, since they do not have the economic as well as a formally 

recognized cultural base. Dalits have to capture such a material base through land 

struggles so that they would not be scattered with the influence of dominant ideologies. 

Caste structure is so prevalent even today in the democratic society, therefore 

recapturing their forgotten history is necessary to mobilize as well as liberate 

marginalized caste groups. Moreover, Prakkanam emphasizes that Dalits, as a 

community need to shape individuals to make changes the society.”
337

 

Hence her concern for Dalit individuality/identity is quite relevant because they often 

become the subjects of dominant ideologies that are prevalent in society. In the course of 

the struggle, there were various allegations raised against Chengara protestors when their 

movement received wider attention from the media and the public as well. The majority 

of women in Chengara are Dalits therefore serious moral questions were charged against 

them during the movement even though they were received enormous solidarity across 
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Kerala. In addition to that, the then chief minister of Kerala, V. S. Achuthanandan, said 

“the government would confront the protestors with police who have „thorn and horn.”
338

 

These kinds of allegations and comments indicate how the dominant ideology treats the 

ex-untouchables as mere subjects by denying their autonomy. The Brahminical social 

system is capable enough to undermine the assertions of rights through transforming the 

individual into subjects where the ontological presences of Dalits have been often erased. 

The contemporary land movements try to radically transform the society for an 

alternative democratic space thus it also articulates the politics of identity to get 

individual recognition rather than mere caste subjects.   

Louis Althusser explains the process of the transformation of the individual into subjects 

where interpellations happen through the ideological tools that make the individual 

„subjects‟ who act in a typical way in the society. He argues “an individual often 

supports and sustains the structure through the influence of dominant ideology. Hence, 

ideology often functions as a mediator between the power structure and individuals and 

uses its hegemonic power to reproduce the repressive elements against the individual in 

order to incorporate them into the power structure.”
339

 He says that “the interpellation 

process makes the individual the subject of ideology furthering the ideological state 

apparatuses that keenly constitute various mediums.”
340

 

Thus the individual‟s subjectivity is constructed through the various discourses of 

ideological state apparatuses like cinema, media and literature. He formulates that “all 
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ideology hails or interpellants concrete individuals as concrete subjects. By a precise 

operation called interpellation or hailing, which can be envisioned along the lines of 

most regular everyday police, the ideology recruits or turns individuals into subjects.”
341

 

The dominant caste ideologies made the Dalits as caste subjects by using the repressive 

state apparatuses in order to reproduce the caste structure, hence it also worked as an 

agent of exploitation and repression.  

Therefore, Dalit land movements can be interpreted as a productive assertion of identity 

politics that demands for egalitarian and democratic social order by critiquing the 

oppressive ideological apparatuses. Hence the ex-untouchable caste groups affirmed 

their subjectivity by holding an ideological position that demands the social 

transformation as a political agenda. Further, these land movements are based on the 

anti-caste ideology which fundamentally awakened the Dalit-Bahujan movements and it 

articulates the politics of identity in the socio-political spheres of Kerala. The protestors 

from both Arippa and Chengara observe the Dalit assertion and their struggle for rights 

began at Kerala in the beginning of the 1990‟s. Hence, the marginalized communities 

searched for new ideological positions in order to expose the casteist nature of Kerala 

since it was portrayed as a casteless society. The present land movements can be 

considered as another significant Dalit assertion by which they formed into a new socio-

political identity that problematized socio-economic and political power relationships in 

Kerala. The need for Dalit identity assertion can be observed in the words of Laha 

Gopalan, the leader of Chengara agitation. He says “for whatever the purpose upper-

caste created caste system, the Dalits have to unite since this system made them as 
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downtrodden. Moreover, the government and political parties claim the monopoly over 

Dalits in their hand therefore they are not willing to distribute land to the landless since 

they are apprehensive about the Dalit‟s realization that they were no more the slaves of 

political parties.”
342

 He also emphasized this struggle is not just for getting land but to 

spread the Ambedkarite ideology among the Dalits to politically mobilize them since 

they have not gained any equal justice even after the sixtieth years of independence.  

Hence, these movements basically dignity and autonomous formation of identity, 

therefore, proposes social transformation since every sphere of social life is inextricably 

connected to the caste that made the untouchables dependent upon dominant caste 

communities. Thus the political agenda of social transformation defined by the Dalit 

movements can be understood as politics of particularity since its demand for the 

equality of status in the new wave of identity politics. Therefore, land movements, not 

only search for ownership of resources but they try to problematize their vulnerable 

citizenship position by affirming their identity, which confronts the citizenship 

discourses in the liberal democratic society. 

Hunt and Purvis explain that “the tension between identity and citizenship is not a new 

phenomenon and therefore this tension cannot be resolved through avoiding one concept.   

However, it may be fixed by condensing certain transcending priorities into one concept. 

Hence they argue this productive tension is required in order to mark the crucial 

conditions of possibilities to sustain democratic politics. Moreover, citizenship can be 

seen as the finest endeavor through which alternative identities compete for expression in 

society's political institutions and debates. Hence this tension is never complete but 
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remains for open contestation that may bring a democratic response to the problem of the 

constitution of political community.”
343

 The Dalit land struggles try to build the political 

community since it merges with citizenship discourses through the politics of identity.  

For instance, these protestors do not limit their focus, particularly on the land. They 

imagine a political community that fundamentally challenges the established belief 

system of society. Althusserian sense “both the oppressors and oppressed acculturated in 

the society in their proper roles hence their reproduction of the submission to the ruling 

ideology can be understand as the reproduction of the ability to manipulate the ruling 

ideology correctly since they are the agents of exploitation and repression.”
344

 

Chengara and Arippa land movements dramatically shifted their social definitions 

through asserting their identity to acquire their sense of place since they have been hailed 

by the dominant ideology that made them as subjected being unwitting. It is a shifting of 

social definition that gives visibility to the social locations of marginalized caste which 

contests hegemonic ideologies.  It leads to new politics that would help them to claim 

their rights and benefits as a citizen legitimately.  

The politics of identity is relevant since it brings a new model which confronts the caste-

based obligation by critically intervening in the citizenship discourses as well as the 

liberal democratic process. It can be argued the politics of the present movements 

proposes the need of a political community therefore it unites the fragmented identities 

and redirects the attention towards the crisis of a subjected being in the political sphere. 

It is believed that the Dalits as a community often failed to articulate their rights and 
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does not much awaken about their circumstances due to various historical reasons. 

Hence, the present assertion helped them to transform their subjected being into political 

identity in order to secure social recognition by which they have achieved a new 

language of rights to confront restrictive ideology and other established social and 

political order.  

 

The Politics of Identity and Recognition: 

Indeed, the term recognition is a well debated and core theme of Hegel‟s political 

philosophy. “The individual tries for recognition of their person by others hence the 

struggle for recognition understood as part of the self, therefore it can be achieved 

through self-assertion, self-negation and re-definition of oneself in relation to another 

since it is an inter-subjective phenomenon based in mutual „give and take‟ actions.”
345

 

He observes “human beings constituted as a self through recognition therefore, the social 

and political institutions explicate the interpersonal relationships thus the absence of 

mutual recognition human being cannot understand themselves are free individuals. The 

existence of self-consciousness that it exists in itself, and for itself, factually that exist for 

another self-consciousness, it indicates that one has to recognized oneself through the 

mediation of the other. The „self-consciousness is in fact the reflection out of the being 

of the sensuous and perceived world and is essentially the return from out of otherness. 

As self-consciousness only distinguishes itself from itself as oneself, that difference as 
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otherness is instantaneously sublated by self-consciousness. There is no distinction, and 

self-consciousness is nothing more than the unmoving tautology of "I am I.”
346

  

Thus it can be argued the Dalit political assertion for recognition is an attempt to 

constitute the self hence they redefine themselves in relation to others. They seek mutual 

recognition in order to organize their free individual status therefore this inter-subjective 

process provides an opportunity to express freedom and self-understandings 

ontologically. It is an attempt to understand their self-consciousness through the 

recognition of the other therefore the realization of self-knowledge and sense of freedom 

receive once the mutual recognition exists in the society. Cultural politics transforms into 

identity politics on the basis of particular reason and the same one excluded, contempt, 

branded as wretched by other dominant social groups. In the new wave of identity 

politics, the Women, Dalits, Muslims, and Transgender began to talk about their 

existence. In a way identity politics resists the dominant culture hence it maintains the 

relevance of life besides it confronts the interest of dominant class. Accordingly, “The 

identity movements emerged from the USA to India enlighten the complex and 

problematic spheres of social life which also problematizes the elite cultural space in 

order to raise their own culture.”
347

 It is observed that the Dalits, historically, in India 

have been socially, culturally, and economically oppressed, excluded from all spheres of 

political life and subjugated. The pyramidal social structure of caste branded and 

condemned them wretched. Moreover, the caste system prevented them from all sorts of 

recognition since the dominant ideology legitimized the caste system. 
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The present land movements of Chengara and Arippa used their excluded caste identity 

to fight against discrimination that indicates the new aspiration among the ex-

untouchable caste groups which, leads them towards the quest for a new socio-political 

order by upholding social justice. Through these movements the protestors narrated their 

dissatisfaction against the Brahminical social order by capturing a potential language of 

rights which predominantly challenged two exiting notions in Kerala that there is no land 

available for distribution and the Dalits are not capable enough to articulate substantiate 

questions for civil and political rights.  It is observed there are no radical changes that 

happened to the traditional feudal attitude towards Dalits though landlordism was legally 

abolished in Kerala thus the society‟s mentality never accepted the rights of 

untouchables over resources both in pre-independent as well as post-independent times. 

Further, various ideological apparatuses in the society categorized Dalit‟s identity as 

mere coolies hence they were not allowed to speak for themselves instead they have been 

represented by the privileged social and political groups that often erase their claims for 

universal acceptance.  

Hence, the present movements made the untouchable community speak for themselves 

by which they try to communicate the necessity of social change to the public. Punnala 

Kumaran an activist from the Arippa struggle expressed „both the state and society never 

considered the Dalits as dignified humans, they always want to see them as depending 

individual for various reasons, therefore they have been continuing traditional attitude in 

order to maintain caste hierarchy. Hence the present radical movements provided 

meaningful perspective on our identity and agency that growing trends leads to the 

aggressive social and political assertions which would also democratize the existing 



204 
 

notions. However, the preoccupied notion of society does not accept their distinctive 

identity that often prevents the Dalits to secure equal recognition.‟
348

 Hunt and Purvis 

noted “various minority groups in the liberal democracies seek secure recognition for 

their specificity hence some of the groups try to integrate into the political communities 

in which they live. However, such integration does not consider as equal recognition 

since it undermines their specificities rather it is constrained by the particular hegemonic 

ideas exiting in the society besides some other expressions of the struggle for identity 

explicitly hostile to any incorporation and assimilations.”
349

 

The present land movements do not want to incorporate with dominant political struggles 

rather it proclaims their need for equal recognition for a privileged position. Hence the 

struggle for identity and recognition is radically relevant since the untouchables were 

categorized as powerless wretched groups in every sphere of social and political life. It is 

observed that the land movements pose stern critique against the inexorable and 

unchanging nature of social structure through the individual as well as collective 

assertions. It is assumed that the dominant ideologies receive the signals of threat by 

these self-assertions because they have been fearful of loose people for their servile 

duties. Moreover, the dominant ideological discourses are often apprehensive towards 

the emergence of the Dalits as a social force since it dreams their own liberation by 

denying servility and demeaning subjectivities. Thus the movements can be interpreted 

as an open challenge to the existing social order through political negotiation to achieve 

dignified recognition for a better socio-political life same as other privileged groups 

which would also transform their material conditions towards new possibilities.  
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Joel Anderson observes that “the social struggle in last few decades clearly stated the 

justice demands more than fair distribution of material goods. If members of the society 

systematically denied recognition such society would remain as deficient. The worth of 

their culture or way of life, the dignity of their standing as a person, and the inviolability 

of their physical integrity have all been routinely denied to members of marginalized and 

subaltern groups. Their struggles for recognition have come to dominate the political 

scene, particularly in the politics of identity.”
350

 It can be argued the Arippa and 

Chengara struggle attempts to dominate the political space by denying the parental 

consciousness of liberal democratic state and other dominant social groups as well. 

Hence the claims for material goods can be considered as a unique expression of 

particular social groups which makes a distinctive declaration about their own life. Thus 

the radical demand for material goods fundamentally changed the agendas of Dalit 

movements, further; it problematized the disparities over resource ownership tenaciously 

in an unequal hierarchical society in Kerala.  

Anderson summarized the idea of Honneth in short that “the possibility of identity 

formation depends crucially on the developments of self-confidence, self-respect, and 

self-esteem. Hence, it can be acquired through inter-subjectivity which grants 

recognition by others whom one also recognizes. Hence the inter-subjective connections 

and self-realization would lead to the respect for the autonomy and dignity of a person 

finally the particular worth of the individual members of a community can be 

acknowledged. However, it has to establish through social struggle which cannot be 
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exclusively understood as conflicts over interests.”
351

 Therefore, these historical 

struggles for recognition characterized as a necessary step for a normative ideal of just 

society which would discard the biased judgments against recognition further it leads to 

mutual recognition. The social struggles often emerge whenever the self-experience 

being denied hence it makes the individual as responsible agent to receive recognition 

that transformation would happens through numerous inter-subjective process.   

The process for inter-subjective interaction was taken place through the present land 

movements since it firmly articulated the multiple forms of domination by the 

ideological state apparatuses. Hence the protestors consider that the caste is the 

primordial reason for their resourceless situation which constantly denied their social 

agency to acquire mutual recognition besides the aberrant nature of caste made the 

liberal democratic institutions static and conservative as well. Moreover, the struggle has 

provided self-expressive freedom to Dalits in order to challenge the hierarchies of caste 

and the power of authoritative institutions through the appropriate language of rights 

which also provided the inevitable self-consciousness to make potential claims for their 

identity systematically. In addition, to that, the present land struggles explained the 

realities of caste oppression thoroughly moreover it also addressed the prejudiced ill-

treatment of dominant social groups through the „language of subjective rights.‟   

Charles Taylor observes that „our identity is created in part by acknowledgment or lack 

thereof, and sometimes by misrecognition by others, and as a result, a person or group of 

people can suffer genuine harm, real distortion, if the others in their society reflect them 

                                                 
351

 Ibid., 12. 



207 
 

a restricting or degrading or negative image of themselves.‟
352

 It is observed that the 

misrecognition often happened to the untouchable community since their caste identity 

confined them into limited a space that reduces their moral position. In addition to that 

the demeaning nature of the society creating real damage against marginalized groups by 

putting them into self-enclosure that often minimizes their individuality. Charles Taylor 

further argues that, the “non-recognition or misrecognition can inflict harm; can be a 

form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of 

being.”
353

  

For the Dalits the misrecognition means rejection of their autonomous agency through 

forcing social obligations, therefore, they do not be treated as equal individuals since it 

violates the political questions on identity. Hence the political slogan of land struggles 

fundamentally problematizes the misrecognition of their identity through various social 

exclusions both by the state and civil society further it also denies the free choice of 

liberty. The non-recognition makes the vulnerable people are incapable individuals that 

create certain obstacles against opportunities in the society beyond it they have to suffer 

the pain of low self-esteem.  

It can be argued the present land movements are the struggle for recognition since they 

indicate the mechanisms of social and political resistance. Moreover, this political 

resistance can be considered as an affirmation of their individuality by addressing the 

politics of difference though it talks about the redistribution of resources. Sanal, an 

activist from Chengara says „this movement would not end even if all protestors receive 
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land because it is for our political emancipation which would give equal rights and 

representations. We have the confidence that the Dalits are going to rule this nation 

therefore we affirm our identity to highlight various dimensions of non-recognition in the 

contemporary society.‟
354

  

Explaining further, Sanal says that, „this political affirmation primarily challenges the 

societal norms at the same time it expresses the need of resources therefore, the struggle 

for recognition is inevitable in any political resistance.‟
355

 Hence these political 

affirmations fundamentally try to bring social justice to the marginalized groups in order 

to undermine their caste oppression through addressing their differences. It is observed 

the social groups differences often structure the social relations therefore it differentiates 

some groups are privileged and while others are oppressed. Hence “social justice 

requires explicitly acknowledging and attending those group differences in order to 

undermine various forms oppression.”
356

  

Hence recognition is vitally important for humans therefore if it is absent in any society 

the misrecognized groups would struggle for equal recognition since it defines the life 

above the slave existence. The structural gradations of caste and slavery denied the 

natural choice of liberty and resources to the Dalits therefore they have been positioned 

to the non-recognized categories which affected their socio-economic and cultural 

situations. Seleena Prakkanam pointed out that “every place in Kerala confined with 

caste nature that often affected the unity of untouchables in the colonies. Hence the lives 

in the colonies made them are accessible as well as easily influenced by the dominant 
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political parties due to socio-cultural gradations further the cultural conditions of caste 

break internal solidarities among them. The lack of recognition, respect, and internal 

solidarities made them as destructive identities therefore the land movements convinced 

the importance of resources, the reason for the misrecognition, and the importance of 

political power to the Dalits.”
357

  

She affirms that the Dalits have been continued as non-recognized groups, lack political 

power, therefore, these resistance demand land in order to unify the destructed identities. 

It is observed that, if a person not being recognized by others does not have full status as 

a person in their own eyes, it also harms and it would lead to limitation. “In the absence 

of proper recognition the interpersonal relations would happen like slavery where the 

activities that fill the life of a slave are unfree, also their well-being has an instrumental 

value for the master and their work also considered as unfree which does not convey any 

forms of gratitude like others.”
358

 Dalits, it can be argued, were the property of their 

masters hence the slave caste fundamentally lacked ownership over resources primarily 

denying their social agency as a community. Hence the land movements underscore that 

it is an effort to being a resourceful agent in the eyes of others and themselves in order to 

achieve full status and recognition from the slave status. According to the protestors 

being a resourceful agent or acquiring assets is also a social movement against caste 

which would discard their mere instrumental value and it potentially denies the 

precarious circumstances as well as trivial caste practices.  

Charles Taylor well stated “misrecognition shows not just a lack of due respect, it can 

inflict a grievous wound, saddling its victims with a crippling self-hatred. Due 
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recognition is not just a courtesy we owe people. It is a vital human need.”
359

 It is 

observed the Dalits had to accept this misrecognition as natural since the caste trap 

defines their interpersonal relationship by reducing them into a subordinate position in 

the existing social system. Secondly, the recognition does not debate as a vital human 

need in the Brahminical social structure because of caste antagonism therefore the social 

fragmentation and collective violence are conveniently ignored often. These social 

movements emphasize the importance of recognition as a vital human need to the Kerala 

public through their political affirmations. Further, it addressed the negative descriptions 

about the movement like it is divisive and destructive. It is noted the movement 

essentially helped them to transform their self-hatred identity to self-respect mode 

through nurturing a counter-discourse on social conflicts that fundamentally challenge 

the left-liberal ideologies. Moreover, the present political resistance tries to undermine 

social hierarchy in order to acquire honor in the society since it is inevitable for equal 

recognition. Therefore, this political affirmation is part of self-recovery from the caste 

characteristics also it demands equal status to reach individualized identity.  

The protestors observed that the state and civil society in Kerala deliberate that the Dalits 

are the most fearful community because of resourceless and caste inferiorities therefore 

they hardly respond against the inhuman treatments by the state and society. However, 

contrary, such people have politically transformed to take any challenges against various 

existing power structures through affirming the identity that helped them to flourish the 

politics of differences in the prevailing social structure. Caste colonialism pushes aside 

the untouchables into isolation, non-acceptance, and misrecognition for a long period of 

time. The internalization of caste produced inferiorities among untouchables 
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psychologically reduced their subjective freedom further leading to fearful non-human 

status by restraining self-respect consciousness. Land struggles, thus, are identified as 

political resistance to retrieve their human status and social equity for universal 

acceptance of the politics of identity.  

Hence, the inflicted non-human identity of Dalits in India is somewhat similar to the 

colonized people in Africa. Frantz Fanon analyzed the colonized individual becomes 

transformed into a non-human identity through the explicit authority of the colonizer. He 

proposes the liberation of the colonized is linked to contesting the subjectivity imposed 

by the colonizer and writing one‟s own identity since their subjectivity defined by the 

differentiation of the other. He argues that “the systematic form of alienation inherent in 

the colonial condition is so intense that it reduces the colonized to a non-human. 

Therefore, the identity is often only recognizable or conceivable when confronted with 

difference. Hence the colonized often dehumanized by the colonial system which has 

given the privileges to the colonizer with a hegemonic authority in valuation, through the 

cultivation of norms, culture and ideas of progress, civilization and barbarism.”
360

 

Similarly, the Brahminical social system created a kind of caste colonialism where the 

Dalits were considered as outcastes since they were not to fit to be included in the four-

fold graded caste structure. “The authoritarian caste structure dehumanized their identity 

therefore they had to bear extreme forms of oppressions for centuries further it made 

them lose their humanness finally they reached the state of „being no people.”
361

 It is 

observed for dominant caste groups considered their birth in higher caste as an essential 

capital that gives enormous value to their life. Therefore, the annihilation of caste is 
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nothing but the destruction of the caste capital hence the dominant groups exchange this 

capital in every socio-political and cultural sphere of life. Indeed, the Brahminical 

superiority maintains the hierarchies of humanity that very systematically alienates 

certain groups to acquire any capital and forced them to accept their inferior status as the 

part of the natural order of the caste system. However, the struggle for land and other 

capital can be considered as a liberation movement in order to regain a fuller human 

identity that exterminates the inscribed caste impositions. It is observed the non-human 

status made the untouchables forcefully dependent on the dominant groups for their 

existence hence the movement for resources elevated their social status by declaring 

themselves as „autonomous bodies‟ further it largely helped them to politically organize 

to fight against the servile duties imposed by the caste colonialism.  

Hence Fanon also argued in the same way that if the colonized want to achieve the 

human status they must be necessarily aware of dependent structures through a conscious 

effort also they have to break it. He defines that “the dependency both in classical as well 

as corporeal sense, for classical it is economic dependency where the center-periphery 

relations matters, for corporeal the body of the colonized is dependent on the definitions 

and norms created by the colonizer. Moreover, colonized become a non-human entity 

through the otherization of the colonizer that placed them in the margins of the society 

therefore the colonized only „reacts‟ to the events which are generated, contextualized, 

defined, and determined by the colonizer. In reality, the non-human body becomes a site 

that is objectified and dependent upon the colonizer for its characterization.”
362

   

The Chengara and Arippa land struggles can be considered as the conscious effort done 

by the marginalized caste groups for an independent social structure that fundamentally 
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challenges the Varna dharma of the Brahminical system since it produces violence and 

social exclusion on daily basis. Secondly, major causes of atrocities against Dalits are 

related to land and property, wage payments, bonded labor and so on. These matters can 

be categorized as part of economic dependency which gives more power to the 

oppressors to hold dominance over Dalits further it denies any attempt to transform the 

non-human status into a fuller humanity.  

Moreover, “the compulsion to perform certain jobs like manual scavenging is a corporeal 

dependency where the system defines the caste norms over the body of the 

untouchables.”
363

 Hence, the present political resistance primarily addresses the issues of 

land and property by highlighting the harmful subordination of the Dalits by receiving 

political enlightenment therefore the attack against the movements can be read as the 

anxiety of losing the power of dominant caste groups on marginalized communities. 

Similarly, like colonized, the corporeal dependency characterized the untouchables as 

mere objects to perform dehumanizing caste duties however the political affirmations 

transformed them from caste colonialism to a subject to own liberal democratic system 

proposed by the constitution.  

The Dalits have been placed in the margins of the society therefore they often „react‟ to 

every event through reactionary politics that breaks their transformation into an active 

political agent further they have been criticized as well as branded as destructive groups. 

Furthermore, their reactionary political approach is considered as an inability to acquire 

the right to live as perfect humans since it is a mere reaction of miserable life that is 

defined and determined by the caste system. Thus the characterization of Dalits like an 

object pushed their space into margins both in urban and rural areas. Gopal Guru 

                                                 
363

 Organizing Dalits: Experience from the Grass-roots (Ahmedabad: Unnati, 2006), p.3.  



214 
 

observes that “the physical location of common Dalits in India invariably located near 

the drainage, railway tracks, garbage, graveyards, and slaughterhouses or on the 

pavements. Hence in the villages, the Dalit huts have been located near the open space 

which is used for the toilets. The very location of the Dalits becomes an object of 

contempt and condemnation by the urban-based upper-caste elite. These locations are 

also stigmatized as they are segregated on the principles of purity and pollution.”
364

 

Chengara and Arippa land struggles are considered as standard political resistance which 

completely withdrawn from the reactionary politics since it became an „event‟ itself. 

Hence, these movements created a paradigm shift from the characterization of „object‟ to 

„subject‟ where the non-human status of the Dalits transformed into fuller humanity by 

which they acquired the capacity to demonstrate the asymmetrical socio-economic and 

political alienations of the state and society. Moreover, they were compelled to lead a 

miserable life of economic as well as corporeal dependencies hence the movement 

helped them to overthrow the structural dependencies for being a capable subjective 

agent that made them  more active rather than reactive. The motto of these land struggles 

is „from the colony to the agricultural land‟ thus it aims to not just landed property but a 

conscious effort to shift their social locations since the Dalit colonies were stigmatized as 

a polluted space also the people in the colonies were segregated from the socio-cultural 

life of the mainstream society. Further, it encountered the alienation of democratic 

governments since it denied social justice for a long.  

Subsequently, they demand an equal share of the state‟s resources as moral reparation to 

eliminate their subordinations and moral degradations. Moreover, Chengara and Arippa 
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introduced new democratic politics of unifying the scattered groups that made them as 

conscious vote banks in order to actively bargain with political parties and it re-drew the 

political map of Kerala as well. Protestors observed that the left-right governments were 

kept on satisfying the monopolistic interest of the predominant social groups which often 

caused discrimination on landed property, alienation and social tensions thus the political 

mobilizations of the Dalits would destabilize the existing pattern of social and cultural 

dominance.  

Homi K Bhabha explains that “Fanon‟s demands for redistribution of wealth and other 

resources are beyond the pieties of mere moral reparations. Hence, it‟s a timely 

intervention in a decade-long struggle for social equity which is exclusively focused on 

the politics of identity and the politics of recognition. It is noted the oppressed groups 

were forced to demand the equal distribution of wealth without bothering the devastating 

consequences since it blocks the horizon therefore humanity needs to address it. 

However, Fanon‟s call for resources has been heard by the popular movements and 

social institutions since the need for equitable distribution as part of a humanistic project. 

Fanon places the problem of the development in the context of „psycho-affective‟ realm 

by which he frames his reflections on violence, experience and their political desire for 

freedom.”
365

 Thus, the psycho-affective relations have the semblance of universality 

since it involves emotions. The embodied actions and resistance through a perfomative 

agency can lead to political agitation that can decompose the compartmentalized 

colonialism and metropolitan racism. The Chengara and Arippa demand for the 

redistribution of land and other resources not as moral reparation but constitutionally 

mandated recognitions. These struggles held the view that this would transform their 
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subaltern position which again would give moral legitimacy for their political 

affirmations of the Dalits.  

These struggles posed stern questions on land reforms as well as the ownership rights of 

agricultural land against the dominant political parties without considering the 

consequences since they knew the societal contradictions that inducted them to form as a 

revolutionary force to fight for constitutional provisions. Hence, the „psycho-affective‟ 

realm of caste has given privileges as well as consolation to certain groups to take its 

pride against other groups where some others lose their prestige and power in the graded 

system therefore the political desire for freedom aims to reimagining their material and 

psychic life as well. However, these land struggles acted as a „perfomative agency‟, since 

politically agitated against the pernicious system that subjugated large number of people 

historically. Further, politically mobilized fragmented identities are against the 

structural-cultural alienations of caste. These struggles challenged the Brahminical 

textual law by upholding the morality of modern constitutional law.  

The peoples‟ autonomous identity received respect and recognition in the society; 

however, it also creates new systematic subordination to the groups who lacks 

autonomous individuality. Hence, the struggle for recognition is a political agenda for 

the subalterns often combat with the deep routed forms of injustice in relation with 

identity. Thus, “the people ought to recognize certain individual on the basis of their 

ability and self-determination since they possess certain features like rational autonomy 

further the demand for recognition justified through the pre-existing characteristics of a 

person.”
366

 The imposed caste identities made the untouchables as irrational agents that 
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reproduced a negative image of their identity since it does not carry any so-called pre-

existing characteristics and social goods for humans. 

However, the present political resistance gave ceaseless changes in the notion of their 

identity because it challenges the discriminatory-exclusivist nature of caste structure. For 

the Dalits, the particularities of caste defined their social relations also created a fear of 

instability in their personhood that caused for lowest self-esteem since the stigma of 

untouchability made them as the sufferers of tradition further it prevents the critical 

questions on hierarchized humanity.
367

 Patchen Markell notes that “the countless acts for 

recognition leads to far-reaching deliberation and everyday interactions made the people 

to ask certain sensible as well as interconnected questions like Who are you?, Who am I? 

Who are we?” Hence, there is a need for relocate the social space to respond such 

questions in addition to that it also reproduces the relations of identity and difference. 

He, critically engages with the word recognition, and argues that though it makes the 

social world intelligible but it often stratifies it therefore it subordinates some people and 

elevating others to the positions of privileges. “Democracy is a matter of recognition thus 

identity based inequality persistent in it therefore it make more difficult for the 

subordinated social groups to understand themselves as full members or „sovereign 

people‟ since they do not experience political decisions in their own doings.”
368

   

Further, argued that these social movements for resources are one of the countless acts 

for recognition since they powerfully addressed the systematic failures of democratic 

governments and the political subordination of marginalized castes. T. M. Sathyan an 

activist detected that „1495 families received land from the left government as part of the 
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first Chengara package, however, out of it, only 200 families received cultivable land, 

majority of them had to receive non-cultivable land since it is located red stone as well as 

hilly regions.‟ He underscores that „the discriminatory nature has been prevailing even in 

the distribution of land because the government does not want to recognize them as full 

members even in the democratic system.‟
369

 It is perceived that these disparities are 

identity-based inequality in the democratic setup which subordinates certain groups, 

thus, the ideology of democracy does not consider the Dalits as sovereign people.  

Incontestably, the democratic governments are unwilling to understand the interest of the 

Dalits in a transparent manner therefore the democratic system often acts as superficial 

which refuses to recognize certain experiences differently. Hence the biased recognition 

can be understood as more problematic since it reduces the Dalits as subservient to the 

dominant system which makes certain groups more vulnerable. The recognition cannot 

be solace unless it respects the particularities of a certain identity; therefore, the struggle 

for recognition tries to bring out the hidden, unheard, ignored, and forgotten voices to the 

public. Land struggles aimed politically to eliminate the dominance of certain groups by 

gathering the attention of the public sphere and it works as a struggle for solace where 

their identity is respected and recognized.  

It is viewed that “recognition is sometimes used to name a distinctive kind of respect-

respect grounded in the knowledge or understanding of some person‟s or group‟s identity 

in all its particularity. The term recognition involves in a kind of cognition then the 

identities of people or group are the object of recognition‟s knowledge.”
370

 The 

specificity of Dalit identity hardly becomes an object for recognition‟s knowledge both 
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in public and private spheres; historically it is distorted by the state and society and does 

not consider for the pursuit for recognition. 

Thus the deep routed caste structure made the Dalit identity invisible and denied any 

transformations of their agency, as a result, the universal recognition does not simply 

cognize the particularities eventually it often treated them as ordinary individuals. One of 

the major phenomenon that occurred in the land movement is the politicization of Dalit 

identity through its subtle attempts hence they seek affirmative recognition by rejecting 

the pejorative identities imposed by the ideologies of caste. Anthony Appiah pointed 

“out the politics of recognition asserts that people have a right not just to be respected in 

their humanity but they have to get acknowledgment in the public realm as what they 

already really are.”
371

 For the Dalits, their human beingness was neither respected nor 

recognized since it was branded as a pejorative identity in relation to purity and pollution 

by the non-transformed Brahminical social system. Hence, they never experienced the 

public acknowledgment collectively as what they really are. Interestingly, the dominant 

discourse wanted to see them as „non-sovereign‟ social identity even in the liberal 

democratic setup.  

The structural dominations often reproduce the demeaning/negative images against the 

less privileged identities that deny all possibilities to seek respect and public 

acknowledgment. Protestors observed the state and society were forced to acknowledge 

our demands publically however it does not consider a proper recognition since our 

humanity has not been respected collectively hence the movements try to change the 

unjust social arrangements for respected humanity. Anthony Appiah further argues “the 
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life-scripts associated with certain collective identity often been negative that also create 

more obstacles rather than opportunities for socially dignified life and equal treatment by 

other members of the society. Thus women, homosexuals, Jews, Blacks, Catholics carry 

the negative life-scripts as a collective identity therefore the demand for political 

recognition can be viewed as a way of revising the inherited social meaning of their 

identities that also construct the positive life scripts once it was primarily negative. 

Hence the revising inherited social meaning of each identity is historically strategically 

necessary.”
372

  

Caste has been inscribed demeaning life-script on Dalits as a collective identity that 

creates hurdles to reach certain possibilities moreover they have to undergo countless 

efforts to transform the inherited meaning in order to receive recognition. Hence the 

negative life script makes their social position more restrainable that fundamentally 

distorts their identity also demands dependency, obedience, and humility to the dominant 

discourse in every social situation.  

Thus Dalits often hide their identity due to this negative life–script imposed by the 

graded caste system further it does not carry capital for acknowledgement. 

Consequently, they are forced to hide themselves and their social conditions in order to 

secure from alienation. Indeed, the voice of the individual autonomy always has an 

uneasy relationship with the collective identity that can be noticed in the Dalit political 

assertion as well. The Dalit individual may receive an acknowledgement to a certain 

extent based on personal capacity nevertheless as collective identity subordination 

always persists.  
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The negative life script also works as „psycho-affective‟ predicament since it nurtures the 

paternalistic attitude against the marginalized groups by the dominant social force that 

often nourishes the peculiarities of caste regime and social hierarchies further it puts the 

powerless people to the subject of violence. That is the reason the Chengara and Arippa 

land movements are historically and strategically necessary for the Dalits; however it 

does not limit the agenda of political affirmation merely on equitable distribution of 

resources rather it vehemently tries to remove imposed demeaning in order to get respect 

and recognition as a collective identity. Further, it deliberately rejects the paternal savior 

consciousness of social elites through staunch convictions on their identity that is based 

on subjective experience. Therefore, it even goes beyond group recognition since it 

demands political acknowledgment for every personal dimension which includes the 

color, body, and so on.  

The people of Chengara and Arippa argued that the lack of resources leads to the denial 

of various opportunities and marginalization in which they are helpless and frustrated to 

fight against marginalization since they have been fighting for their day- to-day 

existence. It is noted, “the people who have experienced historical exclusion, oppression, 

obloquy, and contempt, demand new social practices to seek recognition, for example, 

the Black women in the United States campaigned for the vote, however they were not 

asking recognition for their identity directly but precisely focused on voting right this act 

may presuppose the recognition for identity that entails a good deals.”
373

 Similarly, 

people in Chengara and Arippa claim for resources that presuppose the recognition for 

identity because mere economic transformation does not provide acknowledgement 
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therefore they pursue full recognition to liberate themselves from the strong oppressive 

social norms.  

The Dalit political assertion tries to inter-subjective recognition to actualize their rights 

and freedom to maintain ethical life. In the Hegelian, senses people cannot realize 

freedom without recognition hence it gives rise to the right since rights are understood as 

the concrete expression of freedom. The bondage of caste ascribed certain defined status 

to the untouchables, it does not ensure any privilege and prestige to the lower caste 

consequently they were not recognized as humans that curtailed their freedom, in the 

absence of it, the claims for rights has been distorted. It is perceived that the people who 

have been suffered from graded inequality could not unite and fight against dominant 

discourse moreover the destitution and deprivation curtailed inter-personal relations 

which also prevented them from mutual recognition that caused the lack of self-

knowledge and sense of freedom among the untouchable castes. For the Dalits Chengara 

and Arippa movements are a paradigm shift from destitution since it is a struggle for 

recognition that negates the demeaning self through positive self-assertion that redefines 

their imposed caste identity and the sense of self in relation with the other. The present 

political assertions of the Dalits can be interpreted as a mechanism for recognition by 

which their existence as a social being is engendered further it helped them to integrate 

within a community as ethical and political subjects since the movements have received 

certain recognition from the other dominant discourse rather than mere attention to their 

questions.  

Indeed, Axel Honneth interpreted Hegel‟s idea of the struggle for recognition is the 

struggle between the people for the mutual recognition for their identity. He observed the 
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“struggle for recognition by the subjects often creates internal societal pressure against 

the political establishment since they guarantee freedom.”
374

 Thus individual claims for 

inter-subjective recognition to transcend the social progress would also be helpful for 

ethical life. The denial of rights through legal and social exclusion is a threat against the 

equal and respected existence in the society, further; it denies the sense of being a fully 

active agent in the society. Thus, “the recognition termed „love‟ which refers to the 

emotional and physical needs from others that considered as the primary relationship that 

provides self-confidence to the individual hence the physical abuse shatters it.”
375

 He 

says that “another mode of recognition termed „rights‟ that refers to the moral 

responsibility which evolved through the moral relationship with other therefore it leads 

to mutual recognition by which the individual learns to consider another person is also 

the bearer of equal rights.”
376

 Continuing that, “recognition also termed „solidarity‟ that 

helps the individual to understand the personal traits and abilities that make people to 

define their personal difference which it is inevitable for an individualized perspective by 

developing self-esteem.”
377

 

Moreover, self-esteem is expressed through the characteristic difference with the other 

human subject particularly an inter-subjective way hence it constitutes a positive attitude 

to each self. Therefore, recognition is extremely important in every spheres of life. If the 

recognition is being denied to human subjects would cause social struggle subsequently 

the denial of recognition provide a justificatory base to it.       
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It is apparent that as communities like Dalits have been denied recognition for many 

years, they were not categorized as human subjects for recognition which caused social 

struggles like Chengara and Arippa where they have been fighting for mutual recognition 

for their identity. Secondly, the societal pressure of the movement often trembles the 

political establishment like state later they offer freedom to the political assertion, further 

the social and political institution was forced to address their particular claims in relation 

to the difference. Moreover, the land movements of the Dalits can be identified as the 

result of legal and social exclusion by the political establishment since it denied their 

right over resources and it also abandoned the marginalized community‟s respectful 

existence and the sense of freedom. 

Arundhati Roy notes that the “Dalits have been denied rights and they were socially 

excluded and no other society in the world has such a shameful system which keeps 

certain people are untouched. Thus, Kerala identifies the movement like Chengara as a 

forgotten nation. Further, they do not want to see such a nation and its people therefore 

they would not give any space to these people even in their imagination. The Malayali 

society maintains untouchability with Chengara and makes sure that they do not get any 

chances in the political engagements.”
378

  However, these movements are one of the 

radical movements in India besides it is not a mere struggle for land but a new 

imagination of their rights developed by the forgotten community. The struggle itself 

success because it helped the people to protest for their dignified imaginations therefore 

they fought for their basic rights by which certain impossible questions have been posed 

against the political establishments.  
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Another important dimension of the struggle is fronting with the physical attack and 

intimidation on these movements, an attempt to abandon certain individuals from the 

primary relationship and to destroy their self-confidence as well. It is observed the 

movements have acquired mutual recognition from other individuals by establishing a 

moral relationship that enforced the state and civil society to consider the protestors are 

the bearer of equal rights. Moreover, the struggles have provided autonomous and 

individuated status to the Dalits in relation to recognition also it achieved through 

another mode of recognition called solidarity which developed self-esteem that defined 

their personal differences with others.  

In short, Honneth reflects that the social struggles can be evaluated through a normative 

sense by the extent to which the individual expresses the preconditions of self-realization 

in the form of three distinct recognition love, respect, and social esteem. Indeed, 

“individuals only become who they are as a result of mutual recognition relationships 

with others. Persons gain subjectivity inter-subjectively, which is more crucial. 

Individuals can only begin to view themselves as others see them, and thus acquire an 

effective sense of self if they receive a favorable acknowledgment from others of their 

traits, standing, and abilities.”
379

 Truly, mutual recognition means a whole range of inter-

subjective relations, between fellow citizens, of different ethnicities and races, of various 

civil society organizations, legal subjects, and so on. Moreover, individuals 

fundamentally depend on such recognition in order to construct and maintain their very 

identity and there is a moral demand from each individual is the eagerness to be 

recognized by others and fundamental moral obligation to recognize others that built the 

structures of inter-subjectivity.   
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If Honneth‟s theory applies to the political assertion of the Dalits, one can realize that the 

lack of the three distinct forms of recognition love, respect, and social esteem. Hence, the 

struggle for recognition helped the people to get positive acknowledgment from other 

social groups even though the exclusion prevailed in the initial days of the struggle. 

Moreover, the positive acknowledgement provides an opportunity to identify their 

personal potential traits by which they gain a sense of self. Thus the wide range of inter-

subjective relations occurred as part of these movements where the protestors actively 

engaged between the fellow citizens, other caste groups, civil society organizations, 

democratic actors so on.  

It is contended that the social struggles like Chengara and Arippa were tried to 

conceptualize „ethical life‟ in order to become an autonomous agent that maintains inter-

subjective relations for emotional-legal recognitions and solidarity (a kind of 

accomplishment) as well. However, the emotional, legal recognitions and solidarity 

promoted the development of self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem among the 

individuals. Sarada a women activist from the Arippa land struggle expresses cogently 

that, „as Dalit women, I was fearful to express my right in public. Our community used 

to obey the words of political parties and other dominant castes. They never recognized 

or acknowledged our independent opinions. Hence, the present struggle has provided the 

courage to speak out our rights loudly besides we were able to communicate our 

particular issues to the government and our neighbors as well. In fact, the political parties 

and other higher caste groups realized the significance of the struggles; therefore, they 

often visit us which give confidence among us. However, they do not settle our problems 
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yet‟.
380

 It is one of the examples of inter-subjective relations where the Dalit individual 

gains their subjectivity.  

Thus the social struggles provide an opportunity, to be recognized by others and to 

recognize others that mutual recognition helps people to identify their personal traits. 

The social movements like Chengara and Arippa, indeed, provided the space to the 

Dalits for a cumulative acquisition of self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem by 

which they recognize themselves as autonomous agents to work for their goals and aims 

actively with an individuated status. There are two key measures of progress that is 

inclusion and individualization. The “society would reach to a better position when the 

recognition regimes reduce the discrimination and exclusion and it acknowledges the 

distinctiveness of individuals across the dimensions of the personality on the other. In 

order to formulate the „formal conception of ethical life, these criteria need to be 

followed, it can also be used to evaluate the claims of various social and political 

movements.”
381

 Recognition orients social actors and movements to project human 

emancipation and individual self-realization. As a community, the ex-untouchable castes 

attempts for inclusion and individualization through various act for recognition as part of 

social struggle that caused the society to gradually acknowledge their distinctive 

individuality. It is perceived that the various claims of the Dalit movements were 

evaluated because the society gradually formulating the „formal conception of ethical 

life‟ through reducing discrimination and exclusions. 
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Identity Struggle: Redistribution and Recognition 

Redistribution and recognition are two important factors in relation to justice. The 

present world experiences the subaltern political movements particularly focused on two 

distinctive claims of social justice: redistribution and recognition. Thus redistribution 

claims the distribution of resources and wealth where the recognition demands equal 

respect for the identity and difference. Nancy Fraser observes “today, redistribution 

claims are made for wealth distribution from the north to the south, from the rich to the 

poor, and from owners to workers. The recent rise of free-market thought, on the other 

hand, has put proponents of redistribution on the defensive. The second form of social 

justice claims is based on recognition politics, which aspires for a society where 

assimilation to the majority or dominant cultural norms is no longer a prerequisite for 

equal respect.”
382

 Fraser, further, argues that “there is a contradiction with a new 

constellation; once oriented on distribution, the discourse on social justice is now more 

divided between claims for redistribution on the one hand and claims for 

acknowledgment on the other.”
383

  

Fraser problematizes the increasing trends and the predominance of recognition because 

the rise of „identity politics‟ decentered as well as extinguished the claims for egalitarian 

redistribution due to the demise of communism and the surge of free market-ideology. 

However, she proposes a different thesis, justice today requires both redistribution and 

recognition neither alone sufficient. She differentiates herself from Taylor and Honneth, 

on the concepts of redistribution and recognition. For them, being recognized by another 
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subject is a necessary condition for attaining full undistorted subjectivity.  Indeed, the 

denial of recognition is to deprive her or him of a basic prerequisite for human 

flourishing. They defined the misrecognition in terms of impaired subjectivity and 

damaged self-identity also it is an injury in ethical terms that stunts the subject‟s capacity 

to achieve a good life. However, Fraser conceives the recognition as a matter of justice, 

in the sense that, the matter of justice is to treat it is an issue of social status because the 

institutionalized pattern of cultural value denied the status of full partners in social 

interaction to some individuals.  

Dalit political assertion of Chengara and Arippa movements demanded redistribution of 

resources and recognition too, these struggles fundamentally raised the question of 

justice by problematizing certain particular experiences therefore it demanded equal 

distribution of resources from the political establishments and the recognition inter-

subjectively. The institutionalized cultural values of the caste system denied equal 

participation to the ex-untouchable castes in the society. The self-realizations about the 

non-privileged social status made the protestors not assimilate into the dominant 

majority instead the movements radically articulated the particularities of alienations 

through problematizing cultural norms. The land movements put the redistribution and 

recognition as mutually exclusive alternatives that integrated approach may bring social 

justice.  

However, either one of these is not sufficient to address the differences properly. For the 

Dalits, land reforms were merely an economic redistribution that does not give 

recognition to the ex-untouchables. In a caste, norms practiced society the land reforms 

law benefited the higher and middle caste groups who possessed land for lease. The 
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Dalits, as a community, have no right to lease over land since they were remained 

untouchable in the graded caste system. As a result, they did not receive agricultural land 

in the radical land reforms law of Kerala, besides the law emphasized the retrieval of 

land from the landlords and the permanent ownership for the tenants in the agricultural 

land. „Indeed the Dalit were not the tenants therefore they were not benefitted by this law 

of redistribution.‟
384

  

According to Fraser‟s theory, the identity politics contradicts with redistribution, in the 

same parlance, the Chengara and Arippa land movements transcended the stigmatized 

framework of identity politics through integrating recognition and redistribution in 

relation to justice. The Chengara and Arippa protestors observed the institutionalized 

patterns of caste values retained the Dalits are invisible and inferior eventually led to 

misrecognition, besides the economic disparities reduced their status into subordinate 

class position. Apart from the deprecatory attitude of the dominant caste, the cultural 

values of the caste have prevented the untouchable to participate as a peer in social life 

consequently the cultural norms of the caste structure often impede the parity of 

participation. Thus, the present land movements transgressed the boundaries of social 

structures and cultural norms through their ideological positions and sensible questions 

which influenced the others to a certain extent therefore interaction endorsed the 

participation of the Dalits as a peer in social life.  

It is apparent that these land movements were stigmatized as the movement of Maoists as 

well as criminal groups in the initial days that prevented their particular claims for 

redistribution and recognition through the conscious engagements of social institutions. 
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This happened, precisely, because the caste institutions often constitute certain categories 

of social actors that are normative and others are deficient by which it creates a class of 

devalued individuals who are always denied the full partnership in social life. Chengara 

and Arippa movements politically transgressed the boundaries of deficient categorization 

through justifying their claims for recognition and redistribution radically aimed to repair 

their impaired subjectivity and subordinate social status.  

Actually, Fraser proposes a „status model which deinstitutionalizes the pattern of cultural 

values therefore it seeks to establish the subordinate party as a full partner in social life 

further they interact with others.‟
385

 In this context, the aim of the Dalit land struggles is 

to deinstitutionalize the cultural values of caste which is the stumbling impede for the 

parity of participation. Further, these struggles redefined the patterns in order to establish 

the full partners in social life. Fraser‟s intellectual conceptualization of „participatory 

parity‟ has been clearly visible in these movements as these movements give equal 

importance to redistribution and recognition. The institutionalized patterns of caste 

reinforced injustice therefore the Dalits had to suffer multiple forms of degradations 

since the norms produced cultural disrespect and economic exploitations. The Dalits 

constituted these struggles through the self-realization that they have been exploited by 

the socio-economic patterns of institutions therefore the struggles have comprehended 

the recognition and redistribution in a single paradigm to makes claim for social equality. 

However, both Honneth and Fraser bring various philosophical dimensions to address 

the particularities of recognition and redistribution differently. Fraser fundamentally 

holds the argument that recognition promotes differentiation where redistribution tries to 

eliminate it. The recognition discourse target cultural injustice that is rooted in people‟s 
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identities by the influence of cultural norms besides the redistribution address the 

economic injustice that is based on the individual‟s relation to the means of production. 

Indeed, the majority class remains in the society with the lack of resources in the 

hierarchically-differentiated class system. Both cultural and economic injustice is 

primarily co-original therefore economic inequality cannot be reduced to cultural 

misrecognition, and vice versa. “Injustices against the downtrodden or subjugated are 

traceable to both political economy and culture at the same time. In summary, 'bivalent 

collectivities' may experience both socioeconomic and cultural misrecognition in forms 

where none of these injustices is a secondary outcome of the other, but when both are 

primary and co-original. In that circumstance, neither distributive nor recognition 

remedies will be sufficient on their own. Both are required by bivalent collectivities.”
386

  

In order to elaborate on the „bivalent collectivities,‟ Fraser explains the political and 

economic situation of Lesbian and Gay identities. They suffer from heterosexism 

through the cultural norms of privileged heterosexuality and homophobia which 

devalued homosexuality. Due to the cultural norms they have been faces shaming, 

harassment, discrimination and violence also being denied legal rights consequently 

misrecognized. On the other hand, they suffered serious economic injustices through the 

denial of social welfare benefits. Truly, these groups required redistributive remedies 

since they were faced distributive injustice as working class besides as a despised 

sexuality they faced the injustice of misrecognition hence they required remedies for 

recognition. In order to transcend the redistribution-recognition divide Fraser, proposes 

two remedies: affirmation and transformation. Thus affirmation tries to correct the 
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inequitable outcomes of social arrangements through certain actions but it does not 

disturb the basic framework which generates it, in addition to that the transformation 

corrects inequitable outcomes by referring some remedies that also tries to restrict the 

underlying generative framework.
387

   

The Dalits are „bivalent collectivities‟ they have faced harassment, violence, 

discrimination from the dominant social groups through the caste norms that led to 

misrecognition too. Secondly, they suffered economic injustice due to the denial of 

access to resources. It can be contended that the Chengara and Arippa land struggles try 

to integrate recognition-redistribution discourses for a radical restructuring of the society 

and to register their independent voice as well. These movements also try for 

affirmations and transformations to overcome the inequitable outcome through the 

democratic rearrangements of society and the elimination of unequal social structure. 

Hence the movements have realized the importance of affirmations as well as 

transformations since they have suffered by the distributive injustice due to the 

framework of working-class, besides being disrespected, misrecognized on the basis of 

cultural valuations. It can be argued the demand for the distribution of land is an attempt 

to transform their material condition which would eliminate the distributive injustice and 

structural exploitation. Thus along with the demand for distribution they are politically 

affirming the need for social rearrangements because they believe that the 

misrecognition may persist even after the redistribution therefore, the affirmation tries 

for a radical change in the institutionalized patterns of the cultural system the injustice 

ingrained with it.   
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Honneth contends the idea of Fraser by saying the matter of distribution has to be 

explained and justified through the issue of recognition. The question of distributive 

justice is better understood in terms of normative categories that come from sufficiently 

differentiated theories of recognition. Honneth further argues that the Marxist scholars 

had a historical-philosophical tendency to see the proletariat alone as the stand-in for all 

social discontent. In a changed context, different social sufferings derived to the center 

of the political public sphere, which posed new voices and formed into struggles.  

Accordingly, “the complicity with political domination can be undone by introducing a 

normative terminology for identifying social discontent independently of public 

recognition which needs moral-psychological consideration.”
388

 Contemporary world 

witnesses the politically organized efforts of cultural groups to find social recognition for 

their own value convictions and lifestyles. Despite all the focus on legal equality the 

struggle for recognition of cultural difference currently focuses on demanding social 

recognition for one‟s values and way of life which had been completely alien to the 

traditional social movements.  

Honneth thus, firmly believes that today‟s identity political movements cannot be 

reduced to their cultural objectives than the traditional resistance movement of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which pinned down to material and legal goals. 

Indeed, the matter of justice and injustice are related to the society‟s significations on the 

individual‟s abilities and characteristics, and then only the socially recognized collective 

subjectivities can address it.  

Therefore, if the society does not signify the subject‟s ability the injustice may persist. 

For the matter of justice, Honneth gives preference to the ability to understand the social 
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discontent where Fraser tries to look at how the subject‟s socially-situated in the existing 

value structure. Moreover, “new social movements arise out of the individual‟s 

expectation for recognition that overcomes the pre-exiting pattern of social movements 

which hierarchically positioned the subjects.”
389

  

Hence, the Dalit land struggles are mainly concerned demands, the explanation, and 

justification for any distribution through the matter of recognition. Unless the 

distribution is justified through the recognition it may exclude certain categories with 

bureaucratic labeling. Kerala land reforms experienced such exclusion where the 

particularities of certain communities were entirely ignored in the distributive justice 

process. In the bureaucratic terms land reforms are explained as „land to the tenants‟ 

beside it labeled the large group of ex-untouchables as „homestead-dwellers‟ (The people 

who live in landlord‟s land without any right).  

Consequently, this collective labeling misrecognized a large amount of people and their 

caste specificities. Moreover, this misrecognition in the distribution process considered 

the Dalits are the mere recipients of land reforms further they pushed them into the 

colonies. It is proven that, if the distribution does not explain or justified through 

recognition, it may be a backlash to its real purpose, which would marginalize and 

discriminate the misrecognized categories. The normative categories of distribution 

cannot be better understood if it does not address the sufficiently differentiated theories 

of recognition.  

Thus, the Chengara and Arippa transgressed the proletariat labeling by bringing their 

peculiar social suffering into the center of the political public sphere in order to receive 
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moral-psychological considerations. Through the anti-caste movements and affirmative 

action, policies influenced the society to admit the abilities and characteristics of the 

Dalit subjects by which they pose the question of justice that has been witnessed in the 

land struggle movements. The present land movements are the result of long-term social 

discontent, bringing new expectations and social imagination further, they negating the 

hierarchical social positioning of earlier social movements. In an interview, Honneth 

expressed his difference with Fraser that “any bureaucratic labeling of group 

characteristics not a kind of recognition but a kind of false recognition, a kind of 

misrecognition. So any form of social recognition which fixes the people into certain 

categories is somewhat an unjustified form of recognition.”
390

 Hence, people have the 

freedom to revolt against the paradigm of recognition if they are misrecognized by it. It 

can be read that the fight against bureaucratic labeling itself, a fight for better 

recognition.  

Honneth summarizes that the honor and dignity of the lower classes were not being 

adequately respected, therefore, the individual often see the institutional procedure as 

social injustice since their personality is being disrespected and they believe they have 

the right for recognition. Hence, present land movements are the classic examples for 

recognition because they were misrecognized in the paradigm of recognition even in the 

democratic structure. Certainly, respect and esteem are the fundamental concern for 

recognition therefore it has to differentiate from the questions of distributive justice.  

Historically, it is perceived that identity politics has activist as well as academic 

existence. Hence, the “activist engages in successful social movements such as civil 
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rights movements are women‟s movement where they self-consciously invoke the 

concept of social justice by following two beliefs. One among those beliefs is identity; 

the resource for knowledge particularly for social changes another is oppressed groups 

needs to be at the forefront of their own liberation. Moreover, these successful social 

movements led, primarily, by the oppressed groups but not exclusively by them. For 

academics, the academics try to become more inclusive and diverse by bringing the 

experience of marginalized identity groups for more truthful and less distorted 

scholarship. However, the social movements associated with identity politics have been 

castigated by the left, right, and center no longer enjoying their previous wide 

support.”
391

  

Definitely, the Chengara and Arippa struggles are identity-based liberation movements 

since they affirmed their rights in the liberal democratic system same as any other social 

movement. Compare to other political resistance they used their identity as a source of 

knowledge to change institutionalized patterns hence they placed themselves at the 

forefront of liberation. Indeed, these movements brought out the subjective experience of 

Dalits in the political public sphere by problematizing the dominant discourses.  
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CONCLUSION 

The present study primarily understands the land struggles of Chengara and Arippa led 

by the Dalits and Adivasis in modern Kerala. These struggles raised debate not only on 

the character and nature of the modern state and society in modern Kerala, but they also 

questioned the much-acclaimed model of Kerala development and the progressive nature 

of land reforms which were implemented in Kerala state. Thus the current movements 

have exposed to the general public that the number of landless people in Kerala is 

steadily increasing. These movements underscore the relevance of emerging identity, 

recognition, and resource ownership of the Dalits and Adivasis who were alienated and 

oppressed by the caste system, thus bringing the numerous hidden caste dynamics of 

Kerala's development model to the forefront. In present-day Kerala, the Dalits and Dalit 

Christians are battling for ownership of a piece of landed property, indicating that these 

communities have not benefited agricultural land which they expected minimum from 

the land reforms. 

More crucially, the current protests highlighted the strong nexus between the caste and 

land, which is responsible for unequal property relations in Kerala. To put it another 

way, a community's landlessness is coupled with their social status within the graded 

caste system. Graded inequality has denied both individual property and collective 

property of the untouchable castes. This makes them further excluding from the modern 

society. Further, the slave position of untouchables cannot be attributed to surplus 

production and labour alienation alone, rather the Brahminic socio/religious system that 

played a significant role in property relations of Kerala society. 
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Modern Kerala when it adopted progressive land reforms, the Dalits faced structural 

exclusion; as a result, they were forced to fight as a community since they were 

disadvantaged under the state and society. Furthermore, these struggles strongly feel that 

they were marginalized as a result of their caste status, which isolated them from 

the socio-economic and cultural realms of civic life. Even after the formation of modern 

Kerala, there were no structural improvements in the position of slave castes in terms of 

landed property. Hence, they started an autonomous movement to revisit the 

„settled problems‟ of land reforms. Furthermore, because of their slave caste status, the 

Dalits were unable to claim the land, and as a result, they were kept as servile bodies. 

These oppressed caste groups, on the other hand, regained social agency as a result of 

current movements that enabled them to speak openly about „respectability‟ and „honor‟. 

The land has been used as means of acquiring education, power, status, dignity, respect, 

and honor as the citizen, and those who do not possess the land, are look down and 

considered as the slave. Thus, it should be underlined that persons with land enjoy the 

benefits of modern society as complete citizens, whereas landlessness negated the 

modern state's privileges for Dalits, hence, landlessness, is more than just a lack of land, 

it also limits the contemporary individual‟s potential. 

One of the most drastic attempts of the land reforms, one can be considered is the 

transfer of agricultural land to the tenants. As a result of the tenant classification, the 

lower castes‟ chance of obtaining agricultural land was almost ruled out, that is the 

reason they were remain confined to performing agricultural and other menial tasks for 

the landlords and dominant tenants. The unbreakable caste and feudal relations have 

made the impossibility of the lower castes to participate in the tenancy system and 
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reduced them to mere landless laborers. However, the Kudikidappukar (hutment 

dwellers) had the right to purchase Kudikidappu (house site) in the rural areas with the 

help of the government hence it was not possible for every family due to their poor 

economic conditions in the exploitative agrarian system. 

As part of the land reform process, the Dalits who had previously worked in agricultural 

land were relocated to the colonies, and their habitus became the target of new 

discriminations. Therefore, the land reforms have been scrutinized as they declared 

landlordism to be ended in Kerala through the abolition of feudal caste ties. Land is a 

valuable capital that redefines caste, identity and citizenship status of a community; it 

can be used as a powerful instrument for social emancipation. However, through spatial 

segregation, the ex-untouchable castes were assigned to the Harijan and Lakshamveedu 

(one lakh dwellings) colonies, and reinforcing its identity with a set of preconceived 

assumptions. Dalit discourses are outspoken critics of democratic land reforms, 

elaborating on the oppressive components that have arisen as a result of the process. 

These identity movements, on the other hand, confront their caste position in conjunction 

with a variety of other social interactions in order to achieve the liberal democratic 

principles of liberty and equality. The current land movements, it could be said, run 

counter to the broad assumptions presented by the prevalent discourse on the Kerala 

model of development based on land reforms. 

The present study finds that the Arippa and Chengara movements want agricultural land 

redistribution, but they are not seeking to return to a traditional agrarian society, rather, 

they are attempting to become resourceful agents who can assist them transcend the 

constraints of their social position. These movements do not seek to resolve Kerala's 
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agrarian crisis, rather, they demand equal land redistribution, as the Dalits in Kerala were 

limited to Kudikidappu land (hutment habitation) and „colonies‟ after land reforms. 

These marginalized groups want a share of the state‟s wealth in order to get assets, as 

they recognize that property is a necessary component of a decent living. Furthermore, 

the Dalits recognized the value of the landed property as they transitioned into such a 

globalized era in which social status is based not just on identity but also on assets. 

The present study finds that the land movements are attempting to alter Kerala's political 

economy by addressing the unequal allocation of land, which frequently reproduces 

social inequality, particularly in terms of economic capital. These Land movements are 

significant in this context since capitalists control land and other resources, implying the 

importance of having assets and resources for underprivileged caste groups. Life in the 

„Kudikidappu‟ land and colonies is seen to be unchanged; therefore, they chose land 

protest as a radical way to reform their „subjective agency‟, as the varna-caste social 

order constantly undermined their autonomy. The movement echoes that the Dalits can 

have a better existence by breaking their degraded social positions, and in that course, it 

has also succeeded in producing an original outlook on their habits by establishing a 

casteless social order. 

The Chengara and Arippa struggles exposed the role of caste in Kerala's land relations in 

public-debate, prompting Dalits to creatively address issues of social justice. 

Theoretically, these groups assert that social justice cannot be achieved by simply 

moving people's social positions; every social relationship is based on caste hierarchy. 

Social capital is the sum of resources; it necessitates a part of national capital to address 

multilayered inequity. Because „accumulated labor‟ often turns into capital and plays a 
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role in production, the movements accepted the idea that the transformation of material 

life is attainable via the equal distribution of each capital. These movements, on the other 

hand, do not confine the topic of resources to a purely economic concern; rather, they 

link resourcelessness to a person‟s identity.  

The Chengara and Arippa land struggles, were framed by identity politics, with the 

protestors realizing that their lack of resource ownership was associated with their 

identity. In other words, the cause of their landlessness is their lower caste identity; 

hence the movements strive to break the popular image of social protest by effectively 

bringing intersectional issues to the fore. Demands for land and property, it is presumed, 

are common in left-wing movements, but Chengara and Arippa defend their activities by 

claiming their identity, “We are Dalits.”  

Furthermore, it is found in the course of the study that the Chengara and Arippa 

movements highlighted Kerala about the role of “resource capital” by bringing identity 

politics against mainstream ideologies. Besides, their political protest produced 

an intellectual critique of Kerala land reforms, which problematized the coercive state 

apparatuses that frequently consider the Dalits as simply caste objects. The movement 

productively affirmed its identity as an anti-caste movement that attempted to alter social 

relations by expressing its subjectivity. It also altered the tight caste social interactions 

into an egalitarian social order, which partially destabilized caste and hierarchy in inter-

caste exchanges in the society. 

Chengara and Arippa compellingly urged that the Dalits be granted dignified citizenship 

so that they may participate in the civil society's prominence. The study also found that 

the movements seek to transform their status as mere subjects into complete citizens, 
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allowing them to claim all of the benefits of a liberal democratic state. It should be 

underlined that the demonstrators feel that dignified citizenship is inevitable in order to 

modify the preconceived beliefs about them in the caste-ridden social system. As a 

result, the movements cannot be dismissed as a pursuit for only property/financial gains; 

rather, they have reignited debates about dignity in the political and economic arenas. 

It is observed in the study that the land movements tackled the political economy of 

caste, as a result of which the landlessness issue of the Dalits was brought to the 

attention of the public, forcing the public intelligentsia to speak out about the injustice 

done to the former untouchables. However, due to ideological differences, the activities 

of the Dalit organizations, in Kerala, have not been given considerable priority. 

 

Some observations on the course of the Land Struggles: 

 Although the Chengara and Arippa land movements philosophically based on 

Ambedkarism, however, it does not provide much adhesion to the Ambedkarite 

politics in Kerala.  

 Three tactics, leadership, ideological, and mass, must be implemented to build 

and organize the growing Dalit Land movements in Kerala. A strong vision is 

critical to bringing dreams to life. Instead of having a fractured vision, the 

leadership should open their eyes to see the Dalit community's peculiar 

circumstances. The land movement's leadership must be imaginative on both an 

intellectual and practical level.  

 The movement adopted caste annihilation as an ideology for its fights to 

eliminate graded hierarchies and other social exclusions, but it was unable to 
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create an alternative democratic arena alongside other political movements 

because it was limited to caste assertion. 

 The Dalits‟ movement quest for land ownership was successful; it failed to 

persuade other Dalit organizations to fight for landed properties. Because the 

public sphere in Kerala is shaped by the dominant and popular ideologies of 

mainly class based, hence the land movements were unable to counter much on 

such populist ideologies due to a lack of epistemic formulations.  

 While Kerala‟s civil society is brimming with compelling narratives for 

redistribution and recognition, the new social movement will need to establish an 

ethical vocabulary to sway the ruling class. Organizing mass strategies such as 

the "Dalit Hartal" could be one way to draw the concerns to the public's attention 

while simultaneously challenging the caste and class character of the society and 

the state‟s indifference towards the Dalit question. 

 It might be argued that identity movements need a new political language to 

persuade society of their special concerns, because society is more prejudiced 

against Dalit political acts. However, land has become a primary priority for 

Dalits in order to overcome caste differences, and the ideological rigidities of the 

organizations hinder them from joining forces with wider political arguments. 

 Through their ongoing battle, Arippa and Chengara complicated the issue of 

caste. They've sparked new debates about Kerala's social development from a 

caste perspective, questioning the privileges and social capital that 

disproportionately benefit some communities.  
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 The movements exposed the hidden caste dimensions by claiming that because 

caste was not taken into account in the land reform process, they were forced to 

continue working as landless workers even today. The movement resurrected the 

caste issue in order to complicate the already-solved issues of land reform.  

 Interestingly, the movements drew the attention of public intellectuals and civic 

society by their political acts and methodological criticism. This movement also 

addressed Dalit citizenship, as the caste social system considered them as second-

class citizens. As a result, the movements have a critical understanding of 

citizenship because they have yet to experience the full benefits of citizenship in 

the liberal democratic system.  

 Furthermore, the movements highlighted the particularities of caste, which hinder 

underprivileged groups from having a universal perspective. To abolish 

hierarchical social interactions, the Arippa and Chengara movements politicized 

their unique identity by combining redistributive/recognition ideologies.  

 The Chengara and Arippa land movements addressed social discrimination as 

well as resource drawbacks faced by Dalits in Kerala by highlighting the lack of 

proper implementation of constitutional provisions. As a result, these movements 

demanded agricultural land but also raised questions about caste dynamics and 

power ties in the Kerala society.  

 Identity has been the source of knowledge to challenge existing patterns, putting 

them at the forefront of emancipation, unlike other forms of political opposition. 

Indeed, by challenging prevailing conceptions, these movements brought Dalit 

experience into the political public sphere.  



246 
 

 The Chengara and Arippa movements, unlike many other Dalit political 

movements, sought both resource redistribution and recognition. Because the 

caste system‟s embedded cultural beliefs denied ex-untouchable castes fair 

involvement in society, demanding equal allocation of resources from 

governmental structures, as well as inter-subjective recognition in the society is 

the hall mark of these struggles.  

 Women play a significant role in land struggles. They have contributed their 

money, time, and effort to the movement‟s expansion. However, they remained 

excluded from decision-making and leadership as well. Seleena Prakkanm's 

(former secretary of SVSV) resignation from the Chengara movement is an 

example of it. Women‟s voices still are unheard among Dalit communities in the 

outset. Despite the fact that Dalit women are becoming more involved in current 

movements, however, their role as leaders is almost none, with a few exceptions. 

 Hence the question of land and women's freedom must be seen in a holistic vision 

of emancipation because the subjective liberation often interlinked with the 

resources and other capitals. Land provides Dalits with such a sense of self-

identity and dignity, and an economic resource in their quest for meaningful 

human life. Although the land question of Dalits is a cross-cutting issue, it was 

never conceived as a critical issue in Kerala's public consciousness. The Dalit 

women are the actual subjects of resourceless, hence Dalit land question could 

also be seen as a women‟s issue. Women living in Dalit colonies are still unable 

to seek a space for their privacy and safety.   
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 Dalits are socially, economically, politically, regionally, and culturally fractured, 

as the word Dalit implies. Since Dalit movements are made up of several regional 

factions, fragmentation is a major impediment to emancipation. As a result, 

bringing these disparate groups together is a major challenge that must be 

addressed through an effective leadership strategy.  

 To alleviate their marginalization, Dalit land movements must include other Dalit 

communities and like-minded groups by locating the landless families in the 

state, regional coordination is required. 

 One of the most valuable resources is younger generation therefore the Dalit 

movements may appeal to them to carry on the struggle with a new perspective. 

The land issue has to be made as a central concern in the Kerala Dalit movement. 

The main slogan that evolved from the Chengara and Arippa land struggles was 

gaining access to resources.  

 Furthermore, the Dalits have to produce multiple credible literatures in order to 

provide an intellectual and constructive critique of the mainstream political 

position on land reforms and the Kerala model of development by consolidating 

its critical ideological and several creative art forms too. 

******* 
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