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Census, Ethnographic Studies and Caste Among Muslims in Kerala

Muzaffar Assadi
muzaffar.assadi@gmail.com

Synopsis

Recent years have witnessed debates about whether a faith known for
universalism and uniformity incorporates different socio-cultural practices, including
caste, among its adherents. The second debate is around the classificatory method
that the Princely states, as well as colonialism, adopted while enumerating castes-
where they adopted the same universalistic principle while enumerating. Thirdly, the
debate centered on the theory that North India is the epicenter of caste among
Muslims than South India. The census reports, and the ethnographic studies
conductedby the two Princely states- Travancore and Cochin and the Presidency
areas of Malabar debunked the theory of exclusivity of the North Indian
phenomenon.

Introduction:

A pertinent question often raised is whether religion, while critical of
recognising social diversity from within, will allow the practice of castes or ethnicity
to exist. Will it not go against the belief system? However, many sociology and
socio-anthropology scholars® have recognised the existence of caste or caste-like
social structure, often known as Zaat than Biradari. A distinctive characteristic of the
caste? is that it is a pre-colonial product of Sufism, conversion®, long interaction of
Hindu social order with new faith, trade relations, political compulsions and

! Mattison Mines, Muslim Social Stratification in India: The Basis for Variation,Southwestern Journal of
Anthropology, Vol. 28, No. 4, 1972, pp. 333-349.

2 Syed Ali, Collective and Elective Ethnicity: Caste among Urban Muslims in India ,Sociological
Forum, Vol. 17, No. 4, Dec. 2002, pp. 593-620

% Yoginder Sikand, Manjari Katju,Mass Conversions to Hinduism among Indian Muslims,Economic
and Political Weekly, Vol. 29, No. 34, Aug. 20, 1994, pp. 2214-2219



https://www.jstor.org/journal/soutjanth
https://www.jstor.org/journal/soutjanth
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expansionist policies of the regime, even though it was much related to the issue of
protecting the family property and privileges bestowed by the then regimes. The
argument that it was a colonial construct is partially valid, but not entirely, as the
census enumeration sometimes created few castes.

Paradoxically most of the knowledge on caste is derived from census reports
and ethnographic studies on Bengal, Oudh, Northwestern Provinces, Kashmir, or
Bombay Presidency areas. South India is often relegated to the background, given
that South India did not witness such social churning compared to North India.
Secondly, the North Indian Muslim social order is often divided into three broad
categories: Ashraf, Ajlafs, and Arzals, with social practices of endogamy, hierarchy,
and touch pollution. Such characterisation, however, does not apply to Kerala, a state
known for accepting Islam through missionary work, trade relations, application of
force and Sufism. This reflects the regional variations in caste formation or identity
among Muslims.* However, the enumeration of caste in the ultimate analysis became
part of colonial knowledge production about its citizens and hegemonising over
them.

Census, Travancore State and the caste Among Muslims

Travancore Princely State was one of the earliest princely States to conduct a
census before the general Census began in 1871. The Census of 1816 is the first in its
history, followed by those of 1836 and 1854. The first detailed and comprehensive
census of 1875 included Muslims under the "Musalman™® category rather than
classifying them according to distinct social groups. While dating the genesis of
Islam to the Arab settlers and its subsequent conversion from the Hindu social
system, the Travancore census report of 1875 made more reference to sects than
castes. It concerns the Sunnis and Shias, two distinct branches of Islam. It classified
them as a class rather than just referring to the social distinctions as caste. This
classification included Sayyad, Pathans: Labbai, Arabs, Mughals, Mopillas, and the

*S. Shamim Ahmad, A. K. Chakravarti,Some Regional Characteristics of Muslim Caste Systems in
IndiaGeoJournal, Vol. 5, No. 1 1981, pp. 55-60
® Report on the Census of Travancore, 1874, Trivandrum, 1876, p.107
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Sheikh®. Meanwhile, the census of 1875 denounced and portrayed Jews’ as cunning,
Christians as careful, Hindus as mild, and Mopillasas zealous. This is a part of
stereotyping the community. The Census also raised serious concerns regarding
Muslims' continued adherence to the social norms of the Hindu social order. *Most of
their numbers are converts from the Hindu population whom they resemble in
features and follow in many of their manners and customs. They understand very
little of their religion and do not care much to know of it.® This Census, likewise, the
other Census, confronted rumours circulating that people would be deported to
depopulated and famine stricken places, the government would levy taxes on
everyone, including the domestic animals, and people would be sacrificed to ward
off evils etc. The census of 1881, which listed the sects and counted four of them,
was released with a few minor adjustments. When compared to the other India-
Farazis, one denomination was entirely distinct.It classified the Sunnis into four
primary schools: Hanafi, Shafi, Hambali, and Maliki. Among the Shias, it listed 72
sub-divisions. The Princely state viewed Islam as a "great antagonist creed” and
Muslims as a fanatical, intolerant, violent, and filthy group. Even though the word
"caste" was employed, it only referred to the upper caste. Like the last census, the
census report 1881° shows that Muslims in Travancore also had Hindu ancestry and
practised Hindu rituals. Hindus also observe some of the Muslim rituals and
festivities simultaneously. It is asserted that the caste distinction can be seen among
the lowest classes.

However, one of the significant contributions of the 1891 census was the
addition of multiple sub-divisions and subsequent groupings within each
caste. Mastan, a recent addition, had 55 groups, Tulukkan, 54; Labbai, 14; Sayyad,
46; the Mughals, and 48 Sheikhs. The only sub-divisions among the 48 Arab
categories were Islam and Rawat. While Fakirs had six groups but no sub-
division, Jonaka had fourteen groups but only one (Mopilla). There were four
subdivisions: one in Mettan (Rawat), two in Musalman (Mohammed), and three

®Y.Nagamaiya, Report on the census of Travancore, Government Press, Trivandrum ,1884
’ Op.cit.p.175

® Ibid.p.175

%Y .Nagamaiya, Op.cit
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in Kutchi (Chintikkar, Kutchi Sait, and Seit). Ostta, another recent addition, has two
subdivisions (Ottsa and Kshourakan). Unexpectedly, the Census revealed that 12
castes lacked sub-divisions. Fakir, Kabul, Labbai, Mughal, Mustan, Pani, Pathan,
Rawat, Sheikh, Syed, Thangal, and Tulukkan.® are some of these castes. Since
groups and sub-divisions overlap, categorisation as a whole is a folly attempt.

The Muslims were classified into three categories based on their origins in
the 1901 census, which had 47 sub-divisions. Comparing this categorisation to the
rest of India, it was different. Interestingly, unlike the previous census, it utilised the
term "Sheikhs" as a social term rather than a sectarian term. Another substantial sub-
sect of the Sunni was found in the census of 1901 as being Shafee. Earlier, Arab
traveller Adul Razak had made a similar argument in Malabar. It did include some
castes and utilised the term "caste™ without any problems or additional information.
Castes such as Fakkir, Jonakan, Labbai, Muttan, Rawat, Multani,
Kutch, and Tulukkan are among those who have enlisted.The new addition to the
census report was the Rawat and Multani. The census, meanwhile, did not give any
information regarding the social structure of these castes other than the fact that they
were few—Iless than double-digit. The second error was seen in the documentation of
Afghanis as Kabulis. On the other hand, the 1911 Census listed Muslims in three
categories under 44 castes (it used the term caste): Early Arab and Egyptian
merchants' ancestors, together with converts' descendants, 2) Coromandel coastal
immigrants who migrated in various parts of India for trade and commerce, and 3)
more recent immigrants from Gujarat, Arabia, Sindh, Kuch, and Bombay. As they
spoke Malayalam and were primarily local native converts, the first, mainly the
offspring of early settlers, were counted as indigenous Muslims. The census contends
that, except for practices not permitted by religious literature, this native category
can maintain its ancestral culture even after conversion. Once more, among the locals
are those who were converted by Muslim rulers and are referred to
as Jonakans or Gonakanas, a corrupted version of Yuvana, people of alien origin
or Mopillas, children of a great person. They were classified as the entrepreneurial
class. Children from the previous merchant class and their converts made up the

1%y Nagam Aiya, Report on the Census of Travancore, Vol II, Addison and Company, Madras, 1894
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second group, Mettan. Tulukkan, a distorted name for Turks that means "They
belong to the second of the three divisions,” was the name given to the third
category. Their origin is said to be in Tamil Nadu, and there are clear distinctions
between Mettan and Tulukkan in  their ~mannerisms, cultural customs, and
perceptions. The final group was foreign Muslims. The Sayyads are the highest-
ranking Muslim group for the census, followed by Sheikhs,Bohras, Kutchi Memon,
Ismails, Afghans, and Arabs among the various foreign Muslims who came to
conduct commerce. Thangals were the first high priests, followed by Labbais, a term
that practically everyone used.

However, the 1921' Census was conducted when there was widespread
agitation in the state for including community members in governmental institutions,
bodies, and services. A prevalent trend in South India and a component of the non-
Brahmin movement that also touched Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, and Karnataka, the
demand for representation wasn't new. The caste census was also debated throughout
this decade, with many claiming that continuing it would lead to inter-communal
conflict. In the middle of this, numerous castes in Travancore sought that their particular
caste postion be reclassified, including a change in their occupation. lIzhavas had
denounced toddy tapping as their traditional occupation, and Chanars urged that they be
enlisted as Nadar Kshatriyas and that their occupation be classified under agriculture.
During this enumeration, the same caste provided different names as well. However,
Muslims did not demand the reclassification of their caste. A total of 8 castes, including
Jonakan, Labbai, Methan, Mughal, Pathan, Ravuthan, Thulukkan, and others, were
enlisted among Muslims in 1921, down from 44 in 1911. This enumeration included
Mughals, Pathans, and Labbais in the caste list, in contrast to the preceding
enumeration. One additional list had the names of the minor castes, and once more, it
made the error of including prominent priestly classes from the higher castes like
Sayyads, Sheikhs, and Tangals. It was decided to admit immigrants from Punjab and
Afghanistan without first confirming their social standing. The list clarifies that the
census seriously mixed Afghans with Pathans and Khans. Second, minor castes were
included in the total population count, including the single-digit population (less than

Y Murari, S. Krishnamurthy, Ayyar, Census of India, 1921,Vol.XXV, Travancore Government press,
Madras, 1922
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10). However, it omitted information on how castes were organised and functioned in
Travancore State. It seems the census classified the caste arbitrarily, without logic or
reason. The thirty minor Muslim castes that the enumeration listed were as follows:

Minor castes in Travancore, as per the census, 1921

1 Afghani 11 | Mali 21 | Sahtt

2 Ambi 12 | Maula 22 | Salya

3. Arabi 13 | Mopilla 23 | Sayyad
4 Ashabi 14 | Memon 24 | Shaki

5 Banaya 15 | Mautali 25 | Shakti
6. Fakir 16 | Osta 26 | Sharifa
7 Gowir 17 | Pallman 27 | Sheikh
8 Islam 18 | Palli 28 | Surabi

9 Kach 19 | Pannayar 29 | Tangal
10 Khan 20 | Panjabi 30 | Tarakan

Sources: Murari, S.Krishnamurthy, Ayyar, Census of India, 1921,Vol.XXV, Travancore,
Government Press,Madras, 1922,p.50

In contrast to the colonial census of 1931, the Travancore census of 1931 is
somewhat depressing. Its concise and insufficient explanation of each Muslim caste was
depressing. Interestingly, in contrast to British India, where it was done at night, the
enumeration was done during the day because of the topographical problem. The Census
enumeration states that there were noticeably fewer Muslims who converted to Islam

ToTved—6, Rowd—14-15-16 (&IRO-RF0wT:2018)
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during this time. While it is true that the 1931'? Census Report unequivocally denied the
existence of caste among Kerala Muslims, it differed from the report that came before it.
It preferred to refer to them as groups rather than castes, as evidenced by the following:
Strictly speaking, there is no caste among the Muslims, although there are several tribal,
occupation, and territory groups. Most Muslims nowadays are believed to be descended
from the Hindu social structure, as seen by looking at marriage traditions and eating
patterns’®. One of the social customs that was transferred to the new religion of Islam
was the Matumakkathayam system of inheritance from the Nayarscaste of Hindu
society. A failed attempt to amend the law to subject Matumakkathayam to Muslim law
occurred during this period. How the Tulukkanbecame Ravthar, Sheikh a Sayyad
illustrates how groups were reclassified in Travancore from lower to higher ranks. This
census categorized the Muslims based on the original place:Methans were the offspring
of early settlers and convert. The unwillingness of Methanese women to follow the
Burga or veil system was one of their characteristics. Thangals were the second group of
Muslims to come from Arabia and settle in Travancore. The imperial army of Tippu
Sultan of Mysore successfully converted a sizeable percentage of the native population,
known as theJonakara, to form the third significant group. Even the Kutchi Memom,
Bohras, commercial and trading communities relocated to Travancore. Other groups are
present, such as the DakhaniMuslims, who aided the former King and his progeny. Two
other, prominent business castes connected to Tamil Nadu were the Ravtharsand
Tulukkans. There was also another group called Labbai. According to the census, the
word "Labbai" used to be a title for people who worked in mosques and oversaw
religious ceremonies. This idea contradicts the one colonialism promoted and developed
in several texts.

It claimed that the number of people of foreign ancestry in Travancore was
almost negligible. The two primary groups into which Muslims were divided by the
census were Shias and Sunnis. It recognised a single category known as the Bohras in
the first instance and commonly divided the categories into five sub-groups in the
second. The first group of Dakhani Muslims includes Mughals, Pathans, Sayyads, and

2 N. Kunjan Pillai, Census. of India, Volume XXXVIII, Travancore 1931, Part |, Report, Government
Press, Trivandrum, 1933.
3 Ibid. p.390.
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Shiekhs. They are followed by Jonakan, Motham, and Thangal from Malabar, Labbai,
Bavothaz, and Tulukkan from Tamil Nadu, and an undetermined fourth group. This
classification is somewhat arbitrary because the top echelons, Sheikh, Sayyads, etc. were
listed as Dakhhani Muslims rather than foreign Muslims.

It's intriguing to discover that Travancore's census of 1941 included religious
references. The Census refers to the province's history of Islam, identifying the religion's
founding year as 712 AD, when Islam expanded into Spain and Sindh. According to the
Census, the tolerant attitude and royal support of the kings also contributed to the
growth of Islam. This has further bolstered societal concord between the two, as
evidenced by the lack of significant religious confrontation. The clash of interest which
has characterized the Hindu-Muslim relations in other parts of India never existed in
Travancore. There is no real Hindu-Muslim Problem here”'* This is not the complete
truth.

Census and Caste in Cochin Princely State

Cochin is another Colonial administered (through British Resident) feudatory
state where Census was first undertaken, with a rough estimate, in 1820. Three rough
estimates followed this in 1836, 1849, and 1858 before undertaking the systematic
and regular Census in 1875". The 1875 census claimed that most native Muslims
were of mixed descent, with Hindu and “aboriginal” elements predominating.
Paradoxically Census was silent about two issues: it was quiet about the category
called “aboriginals”, and secondly, it was silent about the way religion entered
Cochin. On the contrary, it had a clear idea about why conversion took place in
Cochin, which helped the growth of Islam in Cochin state. It attributed the
conversion to the “non-absorption of the low castes into Hindus society and their
oppressive treatment”™®. In toto, it identified only four castes among Muslims:
Jonaga (Jonaka), Mopilla, Ravuthan, Patany (Pathan) and others. This number

14 Census of India 1941,Vol.XV, Travancore,Part I, Report, Trivndrum, 1942,p.143

15 Report on the Census of Native Cochin, taken on the 6th Karkatakam 1050/20th July 1875, Madras
1877

16 Report on the Census of Native Cochin, taken on the 6th Karkatakam 1050/20th July 1875, Madras
1877,p.19
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increased in the subsequent Census. In fact, from 1881 onwards, the Census was
undertaken simultaneously with the rest of India under the general guidelines of the
Census Commissioner for India.

Interestingly, the 1891 census noted that 93 per cent of the Muslim
population came from the Hindu social order, and the rest 7 cents came from Non-
Indian Asiatic origin'’. In addition, the Cochin census argues that “its origin,
likewise the Christianity is not free from obscurity”. It acknowledges that the last
Cheraman Perumal was the first Malayalee to become Muslim, an argument again
reproduced in the 1901 census. At the same time, Islam had arrived much before his
conversion, and Arab trade and subsequent settlement of these Arabs in the Malabar
region prepared the ground for large-scale conversion. The establishment of mosques
along the coastal belt testified to the preparedness for the spread of Islam.
Meanwhile, the Census agrees that the conversion in Cochin state was much less
when compared to other states. However, it is much more successful than elsewhere
owing to the degraded position and humiliating disabilities Malabar Hindus inflicted
upon the lower classes™®.In the 1891 Census, caste was divided based on reputation
or traditional occupation. The 1891 Census grouped all categories under 35 groups
containing 152 main Hindu castes and 379 sub-divisions; of the former, 125 were
Hindu caste, 8 Muslim castes,8 Christian and one Jew. In the case of sub-divisions,
346 were Hindus, 8 Muslims and 24 Christians and one Jew. The eight Muslim
castes include Mopillas, Ravuthans, Sayyads, Arabs, Hussains, Mughals, Pathans and
Sheikhs. It provided a detailed description of two important categories: one, Jonakas,
who is otherwise known as Mopillas. Second, Ravuthans, a Tamilian stock, is
otherwise known as Labbais. Both were Dravidian stock with slightly admixed Arab
blood and carried the characteristics of Hindu neighbours. Most of them were traders
and partly agriculturists. Unlike the Travancore Census, Cochin State’s treatment to
the Mopillas in its Census was different: they do not possess anything like the

7 Report on the Census of Cochin, 1891 A.D. - 1066 M.EP.60, Ernakulam, 1882,p.60
'8 Ibid.pp.61
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fanaticism and turbulent spirit that their brethren in Malabar now and then
manifest.™

1901%° census of Cochin now ultimately gave up the 1891 argument of
"obscurity of religious origin” by pinpointing the precise 9th century when
Cheruman converted to Islam as the beginning of Islam's origin in Cochin. Here lies
the contradictory narrative concerning Cheruman- was he a ruler or a king?. Census
came out with an alternative interpretation, claiming that the apostate king was not
the Emperor of Kerala but instead the ruler of a part of the state before it was divided
by the last of Perumal's successors®. Nevertheless, it offered the second theory,
according to which Islam arrived in Malabar in the middle of the ninth century with a
group of pilgrims led by Malik-Dinar. Regarding the community of Muslims, the
Census came out with two theories, which are repeated in different Census reports:
First, they are the descendants of Arab traders who had settled down in the coastal
region and married the Dravidian women. The second one was that "they are mostly
the labours of the missionaries of Islam"?%. The Census did not discard the theory of
forcible conversion in history by the Mysore rulers. Despite the conversion, the
Census observed that caste distinctions and social position came into play when low-
caste converts were employed as their cooks or during interdining and
intermarriages. In the latter case, it is straightforward: A Kachchi Memon, who claims
descent from a high caste Hindu, will take in marriage a Jonaka, Pathan or Moghul
woman, but under no circumstances will he give' in marriage a daughter by his
Kachchhi wife to either the Jonaka Mappilla or Pathan. A JonakaMappilla, who
claims descent from a high caste Hindu, will not likewise allow the descendant of a
low caste convert to marry his daughter by his JonakaMappilla wife. The Pathan and
Moghuls also enforce such restrictions so that considerations of caste control the
social concerns of Musalmans®.

9 Ibid.,pp.116.
20 Census of India, 1901, Vol.XX, Cochin, Part I, Report ,Ernakulam,1903
21 H
Ibid. ,p 34.
2 |bid. ,p.34
% lbid.p.77.
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The 1901 Census adopted a new methodology to classify the castes based on
social precedence. Likewise, the previous Census, the 1901 Census, came out with
88 divisions, of which Hindus constitute 74 divisions, Muslims and Jains only one,
Christians four, Jews 2, and Animists six. Out of 135 sub-divisions, colonialism
enlisted 105 among Hindus, ten sub-categories among Muslims, Christians 11,
Animist six, Jains and Jews two; the Muslim sub-categories include JonakaMopillas,
Ravuthans or Labbais, and Pathans with a slight sprinkle of Sheikhs, Sayyads,
Mughals, Kacchi Memons, Hussains and Boras (Bohras). 80 per cent of the
population constitute Jonaka Mopillas. The most important observation of the
Census is found in its narrative on the nature of Islam. For the Census, the faith in
Cochin has been a tame religion divested of many of its aggressive elements for
several centuries.?*

Was there any change in the enumeration of caste in the 1911 census? The
1911 Census adopted a new method wherein it arranged the caste alphabetically and
on traditional occupation; in the latter case, it was done earlier in 1891. The Census
divided the Muslims into twelve sub-divisions, mixing up schools of thought and
different castes, even though caste is part of schools of thought. This ambiguity is
apparent while enlisting Shabi( Shafi) and Hanavi( Hanafi) as a sub-division along
with Sunnis or even Arabs, Mopillas etc. Here Arabs were treated as territorial names
of Muslims. In this exercise, the Census left out Shias from the list. This number of
sub-divisions varied in the subsequent census report, but the confusion remained
intact. These 12 sub-divisions include Arabs, Bora(Bohra), Hanavi(Hanafi),Jonakan,
Pathan, Revuthan, Shabi(Shabi), Sayyad, Sheikh, Sunni and others®. Again, the
Census reiterates the presence of caste prejudices among Muslims, even after many
years of conversions. A Mohammadan Mopilla, who claims descent from a high-
caste Hindu, will not allow the descendant of a low-caste convert to marry his
daughter®. Such arguments are repeated in the subsequent census report.

24 i
Ibid.,p.36.
% Census of India, “1911, Volume XVII1, Cochin, Part I, Part Il Imperial Tables, Ernakulam
1912..p.xliv
% Ibid..p.xliv
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While the Census of 1921 identified 64 castes among Hindus, it identified
seven castes among Muslims, which is far less when compared to earlier Census
reports: Pathan, Revuthan, Sheikh, Kachchis, Sayyad. Jonaka.Bora(Bohras). This
period also witnessed a demand for the reclassification of caste. Except in the case of
Kudupattanas, a Hindu caste that came to be known as Eluthannas, the state
otherwise declined different representations submitted to it

On the contrary, 1931%" made three observations: that the state was no more
witnessing conversion to the new faith, that the increase in the population was
mainly due to immigration from the British Malabar region and that the Muslim
population was decidedly progressive. Meanwhile, this Census witnessed two crucial
processes: one, the process to end the caste census, but in vain, and two, the approach
towards claiming higher social status. In the latter case, many castes, such as
Parayans, were Christianised as Sambavans. Chaliyans, a weaving caste, were
allowed to be returned as Pattaya (weaver of silk). This Census also witnessed the
assertion of the collective identity of Muslims than ascriptive identities. This is
reflected in how they refused to identify Muslims with any particular sect; on the one
hand, they objected to the terms Muhammadan and Muhammadanism and
maintained that their religion should be called Islam(particularly Jonakan argued).
They should be returned as Muslims?.Furthermore, it has affected the issues of
counting “others in Muslims™- the increasing return of “other column” reflected the
tendency to decline to associate with another name than the Muslims. Paradoxically
1931 census recognised the diversity of Muslims by dividing the Muslims into four
large “families”(Pathans, Mughals, Sayyads, and Sheikhs) on the one hand, sectional
or functional groups on the other (Bohras, Khojas and Memons, Mopillas). While
dividing the Muslims into ten sub-divisions, the Census again made the mistake of
treating schools of thought as a separate sub-division vis-a-vis the castes. While
enlisting Hanafi and Shafi as sub-divisions, it made it a point that they differed from

27 Census of India, 1931Volume XXI, Cochin, Part | Report, Part I1-A and B, Tables, Ernakulam 1933.
28 B
Ibid.p.237
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such castes as Jonakan, Sayyads, Revathans, or Pathans®®. These castes were part of
either the Hanafi school of thought or the Shafi school of thought. Finally, it
reiterates that the influence of the Hindu caste they subjected has not vanished
altogether, albeit reflected in intermarriages and social positions.

Unlike the other parts of India, Cochin did not discontinue enumerating
different castes in the 1941 Census®. While different castes demanded
reclassification, the Census observed that the Muslims, while enumerating returning
themselves as one community, “Muslim”, with one religion “, Islam”. It is the first
time different groups/classes among Muslims refused to enlist different sub-
categories in the Census. It reflects the influence of pan Indian Islamic movement
even in a remote state in Kerala. Despite these reflections, the Census argues that
most Muslims are the descendants of those who forcibly converted during the 18th
century.®

Castes Among Muslims in Malabar

Following the treaty of Srirangapatna with Tipu Sultan, the ruler of Old
Mysore at the time, the northern province of Kerala, Malabar, fell under colonial rule
under Madras Presidency in 1792. However, attempts to enumerate the Old Madras
Presidency existed before the annual Census, starting in 1871. After two decades of
stable rule, the first attempt was attempted as early as 1822, and the second was
made in 1836-1837. The quinquennial return system was first used to count the
population in 1851; it was then used again in 1856-57, 186162, and 187172 before
being combined with the Imperial Census. While acknowledging that Muslims
adhere to the caste system, the later Census grouped Muslims into many "divisions".

It also focused on the factors that contributed to the growth of the Muslim
population. There was a "willing conversion” notion that colonialism documented in

» Census of India, 1931Volume XXI,Cochin,Part | ReportPart II-A and B,Tables,Ernakulam
1933,p.Ixxv.

*® Census of India, 1941. Vol. 19, Cochin, Part | Report,Cochin,1944

*! Ibid.p.48
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addition to the standard forcible conversion theory. Another theory was introduced
by colonialism, according to which the history of trade between the Arab/Persian
people and the native population had led to the development of hybrid communities,
which also increased the number of Muslims. For more than a thousand years, the
trade between India and Europe was conducted by the Arabs and Persians.Every
season brought Arab ships to the west coast in search of pepper, ivory, and gems,
and the constant influx of traders from Arabia and Persia, there resulted in a hybrid
coastal population.At first Half- Arab and Half-Hindu or Half —Persian and Half —
Hindu and now more Hindu than anything foreign, except regarding religion. Here,
it referred to Mopillas and Labbais, both seen as illiterate and religious "bigots." In
the colonial narrative, this narrative—particularly the section about Mopillas—
became stereotypical and the prevailing viewpoint. The Memorandum®. on the
Census of British India of 1871, the prelude to the introduction to the Imperial
Census, clarifies where such stereotyping first appeared. The Memorandum
simultaneously condemned Mopillas as "uneducated and fanatic" while praising
them for their tenacity. The idea was furthered by Census, which claimed that the
local population was predominantly descended from Arabs, Pathans, and Mughals
and was categorised as belonging to Asiatic groupings. Other than Mopillas and
Labbais, the list included Sheikhs, Arabs, Sayyads, Pathans, and Mughals—a seven-
division in Malabar population.

Interestingly, the 1881 Census identified two reasons the Muslim population
remained stable even after the famine hit the Presidential districts. One was that
many Muslims did not depend on agriculture and lived in urban areas. Second, they
received a pension for the earlier services they had offered to the military, which
helped to compensate them in times of need. The conversion of low-caste people,
mainly Cheruman, to Islam, on the other hand, is blamed for the population growth,
particularly in the Malabar region. The division between Shia and Sunnis appears to
have split into two Tangals®*: Kondotti Tangal (Shia) and Ponani Tangal(Sunni).
Contrary to popular belief, it only divided Muslims into three castes: The Muslims

%2 Memorandum on the Census of British India1871-72, London 1875, p.28
33 Imperial census of 1881: operations and results in the Presidency of Madras, , Madras, 1883,p.38
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from the North or Muslims who immigrated. Two, the Mopillas and three
Labbais.Sheikh, Sayyad, Pathans, and Mughals, descended from northern invaders,
are under the first category; Mopillas, exclusively Hindu or Dravidian, constitute the
second. They still follow the law of inheritance and exhibit the hardworking traits of
the ancestors from which they descended, one of their distinctive traits.

Interestingly, Malabari, also known as the Byarees of Coastal Malabar, first
appeared in the 1891 Census®*. On the contrary, while enlisting Mopillas, the Census
of 1891 provided one more dimension to the history of the origin of Mopillas, other
than the usual theory of a mixture of Arabs traders and the natives and the honorific
title given to the colonialist from the west. Three different types of Mopillas—
NazaraniMopillas (Native Christians), Juda Mopillas (Jews), and JonakaMopillas
(genuine Mopillas)—are used to support this claim. The new converts are known as
Puisalam or PutiyaMuslims, especially if they are from the Mukkuvanor fishery
caste. In some Mukkuvan families, it was a rule that at least one should embrace the
Islamic faith — a story strongly stressed by the other colonial documents to man the
naval trade of Zamorin.

The Mopillas were interestingly known by a variety of names on the island of
Lakshadweep,an island province administered directly under Malabar district till
1956, including Koya(a priestly caste and landowners), Malumi (pilots and sailors),
Urukarran, Takru, Milikhan (pilots and sailors), and Melaccheri(slaves of Koyas)®.
Originally, the Koyas, also known as Karnavars, were descended from
Namboodaris, Melechharis from Tiyyans, and Mukkuvans, with the remainder
coming from the Nayar caste. Obedulla, a Sahaba and associate of the Prophet,
converted them all. The colonial Census report reveals thatMukkuvans and Tiyyans
were originally immigrants from Cyclone, modern-day Sri Lanka, undermining the
conversion story in the following colonial historiography. They continue to follow
Hindu customs regarding female heirs or inheritance in property matters.

3 Census of India, 1891. Volume XIII, Madras : the report on the Census, Madras 1893.
% Ibid.pp, 278.
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During the 1901 Census, it became apparent that several castes were yearning
for the more excellent social status that the Hindu social order had bestowed upon
them. The Vanitas, Komatis, claimed the status of Vaisyas; the Katnamalans,
Kamsalas, and Patnulkarans claimed the position of Brahmins. However, Muslims
have never made such requests. But this Census separated Muslims into three broad
categories when it enlisted them*®:1) pure-blooded descendants or immigrants from
other provinces and nations, 2) children of immigration men and Hindu women, and
3) full-blooded natives of the Presidency but converted at various points in history.

In this context, a discreet argument about the Ashrafisation, a process of
emulating the upper caste by the lower caste, is apparent when it said
that, Dadekulas, Jonaka, Labbai, Mopillas, Marakkayar etc. arrogate themselves
names such as Sayyads or Sheikh, which in the strict sense applied to purebred
Musalmans. 1911 Census, on the contrary, came out with specific facts about how
the titles such as Sayyad were appropriated by the lower caste, saying that in
Southern India, many calling themselves Sayyads have no claim to such titles®’. It is
true in the case of Sheikhs. Flexibility in social mobility was a norm and was well
defined in a Persian couplet that the Census referred to; even similar couplets were
found in north India. I was a Sheikh in the first year; in the second, | became a
Pathan; if provisions sell cheap this year, | shall be a Saiyad®.

1921* Census enlisted twenty-five “tribes”/castes among Muslims; none
were incidentally new, as all were already enlisted and enumerated in the preceding
Census.

During the time of the 1931 census, removing the caste category in the
ensuing Census was strongly advocated on three counts- an argument simultaneously

% Census of India 1901. Vol. 15, Madras. Part. 1, Report, Madras,1901 p.132.

% Census of India, 1911, Vol.XIl, Madras Part II, Imperial and Provincial Tables, Madras
1912.,p.170

** 1bid.p.170

% Census of India, 1911, Vol.XIl, Madras Part I, Imperial and Provincial Tables, Madras 1912.,
Madras, 1922.p.153.
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made elsewhere in colonial India as well: 1) That it was wrong for a Christian
government to continue the caste system indirectly; 2) That the statistics obtained
from the enumeration were not only unreliable but also did not serve their intended
purpose; and 3) That the continued existence of caste identities has resulted in
several conflicts between different caste groups. However, this argument was
rejected because the caste system was the cornerstone of Indian society. That
documentation concerning caste served as the foundation for changes in the various
social stations of the population. This argument paradoxically did not apply to
Muslims, given that Colonialism had a very vague understanding of the caste, tribe,
and ethnic groups among Muslims.

As of this point, several castes have started to declare their identities through
"Sangams" or movements, by calling for alternative social positions within the Hindu
social order to those already in place. In the meantime, caste identitarian politics
persisted in this census, with Gollas and Idiyans identifying as Yadavas and
Depressed castes claiming Adi-Karnataka identity. Except for Labbais of
Coromandel, who strove to climb the social ladder to obtain the titles of Sheikhs,
Sayyads, and Pathans, this trend was, once again, utterly absent among Muslims,
including Mopillas. Since the Mopilla insurrection against Namboodari landowners
occurred earlier in the decade, they were regarded with contempt and derision and
were branded as notorious and fanatics. However, neither the initial data nor the full
details about their origin caste were provided by the 1931 Census. However, the
caste census was discontinued after 1931 in different provinces except in the case of
Cochin.

Ethnographic Studies on Caste among Muslims

As part of a larger colonial strategy to gather vast amounts of knowledge
about citizens while also controlling and dominating them, Edgar Thurston, a
colonial Superintendent at the Madras Government Museum (1885-1908), was
tasked with gathering and combining the ethnographic materials of Mysore, Cochin,
Travancore, and Madras Presidency. In 1909, Thurston published a seven-volume
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encyclopaedia on "Caste and Tribes in South India"*. But most of his descriptions
are secondary because they are taken from sources like Gazetteers, Census reports,
anthropological research, etc.

He divides Muslims into four major categories in his analysis: first, those
who immigrated from other provinces and their descendants; second, those born
through marriage to Hindu women in south India, particularly those born to
converted local women; third, outsiders; and fourth, those who converted from the
upper caste. He named castes like the Bohras and Memons in the first example;
castes like the Mopillas and Labbais in the second; Arabs, Navayats, etc. in the third,;
and Koyas, who were formerly Namboodaris of the top caste, in the fourth.He
mentions the merchant castes of the Labbais, Marakkayaras, Jonakan, Lohana, and
Mopillas, many of whom were of Hindu ancestry. Edgar Thurston described the
Mopillas and provided several explanations as to their genesis. He provides census
information from 1871 that shows the Mopillas were a mixed-race Muslim
population whose numbers were constantly rising due to the conversion of the slave
caste. Although their mothers have always been Dravidian, he did not rule out the
possibility of an early strain of Arab blood. Lewis Moore is the third source he cites,
and according to him, they were "originally the progeny of Arab traders by the
women of the country.” The ninth century AD appears to have been a time of
significant migration of Arab settlers into Malabar and proselytise has continuously
expanded the population. The fourth source he quotes is from Dr Burnell: "It appears
to have settled first in Malabar about the beginning of the ninth century; there were
heathen Arabs there long before that in consequence of the immense trade conducted
by the Sabaeans with India*'. The alternative hypothesis places their ethnic origins in
the Turkish, Baluchi, and Mongloid populations. At the end of the fifteenth century
A.D., the Portuguese invaded, and the Mopillas gained prominence. His second
argument was based on the widely held belief that Prince Perumal’s conversion
sparked the building of eight mosques and a wave of conversions once missionaries
began working in the coastal area. According to a different theory, the name is a

“ Edgar Thurston, Caste and Tribes of Southern India, Vol,1 Government Press, Bombay 1903.
*! Edgar Thurston, Caste and Tribes of Southern India,VVol,IVGovernent Press, Bombay 1909,p.459
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translation of the Arabic word Muflih, which means "successful or victorious," as
well as "traders” and "farmers," and is derived from the verb "to work the soil." But
the new believers' new religion was called "Putiya Islam," Arabic for "new believers
in Islam."Mopillas is also known as Jonaka.*?

Almost during 1902, Ananthakrishna lyer was commissioned to undertake
ethnographic studies of the Cochin state®®. It is true that, instead of using the term
caste, lyyer uses the term sect to describe Jonakan Mopillas, who were spread across
the Cochin state**. However, he advanced the same theory regarding their origin:
they are either converted to Islam from the lower Hindu caste or the descendants of
Arab traders and low-caste Malabari women, such as Thiyya or Choga. He
interestingly presented one additional justification for their origin, claiming that they
were a group of Hashem's descendants that Muhammad had banished because of
cowardice in his battle against partisans of Abu Jakeem.*

lyyer made another argument, claiming that trade and religious
propagandising were intertwined in the Malabar region. The locations where the four
apostles built mosques (Kodangullur, Quilon, Madai, Vakanur, Mangalore,
Kozhikode, Sreekandhapuram, and Chaliyam) had already developed into
commercial hubs. His final defence was that Zamorins of Malabar or Cochin actively
supported conversion for their advancement, which led to the conversion of
Malabar's Thiyyans, Izhuvans, and Pulayans. " In the case of Pulayans, "the honour
of Islam brought enfranchisement from the disabilities of their caste™*®. Even it is
argued that many Christians also converted to Islam.

Indeed, both Muslims and Christians might refer to themselves as Mopillas.
lyyer noted that the term "Mopilla™ must have been employed first by Christians and

*2 Edgar Thurston, Caste and Tribes of Southern India,Vol,IIGovernent Press, Bombay 1909,p.501

8 L.K Ananthakrishna lyer, The Cochin Tribeca and Caste, Vol 111, Higginbotham, Madras,1901

# LK Ananthakrishna lyer, The Cochin Tribeca and Caste, Vol Il Higganbotham,
Madras,1912,p460

* L.K Ananthakrishna lyer, The Cochin Tribeca and Caste, Vol 1II, Higginbotham, Madras,
1912,p.460

% |.K Ananthakrishna lyer, The Tribes and Castes of Cochin, Vol..3, Higanbothams, Madras, 1912
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then by Jonakan Mopillas. They were referred to as Nazarene Mopillas in the case of
Christians. Intriguingly, Mopillas in Central Cochin follows inheritance in the male
line while doing the opposite in the talukas of Malabar and North Cochin.

Nonetheless, L. A. Krishna lyer is credited with undertaking a similar
ethnographic exercise in Travancore Princely state’’. However, in three volumes, he
only studies the tribes—particularly the primitive or indigenous tribes of Travancore
State—rather than concentrating on caste. Interestingly, the Ilyer employed
anthropometric data to evaluate the prehistoric tribes of the Princely state, in contrast
to comparable research carried out in Mysore and elsewhere. It is the reason why his
study excluded the Muslim caste as well as religion.

Conclusion:

The myth that caste among Muslims is just a phenomenon of North India
rather than South India has been debunked by census data and anthropological
studies.Kerala proves that caste, a social system derived from the Hindu social order,
is prevalent among Muslims.Conversion from the Hindu social order, particularly the
appeal of Sufis or the activity of missionaries, trade links, regime backing, etc.,
brought about the new faith, evident in the social practises.Interestingly, colonial
documents, including those enumerated by Princely, showed that Travancore and
Cochin were Princely states where Muslims were more likely to belong to different
castes than, for instance, the Malabar region.Despite the lack of a comprehensive
description for each caste category, the fact that caste existed in Kerala remains.

T L.A.Krishna lyer, The Triancore Tribes and Caste,Vol.lll, Government Press, Trivandrum, 1937.
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