Colonial Kerala

SLIDE: This picture was taking in the mid 1950s.  On the left, the mother-in-law is wearing what is known as the “chatta/thuni.”  On her ears, are the distinctive “kunnika.”  Her dress and her earrings were donned by women of her caste and religion alone.  

On the right, her daughter-in-law is wearing what we’ve come to associate Indian women with:  the sari.  The Sari was not native to South India, but migrated to the state during a sudden shift in Kerala’s caste and religious practices of the past.  In many ways, it represented a break from Kerala’s communal past and ascension into a secular modernity.  
  
This paper examines women’s religious dress and shifts in communal expressions of difference in South India.  I begin with a discussion of how the South Indian state of Kerala once defined racial, caste and religious identities by women’s dress.  Using oral histories, photographic evidence, and material culture analysis, I examine how dress represented intersectional social identities of race, caste, class, religion and gender.  Yet in villages throughout Kerala, women of all castes, races and religions abruptly abandoned their communal dresses in favor of the sari during and after the formation of the Indian nation-state.  Grasping the way in which secularism served the nation-building project of Aryan, Hindu, upper-caste, upper-class elites is central to understanding this sartorial change.  I will examine how Kerala’s shifting public sphere embraced secular ideals while communal divisions between peoples were made seemingly invisible in and through the donning of “secular” women’s dress.
I particularly examine the dressing practices of a specific religious group in Kerala, The Syrian Christians.  Syrian Christians are not an ethnic group of Christians from Syria.  Rather, they are a group of Christians understood to be indigenous to the region.  The Syrian Christian liturgical language is Aramaic, or to Portuguese missionaries arriving in the 16th century, “Syriac.”  “Syrian “denotes a difference is rite distinguished from “Latin” Christianity brought by Portuguese missionaries.  The Syrian Christians split into many different denominations over the centuries.  Research for this paper is based on the Syro-Malabar Catholic community—the largest population of Syrian Christians in Kerala, India.  They are commonly referred to as “Romo-Syrians.”
MAP OF KERALA
Syrian Christians trace their conversion to the year 52 AD, when St. Thomas the apostle arrived in Kerala.  St. Thomas reportedly performed a miracle in front of Hindu Brahmins taking a ritual bath where they were instantly converted and baptized by the apostle.  Syrian Christian claims to Brahmin caste roots helped elevate their caste status centuries after conversion.  By the 16th century, they were allowed to possess slaves like high-caste Hindus and to have their own private armies.  They had a public penitential system similar to the Brahmin custom and Syrian churches were built in the fashion of Hindu temples.  The high-caste Hindu practices of feeding newborns honey and gold and helping young ones trace letters in rice as a symbol of the start of education are still prevalent in Syrian Christian culture, as are high-caste Hindu marriage and death pollution rituals, ayurveda, and the celebration of Hindu festivals such as onam.
These ties to upper-caste Hinduism additionally helped to elevate the racial status of Syrian Christians.  It has largely been assumed that in South Asia the race of peoples known as the Aryans are differentiated from a second group, the Dravidians, in and through their superior culture and phenotypic difference from Dravidians.  “Dravidian” began as a linguistic category for the South Indian languages.  Beginning in the late 18th century, British linguists studying the origins of the Indo-Aryan language group assumed that speakers of the same language were racially homogeneous leading to a link between South Indian languages and a Dravidian race of peoples.  The “superior culture” of Aryans was the Hindu Vedic culture characterized by the caste system.  Assumed phenotypic difference between Aryans and Dravidians are defined through skin color (fair Aryans, dark Dravidians), shape of facial features including brow (sloped brow of Aryans, brow ridge of Dravidians) and abilities associated with bodies (white collar desk jobs/temple jobs for Aryans, manual labor for Dravidians).  
The idea that Aryans were culturally and racially superior to Dravidians was solidified during British colonization.  The theory of Aryan difference from Dravidians led to a correlation to caste hierarchy and was endorsed by many 19th century scholars.  The work of Max Müller, a scholar of the Rgveda (who never actually visited India), was highly influential in this regard.  Müller theorized that migrating Aryans were conquerors, destroyed the Indus Valley civilization, pushed the native Dravidians south, and eventually incorporated the Dravidians into the lower rungs of the caste system.  The Aryan conquest theory made caste more understandable.  When race is the unquestioned basis for caste divisions, the way in which kinship, occupations, and purity/pollution rituals additionally and problematically shape boundaries between castes could be foregone.  In Kerala, a Brahmin identity became so sutured to an Aryan racial identity (and low-caste identities to Dravidian) that racial differences are rarely discussed outside of caste differences.
As Brahmin converts, Syrian Christians claim both a high-caste identity and an Aryan racial identity.  The idea that Aryan Christians were “pure” and Dravidians “polluting” reinforced a very real racial divide between fair skinned castes that needed protection and dark skinned castes that had the power to pollute.  Rigid caste practices to guard against such pollution including unaproachability and untouchability strengthened the assumed racial difference between castes.  Included in these caste practices were communal dressing practices.  
Women’s dress and ornamentation are distinctly tied to notions of community identity.  Donning a particular dress indicates distinction from other communities and identification with one’s own community.  In this way, dress binds us to particular communal norms.  It also makes us identifiable to those norms.  Clothes are often perceived as expressions and extensions of the wearer.  The proximity to the body gives clothing a special potential for such elaboration.  However, this elaboration is rarely ever about belonging to one social category along, but to many different social categories simultaneously.  Clothing thus represents the intersections of the multiple social identities enacted by individuals in their daily-life practices.  This phenomenon is perhaps most aptly illustrated in women’s religious dress.  Clothing regulations for women are often tied to a patriarchal religious moves to control women’s sexuality.  Thus, for women, proper feminine behavior is enacted through the donning of religious clothing.  A “good” Christian woman wearing the dress of her religion would be easily recognizable.  Dress was therefore an effective means of non-verbal communication that manifested cultural values and exercised social control through a projection of identity.  In order to remain in adherence with religious and gender norms defined by (male members of) the religious community, dress became something Syrian Christian women actively subscribed to. 

Switch gears and talk about the different types of dress in colonial Kerala.
Namboodiri Brahmin Slide
White dress was a mandate for the Namboodiri Brahmins of Kerala according to the aesthetic Sankara’s Sixty-four Anaacharams—directives that the Namboodiri community followed.  Additionally, Anaacharam thirty states that Namboodiri Brahmins should not wash their own clothes.  Kerala’s Namboodiri women traditionally wore a white/cream colored garment known as rouka; an unstitched cloth tied at the breasts.  Gold ornaments were permitted.  Namboodiri women were restricted from leaving the house without a chaperone and if they did leave the house, were required to use a palm umbrella to cover their faces from others.
Nayar Women Slide
Nayar women, also considered forward-caste, wore the same cream colored cloth as Namboodiri women and special ornaments that could include gold.  Nayar women tied the cream cloth, the mundu, at the waist and were also allowed to wear a breast cloth, a long broad cloth that was worn across the breasts and over the shoulder.  
Nayar Slide 2
As the Syrian Christians were viewed as higher-caste, they too were socially allowed to wear white.  Syrian Christian women used the same white mundu as Nayar women.  Yet it was tied differently than the Nayars with a fanned tail and called thuni instead of mundu.  
Fan Tail Slide
In the early 19th century, Syrian Christian women wore a jacket known as the kuppayam.  These jackets gave way to the use a white chatta, a v-neck shirt.  
Kunnika/Chatta Slide
Over generations, the length of the sleeve has changed; but since the late 19th century, the combination of the chatta and the thuni became the norm.  Elongated bored earlobes and large gold hooped earrings worn at the top of the ear called kunnika were also specific to Syrian Christians.  
Similar to the Nayar breast cloth, Syrian Christian women additionally wore a cloth covering over breast known as the kavani.  
Kavani Slide
They were also allowed to carry an umbrella to shield themselves in the fashion of Namboodiri Brahmin women.

The fact that the Namboodiri rouka, Nayar munda/breast cloth and the Syrian Christian thuni and kavani were all garments made from a seamless cloth had relation to high-caste Hinduism: Unstitched and draped clothing represented auspiciousness and purity in that it was considered to hold fewer pollutants than stitched clothing.  In contrast, Muslim dress was seen as impure in that the salwar kamize or churidar was stitched.  In her ethnography on dress in North India, Emma Tarlo explains that the division between stitched/Muslim and draped/Hindu clothing was never clear cut as Hindus wore stitched clothing centuries before Muslim migration to North India.  The religious division between stitched and unstitched clothing rigidified only in the 19th century when it became “traditional” to use unstitched clothing during Hindu ritual performances.  Because of so-called “religious tradition,” the adoption of unstitched white clothing by Syrian Christians denoted an association to a high-caste Hindu identity and a privileging of religions associated with high-caste Hinduism separated from low-caste Dravidians and Muslim communities.
The whiteness of high-caste clothing of Namboodiris, Nayars and Syrian Christians also represented Aryan racial purity Very literally, one’s racial identity was reflected in the shade of cloth.  
As differentiation of groups by dress was a gendered practice, wearing of chatta/thuni was a passage into womanhood for Syrian Christian women.  Thus, the chatta/thuni was something that one actively subscribed to—a part of one’s individual gender identity as much as it projected religious, race and caste homogeneity.  In the early 20th century and into the 1940s in villages, most Syrian Christian female toddlers wore the kumpala, a leaf-type covering made from the areca nut tree.  They then graduated to a small towel, a thorthu, tied around the waist which was worn without gender distinction by boys as well.  Women were commonly educated up until the 4th standard and would wear the thorthu to school.  After 4th standard, women were to stay at home, learn domestic duties, and to marry soon after.  At this time, young women switched completely from wearing the thorthu to the chatta/thuni.  Many research participants coming of age before Indian independence described this shift as a rite of passage from girlhood to womanhood—to new domestic responsibility and married life.  SLIDE  according to chinnamma:
I never wore a pavada (skirt) and blouse because it was more expensive.  It was only 4 chakram for a chatta/thuni and so I wore a thorthu until my mother had me do housework.  At 12 years old, I had to put the curry on and sweep before going to school.  Right after I finished with school, I got married in chatta/thuni.  I was the only one here in my husband’s house during the day, so my days were filled with housework and housework is done in chatta/thuni.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Chinamma, Interview by author.  Jan 15, 2008.   In this paper, the names of research participants have been changed to protect their anonymity.  Community leaders, whose opinions, names, and organizational identities are already a matter of public record, gave permission to be quoted by name.  
Chakram was currency of Travancore State (south Kerala) prior to Indian Independence.  ] 


Indeed, the chatta/thuni was often given at marriage as part of a girl’s dowry.
Slide of Bride
The ties between dress and womanhood resulted in a defined concept of feminine morality for all Kerala women. 
White draped clothes and the ability to cover became intimately tied to the chastity and controlled sexuality of upper-caste Aryan women.  Namboodiri women were known as anterjanams or those who live inside.  When anterjanams reached puberty they were therein to follow strict rules of seclusion and were known as asuryampasyakal or those who should never see the sun.  Unmarried anterjanams and widows were to remain virgins.  Inside the Namboodiri illam, or complex, their movements were further restricted to women’s quarters and women were completely separated from the family when menstruating.  These restrictions on mobility ensured chastity.  Syrian Christian’s women’s movements were also highly restricted.  As related by a 93 year old chatta/thuni and kunnika wearing Syrian Christian village woman who married in the 1930s, 
SLIDE

My in-laws wouldn’t let me go anywhere after marriage, not even to my younger sisters’ marriages because it would reflect badly on the family…Every Sunday I could go to church, but my husband would say ‘you can only go if you ask me for permission.’  The minute you tell them [in-laws] you’re going, they will say ‘the second mass ends, you should be home.’[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  Mariamma.  Interview by author. Feb 22, 2008.] 


A Syrian Christian woman in the public space during times other than mass/religious functions would be easily recognizable.  This could quite easily reflect poorly on her family and community and thus, there was an imperative to restrict one’s movements in order to ensure female sexual morality.  
In comparison to the high-caste Aryan Namboodiri, Nayar and Syrian Christian women, low-caste Dravidian women were low-caste Dravidian women were forbidden to cover their breasts with clothing.  
Slide
This fueled an assumption that low-caste Dravidian women were licentious and sexually available for high-caste men.  Women of the lower-castes were almost exclusively engaged as manual agricultural laborers to land owning high-caste Aryan Hindus and Christians.  They performed jobs that included collecting manure, transplanting and weeding—considered the most polluting agricultural jobs.  Low-caste Dravidian women often traveled outside their residences to the estates of the high-caste Aryan Hindus and Christians and participated in manual labor side-by-side the men of their communities. 
 Slide
The feminine moral identity defined through mobility restrictions was thus unavailable to lower-caste Dravidian women.  
Their Dravidian status was marked through clothing as well.  The Dalit casted Pulayan and Parayan, women were required to wear only soiled clothing and prohibited from washing their own clothes.  
Slide
Certain low-castes served as washerwomen for the higher-castes further separating their own clothing practices from those of high-caste Aryan Hindus and Christians.  If indeed clothing is an extension of the body, then the relation between the Dravidian racial identity and non-white/soiled clothes cannot be diminished.  Ornamentation also set caste and racial differences between communities.  Pulaya and Paraya women were not allowed to wear gold ornaments and traditionally wore the calla malla or iron necklace to denote a closeness to the earth that eventually became a symbol of their slavery.  
The chatta/thuni was a reflection of the co-constitutive social categories of caste, race, a feminine moral identity and religion.  As a religion that claimed Aryan and Brahmin roots, only Syrian Christian women were allowed to wear this dress.  Christians converted by Western missionaries from lower-caste Hindu fold and/or Muslim religion were not able to switch to the Syrian Christian dress after conversion.  These strict clothing mandates eventually led to the infamous 19th century breast cloth controversy, agitations for caste and religious rights, and eventual social reform.

The Breast Cloth Controversy
In the 19th century, British missionaries were appalled by the bare-breasted custom especially mandated to low-caste Dravidian women in Kerala.  The custom of bare-breastedness, however, was not limited to the lower-castes.  Bare-breastedness was thought to be a sign of subservience to God.  In presence of royal family, uncovered breasts were a token of obeisance.  Many sections of society also practiced bare-breastedness—high-caste Syrian Christian women included.
Slide
But under no circumstances were low-caste Dravidian women allowed to cover while high-caste Aryan women had the options of the rouka, breast cloth, kavani or chatta.  For Western Christian missionaries, the allowance of covering the breasts represented “a symbol of upward mobility through the idiom of modesty.”[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  Kent, Eliza.  Converting Women: gender and Protestant Christianity in Colonial South India.  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 205.] 

The breast cloth agitation in Kerala originated largely from the Nadar community in the princely state of Travancore (South Kerala) in the early 19th century when British missionaries converted thousands of Nadars to Protestant Christianity.  The Nadars were a low-caste Hindu community and were employed largely as agricultural laborers.  As low-castes, the Nadar women were forbidden from covering their breasts and began to agitate for the right to cover their breasts soon after their mass conversion.  British Regent Colonel John Munro, appointed in 1810, issued a circular order allowing Nadar Christian women to cover with the Syrian Christian kuppayam or jacket.  Yet the Nadar women did not don the Syrian Christian jacket as ordered.  They instead preferred the breast cloth worn by Hindu upper-caste Nayar women.  High-caste Hindus reacted by stripping the breast cloth off Nadar women and forcing re-conversions to Hinduism.  To upper-caste Hindus, the wearing of the breast cloth was considered a challenge to the entire social system.  High-caste Hindus appealed to the Travancore Maharani by arguing that if low-caste women used the high-caste cloth, no distinction could be made between castes.[footnoteRef:4]   [4:  Yesudas, 73.] 

Because of high-caste pressure, the Travancore monarchy resisted changing the custom of bare-breastedness.  Maharani Gowri Parvati Bai followed Regent Monro’s circular with a proclamation in 1829 allowing women to cover with the Syrian Christian jacket, but not with the Hindu upper-caste breast cloth.  Pressure from British missionaries on princely government increased, yet the Travancore monarchy would not back down.  In December of 1858, the Dewan of Travancore issued another proclamation in stating:
Slide
It has been brought to the notice of the [government] that some [Nadar] women have begun to wear upper-clothes in the fashion different from that hitherto customary and that this gives occasion to quarrels between [Nadars] and [Nayars] and other high caste people…conduct in violation of old usages is not proper, and is punishable.  This the [Nadars] should bear in mind, and shape their conduct accordingly.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Diwan T. Madhava Row  proclamation of December 27th, 1858.  Trans in Yesdudas, 170.] 


Less than a year later, Travancore’s Maharaja Utram Tirunal Mathanda Varma declared on that Nadar women could cover their breasts with clothing other than the Syrian Christian jacket, but not the Nayar breast cloth.  High-caste Hindus therefore continued their campaign against Nadar women’s use of the cloth.  The public stripping of women wearing the breast cloth, and looting/burning of Nadar Christian homes made the breast cloth issue one of the most visible caste movements in India.  The violence did not die down until 1865 when the Travancore Raja issued a final proclamation allowing all castes the right to cover.  
For British missionaries, helping to change clothing mandates and allow Dravidian low-caste women to cover represented tangible evidence that they were aiding Indian society as a whole.  Discourse on sex, nakedness and clothing in the colonies became essential in order to discipline populations through the surveillance of the “improper” sexuality of the colonized.  This opened the door for gender as a justification for colonization of South Asia.  As Bernard Covering native women was painted as a civilizing move by the colonizing British.  Emma Tarlo rightly explains that early Western male ethnographers were often preoccupied with native female nakedness.  Studies on nakedness in the colonies served to make the colonized knowable and quantifiable defined in and through Western patriarchal assumptions of the native female body.  Women’s dress therefore became the axis upon which discussions of modern social morality revolved in South India as well.  
The eventual success of the agitation led to two significant results: it brought national attention to many of the egregious caste and gender practices of Kerala and began multiple rights based social movements that relied on changing the system in and through highlighting unfreedoms of low-caste Dravidians and women in Kerala.  That is, the breast cloth controversy ushered in a new era of social reform based on caste identities.  The converted Nadars were able to use their caste identity to point out a social injustice and this eventually led to social change.  Simultaneously, high-caste identities were also solidified in relation to the Nadar breast cloth movement.  Communal identities were politicized and unified members of groups based on their racial, caste, and/or religious identities.  It is clear, then, that the “communalization” of peoples had significant implications for political power.
Yet after such a struggle to maintain/dismantle bodily differences between groups, women of all castes and religions suddenly abandoned the caste, racial and religious clothing and opted for the sari.  In less than a generation, the chatta/thuni, rouka and the Nayar breast cloth vanished from use—as did the calla malla and bare-breastedness.  

Generational Slide
The chatta/thuni and kunnika has literally become a dying tradition.  Today, only women in their late 80s and into their 90s can be seen wearing the garment.  The shift to the sari was quick and comprehensive.  That is, Kerala women of all castes, religions and races abandoned their respective clothing and the clothing they had fought to wear in favor of the sari.  As such, the visibility of women in public spaces profoundly changed.  One could no longer say, “she is a Syrian Christian woman,” “she is a Brahmin woman,” or “she is a Dravidian woman.”  But only, “She is a woman.”  Why did this sudden shift take place?  Further, what happened to Kerala’s communalism as expressed through dress?  In other words, why was it seemingly abandoned when it historically proved to be such a powerful marker of unity and a political platform in which to fight for rights through a unified community identity?    

The Secular Sari-Clad Subject 
These abrupt changes in Kerala society need to be contextualized and cannot be divorced from the emerging ideal of the secular Indian citizen removed from the religious, race and caste based identities of the past.  Secularism as an abstract concept operates as if religion is outside its frame.  Yet secularism either as a politic or an ideal is in itself never separate from religion.  In India, personal laws including marriage, divorce, and inheritance are determined by one’s religion.  As such, the family and significant areas of gender relations come under the jurisdiction of the state.  Since personal laws are based on religion, religion is seen to divide the peoples of India making for a particular conception of the world that influences how secularism functions in the nation-state.  In that regard, secularism in India means much more than just the separation of Church and state.  It also entails the regulation of religion and active involvement by the state in the name of protecting religious minorities.  
After the religious-based violence of the Partition and continued clashes between Hindus and Muslims, the Indian-nation state wrote secular protections into the 1950 Indian constitutions (articles 25-30 especially protect religious minority citizens in India).  
The question remained, however, as to how the nation-state could create national unity while Indian citizens were divided from one another by religious personal laws.  Further, as religion was such an encompassing identity in India—especially following the religious based violence of Partition—how could the state unify its majority and minority citizens through a secular agenda?  A narrative emerged that divided Indian history into the pre-independence communal nation-state and post-independence secular nation-state.  The pre-secular subject was only afforded a role given by God and steeped in backwards tradition.  Post-secular subjects, on the other hand, seem to be makers of their own history and split temporally from the religious identities that came before.  The narrative was pervasive and it privileged secular ideals as the founding ideals of the new nation.[footnoteRef:6]  In turn, protecting minorities through secular policies became extremely important moves by the state to legitimize which religious minority citizens belonged to the nation-state.  A “good” minority would place a citizen identity above all others and thus deserve protections from the state.  Secularism offered a legitimate place in the nation-state for religious minorities.  Additionally, it appealed to many sections of society in that it was seen as more egalitarian than the social ordering of the past where one was arbitrarily placed into a social system by the caste and religion one was born into.   [6:  For example, Krishna Kumar documents how the National Council on Education and Research Training (NCERT) initiated a national social science curriculum for school children in 1961 based on this communal to secular timeline.  See Kumar, Krishna.  Prejudice and Pride: School Histories of the Freedom Struggle in India and Pakistan.  (New Delhi: Penguin Books, 2001), 50-55.] 

It is therefore significant that the homogenization of women donning the sari and shying away from religious, race, and caste based women’s dress of the previous era coincides with the rise of the ideal secular subject in the newly created Indian nation-state.  The sari was held up as something progressive and modern, something that was fashionable, and something that related to a national identity as opposed to a communitarian identity of the past subjected onto one by birth.  Choosing to don the sari as opposed to the chatta/thuni was a projection modern secular ideals as much as it reflected the desire for autonomous agency.  Kochathreshamma, a 79 year old Syrian Christian woman who wears the chatta/thuni but rejected the kunnika related this shift to me as such: 
Slide
I had an older sister that had kunnika.  But she took it off and hid it from our father because it wasn’t in fashion.  Now, you cannot strictly tell if woman is Syrian Christian because she wears either full sari or churidar [salwar kamise] and no more chatta/thuni.  It won’t come back, it has gone.  Now will anyone use it?  No, they won’t!  It won’t ever come back and why should it?  We shouldn’t know another’s jati [caste] through clothing anyway.  We should only be secular.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Kochathreshamma. Interview by author.  Jan 2, 2008.] 


In this narrative, it is clear that Kochathreshamma and her sister exercised individual agency in rejecting the kunnika.  Embedded in her comment is the notion of individual choice in donning the sari as opposed to the communal mandates on dress that characterized pre-secular India.  Since women from all communities sacrificed sectional interests by donning the sari, this sartorial choice essentially homogenized women in post-independence India.  Not being able to identify one by dress was seen by many research participants as a positive change in society.
Feminist scholar Nivedita Menon further explains the way in which secularism led to the homogenization of identity in and through modern citizenship in “State/Gender/Community: Citizenship in Contemporary India.”  Menon argues that secularism in India served; a) bourgeois democracy; b) capitalist transformation of economy through the creation of an unmarked citizen and; c) social justice in the liberal equality sense.[footnoteRef:8]  This second point, capitalist transformation of the economy through the creation of an unmarked citizen, is exemplified in the change from Kerala’s caste, race, religious, and gender differentiation though dress to the secular sari—which only differentiated men from women.  Kerala’s economy underwent a profound shift post-independence.  The caste and race privileged Syrian Christians were able to take advantage the reclamation of forest and wetlands and transformed paddy lands to highly profitable rubber tree and tea plantations.  The commercialization of agricultural transformed Kerala society from feudal to capitalist and led to the monetization of the state’s economy.  With cash reserves, the Syrian Christians became notorious in the banking industry during the 1950s.  They also established the majority of private educational institutions in the state during this time.  Their rising class position was offset by a growing rate of unemployment and the plight of the landless poor adversely affected by the capitalist transformation of the economy.  Strikes and campaigns against landlords, for reduced working hours, for more wages and less rent began to be daily fixtures in Kerala.  Kerala made history by democratically electing the first communist government in the world in 1957.  The Communist Party galvanized its base via class identities and called for caps on land ownership, land distribution and tenant rights, educational reform, the nationalization of transportation and for new economic and development schemes.  The rising gap between the rich and the poor illustrates Kerala’s rapid change from a feudal to capitalist society in an era when the unmarked sari- clad citizen was becoming the norm. [8:  Menon, Nivedita.  “State/Gender/Community: Citizenship in Contemporary India.”  Economic and Political Weekly.  33. No 5.  (January 31, 1998): PE-5.] 

Yet, as Nivedita Menon further elucidates in “Living with Secularism,” the unmarked secular citizen engendered by the capitalist transformation of the economy is in fact implicitly marked as Hindu upper-caste and upper-class while other identities are pushed underground.  Indeed, the switch to the sari can be seen not merely as a move that homogenized women, but as a move that internalized an upper-class, upper-caste Hindu identity as the ideal.  As mentioned, Hindu clothing was differentiated from Muslim clothing because it was draped and unstitched.  Unstitched cloth is considered to be “pure” and therefore associated with upper-castes as well.  The evolution of this difference in women’s clothing manifests itself today in the unstitched Hindu sari and the stitched Muslim churidar.  If we are to understand that the sari is Hindu and unstitched cloth is upper-caste, then the acceptance of the sari by Syrian Christian women reveals the adoption of a custom implicitly marked as upper-caste Hindu.  Not only was the sari accepted, but Syrian Christian women began wearing the pottu or bindi, previously only worn by Hindus.  They also shunned the Syrian Christian kunnika, and like Hindu women, began wearing earrings.  
The sari is also deceptively marked as upper-class.  With the sari, changing fashions in patterns and textures of cloth—from silk to later synthetic fabrics—highlighted class differences between women.  That is, the expensive fabrics and patterns were only available to those families with the means to buy.  Even today, the ever changing trends in fabrics, embellishments, cut of the blouse’s neckline, shoulder style and sleeve length, stands in for an ability to keep up with an upper-class ideal.  Yet even this division is masked through an assumption that one’s class standing can be transcended through education.  Kerala’s often referenced literacy rates and education of all castes, religions and both genders creates the illusion that this class difference between sari wearers is only a marginal difference that one can overcome by individual enterprise.[footnoteRef:9]    [9:  Kerala state has a 90% literacy rate, and females are educated in numbers comparable to males.  However, the correlation between education and female empowerment is additionally highly simplified.  ] 

I would add to Menon’s analysis that while the unmarked secular citizen is implicitly marked as Hindu, upper-caste and upper-class, it also reflects the perceived sexually morality of upper-caste women and an Aryan identity of the previous age.  Codes of honor value different virtues for men and women.  Yet they are most visible in the distinctions between “good” and “bad” women.  Recall that white clothing, the ability to cover, and proximity to the home was a reflection of the modesty and chastity of upper-caste, Aryan women.  Little has changed since Indian independence.
The public space of Kerala today is primarily gender stratified with separate spaces denoted for men and women at bus stops, in trains/busses, temples, churches, men and women only colleges, public protests, processions, and self segregation at cultural and political events.  In addition, the public space is male dominated at night.  The discourse that arises with female mobility is associated with a woman’s morality and chastity.  Kerala ranks first in India in crimes against women—rape, domestic violence, molestation, cruelty.  In the past 15 years, violence against women in Kerala has increased by a staggering 338%.  If a woman needs to be in the public space, a “good” woman would only be in the company of other women.  Additionally, a “good” woman would not travel far from the home or be out at night.  A woman transgressing these norms is seen to only invite sexual violence.  Yet many women have no choice in the matter and poor women are often forced to travel either alone and at night in public spaces.
In Kerala today, female labor force participation is high for low- and middle- income groups and low for high-income groups.  That is, lower-income women work at a high rate while affluent women do not.  Proximity of a job to the home factors into work participation and many affluent women choose to be housewives if employment close to the home cannot be found.  Yet opting for a job that is in proximity to the home is a luxury that only privileged women can afford.  Lower-caste women continued to be employed in manual labor jobs including domestic work and small agricultural labor which requires them to travel long distances from their homes to the homes of the affluent.  Such employment is considered beneath women from affluent communities such as the Syrian Christians and these jobs are shunned in favor of domesticity.  Lower-class women have no comparable privilege to fall back upon and therefore are read as having no morality to protect.  
The link between Aryan racial origins and morality of the previous age is also still alive.  Take, for example, the pennukannal or bride-viewing ritual.  In this custom, the prospective groom and his family visits the prospective bride’s parents.  Sometime during the visit, the prospective bride serves the groom and his family tea and sweets allowing the fairness of her skin to be viewed.  A women’s skin color can be the basis for a rejection/proposal of marriage because the ideal wife/mother is a moral woman, and because morality is determined in part by race.  Therefore, the assumptions from a previous age that tied Syrian Christians to an Aryan identity are kept alive today through marriage practices within the caste/religious group.  The belief that light-skin has been preserved through endogamous (in-faith/caste) marriages simultaneously shapes low-caste Dravidian women’s racial makeup and their perceived morality as well.  Because of in-caste and in-faith marriages, the lightness/darkness of skin is assumed to be static and unchanging.  Therefore, the morality/lack of morality associated with light and dark skin respectively are also seen to be unchanging.  These assumptions make it very difficult to tackle the very real issues of rape, sexual assault and so-called “eve teasing” or the public sexual harassment of unaccompanied working women on the Kerala streets today.
Links between the past and the present are kept intact despite the homogenization of women through the secular sari and the shunning of the religious, caste and race based chatta/thuni.  High-caste Hindu, Aryan and class privileged individuals continue to be protected even as the unmarked secular citizen became the norm around which all other identities were judged.  In fact, the move to the secular sari almost ensures that the race, caste, and religious privileges from the previous age remain intact by pushing the multiplicity of identities under the folds of the sari where they continue to covertly shape communal divisions in society.

Concluding Remarks
Today, the churidar, a women’s dress consisting of a stitched drawstring pant, stitched kurta and shawl, has really taken hold and is fast replacing the sari on the streets of Kerala.  Similar to the change from the chatta/thuni to the sari, the churidar is replacing the sari in one generation.  Even in South India where women tend to wear saris in greater numbers than North Indians, sari weavers are having trouble finding buyers due to the switch to the churidar.  In addition, the art of wrapping the sari on the body is fast becoming a lost art for South Indian women who prefer the churidar.  Many younger women have no idea how to tuck and fold a sari properly leading to the emergence of “ready made saris”—saris with pleats stitched into an elastic waistband of the pavadu (skirt) so one only has to slip it on and throw the remaining fabric over the shoulder.
Yet there is a glaring difference between the change from the chatta/thuni to the sari and from the sari to the churidar.  Even as the churidar is becoming the dress of choice, the sari remains respectable women’s wear.  Hindu temples throughout Kerala have banned the use of the churidar within the temple premises.  If women come to a temple in Kerala wearing the churidar, they are usually asked to cover the bottom half with a mundu.  When the Guruvayur Devaswom Managing Committee passed a resolution to allow women to wear the churidar into the Guruvayur temple, two writ petitions were filed against the decision.
PICTURE
  Likewise, when the Kerala state government issued an order allowing teachers in the state to wear churidars in 2008, private schools (the majority of which are run by Syrian Christians in the state), continued to issue the sari as the dress code for women teachers.  A former Syrian Christian teacher explained to me that Syrian Christian teachers shouldn’t wear churidars because of their professional status.  After all, she explained, teachers were not engaged in manual labor, but professional work.
In contrast, little to no resistance to the sari in places of worship and/or teaching positions was reported when the sari replaced the chatta/thuni in the mid-twentieth century.  I have found neither comparable writ petitions filed against the change from the chatta/thuni to the sari in places of worship nor any government orders “allowing” saris to be worn by women.  According to temple administrator V. Ratheesh, the Guruvayur temple made no formal resolution to allow women to wear saris into the temple when it became the dress of choice for women.  Rather, it appears that the sari was welcomed and considered respectable almost immediately.  The change to the churidar, on the other hand, does not command that same professional quality or instant acceptance in comparison to the change to the sari.  This is despite covering the body more fully than the sari, despite its popularity, and despite “allowances” by the government and certain temples to wear the churidar as a respectable dress.  
The instant success of the sari reveals how powerful the change from religious-, caste- and race- based embodied difference to the secular Indian ideal impacted South Asian society.  Secularism exemplified in the move to the sari led to the seeming disappearance of religious, caste and racial divisions in the public sphere.  As I have illustrated, secularism created an unmarked citizen as an ideal for women in and through the sari.  Yet the promise of dealing with difference via secularism is only achieved in theory.  In the Indian nation-state, especially where personal laws are divided by religion and where the state both intervenes into and separates itself from religious matters in an effort to protect religious minorities, the “unmarked citizen” of the secular state is revealed to have a distinct identity: Aryan, Hindu, upper-caste and affluent.  As the secular subject engenders this as norm which all other subjectivities exist in relation to, casted, raced and classed Others continue to be regulated through racial and sexual norms and the dictates of a previous age.  The reluctance to fully accept the (Muslim) churidar as professional wear should therefore be attributed to the protection of privilege and the way in which the sari conveniently masks divisions between women in order to preserve upper-caste, Aryan and bourgeois hegemony.  







 
