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The matrimony or wedding is one of the most important religious, social and cultural
practices for almost all nations in the world. It involved processes and bringing a
number of meanings that are significant to human society, culture and relationships.
' The rites and rituals observed on the day of wedding play a very significant role in
the marriage. In the customs of upper caste communities, especially among the
Namboothiris of Malabar, there can be seen a number of ritual rites in connection
with marriage. Normally the marriage takes place in brides //lam. In the early period,

the women had no right to select her counterpart.

This paper tries to examines the cultural politics of marriage feasting among Kerala’s
Namboothiri Brahmin community. Namboothiris occupy a dominant position in the
society and the community are connected with the ideas of purity and pollution.?
Marriage ceremonies, shaped by Malayali Namboothiri ritual traditions, this provides
an important mirror through which to examine the relationship between how food
practices and the construction of caste, religion, and social status are connected
among the community. Observation of these rituals reveals how practices of eating
and sharing food makes a distinction of caste and gender, while also showing how

such divisions are continually reworked within changing historical contexts.

Historically, Namboothiri society was characterized by rigid adherence to /llam-
centred domestic rituals, strict vegetarian dietary codes, and principles of ritual
purity that governed every aspect of social life. Marriage feasts were carefully
regulated occasions in which the preparation, serving, and consumption of food
followed codified rules. The selection of ingredients, methods of cooking, the spatial
organisation of dining areas, and the sequencing of dishes all expressed deeply

embedded notions of purity and hierarchy. The study further traces how such
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practices evolved over time, influenced by reform movements of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, increasing education, mobility, and interactions with
non-Brahmin castes. These social change introduced new thoughts with in the
community and these also influenced many rituals especially marriage customs and

the practices associated the marriage feast

Marriage Rituals among the Namboothiri Brahamins in Kerala

In her autobiography, Devaki Nilayamgode writes about the marriage customs of
Namboothiris of Kerala and recall her experiences of the marriage ceremony. She
discusses how she knows about her marriage from her English teacher. According
to her experiencing she wrote that the marriage observed four-day ceremony that
takes place in the bride’s home. Vel//the bride’s family identifies it as penkoda, a term
that literally translates to “sending off a girl to another household as wife.” The bride,
addressed ritualistically as Audi, occupies a central symbolic position, representing

both lineage continuity and ritual purity.?

One of the earliest rituals conducted in both households is Ayiniyunnu. This ceremony
is important to interpret not only in terms of its religious significance but also for its
gendered implications. Ayiniyunnu is exclusively performed by women, bringing
together female relatives of the bride. The exclusion of widows from the ceremony
reflects traditional notions of ritual auspiciousness and purity, illustrating how
gender and marital position shaped with ritual participation. “These exclusions
reveals the ritual ways in which Namboothiri society historically regulated the bodies

of women within ritual spaces.

A particularly important function associated with Namboothiri marriages in the
Malabar region is Audjppeu® symbolising the bride’s ritualised entry into the
groom’s residence. This ritual provides one of the few occasions in which where
women of the groom’s family take central control over the ceremonial proceedings.¢
The welcoming of the bride and groom into the nadumittam, the central quadrangle
of the ancestral house- symbolizes their entry into the core of domestic and
ritualised life way.” The eldest married woman in the groom’s family performs the

ritual offering of appam, emphasizing the role of women as custodians of household
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rituals and domesticity. That this offering is performed in the nadumittam, a space

traditionally associated with ritual sanctity and domesticity.®

Feasting extends across all four days of the ceremony and culminates in the rite
through which the bride is formally recognized as a wife. This transformation is
enacted through a powerful symbolic gesture: the bride consumes food from the
same plantain leaf used by her husband. Before this act, she serves him his meal and
pours water into his cupped palm---a gesture emphasizing service, respect, and
marital hierarchy.” When he rises, she places her right hand on his leaf before eating
from it. Through this practice, which was repeated regularly after marriage, the
Namboothiri woman is ritually integrated into her husband’'s household while
practices also reaffirming patriarchal norms regarding her subordinate household

status.!?

The performance of this ritual meal was deeply intertwined with gender and social
status among the community. The Malayali Namboothiri community strictly follows
the food taboos on Who cooked the food, who served it, and who was permitted to
eat in proximity were all governed by codified rules." Elders, men of ritual standing,
and respected guests occupied the most auspicious spaces, while other, especially
women, younger family members, and individuals of ambiguous ritual status, were
placed in socially delineated positions.Women’s central role in preparing and
coordinating the feast reinforced the ideology of domestic purity, even as it
simultaneously restricted them to gendered labour, revealing the intricate

relationship between reverence and subordination within the ritual economy.

These practices did not remain fixed. From the late nineteenth century, reform
movements, both within and outside the Namboothiri community is began to address
these customs and practices. As more people entered new professions and
interacted more closely with non-Brahmin groups, earlier restrictions around
commensality started to loosen. The marriage feast reflects these shifts in small but
noticeable ways: ingredients vary, cooking is no longer restricted to traditional caste

roles, and seating is often less rigid than before. Even the sadhya shows change, with
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the order of dishes sometimes adjusted to suit present-day preferences, while still

appearing to follow established tradition.

The Malayali Namboothiri marriage feasting strictly follows ritual codes and

distinctions on food culture and their food ways remain integral in to the making and

remaking of their social identity in Kerala. Namboothiri marriage feasting, therefore,

is not only a marker of continuity but also an object where gradual transformation

takes place, demonstrating the dynamic ways in which culture evolves over time

End notes

E
UG

Arjun Appadurai, “Gastro-Politics in Hindu South Asia.” American Ethnologist vol. 8, no. 3, 1981,
pp. 494-511.

2. Robin Jeffrey, 7The Decline of Nair Dominance, Sussex University Press, London 1976, p,20-23,

3. Unni NamboothiriVol. lll, No. 8, 3 September, 1924.

4, Mullenzhi Sivadasan Namboothiri, Namboothiri Yogakeshma Sabha Charithrathilude
(Mal.),Panchangakam, Pusthakasala, Kunnamamkulam, 2011, p. 55.

5. Unni Namboothiri;Vol. lll, No. 8, 3 Op.cit.

6. Deepa G., The Politics of Food and Cuisine: Religion, Power and Gender in the Making Food in
Colonial Malabar, Unpublished PhD Thesis, Department of History, Sree Shankaracharya
University of Sanskrit, Kalady,2016, p.73.

7. V.T.Bhattathiripad, V.7Tyude Prabashanagal (Mal.), Mathrubhumi Books, Kozhikode, 2013, p. 27.

8. Deepa G, 7he Politics of Food and Cuisine: Religion, Power and Gender in the Making Food in
Colonial Malabar, Unpublished PhD Thesis, Department of History, Sree Sankaracharya
University of Sanskrit, Kalady,2016, Op.citp..74.

9. Cherkad Govinda Pishardy, Jeevithapatha (Mal.), Deshabhimani Books, Thiruvananthapuram,
1984, pp. 54-55.

10. Ibid.

1. Deepa G., Op.cit, p.74.

Kerala History and Studies Journal 10 IP Address: 216.73.216.134 Downloaded: 04-Oct-2026 16:41 IST



