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Abstract 

This paper is an attempt to bring out the marginalised sect into the limelight to make an 

awareness of the depth of inhuman atrocities meted out to the oppressed of the suppressed 

class of people, especially women. To be more precise, the story speaks volumes of the 

sufferings that have been silently endured by the women of the upper caste, more so of the 

cries of widows, due to the orthodox practices in the upper caste, Namboodar is in the state 

of Kerala. The story, Fear of Pulayas authored by N.S. Madhavan mirrors the condition of 

living of these subaltern women. Madhavan has given a befitting climax to the social evils 

that had prevailed in Kerala in the name of following certain age-old practices in a 

patriarchal perspective. Breaking the norms and liberating herself from the clutches of the 

caste system, Savitri, the victim of humiliation, the upper caste Antherjanam holds the hands 

of Chathan, the Pulaya and hoots like a Pulaya. 
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The Pulayas are one of the scheduled 

castes of the former Cochin state. They 

are Hindus forming one of the main 

social groups in modern day Kerala 

and Karnataka as well as in historical 

Tamilnadu. Pulayars are noted for 

their music, craftsmanship and their 

unique dance forms such as Kotam-

thullal, a mask dance which is part of 

their exorcism rituals, as well as the 

Mudi-attam or hair dance which has its 

origins in a fertility ritual. They were a 

class of people with primitive practices 

and beliefs. Some of the notable 

members of the community are: 

Ayyankali (1863-1941), a social 

reformer; K.P.Vallon (1894-1940), a 

social reformer; Pampady John Joseph 

(1887-1940) a social reformer. 

The economic status of the Pulayas 

parallels their spiritual state. They are 

enslaved by a host of false gods, 

including Mankombu Bhagwati, Siva, 

Vishnu and Ayyappa.They are a group 

known for their artistic talents like 
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basket making, farming and carriers of 

a folk tradition of song and dance. They 

are good at storytelling and singing 

folksongs. They spend their leisure 

dancing and singing to the music of 

drums and stringed instruments. They 

were the primitive dwellers of Kerala. 

They were called as adivasis.They lived 

with many drawbacks and disabilities 

like denial of access in the social, 

economic, educational, occupational, 

religious and political circles. 

The word Pulaya means Pela birth and 

death pollution. Pulayas were treated 

as concrete symbols of pollution by the 

uppercastes. The Pulayas worshipped 

ancestral spirits and even demons such 

as Mallan, Madan, Parukutty. They 

conducted annual festivals to 

propitiate these demons by sacrificing 

animals and offering their blood. Their 

dwellings were not clean and they 

were therefore thought to be filthy and 

polluted. They lived in huts called as 

madams which were dirty. However 

the changing times have ushered a new 

era of dawn into the lives of such 

downtrodden people. The government 

of India has been bringing new 

schemes to uplift the underprivileged 

class. To improve the conditions of the 

scheduled castes, till the end of 1982, 

about 1,22,000 families belonging to 

Scheduled castes and Scheduled tribes 

were benefitted by the programme of 

distribution of Land. 

Towards the end of the second decade 

of this century, the policy of assigning 

land to the poor was accepted; this 

paved way for a social and economic 

mobility and independence. The sun 

began to rise into their dark dwellings 

too. The winds of change gushed into 

the hamlets of Pulayas, sweeping in its 

course many of the rigid customary 

practices that held them for 

generations. This gave way for drastic 

changes to happen and ushered a new 

dawn into their lives. 

The current era has been witnessing 

the upsurge of human rights providing 

justice and compensation to the 

affected in a remarkably short duration 

that shook the very root of socio-

economic state of a region. Moreover 

the abolition of slavery and bonded 

labour has allowed new freedom to the 

suppressed. This has become a civil 

revolution where National 

development and schemes to uplift the 

downtrodden was considered most 

important issue in terms of the 

international status of a country. This 

transition from the traditional to 

modern, society founded on the 

principle of equality has become the 

mantra of global communities. This is 

true of the Pulaya community too. One 
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of their prayers was to be represented 

in the society as people of light and life 

and no more people of pollution. Their 

prayers were answered.  

N.S.Madhavan is an Indian writer of 

Malayalam literature describes about 

Pulayas in his work, Fear of Pulayas. 

He is known for his debut novel, 

Lanthan Batheriyile Luthiniyakal and a 

host of short stories such as Huguita, 

Thirithu, Chulaimedile Shavangal and 

Vanmarangal Veezhumpol. He 

regularly contributes articles on 

football and travel. He is a 

distinguished Fellow of Kerala Sahitya 

Akademi and a recipient of several 

major awards like Odakkuzhal Award, 

Kerala Sahitya Academy Award for his 

short story, Kerala Shifty Academy 

award for his novel, Muttathu Varkey 

Award, Mathrubhumi Literary Award 

and Crossword Book Award. 

A very striking feature about his story 

is how it represents the uncertainties, 

ambiguities and tragedies of the 

modern world. Madhavan is a brilliant 

story teller with a definite message 

strongly and subtly conveyed through 

his story. He is a realist and a 

communist at core who looks at the 

uneven laws of the society as through a 

broken glass reflecting various images 

sneering at the class divisions and its 

repercussions on particular 

communities. He condemns such laws 

and boldly makes his characters break 

such strong conventions. He makes an 

attempt to dissolve the line of control 

or the boundary that divides human 

race based on various parameters 

conveniently fixed by a few on the 

majority. Madhvan voices out to this 

lower rung of people by saying that 

due to the prolonged suppression 

meted out to their community, the 

Pulayas revolted against the upper 

caste people. One of the customary acts 

in the annual feast when people of all 

castes met was that the Pulaya men 

would try to catch the hands of the 

upper caste women in the name of a 

ritual much outdated, but such women 

were treated as outcastes by their men. 

Such a woman had no option but to go 

behind the pulaya man who caught her 

hand.This practice gave the Pulaya 

men great joy as they could outsmart 

their masters. The pollution spread to 

the upper caste homes. This seemed to 

be a clever game of avenging their 

oppressors. Madhavan uses this as a 

technique and gives a twist in the end 

to his short story. 

N.S. Madhavan’s short story, Fear of 

Pulayas is the story of a young widow 

who goes in search of her destiny and 

finds a pulaya youth thereby she 

enriching her oppressed isolated life 
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with a new meaning. The story brings 

out the hypocrisy of the widow 

Savitri’s husband and the typical 

Namboodari setup with its rigid 

orthodoxy; Savitri does not fit into this 

society right from the day of her 

marriage. 

One can find the revolutionary spirit 

and the Marxist ideologies of the 

author who is known for his wit and 

sarcasm when he deals with some of 

the social issues that nurture 

discrimination and suppression in the 

name of caste or class. He is a social 

critic who brings to light many such 

atrocities that prevailed in the state of 

Kerala. 

Savitri is a young woman with great 

desires and expectations from life. She 

was even allowed to learn English 

language and read English books .Her 

Husband would encourage her to be a 

learned woman. But unfortunately he 

dies very early and she becomes a 

young widow. She is quite vulnerable. 

The story revolves around Savitri and 

her plight as a young widow belonging 

to the upper caste Namboodari family, 

who becomes a victim of the rigidities 

of her caste. The author writes, 

Her Father-in-law, the senior most 

male member of the Puthinapally 

family shouted at her to “Get out at 

once...This is no place for people like 

you. Get out, will you, you despicable 

creature”. (204) 

It was ill fated for her when she was 

accused of misbehaving with a young 

boy in the house. The elders believed 

the words of the boy who tried to save 

himself from being pointed out by 

Savitri who silently endured the insults 

for she was helpless and lonely. 

Though Savitri spends her days and 

nights craving and yearning for a 

companion she was   not at fault when 

that incident happened. The young 

boy, Parameswaran was hit by a stick 

in defence by Savitri when he tried to 

misbehave. He started to bleed and 

runs out of her room. Fearing the 

elders, he puts the blame on Savitri.She 

is sent out of the home. 

Savitri goes in search of the meaning of 

her life towards the river. Chathan, the 

Pulaya youth was walking towards his 

home. Savitri, clad in white asks him to 

help her cross the river. The pulaya 

boy denies her request and tries to 

avoid the upper caste woman. Savitri 

in a desperate haste catches his hand 

and they go past the waters. She felt 

comfortable and secure in his hold. She 

was not anymore lonely. Caste was not 

a barrier to a destitute woman, 

“Standing close to Chathan so that their 
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bodies touched, Savitri bent forward 

and hooted loudly.”(205) 

Hooting is part of the Pulaya tradition 

and practice to which Savitri now 

belonged. So she hoots loudly. The 

author very cleverly shows the 

merging of the socially divided beings, 

dissolving the boundaries and 

emphasizing that “the language of the 

body” has no discriminations except in 

the binaries of the sex. The thirst that 

Savitri buried in her body all these 

days felt quenched when she found 

Chathan’s company as she held his 

hands. 

There is an interesting practice that 

prevailed during the early 20th century. 

After the abolition of the slavery; the 

Pulayas went on a rampant and 

followed a practice of touching the 

hands of upper caste women in the 

name of rituals and indigenous 

practices. Those women who were 

touched by the Pulaya men had to live 

them. 

In this story Madhavan makes a twist 

in this practice. It is Savitri who holds 

the hands of the Pulaya youth, Chathan 

and chooses to live with him happily. 

She finds the meaning of her existence 

in this life now. Her inner call is 

answered .A powerful message of 

breaking the rigid barriers and 

marching towards a classless society is 

conveyed here. The real feelings of a 

widow, who is marginalised and made 

to believe as a subaltern are heard and 

witnessed in the final act of Savitri who 

breaks the norms and receives 

contentment. The subaltern who was 

not allowed to speak now acts boldly 

to satisfy her natural needs. 
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