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ABSTRACT The prevalence, pattern, socio-economic correlates and temporal trends in consanguinity among
Mudaliar, a Hindu Backward Community of Palakkad District of Kerala were studied by conducting survey and
structured interview on 412 randomly selected families. Consanguineous marriages are found to be 31.6% of all the
marriages contracted with a mean coefficient of inbreeding, F= 0.0235. First cousin marriages are found to be the
predominant type (15.8%), followed by uncle-niece type (6.6%) and second cousin marriages (5.8%). Relationship
between consanguinity and region of residence of the couples was found conspicuously higher in rural areas relative
to urban areas. The relationship between consanguinity and educational status of women showed a negative
association. A consistently declining trend in consanguinity from older to younger generation is not evident among
the Mudaliar, which contradicts the general trends prevailing in most populations of the world. It is suggested that
propensity to marry a relative has not changed much over time among this immigrant community of Kerala. Their
strong belief in following the Dravidian culture and traditions, together with socio-economic and educational
backwardness acting hand in hand may be the reason for the high prevalence of consanguinity among them.
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INTRODUCTION

Marriage between first degree relatives or
close biological relatives is often prohibited in
most world populations throughout human his-
tory. Consanguineous marriages, often viewed
as objectionable, are more widespread in many
social groups than commonly perceived. The
concern of geneticists is that inbreeding signi-
ficantly influences the health status of
population, since most genetic defects and dis-
orders in humans are due to recessive genes
and inbreeding is expected to increase homo-
zygosity of such genes, in turn leading to incre-
ased levels of pre-reproductive mortality,
morbidity and congenital malformations.

Despite many perceived ill- effects in inbred
progeny, consanguineous marriages are
encouraged and often considered as the prefe-
rential choice in many population groups. The
global prevalence of consanguinity varies among
different population groups. In the populations

of South America, Southern Europe and Japan,
the consanguineous unions account for only 1-
5% of all the marriages. In the Middle East, South
Asia, Central Asia, North Africa and South
Indian populations, consanguineous union
accounts for 20% to over 50% (Bittles 1994 ) of
all the marriages contracted. Corry (2002) has
reported a relatively high rate (50-60%) of
consanguinity among the Pakistani community
in Britain. However, in some Middle Eastern
countries where high rate of consanguinity was
prevalent, a recent decline has been reported
(Hamamy et al. 2005 ), while a rise in the rate of
consanguinity has been reported in the United
Arab Emirites and Qatar ( Al-Gazali et al. 1997; El
Mouzan et al. 2008 ) and little or no change in
the rate of consanguineous unions reported in
the populations of South India; Pakistan and
Iran (Ahamed et al. 1992; Bittles 2002; Bittles
and Black 2010). The South Indian states in
general strongly favor consanguinity and its
prevalence varies from 52% in population of
Tamil Nadu, 37% in Andhra Pradesh and
Karnataka (Banerjee and Roy 2002 ) to 18% in
Kerala (Sudhakaran and Vijayavalli 1996, 1997).

The present study aims to assess the fre-
quency, pattern, socio economic correlates and
temporal trends of consanguinity among the
Mudaliar community of Palghat District of the
State of Kerala. No previous consanguinity
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study has been reported in this socio-
economically backward immigrant community of
Kerala.

MATERIALS  AND  METHODS

Mudaliar also known as Kaikolar, is a socio-
economically backward Hindu community of the
State of Kerala. Their population dispensation
in Palakkad district is comparatively meager
compared to other Hindu backward communities.
Mudaliars are artisan people, inhabiting in
groups and their settlement is called ‘Pavody’,
and the practice of related marriages has long
been favored and encouraged among them.
Mudaliars are traditionally engaged in weaving
cloths in a specially adorned room (‘thary’) of
their own houses. According to Valath (2005),
Mudaliar was originally a social group of Tamil
Nadu. Their predecessors had migrated from
Tamil Nadu for commerce and military training,
and settled in Palghat District of the state of
Kerala.

In this study, a sample of 412 marriages of
Mudaliar community was randomly drawn by
using a comprehensive questionnaire. Door to
door survey method was employed to collect
data on reproductive history, degree of relation-
ship between spouses, educational status of the
couple, socio-economic status of the family,
prevalence, type of consanguinity and temporal
trend of consanguinity. The marriage contracted
between spouses who are related as second
cousin or closer were classified as consangui-
neous and those marriages contracted beyond
second cousin level were classified as non-
consanguineous. The pedigree of both mem-
bers were carefully evaluated before ascer-
taining the relationship between a pair of
spouses. Non-consanguineous couples from the
same socio-economic and educational status of
the community were taken as control. The
questionnaires were hand coded and tabulated.
By using a computer the data was analyzed to
assess the frequency, pattern of consanguinity,
influence of education and urbanization and time
trends of consanguinity. The coefficient of
inbreeding (F) was calculated by using the
method of Wright (1922). Chi-square test was
used to test the signi-ficance of relations.

RESULTS

A total of 412 marriages were studied, and
the results are depicted in Table 1. Of these, 130
(31.6%) marriages were found to be of the
consanguineous type with F= 0.0235. The most
frequently encountered type was first cousin
marriages (15.8%), followed by uncle niece
(6.6%). Among first cousin marriages, matrilateral
cross cousin type was found to be the most
preferred choice (8.5%), followed by patrilateral
cross type (6.8%). The frequency of second
cousin marriages was found to be 5.8 % and first
cousin once removed was 3.4%. Matrilateral and
patrilateral parallel cousin marriages were also
found, albeit in very low frequency.

Region wise analysis of data (Table 1)
revealed a high rate of consanguinity in rural
(40%) population, intermediate level (30.2%) in
suburban area and low rate (22.2%) in urban area
(Fig. 1). However, consanguinity related to
region of residence was found to be statistically
not significant (÷²

(2)
 =4.492 p =0.106).

Table 1: Frequency distribution of consanguinity
in Mudaliars

Consanguinity type No.               %

Uncle-niece 27 6.6
Patrilateral  parellel 1 0.2
Patrilateral cross 28 6.80
Matrilateral parellel 1 0.20
Matrilateral cross 35 8.50
I Cousin total 65 15.70
1.5 C 14 3.40
2 C 24 5.80
Non-consanguineous 282 68.40

Total 412 100

Fig 1. Frequency of consanguinity by region of
residence

 Place of residence  * Consanguinity %
50

40

30

20

10

0
      Rural          Suburban     Urban

%



CONSANGUINEOUS MARRIAGES IN MUDALIAR OF PALAKKAD 3

The influence of education of women was
found to have a negative association with
consanguinity (÷²

(3)
  =3.877; p =0.275) (Fig. 2).

However, consanguinity rate was found to be
higher among the low educational groups
(32.2%) and illiterate women (30.1%) compared
to those of high education category of
Graduation and above (16.7%).

The temporal trends of consanguinity are
presented in Figure 3. The marriages contracted
before 1960 showed highest rate of
consanguinity (41.7%). The lowest rate (17.9%)
was seen during 1960-69. The period from 1970
to 1999 showed a steady increase in rate of
consanguinity from 30.4% to 35.4%. An obvious
declining trend of 27.7% in the rate of
consanguinity was noticed in all marriages
contracted after the year 2000. The temporal
trends of consanguinity among Mudaliar was
not found to be statistically significant (÷²

(5)
  =

4.828; p =0.437).

DISCUSSION

In humans mating is not random because of
finite population size, close proximity, cultural
preferences, languages and socio-economic
biases of many sorts, where mating between rela-
tives is a common practice (Solbrig and Solbrig
1979 ). Many religious, social and ethnic groups
around the world are found to prefer relatives as
their marital partners. However, degrees of rela-
tionship of spouses, the pattern and trends in
consanguinity are determined largely by the
prevailing social customs and cultural behavior
of the mating groups. The widely touted expla-
nation for the persistence of consanguinity is that
it provides many socioeconomic benefits to the
conjugal partners (Bittles 2002; Denica et al. 2011).

In the present study, consanguineous
unions account for 31.6% of all marriages
contracted with mean coefficient of inbreeding
F= 0.0235. The first cousin union is found to be
the preferred choice (15.8%), followed by uncle-
nice (6.6%). Among the first cousin marriages,
matrilateral cross is the predominant type (8.5%)
and patrilateral cross is found to be 6.8%. These
preferential types are reported to be the common
amongst most countries including South India
( Bittles 1994; Banerjee and Roy 1996 ) and Kerala
(Pillai and Mathew 1995; Sudhakaran and
Vijayavalli 1997; 1998), whereas in the Middle
East countries and Muslim population in general,
patrilateral parallel unions are predominant
choice, as it is a part of the Arab culture (Khlat
and Khudr 1984). Mathew et al. (2006) have
reported that in Kerala, irrespective of social
class, all Hindu castes and communities gene-
rally favor matrilateral cross cousin marriages.
In Kerala, uncle-niece marriages were restricted
to scheduled castes and tribal groups, albeit in
very low frequencies. The present study shows
that uncle-niece marriage is one of the preferred
choices among Mudliar. This may be due to the
Mudliars still following the Dravidian culture and
traditions of the Hindu communities of Tamil
Nadu, wherein uncle-nice marriage is considered
as a preferential choice for mate selection. The
men in Mudliar community are often engaged in
their traditional weaving works. They require the
help and assistance of their wives in starching
threads, drying them, attaching it on tharies.
Thus a man prefers to choose a close relative as
his partner, as she is familiar and well versed in
traditional work.

Fig.  3. The temporal trend of consanguinity among
Mudaliars
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The studies reviewing the rate of consan-
guinity among the populations of South India
show that the rate varies throughout the region,
ranging from 20% to 60% with F = 0.0267 to
0.0493 (Rao and Inbaraj 1977; Reddy and Rao
1978; Reddy and Malhotra 1991; Reddy 1992;
Bhasin and Nag 1994; Bittles 1998; Sudhakaran
and Vijayavalli 1998). The relationship between
consanguinity and region of residence shows
that the incidence of consanguinity is lower
(Fig.1) in urban areas relative to that of rural
area. This is a general trend consistently reported
from other parts of the country (Centerwall and
Centerwall 1966; Bittles 1994), including Kerala
(Kumar et al. 1967; Sudhakaran and Vijayavalli
1996; Mathew et al. 2006). A consistently
declining trend in consanguinity from older to
younger generation is not evident in the present
study of Mudaliars (Fig.3) and this contradicts
the general trends prevailing in most areas of
the world, where remarkable decline in the rate
of inbreeding has been reported from older to
younger generations (Sanghvi 1966; Prothro and
Diab 1974; Khlat and Khudr 1984; Bittles 1994;
Richard and Rao 1994). The present study
suggests that the propensity to marry a relative
has not changed much over time (Fig. 3) among
this immigrant community of Kerala. Their strong
belief in following Dravidian culture and
traditional weaving works, together with socio-
economic and educational backwardness acting
hand in hand may be the reason for the high
prevalence of consanguinity among them.
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