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PREFACE

Popular demand has necessitated the fourth edition of our
publication “Kerala Through the Ages”. This book attempts to
present the salient features of the history of Kerala with special
emphasis on the development of society and culture. For the serious
student of history the canvas unfolded in the following pages reveals
possibilities for further research, study and analysis. For the layman
it is expected to offer a brief introduction to the complex pattern of
society in Kerala.

This study was brought out in collaboration with the Department
of History of the University of Kerala and the Department of
History of the University of Calicut. Our . thanks are due to
Dr. M. G. S. Narayan, Dr. A, P. Ibrahim Kunju, Dr. M. P. Sree-
kumaran Nayar, Shri M. R. Raghava Warrier and Shr] Veluthatt
Kesavan who collaborated in this venture.

%

Trivandrum, . T.N. JAYADEVAN,
June, 1988. : : Director of Public Relations.
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THE BACKGROUND

To an outsider, Kerala nught appear as the l?nd of Kathakali,
Onam, Sankaracharya boat-races, back-waters,' ivory works and
intelligent people. On closer acquaintance you gain some awareness
about Nayars and Nambudiris, Mappila Muslims and Syrian
Christians, the intricacies of the matrilineal joint family, the
Guruvayur Sri Krishna Temple, Communism through the ballot
box, Sabarimala, and Sri Narayana. Everywhere in India, and in
many parts of the world, Keralites are known to be smart, hard-
working, highly volatile and sociable, and full of adventure. All
these qualities come out best when they leave the comfort and
security of their own home village and State. You will find them
earning their livelihood in all walks of life, but mostly where
technical skills and intellectual ability are in demand. They learn
languages quickly and mix with different groups of people easily.
Irrespective of caste and c¢reed, they come together on various
ocecasions of the year to ce brate Onam, Id or Christmas and then
go back to their problems for the rest of the days. Normally they
have not one but several Malayalee associations in the same city,
all competing heartily for outdoing the. other in nurturing their
love for Kerala and its culture.

~ It is often remarked in a lighter vein that Menons, Pillais
and Nayars have dominance in the Central - services; that the
Mappilas of Malabar have invaded and captured the retail markets
in big cities like Bombay, Calcutta, Madras and Bangalore and
also populated the deserts of West Asia; that Christians from
Travancore have made themselves pa.rtners in the affluence of
Germany and the United States of America. Besides these, in
i recent years Ezhavas and Harijans from Kerala have been coming
up in professions and literature indicating a social - revolution
triggered by the Indian renaissance.

32}4981{MC.
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As you enter Kerala through the Palghat gap, a 32-kilometre
break in the long chain of the Western Ghats which stands as the
great cloud-capped ‘sentinel of the West Coast, your eyes feast on
the cool-green fields and flowering forests on either side. To the
Keralite (or Malayalee) this is reminiscent of the tradltlopal
Talappoli welcome, by two rows of girls in shining garments, flowing
dark hair and smiling faces lit up with the flame or lamps carried
in golden trays. A clearly distinctive feature of human geogra-
phy is the continuous chain of habitation obliterating the boundaries
between village and village. The railway or the road will be seen
to cut across innumerahble rivers and rivulets with recently constru-
cted bridges. These waters running east-west from the Ghats te
the sea, hold in their hearts, deep below the turbulent, laughing
surface, the secrets of the land’s agricultural wealth, the cleanliness
and sprightlmess' of the people and the problems of political and
social organisations. : !

The traveller will observe that the people of Kerala are neither
too tall, nor too short; neither too dark nor too fair—they represent
a mixture of many races, except perhaps among the forest tribes.
The remote ancestors of Keralites might have arrived at differ-
ent times from different directions—riding the waves or climbing -

» the ghats—to populate the river wvalleys full of virgin - forests.

Gradually, when the forests in the plain receded eastward giving
place to paddy fields, the technically advanced groups of Aryan
settlers and their native associates established ascendancy in Kerala.
They organised a feudal agrarian society with caste hierarchy and
serfdom either putting down the vanquished natives or driving
them into the high ranges. However,/they welcomed small bands
of sea traders—Jews, Greeks, Romans, Syrian Christians, Arah

“Musilm and modern FEuropeans—in succession who came in
_search of pepper and spices and other forms of forest produce.

Thus traditional Kerala society preserved its framework for many
centuries in spite of superficial political changes because the
pattern of agricultural production and maritime trade remained
the same. On the one hand the foréign merchants, the retailers
of prosperity, were hospitably received, treated on a par with the
feudal chieftains and extended religious tolerance. On the other,
the earlier tribal settlers were economically exploited and subdued
and socially ostracised with elaborate rules of conduct. Thus the
history of Kerala is the story of the growth of this complex and
sheltered society which is basically Indian but very much open to
West Asian influence. We have a unique regional version of Indiax:
society embroidered with patches of multi-coloured semitic society
and culture. ; :
t
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It is difficult today to distinguish among the Keralites between
a Musilm, Christian or Hindu or among the Hindus themselves,
between a Nayar, Nambudiri or FEzhava. Etven half a century
ago, such differences in faith and status weére amply reflected in
dress and manners. Native Muslims wepe close-cropped, bearded
and clad in multi-coloured lungis, their women-folk using a taltom
to cover the face. The Syrian Christians, who claim to be descen-
dants of the disciples of St. Thomas, dressed and moved about
almost like Nayars and Chekons, Avith>the crucifix on their chest
as the only differentiating mark: Their women wore dhotis in a
special way with fanshaped treg$es. Among Hindus, the Nambudiris

(Kerala Brahmins) formed the crest of society-laying down the’

‘rules of behaviour for KsHatriya and Samanta chieftains. Their

sgcial life was centered around temples, they formed a leisurely class
0‘

anded gentry devoted to,scholarship and the arts.

Aristocratic DMayars = belonging to big = matrilineal joint
families—each Tafavad house with more than a hundred
members—moved about with all pomp and luxury. Poets and
artists found jpatronage in the numerous courts of the chieftains,
often fomepting quarrels with one  another. The FEzhavas,
supposed t¢ be descendants of immigrants from Izham and Ceylon
were ouf<castes in the caste system; but they too counted
among themselves a few landed aristocrats and learned scholars,
physielans and fighters though the large majority were toddy
tappers by way of profession. The Cherumas and Pulayas were
the real out-castes. They were not expected to wear z white
dhoti or walk on the public roads.  There was an appearance of
/calm and contentment which proved to be completely deceptive.
~ Everything has now been shattered by the whirlwind of a social
revolution, still blowing sirong with tremendous force.

‘The caste system has been undermined by the influence of
modern education and political action and‘above all by the impaect
of the chean modern ttheatre. The old ruling houses have disinte-
grated and a new rich class of{industrialists and white-collar officials
have suddenly appeared on the scene. People have gone out of
Kerala in large numbers and come back to their home towns or
villages with a lot of money and values other than the traditional

ones. i

7

A good part of the land of Kerala i§ dominated by the slopes
of the Western Ghats where the soil is rich and the forests are
thick and where the thunderous rain clouds break their fury brin-
ging out their blessings in a variety of hill products. The outside

-
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world knows little about the rubber and tea estates nestling in the
high ranges. The tribal hunters and food gatherers who fill these

forests are scared of the light of civilization. They are not known

to their more advanced brothers in the plains, but anthropologists
and sociologists from the West and their Indian disciples have

_ studied at least some of their groups like the Todar, Kadar,

Kurumbar, ete. This twilight world of the Western Ghats contains
elements of the most sophisticated modern life in the bungalows
of the estates, enveloped by the most natural and the most primitive
groups of the human race.

Out in the plains, the swollen rivers have fertilized the fields.
The river banks are dotted with prosperous villages. There may ¢
be one or two ancient temples or churches or modern mosques, a
high school and a market place. Most of the villages of Kerala
were subsisting until recently on traditional agriculture with paddy
fields and ploughs, bullock-carts and serfs. 'They are now being
connected with a network of modern roads and rendered noisy with
factories. The great houses of the Nayars and the Nambudiris
have lost their influence, and now their lands too, thanks to pro-
gressive land reform legislations. Here and there one may see
the dilapidated old -Taravad houses. Most of the younger
generations of these Taravads have already escaped into the cities
and equipped themselves for white-collar jobs with modern’
education. Free education for backward communities has brought
about a social revolution in the villages. Traditional arts and
skills have declined, with the sons of “artisans and folk dancers
opting English education and jobs in cities. Cinema houses
have sprung up in‘the rural areas too. Money orders from
Singapore and Penang, Dubai and Bahrain have relieved the
poverty of the poorest sections in many places. Food crops
gradually give place to cash crops. =

Most of the towns are found in the midst of these villages. In
fact, they are overgrown - villages which rose into prominence
in the headquarters of old chieftains. As the towns retain many
of the rural ftraits and the villages are getting
highly urbanised, the distance between the two has become reduced.
Perhaps a distinctive feature of Kerala society today both in towns -
and villages is the coming together of the classes. There are no
Zamindars and millionaires and no slum-dwellers either. The social
boundaries have almost disappeared with the swelling numbers of
the middle classes. Most people can read and write and ever
tea-shop is full of discussion on daily news. Rikshaw-pullers
are avid filmfans and critics of literature. Even farm-labourers
follow the intricacies and intrigues of power politics. . These changes

L]
§
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are basically the products of the literacy-revolution brought about
by the school ‘and library movements which swept across Kerala in
the early decades of the présent century. They brought in their
wake reform movements which permeated the cells of every com-
munity, fostered the spirit of democracy and socialism and
generated a renaissance in literature. s '

The prominence and opulence of the middle classes—half
educated and highly conscious of their own rights—distinguish
Kerala from several other parts of India. In a society where feudal
ties have broken up, everyone is a hero upto himself (and a villain
to the rest) and outside the film world, hero Worshlp is extremely
| rare.

The * coastal regions are mostly inhabited by fisherfolk.
The waves of the Arabian sea which kiss the sands of beach over
a long line of about 590 kilometres, had brought much wealth
and wisdom to Kerala in the past. They carried at least some-
of the pre-historic settlers belonging to the Proto-Australoid or
the Negrito race. They brought Jews and Christians from Syria -
who established their pockets in harbour towns in the early centu-
ries of the Christian era. There were also the Roman merchants
of Greek origin who came in search of pepper. The Arabs also
came in large numbers. Judaism, Christianity and Islam are as
much part of the Xerala heritage as Jainism, Buddhism and
Hinduism. The openness of the sea and the presence of trade
winds blowing directly from the Arabian coast to Kerala and back
every year suddenly became a source of danger to Kerala’s inde-
pendence with the advent of Vasco da Gama. As a result, the
Malabar coast became the training ground of the dominant powers °
of Europe like the Portuguese, the Freneh, the Dutch and the
English before they converted the whole of the continent of Asia
into a theatre of war. Exposure to the sea and its influences gave
Keralites their acquaintance with several wvarieties of culture in
the ancient world as well as the modern. Perhaps this factor is
responsible for a certain trait of adaptability and cosmopolitanism
in the personality of Kerala.

The different traits discussed abovée have been moulded in
the course of centuries of conflict and.co-operation by means of action
and reaction between man and nature. The story of the past is a
sealed book out of which seraps of paper have accidentally been
exposed. These have to be studied carefully and pieced together
for what clues we may get regarding the course of events, the type
~of personalities and influences which ordained the life-style of this
regional society in South India.
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CLANNISH CHIEFTAINS AND THE ARYAN. SETTLERS

‘ The first set of people who left their footprints on the soil of
Kerala may be identified at present only with reference to their
burial practices. Their language is not recorded anywhere though
it may be reasonably assumed that they spoke an archaic form of
Tamil. They constructed strange burial monuments in granite,
laterite and pottery, most of which are strikingly similar to the
megalithic monuments of West Europe and West Asia suggesting
that if they were Dravidians, the Dravidians enjoyed an inter-
continental range of distribution spread over many ccnturies in
" time. These monuments of Kerala are, however, younger thecn
their counterparts in the rest of Asia. Moreover, along with the
menhirs, reck-cut chambers, dolmens with port-hole cists and stone-
circle, they included the hatstone (Yoppikkallu) a variety peculiar to
Kerala. From the casual accounts of these in early Tamil Sangam
literature we know that their makers who are traced back to the
10th century B. C. in archaeological record, continued their favourite
rituals down to historical times. Therefore a time bracket between
10th century B. C. and 5th century A. D. may be postulated for these
people. ; o ' : ;
It i clear from the grave-relics, including iron tridents and
daggers, that the megalith builders had long emerged out of the
* stone age into the iron age without passing through a bronze age.
In fact, there is very little evidence of the old stone age and new
stone age in Kerzla. In recent years researches of the Deccan
College, Puna, have identified probable sites of Paieclithic settle-
ments in the Palghat region. Several siray finde of Neolithic
tools have also been made by researches of Calicut University along
' the river-beds. However, it is premature to put forward any
hypothesis regarding man in the old stofic age or new stone age
in Kerala. ‘
‘ It is likely that the Mauryan invaders who reached the horders
of Mysore encountered the Megalith-making tribes tnder their
own chieftains who lived in hill forts and controlled the surrounding /
countryside. A whole corpus of ancient Tamil literature known”
to scholars by the label of Sangam literature has fortunately begn
preserved. The oldest of these poems might probably have been
composed by the wandering bards during the peried of the Mauryan
Empire. Tn one of his edicts, Asoka has mentioned the neigh-
bouring peoples like Keralaputra -and Satiyaputra together with

/
/
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