
turies before Christ? My book could not give a satisfactory 
solution to the problem. Since the publication of that book, 
however, I was able to study certain contributions by British 
Marxist historians (Thomson, Christopher Hill, Gordon 
Childe, etc.) On the problem of the replacement of the m atri­
archal by the patriarchal family in Greece and some other 
countries (in the columns of the Labour Monthly and Modern 
Quarterly). The study of these articles, together with a re­
study of Engels’ Origin of the Family and Marx’s Letters on 
India, helped me to revise the understanding which formed 
the basis of the earlier parts of my book.

It was in the midst of this that Com. Stalin’s celebrated 
work, On Linguistics, appeared and revolutionised scientific 
thought. His new teachings regarding Basis and Superstruc­
ture, the fact brought out by him that, far from being merely 
a mirror of the basis, the superstructure does very often act 
independently of the basis, and even influences the trans­
formation of the basis, struck me as the guiding line for the 
student of Kerala’s history whose job it is to explain such a 
mysterious phenomenon as the co-existence of the matriar­
chal family and a militarist-feudal State in mediaeval Kerala. 
This helped me to further revise my understanding.

Needless to say that the result of these revisions, as set 
out in the following pages, will evoke bitter criticism on the 
part of the champions of the traditional history of Kerala. 
It is natural that, rejecting, as I am doing, the basic under­
standing of both the Dravidian and Aryan schools of the 
traditional history of Kerala, I would be attacked by both. 
I would naturally welcome these attacks, since it is necessary 
for the proletarian point of view of history to come into con­
flict with the ruling class point of view. I am sure that, in 
exposing these ruling class points of view of history, I would 
have the cooperation of dozens of Marxist students of Kerala’s 
history.

I would also welcome fraternal criticisms of Marxist his­
torians of the point of view set forth in the following pages. 
I need not say that it is only through the process of intense 
discussion among Marxists that a correct understanding can 
be developed on the problems of Kerala’s history.

ii

Madras, May 24, 1952
E. M. S. NAMBOODRIPAD

Chapter I

INTRODUCTORY-DESCRIPTIVE

(1)

The Madrasi, or the South Indian, is, in the eyes of an 
ordinary North Indian, one type of Indian just like the Ben­
gali, the Punjabi etc. The entire people of Madras or South 
India are to them the same. It is only recently, and that too 
among the politically-conscious sections of the North Indians, 
that the fact has become known that what are called the 
Madrasis or the South Indians are composed mainly of 4 na­
tionalities—Andhra, Kamatak, Tamil and Malayalee—each 
of whom is as different from the other as the Bengali is from 
the Hindusthani or the Oriya or the Assamese, and as the 
Punjabi is from the Hindusthani, or the Sindhi, or the 
Gujerati.

It is therefore natural that the leaders of the Working 
Class and Democratic Movements in Northern India are not 
aware of the specific problems that their comrades in South 
India have to face. They are, for example, surprised to hear 
stories about the anti-Northern movement of the Dravida 
Kazhagam in Tamilnad, the tremendous mass response to the 
anti-Hindi slogans of the Kazhagam etc. Nor are they able 
correctly to assess the strength of feeling for an Andhra 
Province and its significance in the politics of Madras State. 
These and other problems of the mutual relations of the four 
major nationalities of Madras, among themselves as well as 
with the northern nationalities, have acquired such a vital 
importance in the national politics of India that it is idle to 
talk of building a National Democratic Front if the entire 
Indian Working Class and Democratic Movement does not 
pay close attention to them and help in their solution. To 
neglect them is to allow the reactionaries to fan national 
hatred and disrupt the unity of the common democratic 
movement of the Indian people.
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2 THE NATIONAL QUESTION IN KERALA

It is as an effort to interpret the people and problems 
of one of these four major nationalities that I am giving in 
the following pages a brief description of the Malayalee peo­
ple—their origin in the years of antiquity as far as can be 
ascertained, the development of their social order as far as 
can be traced and their present position and problems. It 
is hoped that comrades of the other three nationa­
lities of Madras, as well as of all nationalities in India will 
interpret their own people and their problems, so that demo­
crats and progressives all over India can better understand 
each other and, on the basis of this understanding, lay the 
necessary basis of “the unity of the peoples of the various 
nationalities of India not by force but by their voluntary 
consent to the creation of a common State”. (Programme of 
the Communist Party of India.)

(2)

Kerala, as was mentioned earlier, is one of the four 
nationalities of South India.

It lies on the southwestern extremity of the Indian sub­
continent and is the neighbour of Ceylon.

To its west lies the Arabian Sea and to the east, the 
Western Ghats. On its immediate south lie parts of Tamil - 
nad and on its north live the Tulu, Coorg and other peoples 
who are generally considered to be part of Kamatak but who 
are really not entirely Kannadiga in national characteristics.

Kerala is politically divided into the Malabar District, 
parts of South Kanara and Nilgiri Districts (all, parts of 
Madras State) and the major part of the Travancore-Cochin 
State. The southern taluks of the latter State as well as 
Coorg and the whole of South Kanara and Nilgiri Districts 
are claimed to be part of Kerala by reactionaries in Kerala 
but this is a chauvinistic claim since South Travancore is 
certainly part of Tamilnad and since Tulu, Coorg and other 
peoples should be considered sub-nationalities closer to 
Kamatak than to Kerala.

The population of Kerala as defined above is 11,066,439 
composed of 3,929,425 in Malabar, 342,301 in the Kerala part 
of South Kanara District, 34,246 in the Kerala part of Nilgiri 
District, and 6,760,467 in the Kerala part of the Travancore- 
Cochin State. It should however be made clear that the exact
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boundary between Kerala on the one hand and Tamilnad, 
Tulu Nad, Coorg, etc., on the other are difficult to deter­
mine on the basis of census figures, as these figures are likely 
to err one way or another. (All figures are taken from the 
1941 Census.)

The language of this area is Malayalam; in fact, it is on 
the basis of an exact definition of Kerala as “the contiguous 
part of Madras and Travancore-Cochin States where the 
mother tongue of the majority of the people is Malayalam” 
that the above boundaries and population of Kerala have 
been defined. This language is of Dravidian stock and closer 
to Tamil than the two other Dravidian languages (Telugu 
and Kanarese). It however has a greater admixture of 
Sanskrit than Tamil.

The people are called Malayalees; their culture is called 
Malayalee culture. Unlike most other nationalities in India, 
the land on the one hand and the people and their language 
on the other are known by different names—the land by the 
name of Kerala, the people by the name of Malayalee, and the 
language by that of Malayalam.

The land is divided in its physical features into three 
distinct regions: (1) The highlands touching the Western 
Ghats; (2) The plains which lie in between the highlands 
and the sea-coast; (3) The coastal belt. The first region 
abounds in vast forests and in tea, rubber, coffee and other 
plantations. In the middle region are grown paddy, tapioca, 
pepper, ginger and other crops. The coastal belt contains big 
cocoanut plantations, provides a big volume of fish, etc.

The staple food of the people is rice supplemented by 
tapioca, fish, etc. Rice however is not produced in sufficient 
quantity to serve the needs of the entire people, the differ­
ence between requirement and production being as high as 
about 50 per cent.

The people are divided in their social relationships into 
various castes, the caste system and inequality being far more 
acute than anywhere else in India. These castes may broadly 
be divided into (1) Caste Hindu, (2) non-Caste Hindu, (3) 
Scheduled Caste, (4) Muslim and (5) Christian. The popu­
lations of these respective castes are : Caste Hindu and non- 
Caste Hindu together 5,799,015; Scheduled Caste, 903,548; 
Muslim, 2,281,239 and Christian, 2,196,001. (It is not pos­
sible to give separate figures for Caste Hindus and non-Caste 
Hindus.)



4 THE NATIONAL QUESTION IN KERALA

The land is administratively divided into taluks of which 
there are 10 in Malabar and 38 in Travancore-Cochin State. 
The parts of South Kanara and Nilgiri Districts that form 
part of Kerala do not form one whole Taluk, only about half 
the Kasargod Taluk in South Kanara and part of Gudalur 
Taluk in Nilgiri District being part of Kerala.

There are 2 towns with a population of over 1 lakh, 5 
with between 50,000 and 1,00,000, 8 with between 20,000 and 
50,000. Most of these lie on the sea coast and 3 of these toge­
ther constitute the area of the Cochin Harbour. Being one 
of the biggest harbours in India, this harbour and the adjoin­
ing area have got all the possibilities of becoming the nerve 
centre of an economically-developed Kerala. It also lies more 
or less in a geographically central position. It may there­
fore be considered to be the future capital of the National 
State of Kerala.

Though the economic condition of the people is miser­
able (the standard of living of the average Malayalee is one 
of the lowest in India), Kerala has big natural resources— 
forests, fishing, minerals, various valuable crops, etc. So 
also has it a skilful and industrious people many of whom, 
lacking profitable employment at home, go outside and earn 
the respect and admiration of those with whom they have 
come into contact. Hence, once the socio-economic bar­
riers that today obstruct the harnessing of the labours of an 
industrious people to the rich resources are removed, there 
is every possibility of Kerala developing into an advanced; 
industrial nation.

Chapter II

A PEEP INTO ANCIENT HISTORY

(1)

It is a fact accepted by historians of South India that 
what is today Kerala was, in pre-Aryan days, part of the 
Chera Empire—one of the three empires that flourished in 
South India in those days.

Historians have also discovered various facts which go 
to show that Kerala had regular trade connections with Baby­
lonia, Phoenicia, Egypt, etc., in the second and third mille- 
niums before Christ.

References are also found to Kerala in such works of 
the early Aryan period as the Ramayana, Mahabharatha, etc., 
as well as in Emperor Asoka’s inscriptions (Nos. II and X III).

While the antiquity of Kerala is thus undisputed, it is 
however true that there is no reliable scientific history of 
ancient Kerala. While it has been proved that, as far back 
as 3000 B.C., teak and ivory were exported from Kerala to 
Babylonia, we have yet to know how these commodities were 
produced, what was the mode of living of the people who 
produced them, etc. We do not know how far the mode of 
production had advanced, whether field cultivation had deve­
loped, what Were the instruments used in production, etc. 
Nor do we know the stage to which the arts had developed 
or the manner in which family and social relationships were 
regulated.

This lack of a scientific understanding of ancient Kerala 
society was sought to be remedied by a mythological story 
of the origin of Kerala. The story rims as follows: Parasu- 
rama, the mythological hero of many battles, wanted to atone 
for his sins and- so created new land out of the ocean; the 
whole of this land was then given by him as a gift to the 
Brahmins who were settled on the land; the great hero then 
fixed up the rules of conduct for these newly-settled 
Brahmins as well as for others, making Brahmins the lords 
of the land, others their loyal dependants; the descendants of
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