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Socio-Political and Religious Life of Christians in
Ancient and Medieval Kerala

BY
C. V. CHERIYAN

Kerala has been the home of different religions from time
{ mmemorial and is one of the oldest centres of Christianity in the world,
Tradition has it that Apostle St. Thomas preached the Gospel of Christ
-in Kerala. Christianity developed here as an indigenous religion, not
as an alien religion imposed upon a people by superior physical force.
People from all sections of society embraced the new religion, attracted
by the simple teachings of Christ as expounded by Apostle Thomas and
those who followed in the apostolic foot-prints. Under the fostering
care of the local princes and with the friendship and tolerance extended
by the Hindu brethren, it developed as an essentially Indian religion in
all. respects except in matters of faith and forms of worship. This
Church preserved the faith handed down from the days of Apostle
St. Thomas without being defiled by the heresies that plagued the
Churches elsewhere, The Christian Church in Kerala developed also as
an essentially independent Church without hierarchical or juridical
subjection to any foreign Church. This independence and the simplicity
of faith lasted until this Church came into contact with the Portuguese
missionaries who arrived in Kerala after the epoch—making discovery
of a sea-route from Europe to India by Vasco de Gama in A.D.1498.
On the eve of the arrival of the Portuguese, Christian society in Kerala
presented the picture of a community that was Christian in religion,
Syro-oriental in worship and Indian in culture.

Socio—Political Life

When the Portuguese landed at Calicut, Christians had already
spread over the whole land and were known as Nazranis. Their social
status, according to the Portuguese accounts of the XVIth Century, was
the same as that of the Brahmins. The Nayars who constituted the
second estate of the realm and who occupied the second place in the
caste heirarchy of Hindus, according to these accounts, held the
Christians in high esteem and deemed it an honour to be addressed as
brothers by the Christians. Also the Christians, in order to preserve
their nobility, would not touch the inferior castes, and would, while
going along the road, shout to the people from afar to make way for
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of Hendo (India) and of its confines.” 10 Vatican Syriac Codex 22
written in A.D. 1301 at Cranganore by a Kerala Christian speaks of
Mar Jacob, a prelate of the Christians of Kerala, as the Metropolitan
Bishop of the Seell of St. Thomas and of the whole Churches of the
Christians of India.” The Bishops sent out by the Patriarch were
content with the mere exercise of nominal authority. The effective
government of the church of Kerala was in the hands of local prelates
known as Archdeacons. The title of the Archdeacon was “The
Archdeacon of all India.” The Archdeacon was called Giathikkukar-
thavian (one responsible for the community). The Archdeacons were
also the social and political leaders of the Christian community in
Kerala. The Pakalomattom family, believed to have been baptized by
the Apostle St. Thomas, claims to have a number of Archdeacons.!?

The administration of the local churchs was carried on by the
assembly of the parishioners consisting of all adult males and local
priests. The assembly looked after the temporalities and the whole
Church life of the community. The assembly decided cases of public
scandal and inflicted punishments which some times amounted to
excommunication. Those excommunicated were denied the sacraments.
The children of the excommunicated would not be baptized. Represen-
tatives of several Churches assembled together to decide on matters
affecting these churches. Things of a general character affecting the
whole Church were taken up for decision by the assembly of representa-
tives of all the Churches.!? ‘

The ecclesiastical headquarters of the Christians of Kerala were
Cranganore and Quilon. These two places were the most important
Christian centres, Cranganore probably from the very beginning and
Quilon after VIII/IX century. After sometime .Cranganore lost its
importance and its place was taken by Angamaly. However, it has to
be noted that even after the rise of Angamaly, Christians used to speak
and write of their families as connected with Cranganore or Quilon.

As places of public worship, churches played an important part in
the life of the Christians in Kerala during this period. Churches in
pre-Portuguese period externally looked like Hindu pagodas with the

10 Ibid.,p. 71.

11 It is significant that the expression “‘see of St. Thomas” was in vogue even
during the Pre-Portuguese epoch in the history of Christianity in Kerala, For
details see, Ibid., p. 70.

12 Ibid., pp. 95-96.

13 Ibid., p. 97.
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better economic position achieved for them a high place in the caste
hierarchy as a result of interactions with Brahmins and ruling families
made them develop more and more social distance with the Izhavas and
Kurichiyas. All these happened because in the past landholding by
custom was an exclusive prerogative of the upper classes including the
Nayars and a few other aristocratic families. And land was then the
only source of income. A low caste person was not competent according
to the socio-legal ideas of then Malabar to own ‘janmam rights’ (Sundara
Aiyar). Most of the land in Kerala was owned either by Brahmins or
chieftains (Nayars) or other aristocratic caste families. In Wynad too
Kurichiyas were generally tenants under the Nayar landlords just like
any other low-sub-caste-Nayars working for higher caste Nayars in the
plains.

V. Gods and Goddesses

Though all the three communities are predominantly Hindus, they
are in different stages of Hinduisation. Nayars have almost fully

adopted the Hindu way of life—adopted almost all the gods and
goddesses of the Hindu pantheon, and retained only a few indigenous

gods and goddesses like Sabarimala Aiyappan, different ‘Bhagavathis’
(goddesses) known by different names and the worship of snakes. The
Izhavas too adopted a good deal of the Hindu way of life and worship
many Hindu gods and goddesses, though not completely, Hinduised like
Nayars. They worship most gods and goddesses who are being
worshipped by Nayars, besides worshipping a few more local gods like
“Muthappan’, ‘Gulikan’ etc. in the Malabar region. However the
Kurichiyas are yet to adopt substantially any aspect of the Hindu way
of life and leave alone knowing or worshipping many Hindu deities.

The common gods and goddesses to Kurichiyas and Izhavas today
are the ‘Muthappan’ ‘Gulikan’ (in Malabar), ‘Kuttichathan® and ‘Bhaga-
vatis’. During the recent past Kurichiyas started worshipping Bhadrakali,
Sivan, Vishnu and Murugan who are being worshipped equally by
Nayars and Izhavas. As Kurichiyas were isolated and confined to the
Wynad area during the last so many centuries and did not have the
opportunity to join the Hindu mainstream of life which was introduced
by the Brahmins in Kerala, they retained mostly the old forms of
religion. No doubt Nayars and Izhavas also professed similar primitive
religion like the Kurichiyas before they came into contact with
Brahminical rites. From Kurichiyas through Izhavas to Nayars we find
a progressive continuum of Hinduisation of their religion. Thus we
account for the present day differences in their religious life. Since I
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the country. As Zaynuddin testified: “The (Malabar) Rulers have
respect and regard for the Muslims because the increase in the number
of cities was due to them. Hence the rulers enable the Muslims in
the observation of their Friday prayers and celebration of Id...... As
a result of such kindly treatment the Muslim merchants of “olden days
used to come in large numbers” 18 Tt is selfevident from the existence
of several inland Muslim settlements that missionary activity of some
kind was responsible for their origin and development. Ibn Battita,
who had spent the best part of 1345-47 in Kerala, found several pros-
perous Muslim settlements in the different parts of Northern and Cent-
ral Kerala, patronised by their respective rulers, on account of their
“need of the meachants”. He found that “Muslims are most highly
honoured amongst them (the Hindus), except that . . . .they do no not eat
with them or allow them into their houses”1?.

Abdur Razzaq, who visited, Calicut in 1443, as the Ambassador
of the Persian Emperor Shah Rukh to the Zamorin, noticed a prosper-
ous Community of Muslims, following the Shafi’i School in Calicut and
they had two Jama’at mosques in the city. He reported that the Mus-

lims “manifest luxury in every particular’ 20

The most important factor in the growth ot Muslim influence in
Kerala was the support given by the Zamorin to the Muslims in his
Kingdom. This was mainly due to two factors: one, the great prosperity
which the Muslim traders brought to the country by their trading acti-
vities, and two, the support which these traders gave him in fulfilling
his political ambitions. According to tradition, it was the Kolikkod
Koya, who recommended to the Zamorin the conquest of Valluvanad,
so that he could acquire the protectorship of the Mimépkam festi‘..ral at
Tirunavay. It was with the financial and proba_bly with the military
support proivded by the Muslims that the Zamorin was able to ‘ extend
his sway over Valluvanad. It is related that as a rewar_d for his help,
the Kolikkod Koya was allowed to stand “on the left side of Ehe Zamo-
rin on the Vakayur Platform on the last day of the (Mamankam)

festival”.21

Another event that greatly increased the influence of the community
in North Malabar was the establishment of the Arakkal Svarapam of
Cannanore. By the 12th century A. D., the influence of the Ali Rajas

18 Ibid., pp. 51-2 :

19 H. A.R. Gibb. op. cit.. p. 232 :

20 R. H. Major, India in the Fifteenth Centuty, p. 17 _ '
21 The Mackenzie Manuscripts (Quoted by K. V. Krishna Iyer, The Zaiorins

of Calicut, p. 104
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[Chi—square 14.150  df. 4
critical value 5% — 9-48

Pearson co-efficient 0.246]

Here our study shows that respondents coming from high income back-
ground have longer political career than those with low or middle
income level. It will be seen that 80-1 per cent respondents of the
high income group have more than 26 years of political career to their
credit. Thechi—square test shows significant relationship at 5 per cent
and 1 per cent levels of significance in the analysis. We cannot how-
ever say that higher income is the result of longer period of political
career. None of our respondents admitted that they were getting any
material benefit from party work. Indeed all of them denied any
pecuniary gain coming out of leadership in their parties- The only
source of income is for the members of the cabinet, the state legislature
and parliament, all of whom get their salary or sitting fee. The argu-
ment that personal income sustains them]in party and that the higher
the personal income tne better his opportunity for serving a party and
for getting leadership positions is more plausible. Two further factors
support this argument one is that most of our respondents have some
amount of income from sources other than politics (eg. property,
occupation, wife’s employment, etc.) The other reason is that the
incomes reported by respondents are only modest and in no case very
high. If politics was used as a means of achieving wealth, this would
have been reflected in their income level. We may also state that the
income publically declared by the political leaders in Kerala also reveal
that it was obtained through means other than politics.

Community differences may have an important part in the emer-
gence of political Elites. as well as in decidiug their party affiliations
In order to find out any possible relationship between community and
length of service, we have prepared the following table (Table 3)

It will be found that the forward caste Hindus have the longest career
in politics followed by the backward caste Hindus. The former have
the smallest percentage of members with 15 years or less of political
career. The table indicates that the Muslims have comparatively
shorter career in policies. :

An important feature observed in the analysis of length of political
career was that those with long years in the political party were also
those with comparatively higher educational level. 75-00 per cent of
the respondents with High School educatlon and 54:6 per cent with










































WHEEL MADE POTTERY PIVOTED SPOKED WHEEL PROCESS OF MANUFAGTURING
(TELGU SPEAKING KUMBARANS OF PALGHAT.)

Opening of the clay mass

PRSI AR

apil Lifting the pot
Completing the shaping of the pot. 4.6 Lifting




WHEFLMADE POTTERY-SPOKELESS WHEEL-PROCESS OF  MANUFACTURING
(KULALA NAIRS OF CANNANORE)

P

5.1 Opening up the clay 5.2 Opening up the clay

5.3 Fashioning

5.5 Beating 5.6 Beating



6. 1 Anthoor Nair woman polishing a pot

6. 2 Kumbarrn beating a pot



6.4 An Odan Woman beating pot






HAND MADE POTTERY., DIFFERENT STAGES OF COILING TECHNIQUE
EMPLOYED BY THE ANTHUR NAIRS OF PALGHAT

7. 2 Flattzninz a pancake from the clay



7. 3 Flatting a pancake from the clay

7. 4 Making a disc from the pancake









Pots drying in the Sun
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shaped wheel) with hands in anticlockwise while the man shapes the pot.
However, it is the man who does the major part of the work in turning
the pottery on the spoked wheel.

Drying and Beating

There is-a hole at the bottom of the pot when it is removed from
the wheel which is closed by the beating. After removing, the pot is
set aside in the sun on a yam leaf in vertical position. It is sun dried
for about six hours in summer and ten hours in rainy season. The pot
is then beaten with a wooden mallet keeping a round stone anvil with
the left hand inside the pot. Now the vessel is conveniently held
between the right foot and left thigh. The position of the pot is slightly
altered from inside after each blow with the wooden mallet held in the
right hand of the potter. The first stage of strokes to close the bottom
hole and shape the shoulder of the pot is one of the important and
delicate process in pottery technique since the clay is still very plastic
and liable to be unknowingly disfigured. To close the hole, the potter
beats strongly from above the shoulder to the hole, which is slowly
lessened to a new form at the cost of thickness and finally closed. The
excess of clay at this place, is then spread by strong beating. This
process lasts roughly for three to five minutes.

The pot is left to dry in a shade for three to six hours or fora
night. It is again given smooth strokes by the mallet “to fashion the
belly and the breast of the pot to the satisfaction of the potter.” 3 The
heaviest mallet is employed for beating in the initial stages and then in
the final stages, light strokes are given with light patting tool. An anvil
is kept where the blows are given. The pot is then kept for drying in
a 'wind, but out of the sun for 15 to 30 minutes. It is again beaten for
the third time with a light mallet for 2 to 3 minutes as to give a uniform
thickness. The beating altogether lasts about 9 minutes. After the
decoration and polishing the pots are allowed to dry in the sun until
they are ready for the firing.

Decoration and Polishing

Decoration is found on almost all medium and large earthen wares.
The pots are generally decorated by making impressions with finger,
nail, bamboo split and chisel, before they are removed from the wheel].
The mallet with stamped impressions, is employed to adorn vessels in
the districts of Cannanore and Trichur. A piece of cloth is used when
ﬁ:i;lgerﬁ and nail are used for making impressive like ripple marks on. pots.

3" Kingslay Roll, Joirndl of Anthi. Institute, G.B.L, Vol. LXV, 1935.
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type of kiln. It is distributed in the districts of Allcppey, Cannanore
and some parts of Trichur district.

Type-2: The second type is totally different from that of the first.
It is a big kiln consisting of two chambers, upper and lower. The
upper chamber is called Choolakuzhi (the pit of the kiln) and the lower
one is known as Atupu - (furnace for heating). Thus, the kiln is divided
into two stages by an arch of laterite stones or bricks. The arch is also
supported by laterite stones. The depth of the kiln (upper chamber) is
33" while its diameter is ten feet. There is either a thatched or tiled
shed over the kiln. Above all an earthen wall having about 11’ height
is erected around the kiln. In the Choolakuzhi (upper chamber), pots
are arranged in rows for firing while the lower is used as the fire box
for heating the kiln. This type of kiln is in vogue in all the districts of
Kerala excepting some places of Cannanore, Trichur and Alleppey,
where small circular type kiln without any lower compartment is found
to be used for firing. However, both types are generally called as
«Chopla” (Kiln).

Arrangement of Pots

Type-1: At the bottom of the small circular kiln (first type) a
layer of wood ashes and broken pots of the former firings is left about
23" thick. On this is set a layer of firewood or coconut husk and above
this alternative layer of pots and the fuel, each successive one of which
reduces in diameter so that the whole pile is shaped like a cone. The
pots are placed inverted in all the six rows in the small circular kiln
(type-1) of Trichur and Cannanore Districts. In the last and top layer,
lids and tiny vessels are arranged while on the ground row, very big
pots are placed for firing. Similar type of kiln (2}’ deep & 9" diameter)
is found in the Kuttanad taluk of Alleppey District, where pots are
arranged in the furnace in standing position. The vessels are allowed
to touch one another. A free space is left between the ground and the
pots. This enables air to circulate round the earthenwares and then
make a good dryness. The last row of pots is then covered with straw.
It is then covered with mud. There is a small hole at the bottom.
This is uniformly found in the districts of Trichur, Alleppey and
Cannanore under the type-1. Fire is lighted on the straw and at the
fuel of the lower furnace (hole) and it spreads to all the rows of fuel.
Within twelve hours the pots are burnt. The kiln is then left to cool.,
Within another two hours, the pots can be dismantled from the kiln.

Type-2: As has been already stated, kiln type-2 has two compart-
ments, the Choolakuzhi (upper stage) and Arupu (oven—the lower
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This equation states that for a given R, the relationship between
r and s is hyperbolic. The values of r presented in Table I, corres—

TABLE I

Values of r Corresponding to selected values of R and s
R
s L0058 =105 .10 IS 20 =525 S0EEELas .40

-00 -0000 .050 -100 .150 .200. -:250/ :300 .350 -400

-05 -.048 -000 .048 .095 ‘143 .191 .239 .286 .333
20 ==091: —c045: - 0007 045 <091, 1365182 .227-- 272
.15 -.130 -.087 -.043 .000 -.043 .087 .130 .174 .217
.20 -.166 -.125 -.083 -.041 -000 .042 .083 .125 .167
.25 -.200 -.160 -.120 -.080 -.040 .000 .040 .080 .120
.30 -.23t -.192 -.154 -.115 -.077 -.038 .000 .038 077
.35 -.259 -.222 -.185 --148 -.111 -.074 -.037 .000 .037

.40 -.286 -.250 -.214 -.178 -.143 -.107 -.071 -.035 .000
.45 -.310 -.276 -.241 -.207 -.172 -.138 -.103 -.068 -.034
.50 -.333 -.300 -.267 -.233 -.200 -.167 -.133 -.100 -.067
295 354 -322 -.290 -.258 -.225 -.193 -.161 -.129 -.097
.60 -.375 --.343 -.312 -.281 -.250 -.218 -.188 --156 ~--155

ponding to a few feasible values of R and s makes it easier to decipher
the path of the changes in the household size.

During demographic transition, R increases from near zero values
to a maximum and then declines to lower levels again. The number of
households, on the other hand can be expected to continuously rise i.e.
s is an increasing function of time. Uuder these influences the household
size will register an increase until R reaches a maximum and decreases
thereafter. Correspondingly, r will decrease after reaching a maximum.
Further r will take negative values when s increases to values greater
than R. (see the bold figures, as an example). Since very low
negative values of r are not meaningful, s cannot continue to be in-
definitely large. In other words, both population size and number of
households are likely to follow a logistic pattern (possibly with a time
lag) and the average household size will follow a curve which reaches a
maximum and then declines to reach a low level at which it stabilises.
‘At this stage the household may be more or less identical to the nuclear
family consisting of husband, wife and their young unmarried
children.
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APPENDIX

Derivation of the Equation: R = r 4+ 5 + 15

Let R, r, and denote the annual growth rates of population size,
household size and number of housebolds respectively. If Po and Pt
be the population at time o and t, and n, and nt the number of house-
holds we have

P, By (R
s e e A g (A)
b, no (1 +sY)
Aloh —h (.t =P @imp e (B)

From (A) & (B), we have
(1+Ry = (140 +s
i.e, R=14s+18
R — 5

Equivalently, r =
1 + s
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