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Modern Asian Studies, 11, 1 (1977), pp. 57-99. Printed in Great Britain.

The Mappilla Rebellion, 1921: Peasant Revolt
in. Malabar

ROBERT L. HARDGRAVE, JR

University of Texas at Austin

In any society the dominant groups are the ones with the most to hide about
the way society works. Very often therefore truthful analyses are bound
to have a critical ring, to seem like exposures rather than objective state-
ments, . . . For all students of human society, sympathy with the victims of
historical processes and skepticism about the victors’ claims provide essential
safeguards against being taken in by the dominant mythology. A scholar who
tries to be objective needs these feelings as part of his ordinary working
equipment. Barrington Moorel

In 1969, in response to the demands of the Muslim League in Kerala
and as a reward for its political support, the United Front ministry of
E.M.S. Namboodiripad redrew the boundaries of Kozhikode and
Palghat districts so as to carve out the new, predominantly Muslim
district of Malappuram. Denounced by its opponents as ‘the illegitimate
child of the old Two Nation theory,” Malappuram—‘Moplastan’ to its
critics—combined within a single district those taluks which forty-
eight years before, in 1921, had been the scene of the Mappilla rebellion.2

An earlier preliminary version of this paper was presented at a symposium at the
Mazxwell School of Syracuse University in November 1973, and has been included in
the collection edited by Robert 1. Crane, Aspects of Political Mobilization in South
Asia (Syracuse: Maxwell School, Syracuse University, 1976). Research for this paper
was conducted in the India Office Library, London; the Tamil Nadu Archives,
Madras; the Kozhikode Records Office, Calicut; and the Jawaharlal Nehru Museum,
New Delhi. For their assistance in tracking down materials on the rebellion, I wish
to thank Professor T. K. Ravindran, the University of Kerala; Dr. C. K. Kareem,
Registrar of the University of Cochin; and C. H. Mohammed Koya of Calicut.

1 Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the Making of the
Modern World (Boston: Beacon Press, 1966), p. 523.

2 See Memorandum Submitted to the Chief Minister of Kerala (Perintalmanna: Anti-
District Bifurcation Committee, 1968). For a discussion of Muslim politics in the
post-independence period, with special note of Kerala, see Theodore P. Wright, Jr.,
“The Effectiveness of Muslim Representation in India,” in Donald E. Smith (ed.),
South Asian Religion and Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), pp.
102-37. For a general account of the community, see Rolland E. Miller, Mappilla
Muslims of Kerala, Bangalore: Christian Institute for the Study of Religion and
Society, forthcoming.
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58 ROBERT L. HARDGRAVE, JR

The Mappillas

In August 1921, rebellion broke out among the Mappillas in the Mala-
bar district of Madras Presidency. Extending over some two thousand
square miles, two-fifths the area of the district, the rebellion, the
culmination of a long series of Mappilla ‘outrages,” was carried on for
six months by peasant bands in what was described by British authorities
as open war against the King.

The Mappillas, the Muslims of Malabar, traditionally trace their
origins to the ninth century, when Arab traders brought Islam to the
west coast of India.3 By 1921, the Mappillas (or Moplahs) constituted
the largest—and the fastest growing—community in Malabar. With
a population of one million, 32 percent of that of Malabar as a whole,
the Mappillas were concentrated in South Malabar. In Ernad taluk,
the center of the rebellion, they formed nearly 60 percent of the popu-
lation.

The community has been characterized as consisting ‘of pure Arab
settlers, of the descendants of Arab traders and women of the country,
and of converts to Muhammadanism mainly from the lower Hindu
castes.”s The pattern of Arab settlement and of the conversions,
however, fundamentally affected the character of the community.
At the beginning of the sixteenth century, when Portuguese and Arab
chronicles provide the first detailed descriptions of the Malabar coast,
the Mappillas were a mercantile community concentrated along the
coast in urban centers and dominating intercoastal and overseas trade.
Segregated from the Hindu population in separate settlements, the
Mappillas had considerable autonomy, and under the patronage of the
Zamorin of Calicut, they enjoyed prestige as well as economic power.
‘Hindu—Muslim relations. . .appear to have been characterized by
limited contact and self-interested toleration.’s

From the sixteenth century, while Mappillas remained urban
merchants, the greater portion of the community—‘through the
interrelated processes of immigration, intermarriage and conversion’—
increasingly came to be agricultural tenants, low in status and

3 For accounts of the origins of the community and the meaning of the word
Mappilla, see Edgar Thurston, Castes and Tribes of Southern India, Vol. IV (Madras:
Government of Madras Press, 1909), pp. 456-61; and C. A. Innes, Madras District
Gazetteers: Malabar and Anjengo (Madras: Government Press, 1915), pp. 189-go.

+ Innes, Malabar, p. 26.

s Stephen Dale, ‘Islam and Social Conflict: The Mappillas of Malabar 1498-1922,’
unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of California, 1972, p. 2.
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THE MAPPILLA REBELLION, IQ2I 59

desperately poor.6 With the rise of Portuguese power in challenge to
Mappilla commercial interests, many Mappillas moved inland in
search of new economic opportunities. As they moved into the interior
of Malabar, they brought the fervor of Islam, heightened in the inten-
sity of conflict with the Portuguese.

Early converts to Islam appear to have included many from among
the propertied classes of the high castes, for along the coast and in North
Malabar, where they first settled, the Mappillas are characterized
predominantly by the marumakkathayam law of inheritance—the

TABLE 1

Mappilla Population

% of total

Region and Taluk Population  population

South Kanara 130,562 10.5
North Malabar

Chirakkal 86,207 24.9

Kottayam 54,790 23.6

Kurumbranad 95,939 26.9

Wynaad 12,833 15.1
South Malabar

Calicut 86,952 29.9

Ernad 236,873 59.1

Ponnani 228,522 42.9

Walluvanad 131,487 33.3

Palghat 18,060 4.2
Malabar: Total Mappilla population 1,004,327 32.4

Source: Census of India, 1921, Vol. XIII, Madras, Pt 1, Report, Madras:
Government Press, 1922, p. 160; Pt II, Tables, pp. 121, 341, and 350.

matrilineal pattern traditional to the high castes of Malayali society.
Though in violation of Muslim law, this traditional system of joint
ownership and inheritance through the female line served to retain
property within the family unit. In sharp contrast to the general pros-
perity enjoyed by the Mappillas of the North, the Mappillas of South
Malabar were principally converted from the lower Tiyya, Cheruman,
and Mukkuvan castes, for whom ‘the honor of Islam’ brought freedom
from the disabilities of ritual pollution. Governed by the makkathayam
law of inheritance, these converts were by their own tradition in

6 Ibid., p. 22. Also see pp. 54-82.
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conformity with Muslim law, but the division of what little property
they had among all heirs served to perpetuate their poverty.?

It was in these inland areas of the South, in Ernad and Walluvanad
taluks, and among the poorest sections of the population that the
Mappilla community expanded most rapidly. R. H. Hitchcock, in his
secret history of the Mappilla rebellion, described the Mappillas of
South Malabar as having become

entirely separate from those of the rest of Malabar. . .. The low state of
their intelligence, the subservience in which they had hitherto lived, and
the absence of any men of learning to instruct them in their new religion,
even were they capable of understanding, all tended to provide a race which
would prove an easy prey to fanaticism and lawlessness.8

7 See Hamid Ali, Custom and Law in Anglo-Muslim Furisprudence (Calcutta: Thacker,
Spink & Co., 1938). F. Fawcett noted the distinction in inheritance and wrote that
in contrast to the Mappillas of North Malabar, those of the South are wretchedly
poor and ‘divide up their property in such a way that prosperity is impossible.’
‘The Moplas of Malabar,” The Imperial and Asiatic Quarterly Review, Third Series,
Vol. IV (October 1897), p. 295. For a detailed discussion of the matrilineal system,
see Kathleen Gough, “‘Mappilla: North Kerala,” in David M. Schneider and Kathleen
Gough (eds), Matrilineal Kinship (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1961),
PP- 415—42.

8 R. H. Hitchcock, 4 History of the Malabar Rebellion, 1921 (Confidential) (Madras:
Government Press, 1925), p. 9.
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Stephen Dale, in his examination of Islam and social conflict in
Malabar, writes that in these areas, the relationship between Hindu and
Mappilla was one of continuous conflict.

For whereas the lower Hindu castes were part of a hierarchy in which an
oppressive Nambudri landlord was also a social and religious superior, the
Mappillas as Muslims would identify the same Nambudri as an unbeliever
and could invoke Islamic tenets to justify a challenge to his authority.®

During the successive invasions by Hyder Ali and Tipu Sultan in the
late eighteenth century, Malabar was thrown into social turmoil.

The Haidar’s invasion, or more precisely his and Tipu’s sporadic persecution
of the Nambudris and Nairs weakened the political and social position of
these castes. The Mappillas were then free from previous restraints, and their
actions made explicit the profound antagonisms which prevailed between
the Mappillas and the dominant Hindu castes in rural Malayali society.10

Many Hindus fled in fear of death or forced conversion before the
advancing army and the even more terrifying bands of marauding
Mappillas who in the areas of Ernad and Walluvanad had become a
law unto themselves. The defeat of Tipu and the subsequent British
land settlement policies in Malabar, leading to the restoration of the
social and economic position of the dominant castes, severely affected
the position of the Mappillas in South Malabar.11

Reduced to insecure tenancy, vulnerable to rack renting and eviction
at the hands of Hindu landlords (janmi) sustained by British courts,
the Mappillas responded in a series of outbreaks, which Dale has
described as ‘social protests conducted as religious acts. Each one was a
Jthad in a social context.’12 Three hundred years of commercial conflict
with the Portuguese, and later the British, had been conducted in these
terms, and it had ‘bequeathed to the entire Mappilla community a
heritage of religious militancy.. . .’13 ‘The ideology of jikad had become
an heroic ideal, leaving the Mappillas with a belief in the virtues and
rewards of martyrdom and a disposition to justify and sanctify dis-
putes with non-Muslims in terms of jikad.’14

During the course of the nineteenth-century outbreaks, the number

9 Dale, ‘Islam and Social Conflict,” p. 23.

10 Jbid., p. 81.

1t Ibid., pp. 84—-109; Hitchcock, Malabar Rebellion, pp. 5-7. _

12 Dale, ‘Islam and Social Conflict’, p. 109. See also Stephen F. Dale, “The Map-
pilla Outbreaks: Ideology and Social Conflict in Nineteenth Century Kerala,’
Journal of Asian Studies, XXXV (November 1975), pp. 85-97.

13 Dale, ‘Islam and Social Conflict,” p. 24.
14 Ibid., p. 52. For a discussion of the ideology of jikad, see ibid., pp. 27-52.
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of conversions to Islam heightened dramatically, particularly after the
liberation of the Cheruman serfs. In converting to Islam, those of low
caste were not only freed from the traditional social disabilities of the
outcaste, but they joined a community of resistance wherein their
protest against janmi tyranny was supported by their fellow Muslims.15

The term outrage was used by the British to refer to those outbreaks
of Mappilla violence in which the attack—usually against a Nambuduri
or Nair landlord; sometimes against a European official or a convert
who had slipped back into the Hindu fold and thus threatened com-
munity solidarity—was followed climactically by the religious suicide
of all involved, in the secure knowledge that by their martyrdom they
would attain the houri bliss of Paradise. The incidents in which the
Mappillas “sought actively their own death,” 29 in number between
1836 and 1919, were normally suppressed in a few days and involved in
each case a relatively small number of people.16 Only in eight of the
outbreaks did more than ten Mappillas become martyrs (or sahids).
Moreover, ‘with rare exceptions these outbreaks...always blazed
out within a radius of some fifteen miles from Pandalur hills in the
Ernad taluk, the so-called “fanatical zone.” The Arab strain, strong on
the coast, is here very faint,” C. A. Innes wrote in the Malabar Gazetieer,
in a characterization of Mappilla violence which was widely quoted
during the rebellion,

and the followers of ‘the way’ are for the most part proselytes drawn from
the dregs of the Hindu population. They are miserably poor and hopelessly
ignorant, and their untutored minds are peculiarly susceptible to the in-
flammatory preaching of the church militant and to alluring contrasts
drawn between their miserable state here on earth and the wondrous joys of
Paradise. The Mappilla, brooding, it may be, over some fancied slight to his
‘pearl-like’ faith or over the tyranny of some Hindu landlord till it assumes

15 The Census of India, 1871, notes that the Cherumars ‘have to a large extent,
embraced Mohamedanism, and in so doing have raised themselves and their succes-
sors in the social scale. The tyranny of caste no longer affects the Mussulman convert,
and under these circumstances it is no cause for surprise that the Mussulman popu-
lation on the Western Coast should be fast increasing.” Madras (by W. R. Cornish),
Vol. I (Madras: Government Press, 1874), p. 71. Subsequent census reports recorded
the continued Mappilla increases and actual declines in the numbers of Cherumars
reported. Between 1871 and 1881, the Mappilla population of Malabar increased by
12.3 per cent, compared to only 3.4 per cent for non-Mappillas. Census of India, 1881,
Madras (by Lewis Mclvery), Vol. 1, Report (Madras: Government Press, 1883), pp.
39—40. Between 1881 and 1891, Mappillas increased by 18 per cent, in comparison
to a 10 per cent increase for Hindus. Census of India, 1891, Madras (by H. A. Stuart),
Pt I, Report (Madras: Government Press, 1893), p. 67.

16 See Conrad Wood, ‘Historical Background of the Moplah Rebellion: Out-
breaks, 1836-1919, *Social Scientist, III (August 1974), pp. 5-33-
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in his mind the proportion of a gigantic wrong that can be washed out only
in blood, determines to win eternal bliss by a martyr’s death. Others join
him, and the murder of a landlord or his agent or of an apostate sets the seal
on their resolve. The Sahids, or saints predestinate, prepare for death. They
set their houses in order, divorce their wives, and clad in the white robes of
martyrs go out to die fighting against the unbeliever. Their contempt for
death and frenzied bravery almost pass belief. . .. Few have ever been
captured alive, . . .17

In 1852, a special commission, headed by T. L. Strange, was ap-
pointed to investigate the causes of the outbreaks. Strange rejected the
view that the disturbances had their origin in agrarian discontent or
poverty. Their cause, rather, was to be found in religious fanaticism
stirred by the teachings of ambitious priests, the most infamous of
whom, the Mambram Tangal of Tirurangadi, had been forced by the
District Collector to leave Malabar following the outrage of 1852.18
Strange recommended a repressive policy, enacted into law in the
Moplah Outrages Acts, XXIII and XXIV of 1854. The first empowered
authorities to impose heavy fines on the Mappilla populations in
localities where outrages occur; to confiscate the property of those
found guilty of outrages; and to deport persons suspected of com-
plicity. The second act declared possession of the Mappilla ‘war knife’
illegal. To enforce these measures, a special force of police was raised
in Ernad.19

In response to an anonymous petition identifying eviction as the
cause of Mappilla violence, William Logan, the District Collector, was
appointed in 1881 as Special Commissioner to inquire into land
tenures and tenant rights in Malabar. Logan believed the problem
to be rooted fundamentally in the early British misunderstanding of the
traditional relationship of the janmi to the land. Rather than seeing the
Janmi as one of several agricultural classes with rights to the land and its
produce, British officials viewed him as rather like an English landlord,
and he was, accordingly, protected with the force of law. Logan saw
the outrages as the Mappillas’ attempt to counteract

the overwhelming influence, when backed by the British courts, of the
Janmis in the exercise of the novel powers of ouster and of rent raising con-
ferred upon them. A janmi who through the courts, evicted, whether fraud-

17 Innes, Malabar, pp. 82-3. The gazetteer was actually written in 1904-05,
although not published until 1915.

18 Two years later, the Collector, H. V. Conolly was sitting on his verandah in the
evening when he was attacked by a Mappilla gang and hacked to death in the
presence of his wife.

19 William Logan, The Malabar Manual, 1887, reprinted as Malabar, Vol. 1 (Madras:
Government Press, 1951), pp. 570-1I.
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ently or otherwise, a substantial tenant, was deemed to have merited death,
and it was considered a religious virtue, not a fault, to have killed such a
man, and to have afterwards died in arms fighting against an infidel Govern-
ment which sanctioned such injustice.20

In his judgment, Logan concurred with the view of the former Collector,
MacGregor, who had declared himself ‘perfectly satisfied’ that the
essential nature of the Mappilla outrages was agrarian. ‘Fanaticism is

merely the instrument through which the terrorism of the landed
classes is aimed at.’2!

Logan’s proposals for fundamental changes in the system of land
tenure in Malabar were duly considered by two commissions. In the
end, the Government of Madras was neither persuaded by his theoretical

arguments nor moved to provide security of tenure for those who tilled
the soil.22

Logan’s views had some impact on subsequent perspective. Fawcett,
writing in 1897, described the land tenure system of South Malabar
as ‘such as if arranged specially for the purpose of making people
discontented.’23 In the Class Handbook for the Indian Army on the
Mappillas, P. Holland-Pryor described the outbreaks as originating
‘in mixed motives, mostly agrarian and partly fanatical.’24 Innes,
however, writing at the same time, just after the turn of the century,
attributed the outbreaks to ‘three main causes, poverty, agrarian
discontent, and fanaticism, of which the last is probably the chief.’
According to Innes,

The repressive policy initiated in 1854, has had a salutary effect. The fining
of whole villages has brought home to the community a sense of its responsi-
bility for its unruly members, . . . the most enlightened Mappillas have been
enlisted on the side of law and order; and the Pukkoya Tangal. .. has
issued a pamphlet sternly denouncing outbreaks as opposed to true religion.
The fanatical zone has been opened up by good roads; and during the
Ramazan fast, when religious enthusiasm is easily roused, the Special
Police Force is distributed over the zone, and signallers keep the various
detachments in touch with one another and with the troop at Malappuram.
The complete immunity of Malabar from Mappilla disturbances in the last
few years is perhaps the result of these precautions.2s

20 Quoted in ibid., p. 584. See Dale’s discussion for a critique of Logan’s argument,
which he regards as being ‘as one-sided as Strange’s earlier effort.’ ‘Islam and Social
Conflict,” pp. 156-60.

2t Quoted in Logan, Malabar Manual, p. 581.

22 See T. C. Varghese, Agrarian Change and Ec ic Conseq s: Land Tenures in
Kerala 1850-1960 (Bombay: Allied Publishers, 1970), pp. 51-63.

23 Fawcett, “The Moplas of Malabar,’ p. 2g6.

24 Mappillas or Moplahs, Class Handbook for the Indian Army (Calcutta: 1gog4).
25 Innes, Malabar, p. 8qg.
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Non-Cooperation and the Khilafat Movement

The Nationalist movement came relatively late to ‘sleeping Malabar.’
While a District Congress Committee had been formed in 1908, it was
not until 1916, with the founding of the All India Home Rule League,
that Malabar began to awaken politically.26 Dominated largely by
Tamil Brahmin and landed Nair interests, the first Malabar District
Conference was held under the presidency of Annie Besant. Four
hundred and fifty-five delegates attended.2’” Opening with an oath of
loyalty to the King and support for the war, the Conference resolved
‘to start and carry throughout the District the propagandist and educa-
tive work to create public opinion in order to attain a system of Self-
Government in India.’28

The annual conference retained the character of a polite debating
society until the fifth District Conference, held at Manjeri in Ernad
taluk in 1920, when the District Congress Committee was reorganized
as the Kerala Provincial Congress Committee. The conflict then being
played out in the Congress at the national level between the moderates
and the extremists emerged at the Manjeri conference. In overwhelming
support for an extremist resolution, the Conference opposed the Mon-
tagu-Chelmsford Reforms and called for immediate and full self-
government. Mrs Besant vehemently opposed the resolution and led the
moderates in a walkout, leaving the Conference—and the Kerala
Congress—in the hands of the extremist leadership. With the landlord
interests removed, the District Conference now, for the first time,
passed a resolution demanding tenancy reforms.

Despite the various investigative commissions in the late nineteenth
century, Malabar continued to suffer under an oppressive system of
land tenure and subinfeudation. As late as 19oo, South Malabar—
where the situation was most serious—had been characterized by a
government settlement officer as having ‘earned the unenviable reputa-
tion of being the most rack-rented country on the face of this earth.’2
The demands for tenancy reform came principally from the class of

26 K. P. Kesava Menon served as secretary of both the Malabar District Congress
Committee and the Malabar branch of the Home Rule League. See A. Sreedhara
Menon, Kerala District Gazetteers: Kozhikode (Trivandrum: Government Press, 1962),
p. 175.

27 Report of the First Malabar District Conference, Palghat, May 8-9, 1916 (Madras:
Theosophical Publishing House, 1917), pp. 16-17.

28 Jbid., p. xiv.

29 M. Moberly, Report of the Settlement of Malabar District (Madras: Government
Press, 1900), p. 9, quoted in Varghese, Agrarian Change, p. 81.
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kanamdars, substantial tenants who were largely intermediaries between
the janmi landlords and the vulnerable verumpattomdars, tenants-at-will.
The janmies were mostly Nambudiri Brahmins; the kanamdars were
disproportionately Nairs; and the verumpattomdars were overwhelmingly
drawn from the Mappilla community and from the Tiyyas, Cherumars,
and other depressed Hindu classes. The Nair kanamdars, prosperous
and articulate in defense of their interests, had long been active before
government commissions and in the Madras legislative assembly in
efforts to secure more favorable tenancy rights for themselves. In 1916,
they organized the Malabar Tenants’ Association, but it was not until
1920, in linking the tenancy issue with the broader demands of the
Congress-Khilafat struggle for Swaraj, that the tenancy movement
gained momentum.

Although the 1920 District Conference was held in the heavily
Mappilla town of Manjeri and was attended by a number of Muslim
delegates—mostly from North Malabar—Ilittle impact was felt within
the Mappilla community. The Congress was still a predominantly
Hindu organization, dominated largely by Nair wvakils (attorneys)
from the kanamdar class. In 1920, however, the character of the Con-
gress was transformed fundamentally in Gandhi’s rise to power and in
the link forged between Non-cooperation and the Khilafat movement.
The Khilafat movement sought to preserve the integrity of the Ottoman
Empire and the Turkish Sultan as the Caliph, successor to the Prophet
Muhammad and spritual leader of the Islamic world. The movement,
beginning in 1919, protested against British support for the dis-
memberment of the Ottoman Empire and the abolition of the Cali-
phate.30 The Indian movement was led by the Ali brothers, Shaukat
and Muhammad, and they soon found in Gandhi a ready ally and
champion for their cause. Gandhi sought to weld Hindu-Muslim
unity in combining the anti-British issue of the Caliphate with- the
movement for Swaraj through non-violent non-cooperation.

Non-cooperation was formally begun on August 1, 1920, and on the
18th of that month, Gandhi and Shaukat Ali visited Calicut to bring
the message of non-cooperation and the Khilafat to the people of
Malabar. In his speech before a crowd of 20,000, Gandhi proclaimed
that ‘the Imperial Government have knowingly flouted religious
sentiments dearly cherished by the 70 millions Mussalmans. . .If the
Mussalmans of India offer non-cooperation to Government in order to

30 See Gail Minault (Graham), ‘The Khilafat Movement: A Study of Indian

Muslim Leadership, 1919-1924,” unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of
Pennsylvania, 1972.
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secure justice on the Khilafat, it is the duty of every Hindu to cooperate
with their Moslem brethren.’3! In a confidential report on the response
to Gandhi’s visit, Malabar authorities advised the Government
of Madras that there was little sympathy with the non-coopera-
tion movement, except on the part of a few ‘fanatical Mappilla
youths,” led by P. Moideen Koya, and ‘briefless vakils,” such as K.
Madhavan Nair (secretary of the K.P.C.C.), U. Gopala Menon, and P.
Achuthan.32
. A Khilafat Committee, consisting of both Muslims and Hindus, had

been formed in Malabar in June. Committees were now organized
throughout the district, although many soon collapsed for lack of
finance and effective leadership. After the Nagpur Congress in Decem-
ber 1920, securing Gandhi’s leadership and the commitment to non-
cooperation and the Khilafat cause, the Malabar Khilafat Committee
became increasingly active. In January 1921, at a meeting in Calicut
presided over by the Mahadum Tangal of Ponnani, the highest religious
authority among the Mappillas, and attended by three to four thousand
people, the Committee pledged support for the Nagpur resolution of
non-cooperation. A number of Mappillas resigned official posts,
stepped down from the bar, and dropped British titles, and pressure
was exerted on others to do likewise. The courts and government schools
were widely boycotted, and at Cannanore a National High School
was opened under the auspices of the local Khilafat Committee.33

In reporting on the impact of the Nagpur Congress within Malabar,
however, the District Collector, E. F. Thomas, wrote that ‘the non-
cooperation movement hasn’t caught on in Ernad where the Mappilla
is much more interested in the tenants movement, and the agitators
can’t get a hearing unless they make tenancy questions the big
cry.’34

Early in 1921, a tenants’ conference resolved to begin non-coopera-

31 Quoted in G. Gopalan Nair, The Moplah Rebellion, 1921 (Calicut: 1923), pp.
19—22. Nair was the retired Deputy Collector of Malabar.

32 Confidential Report, File No. 307, Tamil Nadu Archives, cited in P. K. K.
Menon, The History of the Freedom Movement in Kerala, Vol. 11 (1885-1933) (Trivan-
drum: Government of Kerala Press, 1972), p. 84.

33 Madras Mail, January 17 and 28, February 3, and March 14, 1921.

34 Collector’s Fortnightly Report, 1st half, January 1921, cited in G. R. F. Totten-
ham, The Mapilla Rebellion, 1921-22 (Madras: Government Press, 1922), p. 4.
Along with Hitchcock’s history, this 436 page compilation by Tottenham, Under-
secretary to the Government of Madras, is the major published official source on the
rebellion. For a brief official summary in that same volume, see Tottenham’s ‘Sum-

mary of Important Events of the Rebellion,’ pp. 37-41, and F. B. Evans, ‘Note on the
Rebellion,’ pp. 42-53.
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tion against janmis in demand for a fixity of tenure for all tenants in
South Malabar.3s The agrarian situation had been steadily worsening.
Both Travancore and Cochin had enacted legislation providing security
of tenure, and the failure of the Government of Madras to act exacer-
bated discontent. In the face of rumors of impending tenancy reform
in Malabar, landlords increasingly evicted tenants in the ‘resumption’
of lands for their own cultivation. As agrarian tensions increased, Nair
leaders of the Tenancy Association and the Congress sought to mobilize
the active support of the Mappilla cultivators—both for tenancy reform
and, in the name of the Khilafat, for independence. These efforts, in
the words of Thomas Shea, ‘proved tragically successful...Egged on
by the more fanatical of their leaders, the Moplah peasants transformed
what had begun as a series of well-organized boycotts of evicting land-
lords into a large-scale spontaneous insurrection against all forms of
authority—Hindu landlords as well as the British Raj.’36

In February, leaders of the Congress in Calicut—K. Madhavan
Nair, U. Gopala Menon, and Moideen Koya—invited Yakub Hassan,
prominent Muslim leader in Madras, to Malabar for a series of speeches.
Upon Hassan’s arrival, the District Collector, warning of ‘sinister
forces at work all over the district,” imposed an order banning the
Khilafat meetings contemplated for Ernad. He feared that an appeal
to religion might ‘prepare the way for something far more serious than
the isolated expression of fanaticism that the ordinary Ernad outbreak
represents.’3” “There is immediate danger,” Thomas wrote, ‘that the
feelings of the more ignorant Moplahs will be inflamed against not
only Government, but also against the Hindu jenmies of the taluq.. ..
There may result riot and danger to human life.”38 The Madras Mail
applauded the ban on public meetings in Ernad: ‘All those who realize
the danger attendant on senseless, inflammatory politico-religious

35 Madras Mail, January 20, 1921, p. 6. Fixity of tenure was, in fact, not guaranteed
until the passage of the Malabar Tenancy Act of 1930.

36 Thomas W. Shea, Jr., “The Land Tenure Structure of Malabar and Its Influence
Upon Capital Formation in Agriculture,” unpublished doctoral dissertation, Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, 1959, p. 172.

37 Collector’s Fortnightly Report, 2nd half, February 1921, cited in Tottenham,
Mapilla Rebellion, p. 4.

38 Quoted in the Madras Mail, February 9, 1921, p. 6. The Collector justified his
action on the claim that one of the people behind the invitation was Variakunnath
Kunjahammed Haji, who ‘comes from a family with outbreak traditions.” The others
involved, he said, were two ex-vakils (K. Madhavan Nair and U. Gopalan Menon)
‘who must, by their own act, seek a livelihood by agitation, regardless of what may
be the results.” Both gentlemen denied any acquaintance or connection with Haji.
Madras Mail, February g, 1921, p. 6.
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propaganda in the semi-wild Moplah zone will approve of the
action.. ..’

Hassan and the Malabar Congress leaders declared their intention to
defy the ban, whereupon they were arrested and sentenced to six
months’ imprisonment. Their arrest brought an immediate storm of
protest. In defiance of the ban on processions, a crowd of about 12,000
Mappillas, some armed with sticks and knives, gathered at a Calicut
mosque and proceeded along the Beach Road, where they were met by
the District Magistrate and the police. The mob dispersed only after
two hours’ tense confrontation.40 The following day almost all shops
in Calicut observed hartal, and with each passing day the kartal spread
into Malabar, gaining support from Mappillas who had previously
held aloof from the Khilafat movement.4t

The arrest of the ‘Kerala patriots,” as they were called, gave new
impetus to non-cooperation and the Khilafat movement. The Malabar
vernacular press supporting non-cooperation proclaimed Thomas’
provocative action as the ‘awakening’ of Malabar and expressed delight
that the Collector should serve as the unwitting catalyst to heightened
political consciousness. Meetings of protest were called all over Malabar.
At the height of excitement, C. Rajagopalachari and K. P. Kesava
Menon, then practicing before the Madras Bar, arrived from Madras
and were met by a huge crowd and led in a procession. Kesava Menon,
on the advice of C.R., assumed the office of Secretary of the Kerala
Provincial Congress Committee, succeeding his imprisoned colleague,
K. Madhavan Nair. Menon later indicated that as a result of the
activities following Hassan’s arrest, 230 Congress Sabhas had been
formed andseveral thousand new membershad been enlisted.42Hassan’s
arrest was deplored in the Madras Legislative Council as ‘likely to excite
and arouse the Mappillas,’3 and in a later judgment on the Mappilla
rebellion, G. Gopalan Nair wrote that ‘the Yakub Hassan episode
was the turning point in the Khilafat movement and that it was from

3 Madras Mail, February 8, 1921, p. 9.

40 As reported by the District Superintendent of Police, in Hitchcock, Malabar
Rebellion, pp. 20-1.

41 Madras Mail, February 18 and 21, 1921.

42 Reported in West Coast Spectator (Calicut), August 18, 1921, quoted in Gopalan
Nair, Moplah Rebellion, pp. 13-14.

43 Speech by Diwan Bahadur M. Krishnan Nair, quoted in Gopalan Nair, Moplah
Rebellion, Appendix, p. 32. Speaking for the Government in the Council of State, New
Delhi, H. D. Craik said, ‘“There is probably no single person who has done more to
excite the feelings of the Moplahs than Mr. Yakub Hassan. ...’ Council of State
Debates, September 5, 1921, p. 107.
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this point that the attitude of the Khilafatists became decidedly hostile
and aggressive.’44

Agrarian tension in Malabar deepened, and under Congress auspices,
the tenancy movement spread, much to the alarm of landlords and
officials alike. On April 26, 1921, following the All Kerala Provincial
Congress Conference held at Ottapalam (where they suffered con-
siderable police harassment), a tenants’ conference overwhelmingly
supported resistance to landlords and Government in the form of
non-cooperation. While the non-cooperators were meeting at Otto-
palam, Mrs Besant presided over the first Reform Conference at
Calicut, condemning the pernicious effects of both the Khilafat
agitation and non-cooperation. Landlords themselves sought to
organize against the tenancy movement, and the Kerala Janmi
Sabha in July 1921 sent a deputation to the Governor of Madras.4s

The pro-British Mitavadi, a vernacular newspaper published in
Calicut as the voice of the Liberal Party in Malabar, expressed its
concern in English about the situation in Malabar in an article urging
immediate land reform:

It is very grave news that ... certain well-known jenmis of this district
have issued an ultimatum to tenants, in regard to the agitation for agrarian
reforms. . . . We are told that these jenmis would not renew the existing
leases on their expiry, while some have filed eviction suits in the law courts.
... We are greatly exercised in mind that this situation has been created
just at present by a few jingoistic jenmis because the non-co-operator is
abroad with his pernicious doctrines which must necessarily seduce those
tenants who are thrown out of their holdings by the declaration of war of
the jenmis. There was a time when the jenmi could with impunity play the
bantum of the dung hill of his domain but the world in unrest, has caught
the tenants as well. . .. [T]he shortsighted policy which . . . the territorial
magnates have adopted is calculated to bring about an explosion that would
shake Malabar to its very foundation.46

Khilafat-Non-cooperation meetings were held with increasing fre-
quency, sometimes accompanied by incidents of violence. Several
incidents of Mappilla-Tiyya conflict occurred over the picketing of

44 Gopalan Nair, Moplah Rebellion, p. 14.

45 Madras Mail, August 1, 1921, p. 6. In that same issue, the Mail related ‘a
curious story . . . of a Walluvanad jenmi who, having lost a brass vessel, adopted the
device of indemnifying himself by fining all his tenants in sums equivalent to the value
of the stolen article.’

46 Mitavadi (Calicut), 7 February 1921, cited in Report of English Papers examined
by the Criminal Investigation Department, Madras, and on Vernacular Papers
Examined by the Translations to the Government of Madras (hereafter noted as
Newspaper Reports), No. 8 of 1921, pp. 230-1.
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toddy-shops, a part of the non-cooperation campaign that particu-
larly appealed to Muslim sentiment.47 Itinerant preachers wandered
over the countryside spreading Khilafat propaganda, and rumors
circulated widely—one being that the Afghans were on their way, a
story arising presumably from Gandhi’s statement that a foreign in-
vasion would be welcomed by him.4 There were stories, too, that in
anticipation of Swaraj, Khilafat leaders had already parcelled out the
land among poor Mappillas and were only awaiting the movement to
take actual possession.49 It was ‘pure mockery,” Hitchcock wrote,
to deck the excitable Mappilla ‘in the garb of a soldier and yet tell
him that he should attain his aims by spinning.’so

Considerable interest was stirred in Malabar by the Ali brothers’
visit to Erode in April for a Muslim religious conference attended by a
number of Malabar Musaliars. Perhaps a greater impact was made by
the Madras speech of Muhammad Ali, circulated in pamphlet form
in Malabar and proscribed by district authorities. The Collector had
already proscribed an Arabic-Malayalam pamphlet and earlier in the
month, by his own description, had used the search for the pamphlet
as an opportunity to look into the accounts of the chief Khilafat centers.
His conclusion was that the movement had little money behind it.st

In connection with the All Kerala Provincial Congress held at the end
of April at Ottapalam, an ulema conference exorted all Muslims tosupport
the Khilafat as a religious duty, and they were urged to join local
Congress Sabhas to fight for the Khilafat through the struggle for
Swaraj.s2 The correspondent for the Madras Mail reported that

already the speeches delivered at Ottapalam have been so violent and the
attacks on the Government so bitter that the average man in the street is
disposed to become insolent. Their attitude towards the police is becoming
defiant and provocative. With Khilafat volunteers, who seem to have lost
their heads, moving about arrogantly, the impression is created among the

47 Mappilla-Tiyya tensions erupted, as well, in traditional forms of communal
conflict. The Mail reported that in the Mappilla fishing village of Vallayil ‘a large
crowd of Moplahs, numbers of whom were armed with sticks, gathered this evening
before the mosque. .. with the avowed intention of preventing a Tiyya religious
procession from going past the mosque with music.” Violence was avoided only when
the Tiyyas took a different route. March g, 1921, p. 8.

48 Hitchcock, Malabar Rebellion, p. 21.

49 Madras Mail, August 29, 1921.

so Hitchcock, Malabar Rebellion, p. 26.

51 Collector’s Fortnightly Report, 1st half, April 1921, cited in Tottenham,
Mapilla Rebellion, p. 5.

52 At the same time as the Ottapuram Conference, a rival Malabar District Con-
ference of anti-Non-cooperators was held at Calicut, under the auspices of the Home
Rule and presided over by Annie Besant.
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masses that the Government of the land is weak and powerless. It seems to
me if the non-co-operation propaganda is allowed to be carried out un-
checked throughout Kerala, it is bound to result in violence.53

In another report, the Mail warned its readers that

the great bulk of the Moplahs are steeped in ignorance, and mischievous
agitators, taking advantage of this fact, are playing upon their credulity
and are trying to inflame them by appeals to their religious fanaticism. . . .
Counter-propaganda should not be delayed until the poisonous teachings
have been spread and the fanatical Moplah has got completely out of hand.54

According to the Mail, the Khilafat movement was ‘wonderfully
organized. Every village has its own Khilafat Association and there is a
regular system of inter-communication, whereby men from a con-
siderable area can be rapidly summoned to any point.’ss Perhaps far
more important than the network of the Khilafat movement, however,
was the traditional system of communications among the Mappillas.
The system, Hitchcock recognized, constituted a major difference
between the Hindu and Mappilla.

The few bazaars that exist are entirely Mappilla and most Mappillas do
congregate at least once a week for Friday prayers and often at other times
in Mosques. They can therefore form some kind of a public opinion of their
own and combine but the fact that this is done under the cover of religion
makes it difficult for Hindu or European even to become aware of it. Except
at very occasional festivals the Hindus have no such opportunity of meeting.56

Moreover, the congregational form of worship centered in the mosque
drew Muslim settlement patterns into a nucleated form, in contrast
to the more dispersed pattern characteristic of Hindu Malabar.s7

All Mappillas by no means rallied to the Khilafat cause. A pamphlet
by a Ponnani Musaliar—written at the instigation of Government
authorities—cited passages from the Koran forbidding the faithful from
taking part in movements against the temporal power.s8 By the end of
May, as a result of repressive measures taken by the authorities, the
District Superintendent of Police, R. H. Hitchcock, was satisfied ‘that

53 Madras Mail, April 27, 1921, p. 8.

54 Madras Mail, April 26, 1921, p. 6.

55 Madras Mail, August 8, 1921, p. 6.

s6¢ Hitchcock, Malabar Rebellion, p. 3.

57 In maklng this point, Conrad Wood cites the comments of E. H. Colebrook that
Hindus in Malabar have ‘small houses each with its own compound spread over the
countryside with no communal centre,” whereas the Mappilla ‘tends to live in close
villages and hamlets centered on his mosque.” Wood ‘Historical Background’, p. 16.

58 In his Fortnightly Report, Thomas wrote that he ‘was having a Malayalam

pamphlet prepared by a learned Mussaliar by way of counter-propaganda’ against
the Khilafat movement. February 1921, cited in Tottenham, Mapilla Rebellion, p. 4.
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the whole movement was moribund, though there may be a few con-
vulsive quivers yet.”s® The Khilafat movement in North Malabar was
torn by dissension over money matters, and in the South, the Collector
reported that ‘the public generally had realized that authority had a
long arm and a strong hand to deal with violence arising out of political
agitation. In fact the Khilafatists are getting their tails down.’60

In July, a meeting of loyal Mappilla religious leaders was held at
Ponnani. The Khilafat movement and non-cooperation were denounced
as in violation of the tenets of Islam. One leader warned, as well, that
the Congress plea for Hindu—Muslim unity was a hoax and that Swaraj
was only another name for Hindu rule. Hindu and Muslim, he said,
could live together amicably only under a foreign king.st Malabar
authorities viewed the Ponnani meeting with mixed feelings. On the
one hand, they were gratified at the loyal support expressed by the
Mappilla religious leaders, but, on the other, the meeting withdrew
moderating elements from the Khilafat movement. ‘This has left
unguided and exasperated the few noisy leaders who can only get a
following by playing on the fanatical spirit, always there but hitherto
dormant in the ignorant Mappilla. To them Gandhi is no one. Non-
violence is not considered a serious suggestion or a political condition
but merely as a party cry to hoodwink Government.’s2

The police noted the growth of the volunteer movement during the
summer and reported the manufacture of knives and swords. But for
all the rhetoric of the Khilafat, Malabar was certainly not seething
with unrest, and according to Hitchcock, ‘Ernad still remained the
least affected part of the district in all this agitation.’s3 As of June 1921,
there were fewer members of Congress Sabhas in Ernad than in any
other taluk of Malabar District.s4 Furthermore, in the various incidents
of violence occurring in connection with the Khilafat agitation, none
were reported in Ernad.6s That situation soon changed.

59 As reported in the Collector’s Fortnightly Report, 2nd half, May 1921, cited in
ibid., p. 6.

0 Collector’s Fortnightly Report, 1st half, June 1921, cited in ibid., p. 6.

61 Madras Mail, July 27, 1921, p. 3.

62 Report of the District Superintendent of Police, August 8, 1921, cited in Totten-
ham, Mapilla Rebellion, p. 16.

63 Hitchcock, Malabar Rebellion, p. 21.

64 Report of K. P. Kesava Menon, K. P. C.C. Secretary, June 11, 1921, cited in
the Madras Mail, November 16, 1921, p. 8:

Calicut 4 Sabhas 1,047 members
Ponnani 23 Sabhas 2,798 members
Palghat and Walluvanad 62 Sabhas 2,944 members
Ernad 7 Sabhas 365 members

ss Hitchcock, Malabar Rebellion, p. 25.
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On June 8, Ramadan, Ali Musaliar, a religious teacher in Tiruran-
gadi, led a procession of 300 to 400 Khilafat volunteers, many in khadi
uniforms and some with cross-belts and knives, from the Kizhikkapalle
mosque to the site where Mappillas killed in one of the early outbreaks
were buried. There they offered prayers. Traditionally prayers were
offered here only before an outbreak, and meetings were prohibited
at the graves. In this instance, the prayers were made for the success
of the Khilafat movement.¢6 In the judgment of the District Superin-
tendent of Police, “This was the first definite act towards a possible
outbreak.’67

In July, the Madras Mail began a series on the ‘Moplahs of Malabar.’
Recounting outrages of the past—Hindus murdered and temples
defiled—the Mail reminded its readers of the ‘violent excesses’ to which
‘the fanatical and turbulent spirit prevalent among the Moplahs’
had driven them in the past, and of ‘how the danger of some sudden
outbreak of fanaticism, especially among the ignorant and backward
Moplah inhabitants of Ernad and Walluvanad talugs, is an ever
present cause of anxiety to the officers encharged with the duty of
preserving peace and tranquility in the district.’68

The Attack at Tirurangadi

In late July, 1921, in the village of Pukkottur, north of Malappuram in
Ernad taluk, a dispute arose between the Nilambur Raja (a Nam-
buduri landlord) and a Mappilla active in the Khilafat movement.
Tension grew in the village, and on August 1, drums began to beat in
the mosques of the area, and in the course of the day, several thousand
Mappillas, shouting warcries, had gathered in Pukkottur before the
palace gates. As reported in the Madras Mail, ‘a large portion of them
sported the Khilafat badge on their skullcaps, a good many wore
khadi shirts, and the majority were armed with war knives, country
swords, long spears, formidable bludgeons, and other weapons, several
guns included.” The police inspector arrived and with several local
Mappilla leaders succeeded in dispersing the crowd before the palace
was attacked. ‘The situation is still charged with peril,’ the Mail
correspondent warned, ‘for, once his blood is up, the jungle Moplah

66 As related in the Judgment in Case No. 7/21, quoted by Gopalan Nair, Moplah
Rebellion, p. 19, and Hitchcock, Malabar Rebellion, p. 29.
67 Hitchcock, Malabar Rebellion, p. 29.

¢ Madras Mail, July 4, 1921, p. 6. Part II appeared July 11, 1921.
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cannot be relied upon to keep the peace, to redeem his pledge or to
consider the consequences of his acts.’69

The events at Pukkottur, Hitchcock wrote, ‘have created an entirely
new situation in Malabar; Khilafat was completely swallowed up by
the old fanatical spirit on this occasion.’’® The events had not been
officially anticipated. The District Collector, E. F. Thomas, lamented
that ‘we are in for a bad time in Ernad, but there is this to be said—
what has happened is not the result of repressive measures; repression
gave us peace at Ramzan, the most dangerous time for the Mappilla. . .
It’s a bit of a blow but one can’t foresee everything.’7t In his report
of the Pukkottur incident, Thomas stated that ‘the crowd was heard to
express a desire or determination to add the heads of Mr. Hitchcock
and myself to the bag.” The seriousness of the situation in the district
could not be exaggerated, he wrote, and ‘I feel powerless with my
present force. .. We have peace now on a precarious tenure only if we
make no move. .. It is with full sense of responsibility, as it is with the
deepest regret, that I inform Government that the situation is beyond
the District officials.” He called for reinforcements of British troops and,
with sufficient force, proposed to disarm the district. ‘We cannot go
on as we are—with peace only so long as we remain inert. Crime has
been committed and remains unpunished.’72

The Governor of Madras, in his Fortnightly Report to the Viceroy,
wrote:

It seems difficult to arrive at an exact appreciation of the situation at
present, but there seems to be no doubt that continued provocative speeches
on the Khilafat question combined with the resolutions of the recent All-
India Khilafat Conference at Karachi have produced an impression on the
mind of the Mappilla that the end of the British Raj is at hand. It is certainly
true that as a result of Khilafat propaganda the Mappillas are better organ-
ized than they used to be and also better informed as to the strength of their
own position and the difficulty of taking military action against them.”

With the commitment of reinforcements, Thomas now summoned
those implicated as leaders in the Pukkottur incident to answer charges.
They refused to appear, and warrants were issued for their arrest.74

¢ Madras Mail, August 8, 1921, p. 6.

70 Report, August 16, 1921, quoted in Hitchcock, Malabar Rebellion, p. 29.

71t Letter from E. F. Thomas to the Government of Madras, dated Calicut, August
7> 1921, quoted in Tottenham, Mapilla Rebellion, p. 24.

72 Letter to the Government of Madras, dated Calicut, August 10, 1921, quoted
in ibid., p. 18.

73 Dated August 17, 1921, quoted in ibid., p. 12.

74 Madras Mail, August 22, 1921, pp. 5-6.
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Thomas further regarded it as necessary to arrest certain other persons
in Tirurangadi for incitement to outrage under the Moplah Outrages
Act. Number one on the list of those to be arrested was Ali Musaliar
of Tirurangadi. A sixty-year-old religious teacher, adorned in white
robes and red Turkish cap with green turban, Ali Musaliar was des-
cribed by the authorities as ‘dangerous.” With family connections to
earlier outrages, Ali Musaliar was believed to be at the center of attempts
to ignite Mappilla fanaticism. Malabar authorities had also received
information that there were a number of war knives 